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			Across the Gobi

			As the cart rolled along slowly, Mildred Cable noticed a small black dot emerge on the horizon. As she drew closer, the black dot began to take on the shape of a city sitting low on the desert. Mildred’s pulse quickened. This part of the journey was drawing to a close. Tonight she and her traveling companions, sisters Evangeline and Francesca French, would sleep in Urumchi, capital of Chinese Turkestan.

			At last Mildred could make out the city wall and the east gate, manned by a garrison of Chinese soldiers. She breathed a sigh of relief when the cart came to a halt at the gate. A soldier stepped forward and asked to see their travel documents. The women handed over their Chinese passports that gave them permission as missionaries to live and travel in China. The soldier looked at them, and as he handed them back, a smile spread across his face. “Welcome to Urumchi,” he said. “I am happy to inform you that you are the first British women to ever cross the Gobi and pass through this gate. And only a few British men have done so.”

			Mildred sat stunned. She had not set out to be one of the first three Englishwomen to cross the infamous Gobi Desert. She had been a missionary in China for twenty-four years and was simply doing what she’d always done—proclaim the gospel wherever there were people to listen. That was what brought her out into the desert, and now she had managed to find her way to this isolated, far-off corner of Central Asia. Thirty-three years before, leading a carefree life in Guildford, England, fifteen-year-old Mildred would not have considered herself adventurous at all. Back then she even bristled at the idea of going to China as a missionary.
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			She Belonged in China

			It was a hot summer afternoon in 1893. As fifteen-year-old Mildred Cable found a seat near the front of the church in Guildford, Surrey, and waited for the service to begin, she wondered why she was even sitting there. The day before, she had been happily vacationing on the Isle of Wight with her family when a letter arrived from the church vicar informing her that a missionary from CIM was coming to speak. Mildred didn’t even know what CIM stood for, but she felt a strong urge to make the trip back home to Guildford to hear the missionary. She had talked her parents into allowing her to travel home early from vacation with one of the housemaids.

			Mildred watched as the vicar introduced a middle-aged woman. “This is Miss Emily Whitchurch. She has been a missionary in China for the past nine years and has spent the past few years working in Haioi in Shansi Province with opium addicts. She also makes personal evangelistic visits to the surrounding villages. She serves with the China Inland Mission.”

			So that’s what CIM stands for, Mildred told herself as Miss Whitchurch stood to speak. Mildred looked her over. The missionary wore a plain brown dress—deathly plain, Mildred thought—and there was something embroidered on her collar. Was it words?

			Mildred soon forgot about the state of Emily Whitchurch’s dress as the missionary started to tell stories about her life in China. Emily’s eyes shone as she spoke about the men and women who lived at the opium refuge and about how she taught them Bible passages and urged them to trust in God. Emily also spoke of old Deacon Heh, who accompanied her on her visits to remote homes and villages to pray with and read to the inhabitants.

			After the service, Miss Whitchurch walked with Mildred the half mile to the Cable home on Maori Road. The first thing Mildred noticed as they walked was that the embroidery on Emily’s collar was indeed words, which read, “Jesus, He Shall Save.” This seemed a little extreme to Mildred. She was a Christian and even did some home visiting for the church, but the thought of wearing a verse embroidered on her collar seemed a bit much.

			“When did you come to know the Lord?” the missionary asked as they walked on in the late afternoon sun.

			“When I was young, I was very scared of God,” Mildred replied. “I had a nurse who constantly lectured us on hell and the wrath of God. Sometimes I lay awake all night thinking that if I fell asleep I might wake up in hell. The nurse’s favorite verse was ‘Thou God seest me,’ and everywhere I went I felt that God was watching, waiting for me to make a mistake.”

			“That’s a sad way for a girl to live, isn’t it?” Emily said.

			“Yes,” Mildred replied. “Thankfully, I had a dream of Jesus playing games in the temple. He was with a group of other children, and when He saw me, He smiled and beckoned me over to play. I did, and I felt so safe and happy. Since that time I haven’t worried about hell, and I’m glad that God’s eye is upon me, because I know He loves me.”

			“Remarkable,” Emily said. “And how about the rest of your family. How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

			“Five,” Mildred replied. “I’m the oldest. Then there’s John, Fredrick, Leonard, and Beatrice, and my mother had another baby in spring, a sister named Dora.”

			“What a busy household you must have. Are they all at home now?”

			“No,” Mildred said. “They’re on holiday. I came home early with our maid to hear you speak.”

			“I’m glad you did,” Emily replied.

			The women walked in silence for a moment. Then the missionary turned to Mildred and said, “I think the Lord wants you to go to China.”

			Mildred felt her temper rising. They had been having a nice talk, and now this stranger presumed to tell her what to do with her life. What did Emily Whitchurch know about Mildred’s life? “I don’t think so,” she retorted. “I have no intention of being a missionary, and if I did, I think that India would be much more appealing to me than China.”

			“But,” Emily said, “you must go where the Lord sends you, my dear. If you are the Lord’s, you have to give Him total control of your life.”

			Mildred looked for a way to change the conversation quickly. “Do all CIM missionaries have verses embroidered around their collars?” she asked.

			“No,” Emily replied. “I do it because that’s what I do in China on my native clothes, and I see no reason to change that practice here.”

			I suppose it would be all right in China, but it doesn’t look right here in England, Mildred thought as they arrived at her gate. Mildred then said goodbye, and the missionary walked on.

			During the next weeks, Mildred found it hard to get Emily Whitchurch’s words out of her thoughts. Was she supposed to be a missionary? She didn’t think so. Besides, Mildred was certain her parents didn’t have such an occupation in mind for their oldest daughter. Mildred was a student at Guildford Girls’ High School, where she normally won the music and English prize. Her mother wanted her to be a concert pianist, and there was talk of sending Mildred to Europe to study at a conservatory. Up to this point in her life, Mildred had quite liked the idea. Her father was a wealthy draper who had the money to send her if she chose that route for her life.

			By the next summer, 1894, Mildred had spent a lot of time thinking about China Inland Mission and carried out her own investigation. She learned that CIM was a relatively small mission, whose founder, Hudson Taylor, insisted CIM missionaries not ask others for money or goods. Taylor believed that each missionary should pray and ask God to supply his or her needs. He called this “living by faith.” The idea both thrilled and scared Mildred. She’d had everything she needed her whole life. What would it be like to trust God for things or go without?

			Sixteen-year-old Mildred decided she needed to investigate more—and in person. When she learned that China Inland Mission had a home in North London for women considering applying to be missionaries, Mildred wrote to ask if she could visit. A reply came quickly from a Miss Henrietta Soltau inviting Mildred to come and stay during the midterm holidays in September.

			It took some working it out, but in the end Mildred was allowed to ride the train to the Mildmay Park Railway Station, which was just a short walk to 41 Pyrland Road and the CIM house. Mildred soon found herself standing on the doorstep of a three-story redbrick row house. She knocked, and a young woman opened the door and invited her into a different world.

			Mildred loved everything about the CIM house for missionary candidates run by Miss Soltau. The accommodations were simple, sparse even, and the women staying there took turns doing the housework and cooking. All of this was new to Mildred. At home she had maids to do everything for her, but she loved the idea of being able to take care of herself. Best of all, young women from all over Europe were staying at the house. A number of them were learning English so that they could apply for admission to the CIM training school.

			Mildred loved Henrietta Soltau, a tall, lean woman in her early fifties who had the knack for giving her complete attention to whomever she was talking with. Although Miss Soltau had not been a missionary, she was in constant contact with those who were. She thrilled Mildred with stories about her brother Henry, who along with another CIM missionary had completed an eighty-day trek from Burma to Yunnan Province in China, a distance of over eight hundred miles.

			Evidence of the missionaries who had passed through the house on Pyrland Road was everywhere. Letters from them were read before morning prayers, and a small portrait of each missionary was displayed with his or her name and mission station recorded beside it. As Mildred dusted the portraits, she began to imagine herself as a missionary in China.

			When her brief visit was over, Mildred returned to Guildford and her schoolwork with a renewed sense of purpose. Now she was sure she would go to China, and she needed all the education she could get. Some subjects, such as English, would enable her to write good newsletters and teach classes, while others, such as biology, would be the beginning of a solid set of nursing skills that would save lives in emergencies.

			By the time Mildred finished high school in 1895, she had convinced her parents to allow her to live with Henrietta Soltau for six months at the CIM mission candidates’ house in North London. Mildred overheard her parents talking about the situation and how they hoped it would help get the idea of being a missionary out of her system. Mildred didn’t think it would, but she was glad her parents let her go, whatever their reason for doing so.

			Although Mildred had stayed at the CIM house before and knew what to expect, she found she enjoyed the place even more the second time around. She looked forward to attending the regular Bible studies and prayer meetings, and even the simple tasks such as cooking and cleaning were enjoyable. Almost every night, other visitors were staying at the house, often missionaries returning home on furlough. Dr. Baedecker visited and told stories of working in the prisons of Siberia; Dr. Harry Guinness brought the latest news from his visit to the Congo in Africa; and Henrietta’s other brother, Dr. William Soltau, told stories about his work with the McAll Mission in Paris.

			Mildred loved meeting the other women, who came from all walks of life and different countries. At times up to ten languages were spoken in the house, including languages from as far away as Russia, Sweden, and Finland.

			The six months at the CIM house passed quickly, and before long it was time for Mildred to return home to her family. At seventeen years of age, Mildred was still too young to apply to become a missionary, and she wasn’t sure how she would spend the next three years. Her father had an idea. He told Mildred that he was going to Europe for the summer, partly for work and partly for pleasure, and he invited his daughter to come along with him.

			Mildred was sure that her parents were trying to distract her from her missionary calling and that her mother was arranging for her to attend a lot of musical concerts at conservatories while she was away. As she thought about it, however, Mildred decided to accompany her father for the summer. She had never been out of England before, and traveling around the European continent would be a good experience for her. After all, she planned to one day travel a lot farther afield.

			Mildred’s European tour with her father included stays in the finest hotels in Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, and France. She attended concerts and visited conservatories, saw hundreds of works of art, and wandered through amazing medieval castles. But everything Mildred experienced convinced her that this was not the life for her. She belonged in China.
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			China at Last

			In the fall of 1896, eighteen-year-old Mildred Cable left home to live in London. She found room and board with a Christian woman and began studying medicine at a private college. She didn’t intend to become a doctor, but she wanted to obtain enough medical knowledge to be helpful in emergencies once she reached the mission field. Mildred attended classes and studied from Monday morning until Saturday afternoon and spent Sundays at church and reading her Bible.

			On her way to church one Sunday evening, Mildred was caught in a storm and sought shelter in the porch of a music hall. She was intrigued by the people entering the hall. As they pushed by her, Mildred asked the people a few questions and learned that the music hall was hired out on Sunday evenings for evangelistic meetings. A core group of Christians from several denominations went out into the surrounding neighborhoods during the afternoon, inviting people to attend the meeting. Mildred decided to step inside and find out more. The speaker, the Reverend G. Campbell Morgan, a tall, thin man who spoke with a lilting Welsh accent, immediately captivated her. He spoke about the Bible in a clear, simple way that appealed to Mildred. It appealed to a lot of other people too, because on this stormy Sunday night, more than three hundred people sat in the music hall listening to all G. Campbell Morgan had to say.

			Following Mr. Morgan’s address, the people sang hymns heartily and gave testimonies of how God had worked in their lives. As she listened, Mildred realized that she had stumbled upon a wonderful opportunity. She joined the group on Sundays, first fanning out into the neighborhoods around the music hall to invite people to the evening meeting and then listening to the powerful preaching. She also attended G. Campbell Morgan’s morning services at his church in nearby Tollington Park. The Reverend Morgan and his wife, Nancy, befriended Mildred, who often ate Sunday dinner with them and their young children.

			In fall 1899 Mildred entered the China Inland Missionary training school in London, with the expectation that she would leave for China the following year. However, in early 1900 relations between China and a number of foreign powers began unraveling when it was revealed that some countries, including Great Britain, the United States, Germany, France, Italy, Russia, and Japan, had devised a plan to carve up China into what they called “spheres of influence.” Each nation would take control over the trade in its sphere of influence, making enormous profits from trade, with little of it going back to the local Chinese people. News of the plan created immediate resentment in China. Before long a secret Chinese society was formed, encouraged and supported by the empress dowager Tz’u-hsi. The society, the League of Righteous and Harmonious Fists, or Boxers, as they came to be known, rose up in revolt against foreigners. Missionaries from all denominations and organizations became instant targets of the Boxers’ wrath.

			When news of the Boxer Rebellion reached England, everyone at the CIM training center began to pray, relying on telegrams from China for updates. On July 19, 1900, they received a telegram from Mr. Orr-Ewing in Kiu-Kiang stating, “At the present time there is not much cause for anxiety.” The following day a telegram came from Chung-K’ing saying, “Exciting rumours prevalent, all well here.”

			Mildred and everyone else at the training school breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps things would not turn out as badly as they had feared. But the mood changed the next day, July 21, when a telegram arrived declaring, “Chau-kia-k’eo, Si-Jau, and Siang-hsien rioted, all destroyed, friends safe.” This was followed by a telegram from Shanghai two days later saying, “[Hunt family] at Shanghai; Che-foo quiet; She-k’itein, King-tze-kuan rioted, all destroyed; friends safe. Mrs. Talbot, Miss Leggat safe.”

			Each morning Mildred and the other missionary trainees gathered for prayer and the reading of the latest telegrams. They rejoiced that the missionaries were unharmed even though their property was destroyed. But another telegram from Shanghai, on Wednesday, July 24, 1900, changed everything: “Information has been received that Miss Whitchurch and Miss Searell have been murdered.”

			Mildred sat in stunned silence at the news. Emily Whitchurch, the woman who had walked Mildred home following the meeting at the church in Guildford and challenged her to become a missionary in China, had been murdered!

			Such news was shocking to Mildred, but more terrible news continued to come from China. A telegram arrived on July 27 saying, “Communication is cut off with Miss M. Clarke. Miss F. M. Reid is coming at once to Shanghai. Dr. Guinness, Mrs. Ford and others in Ho-nan, we cannot be certain as to where they are but will wire later. Authentic information has been received that all missionaries have been murdered in Pao-ting-fu. We apprehend the worst for Mr. and Mrs. Bagnall and Mr. William Cooper.”

			Another telegram on August 16 declared, “D. B. Thompson, Mrs. Thompson, and two children, Miss E. S. Sherood, Miss M. E. Manchester, Miss J. E. Desmond, Mr. G. F. Ward, Mrs. Ward, infant, Miss A. Thirgood. Murdered.”

			A telegram on August 29 brought a mixed bag of news. “Mr. and Mrs. Lutley, Mr. and Mrs. F. H. Dreyer, Miss J. F. Hoskyn, Miss A. Hoskyn, Miss E. C. Johnson, Miss E. French, Miss E. Gauntlett, Miss Higgs, Miss R. Palme, Miss K. Rasmussen, arrived Han-kow. Lutleys’ two children died.”

			With each new telegram the entire China Inland Mission community in London was rocked. Most of the missionaries mentioned in the telegrams had been through the same training school that Mildred was now attending, and Mildred’s tutors, along with Henrietta Soltau, knew many of them. Mildred felt as though she knew them too. The Miss E. French who had survived and was mentioned in the August 29 telegram was Evangeline French, a woman Henrietta often spoke about. Mildred remembered dusting off her portrait many times when she had stayed at the mission candidates’ home. She was glad Evangeline was safe, though so many other missionaries were not. Before the bloodbath of the Boxer Rebellion was over, China Inland Mission had suffered the deaths of fifty-eight adults and twenty children, about half the total number of missionaries from all missionary societies killed during the rebellion.

			The effect of the killings on CIM was chilling. No one could say when or whether the old mission stations would be opened again. No more applications were being accepted to the missionary training school, and those who were already at the school were asked to pray seriously about their futures. The students were not offered the option of going to China.

			Like everyone else, Mildred was stunned. She did not know what to do next. She was sure that God had called her to China, but China Inland Mission was no longer sending missionaries there. Nor were any other missions. Mildred began to wonder whether she should go to China on her own.

			Without any other thoughts of what to do or where to go, Mildred stayed at the CIM training school, praying for the missionaries still in China and helping in any way she could. When she visited Henrietta, Mildred found her up to her elbows packing boxes with clothing. “It’s God’s provision,” Henrietta told Mildred. “When the Boxer Rebellion took place, I asked God what I could do to help, and since that time hundreds of articles of clothing and supplies and hundreds of pounds for postage have been sent to the house. I don’t know where most of it came from,” she said, waving her arm at a room filled with overcoats, socks, soap, and blankets. “It’s such a blessing to be able to send this off to Shanghai, as many of the missionaries fled with only the clothes on their backs.”

			“Do you need help?” Mildred asked.

			Henrietta laughed. “I’ve made up some bundles of clothing. Could you pack them into boxes, the heavier items at the bottom?”

			Mildred set to work, glad to have something to do and also for the opportunity to talk with Henrietta as they worked.

			It wasn’t long before bedraggled missionaries began arriving in London from China wearing the clothes that Mildred and Henrietta had sent to them. Many of these missionaries came to the CIM training school to visit their old teachers. Some wanted to tell their stories, while others just shook their heads and wiped the tears that rolled silently down their cheeks.

			Of course, Mildred’s parents urged her to come home from the training school and stop thinking about being a foreign missionary and instead work in her local community. This was safe, they said, and surely there were those in Guildford who needed her help. But Mildred stubbornly clung to the idea that God had called her to China.

			Then, like a mist, the horrors of the Boxer Rebellion began to evaporate. In August 1900 a force of nineteen thousand foreign soldiers had been dispatched to Peking, where they took control of the Chinese capital, put down the Boxer Rebellion, and forced the empress dowager to flee. After the capture of Peking, it took over a year to reach an accord, known as the Peace of Peking, with the Chinese government. Under the agreement, China was required to pay reparations for the losses incurred by foreigners as a result of the Boxer Rebellion. The agreement also conferred on foreign missionaries and others the right to travel freely and safely within the country.

			After the Chinese government accepted the conditions of the Peace of Peking in 1901, foreign diplomats began to return to their posts, guarded by contingents of their own troops. Reassured that things had settled down in China, CIM allowed new missionaries into the coastal areas of China, where they were to remain in language school until the mission was sure that it was safe to travel inland.

			Mildred was relieved that China was once again open to missionaries. She talked the situation over with her parents. Her father asked if he could accompany her partway on her journey to China. Mildred agreed, and the two of them set out from Liverpool on September 25, 1901, aboard the SS Majestic, bound for the United States.

			When the ship arrived in New York, Mildred and her father took time to see the sights of the city together. Mildred then said goodbye to her father and took a train south to Baltimore to visit G. Campbell Morgan and his family. The Morgan family had moved to Baltimore following the death of famous evangelist Dwight L. Moody almost two years before. The Reverend Morgan had assumed Moody’s position as director of the Northfield Bible Conference. The conference, which was started by Moody in 1886, had continued to grow in both attendance and importance. G. Campbell Morgan’s job was to shepherd the annual Bible conference and travel the country speaking at other conferences and in churches, encouraging Christians in their faith and calling them to live lives of holiness.

			Following her visit with the Morgan family, Mildred boarded a train for the three-thousand-mile transcontinental journey to San Francisco, where she would board a ship heading to China via Hawaii. Mildred was delighted by the trip across the United States. The mountains were much higher and the prairie more vast than anything she had ever before seen. When she arrived in San Francisco, Mildred admired the way the rows of wood-frame houses were draped like a tablecloth over the hills all the way down to the edge of the bay.

			In San Francisco, Mildred boarded the ship bound for China. Four and a half months after setting out from England, she saw the lush, green Chinese coast come into view. The ship headed up the Yangtze River and then turned south into the Whang-poo River. Fifteen miles up the Whang-poo, Mildred arrived at Shanghai on February 12, 1902, ten days before her twenty-fourth birthday.

			Nothing in her trip to the European continent and across the United States had prepared Mildred for the seething mass of activity in Shanghai. The Whang-poo River was clogged with vessels of all sizes, with junks and smaller sampans zipping up and down and across the river. On the dock, men were busy moving freight to and from ships tied up nearby. They carried heavy loads slung from bamboo poles that rested on their shoulders, and they pushed wheelbarrow-like contraptions piled high with goods.

			After arriving in Shanghai, Mildred made her way toward the CIM guesthouse. Everywhere there seemed to be activity and noise. Many streets were lined with both Western-style office buildings and street vendors selling vegetables and meat. Mildred had never seen some of the vegetables before, and she had no idea what animals the meat came from. Women haggled with street vendors over the price of their goods while children played in the streets and men sat under tattered awnings at street-side teahouses. Mildred was glad when she arrived at the CIM guesthouse, which felt like a small oasis amid the bustle of Shanghai.

			After several days in Shanghai, Mildred began the 150-mile journey up the Yangtze River by steamer to the city of Yangchow to begin her studies at the CIM Women’s Language School. She spent much of the journey standing on deck watching the amazing scenery on either side of the river. Small villages dotted the riverbank, and men fished from tiny boats on the river while others tended gardens and fields ashore. The steamer passed many boats carrying cargoes of rice and grain downriver to Shanghai.

			In Yangchow Mildred began her initial six months of training, which included oral and written Chinese language studies, geography, government, etiquette, religion, and the effective communication of the gospel with the Chinese. Yangchow was also the place where Mildred began China Inland Mission’s practice of having its missionaries wear local Chinese dress. She was soon decked out in padded cotton pants and a blue tunic, and her hair was tied back in a bun.

			After their initial course of study in Yangchow, successful trainees were posted to an inland mission station where they would work under the supervision of a senior missionary. After two years and language exams, they would become junior missionaries. In three more years, they would be senior missionaries, possibly in charge of their own mission station.

			The training school schedule was daunting, but Mildred took to it easily. She loved to study, and even after the deaths of so many missionaries, she felt confident that God was guiding her to continue on this path.

			As she studied, Mildred learned that the turmoil of the Boxer Rebellion had changed things in China. The Chinese people saw that their old ways had failed them. Because they had not rid themselves of foreigners, they had begun to open up to Western ways of looking at and doing things. This included a greater openness to Christianity.

			When Mildred completed her six-month training course in August, she was appointed to work at Hwochow in Shansi Province, alongside Evangeline French, or Eva, as everyone called her. Mildred was delighted to be paired with someone Henrietta had spoken of so fondly back in London. She felt like she already knew Eva, and she was sure that the two of them would make a great team.
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			To Shansi

			Eva French had just arrived back in China from her furlough in England following the Boxer Rebellion. Soon she and Mildred were on their way to Hwochow in north central China. They traveled in a mule litter, a coachlike structure made from woven mats draped over a bamboo frame and suspended on poles from two mules, one in front and the other at the rear. Mildred had never ridden in anything like it before. Their baggage was strapped to mules that trudged along behind the litter. Several muleteers oversaw the whole convoy.

			As the litter swayed in time to the pace of the mules, Mildred had the opportunity to ask Eva many questions. She soon learned that Eva was nine years older and had led a very different life. Although Eva was English, she had been born in Medea, Algeria, where her father had managed an estate. From there the family had traveled and lived in Bruges, Belgium, and Geneva, Switzerland, where Eva attended secondary school. In the 1880s the French family moved back to England, which Eva found dismal and dull.

			To feel useful Eva started volunteering in a youth outreach with the Church of England. She soon became a committed Christian and attended a Keswick Convention, at which Hudson Taylor, founder of China Inland Mission, had presented the need for more workers in China. Eva took up the challenge, staying with Henrietta Soltau at the mission candidates’ house in London before completing her CIM training course. She arrived in China in 1893 and, before the Boxer Rebellion, had worked her way up to become a senior missionary.

			Mildred didn’t like to ask many questions about the rebellion. She knew that Eva had lost a number of friends and coworkers during that time and was still shaken by the experience. But she and Eva had many other things to talk about. Eva explained that she had visited the mission station at Hwochow several times in the past and knew some members of the church, though she had not lived there.

			“Who started the station?” Mildred asked.

			“Twenty-two years ago, in 1880,” Eva began, “an English missionary named David Hill lived in P’ing-yang. He was a Methodist and wanted to introduce the area’s scholarly Chinese to the gospel. To do so he decided to run an essay competition. The questions for the competition were based on Christian principles. Mr. Hill offered to loan the scholars any books that might help them with writing their essay. A Confucian scholar named Mr. Hsi won the competition, and when he came to collect his prize, Mr. Hill asked him to be his language teacher. Mr. Hsi agreed and soon began asking thoughtful questions about Christianity as he helped the missionary learn the language. Eventually he became a Christian, destroyed his family idols, and prayed for God to deliver him from the curse of opium. Not long afterward he got free of that terrible drug, and then he had a dream.”

			“A dream?” Mildred asked. “What about?”

			In a low voice, looking over her round, wire-rimmed glasses, Eva carried on with the story. “Mr. Hsi dreamed that God showed him how to rescue people from opium addiction, and when he awoke, he told everyone he was going to start refuges around the province to help addicts. They have been very successful.”

			“Wonderful!” Mildred exclaimed. “Is that how he came to Hwochow?”

			“Not exactly. That’s where Mrs. Hsi comes in. At first she was hostile to her husband’s becoming a Christian. It meant a loss of status in the village. But Mr. Hsi kept praying for his wife, and eventually she too believed. In 1886 Hudson Taylor himself came to the area and ordained Mr. Hsi as a Christian pastor. The people loved him, and he worked tirelessly.

			“One night Pastor Hsi prayed about starting an opium refuge at Hwochow, but neither he nor his wife had the money necessary for such a venture. The next morning Mrs. Hsi took all her jewelry and silk gowns to her husband. ‘Here, I can do without these,’ she said. ‘Sell them and let Hwochow have the gospel.’ And that is how our mission station began, with Pastor Hsi’s prayers and his wife’s sacrifice,” Eva concluded.

			“What a wonderful story!” Mildred said.

			The two women fell silent. Mildred peered out at the landscape as she thought about what her missionary partner had just told her. The towns that Mildred and Eva passed through were crowded, and the countryside was studded with countless small villages. Snow-capped mountains seemed to appear on every horizon, and a vast, flat plain stretched between them. The wheat growing in the fields was turning golden, while the corn in other fields was still green and young. Everywhere people seemed to be hoeing, weeding, tending crops, or hauling produce, grain, and animals to market. The activity was so different from what Mildred was used to in London.

			In the distance a blaze of color caught Mildred’s eyes. A sea of scarlet petals stretched as far as the eye could see. The petals seemed to vibrate through shades of red as a breeze blew across the field. Mildred soaked in the beauty of the sight.

			“Poppies,” Eva said. “Poppies…so beautiful in full bloom, yet the source of so much pain and anguish.”

			Mildred stared at her missionary partner with a puzzled look, trying to decipher Eva’s meaning.

			“They’re opium poppies, my dear,” Eva explained. “The source of opium, the scourge that has laid waste the lives of too many Chinese men and women.”

			Now Mildred understood. The blooming poppies stretched before her were both beautiful and terrible. They could elate the senses and equally dull them in a prison of addiction.

			The sight of the poppies roused Eva back to conversation. “Pastor and Mrs. Hsi started their opium refuge, taking in addicts and using a combination of medicines and prayer to help them break that terrible habit. Then in the winter of 1886, two Norwegian women with CIM came to begin a work visiting the local women in their homes. They also started a small school, teaching three or four girls whose parents were Christians. The Norwegians were followed by two Englishwomen, Jane Stevens and Mildred Clarke.” Eva paused and looked out at the distant mountains. “Of course, we know what happened to them,” she concluded.

			Mildred nodded. She had followed their story back in England. It was summer break, and the two missionary women were visiting their previous mission station at Taiyuan, about twenty-five miles north of Hwochow, when the Boxer Rebellion took hold. Jane, Mildred, and twenty-six men, women, and children from China Inland Mission had been killed on orders from the local governor.

			“What about Hwochow? Was it overrun by the Boxers too?” Mildred asked.

			“The Boxers entered the district through Chaocheng, and the mandarin there did not want to kill the Christians, nor did he want to offend the Boxer leaders, who portrayed themselves as holy men. The mandarin and his bodyguards went to meet the Boxers outside their city gates, with the intention of burning incense and saying prayers with them. But one of the Boxer leaders tried to attack the mandarin, and that was enough. The mandarin had the leaders arrested and imprisoned, and the Boxer Rebellion never spread to the district. God used the mandarin to protect hundreds of Christians in the area.”

			As the sun began to set, Mildred and Eva found an inn in which to spend the night. Inns in China took a little getting used to for Mildred. They were unlike any inn or hotel she’d encountered in England or on the European continent. They had no individual bedrooms, closets, or even beds or mattresses. Instead, a Chinese inn consisted of a large room with a low, brick platform in the middle or along one wall of the room. This platform, known as a k’ang, or communal bed, was heated from below by fire. Onto the k’ang crawled men, women, and children, who all stretched out for the night.

			Most of those on the k’ang were strangers who rented space for the night. If a lot of people were staying at the inn, space on the k’ang could be tight. Mildred discovered that the k’ang could also be noisy. Some people snored, others sniffled, and some talked in their sleep. And sleeping on hard bricks took a little getting used to. Even if the bricks were warm, it didn’t mean they were comfortable. Often, as she lay on the k’ang trying to drift off to sleep, Mildred wondered what her parents and friends back home in England would think about her sleeping under such circumstances.

			As they made their way through the Chinese countryside day by day, Mildred marveled at how well Eva spoke Chinese. No one seemed to have any difficulty understanding what she said, whereas when Mildred tried the phrases she’d learned in language school, the local people looked puzzled. She realized it would take a long time before she spoke as fluently as Eva or felt she really belonged in Chinese culture.

			On another day, as they swung along in their mule litter, unprompted by Mildred, Eva quietly began unfolding her story of fleeing the Boxers. Noticing the faraway look in her companion’s eyes as she spoke, Mildred knew it was difficult for Eva to speak of some things.

			“Shansi Province bore the brunt of much of the Boxer Rebellion,” Eva began. “Many foreign missionaries, Catholic and Protestant, were killed, and I don’t think anyone will ever fully know how many local Chinese Christians died. It was a terrible time. I had been in the country for seven years when the rebellion broke out. I was in charge of a group of young missionaries, and we encountered the rebellion for the first time in a local town that we did not think was hostile to missionaries.

			“We were in the mission compound around noon one day when an angry mob formed outside and began to beat on the gate. I knew we were cornered and had to do something fast. A young boy showed us how to escape silently and quickly out of the compound through a small side gate, away from the glare of the angry crowd. We made our way through the back streets to the mandarin’s yamen to seek his support. It took us about ten minutes to get there, and upon our arrival we found a huge crowd gathered around the yamen crying, ‘Kill the foreign devils.’”

			“Whatever did you do?” Mildred asked, riveted by the story.

			“I did what I had to do. I pulled myself up to my full height and stepped forward. The crowd parted around us as the other women missionaries followed me into the mandarin’s residence. He was surprised to see foreign missionaries still in his town. ‘I have orders from the empress dowager to kill you and all the other missionaries I find,’ he said. But I could tell from the mandarin’s accent that he was not from Shansi but was from South China, where the Boxer Rebellion was not widespread, and might not be as eager to kill as the empress dowager would like. And I was right.

			“At first the crowd wanted our blood, but the mandarin managed to placate them by announcing he had arranged for us to be taken north by carts to Peking, where we would be judged and dealt with. Early the next morning we were loaded onto carts and transported from the city, but we were sent south instead of north. The mandarin also provided an armed escort to ensure we made it safely to the boundary of Shansi Province. And he issued each of us an official Shansi passport with instructions that the mandarins along the way south should protect us as we passed through their territory.”

			“That was an answer to prayer,” Mildred exclaimed.

			“Indeed it was,” Eva said, “and we finally made it to safety in Hankow. From there we were taken to Shanghai, but we experienced many harrowing moments along the way.”

			“How so?” Mildred asked.

			“Not all the mandarins along the way were eager to help, but given our official Shansi passports, they felt they must. Yet we were never sure whether a mandarin may have given the armed escorts he sent with us secret orders to kill us at some remote spot and dispose of the bodies. Thus we were thankful for the Chinese Christians who began to march alongside our carts as they too fled south. Their presence would make the job of killing us all the more difficult. Nonetheless, I was almost killed by a Boxer on that journey.”

			Mildred’s eyes widened in surprise. She wondered if her missionary companion would elaborate. She did. “Yes, I would be dead if not for the bag of silver coins we carried with us. We were a few miles from the town where we had spent the night when a mob of Boxers surrounded us. They raced forward. As the leader, I was on the front cart and was contemplating what to do, when a man rushed at me and drew his sword. He raised the sword and was about to cut off my head. I looked him directly in the eyes. They were cold and flinty, filled with hate and rage.

			“I said a silent prayer for the man as I awaited the moment of my death, but it did not come. Instead, another Boxer sliced open the bag of coins on the cart. Silver coins tumbled out onto the road, where the man began scooping them up. Obviously the sight of the silver was too much for the man about to behead me. He let go of my hair, dropped me to the ground, and raced to pick up some of the loot for himself. Soon our attackers fled, taking with them our bag of coins. The coins did their job saving us, and we carried on with our journey.”

			“But you must have been terrified,” Mildred blurted.

			“I can only say that the peace of God garrisoned my mind that day,” Eva said and then fell silent, slumping into her seat as if retelling the awful experience had drained all her energy. Mildred didn’t quite know how to respond, and she too fell silent, grateful that Eva had opened up to her about the experience.

			Two days later, Mildred got the first glimpse of her new home, Hwochow. The town lay on the main road from Peking in the north to the western provinces. It was a busy road with travelers and merchants always passing through. To the east of Hwochow were the imposing Ho Mountains, and the Fen River flowed by the city wall. As the mule train made its way inside the city gates and headed for the CIM mission station, Mildred wondered what lay ahead for her. She hoped that she would be every bit as dedicated as the missionaries who had gone before her in this place.
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			A Longed-for Dream Come True

			The mules wound up a narrow street, the clatter of their hooves echoing against the mud-brick walls on either side. First one person, then another, yelled a greeting to Eva. A crowd followed the women to the China Inland Mission compound, where the two slain missionaries had formerly lived. Soon Mildred and Eva were standing in the midst of a crowd of people, everyone smiling and bowing.

			“We knew God would send us new women missionaries,” one person said.

			“We have prayed daily for your arrival,” another exclaimed.

			Mildred watched as Eva talked effortlessly in Chinese with the people. The door to the mission house was unlocked, and everyone crowded inside. The place was a mess of upturned furniture and torn books. One wall had collapsed. “We will repair it now that you are here,” said a man who appeared to Mildred to be in charge.

			Eva caught Mildred’s eye. “This is Mr. Wang,” she said, introducing the man. “He leads the Christian work here.”

			“Glad to meet you,” Mildred said in her best Chinese.

			The two missionary women stowed their belongings in one room of the house and set out to explore the town. A large group accompanied them, talking over one another in their excitement.

			As they walked, Mildred was bombarded with questions: “How old are you?” “How are your parents?” “How many children do you have?” “Do you really mean to say that you have no husband?” “Who will look after you when you are old?”

			The questions kept coming, just as Eva had warned Mildred they would. It was hard for the Chinese to get their minds around the fact that foreign women seemed to have so much control over their lives. In China, women had few options with regard to how they lived their lives. As a child, a girl was to be subject to her father; as she got older, to her husband; and then as an older woman, to her son. She was not free to make decisions about what she would do with her life. Those decisions were all made for her. The father arranged his daughter’s marriage—often to a man she had never met before. It was then her duty to serve her husband and bear him sons. A woman brought dishonor on herself and her family if she could not produce a boy. Boys were venerated in Chinese society, and girls frowned upon. And so, single Western women generated a lot of questions from the Chinese, men and women alike.

			London had been a busy city, but to Mildred the streets of Hwochow rivaled it. People were everywhere, buying and selling everything from food items to clothing. The aroma of food cooking rose from behind courtyard walls and permeated the place with the smell of grease, pork, and fish. The scraps from these meals were tossed into the streets, where pigs scavenged through them, eating all the choice morsels and pushing the remainder to the edge of the narrow lanes. Even though the pigs stank, Mildred appreciated the way they cleared the lanes. The noise, the crowds, the dirt, the smells of Hwochow did not put Mildred off. Quite the opposite, she relished all she was experiencing. She found it hard to believe that she was here, at her mission station in China. It was an answered prayer, a longed-for dream come true.

			Over the next several days, the two women met with many Christians in the town and toured the opium refuge founded by Pastor Hsi. Mildred was impressed. The refuge was located on a street named Prospect Hill and sat next to the most important temple in Hwochow. While the refuge was housed in a simple mud-brick building, inside, over the years, hundreds of opium addicts had found help through the power of prayer and the message of the gospel. When he founded the refuge, Pastor Hsi used a combination of medicine, psychology, and prayer to help addicts overcome their addiction to opium. Mr. Wang, who now ran the refuge, used the same approach.

			Mr. Wang was deeply respected by those who came to the opium refuge and by the local Christians throughout the area. He had himself once been addicted to opium and understood the struggle and torment in the lives of those who sought help at the refuge. He guided and encouraged them, and by the time they were free from the opium, many of the former addicts had become Christians. They looked to Mr. Wang for guidance in how to live their lives for God on a day-to-day basis. Many of these new Christians began attending the church in Hwochow, and others returned to their villages to tell their friends and family what had happened to them.

			As she was introduced to Chinese ways of doing things, Mildred was especially fascinated by how the people had combined Buddhist and Confucian beliefs with ancient superstitions about spirits that ruled the world. In fact, much time was taken up in a person’s life trying to trick the spirits into letting them alone. For example, Little Goat, a five-year-old boy who lived near the mission compound, was almost always dressed in a bright yellow cotton jacket on which were drawn the outlines of many insects, everything from beetles to centipedes to scorpions. On the right shoulder of the jacket was sewn a small pair of red-and-green pants, while a heavy padlock was suspended from a silver chain around the boy’s neck. Little Goat’s mother explained to Mildred that the outlines of the insects were meant to confuse the spirits into thinking her son was one of the insects and so protect him from insect bites, since insects did not bite each other but bit only humans. The tiny pants were supposed to protect him from measles, and the padlock and chain were there to ensure that Little Goat enjoyed a long life. Mildred knew it would take a while before she adjusted to people holding such strange beliefs.

			The first problem Mildred and Eva had to solve after their arrival in Hwochow was where to live while the mission house was being repaired. After talking the situation over, the two of them decided it would be an ideal time to tour the four counties around Hwochow that they were responsible for. They would travel on donkeys and be accompanied by a guide who would lead them and the donkeys where they needed to go. This meant that they could pack only a few things to carry with them in addition to the books and pamphlets they would distribute. One morning, after the women had spent a week in Hwochow, two donkeys stood ready for them to mount. Each animal had a saddle and a folded quilt in a long bag draped over it. Mildred’s and Eva’s clothes and books were tied up in large square kerchiefs and distributed as evenly as possible on either side of each donkey.

			As Mildred approached her donkey, she noted that it had no reins or stirrups. Somehow she would have to learn to balance on the animal’s back without anything to steady her while the guide led the donkey along. One of the Christian men who’d come to see them off stepped forward and hoisted Mildred onto the donkey’s back, and off the women went.

			It took a little while, but Mildred mastered the art of holding tight to the donkey’s sides with her knees and anticipating the animal’s movements so she could shift her body weight to account for it. Mildred was surprised by how much energy it actually took to stay on the donkey’s back. She was glad for the times when they stopped and dismounted to eat and rest or to talk with local people they met along the way.

			The sun baked down as Mildred and Eva made their way along tracks amid towering stalks of ripening corn rising on either side of them. At times they ascended or descended winding, narrow trails over mountains or along the edge of ravines above rivers. Often they would have to ford these rivers, the surging water coming more than halfway up the donkeys’ sides.

			At night they would come to small villages, where they would stay with a Christian family and talk late into the evening, encouraging the locals and hearing their stories of how God had protected them during the Boxer Rebellion. And always there were the same questions: “How old are you?” “How many brothers and sisters do you have?” “Do you have any children?” At first it was hard for Mildred to differentiate between the first two questions, which sounded almost identical to her when asked in Chinese. On more than one occasion, she answered in her halting Chinese that she was five years old and had twenty-four brothers and sisters, rather than the other way around. When told of her error, Mildred would feel her face turn red from embarrassment. But the locals laughed and enjoyed her strange answers, which seemed to endear her to them.

			Mildred got to laugh sometimes too as she listened to local pastors preach to their congregations. The Bible stories, set in the Middle East, were sometimes interpreted quite imaginatively by these pastors into the local Chinese setting. One time a pastor preached about the prodigal son, telling the congregation that the prodigal son had gone off to a far country to smoke opium. Mildred smiled as she listened to familiar Bible stories being adapted to this new setting. She realized that the real message of the parable was nonetheless the same.

			Many of the villages the women passed through were situated against hillsides, where the locals dug caves to serve as their homes. Mildred soon came to appreciate the ingenuity of this approach. Being dug underground back into the hillside, the caves maintained a fairly constant temperature year-round, making them feel cool during the broiling Shansi summer and warm in the bitter cold of winter.

			When there were no local Christians to stay with in a town or village, Mildred and Eva would stay at an inn, where locals would sneak peeks through the paper windows to catch a glimpse of the foreign women.

			During the trip Mildred got to see firsthand more of the superstitions that pervaded Chinese society and how fear of various spirits and demons drove people to go to extraordinary lengths to appease them. People’s efforts were a contrast to the peace enjoyed by the local Christians, who did not fear the local spirits but honored only the one true God who had brought them salvation. The infectious faith of the local Christians spurred Mildred on to encourage and strengthen them in their faith.

			Mildred and Eva traveled through the villages in the outlying areas of Chaocheng, Hungtung, and Fensi for three months. By then Mildred was feeling right at home on the back of a donkey. She hardly had to think about keeping her balance as the creature walked along. It just came naturally to her. But as the cold of winter began to descend over Shansi Province, the two missionaries decided it was time to head back to Hwochow and begin their work there. However, Mildred and Eva were unaware that they would not receive the warm welcome they had been expecting when they returned.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6
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			“A Couple of Youngsters Who Know Nothing!”

			Why did you take so long to come back to Hwochow?” one Christian demanded after the first Sunday church service Mildred and Eva attended. “We sent you word your house was ready weeks ago, but you did not return to us.”

			“It is a case of clear neglect,” another member of the congregation chimed in. “You are not interested in us. You have visited other homes but not ours. We thought you had been appointed as our missionaries, but you care for everyone else but us.”

			Mildred listened to the accusations as a group of concerned church members surrounded her and Eva. The group looked angry and hurt, and although she had to wait for Eva to translate much of what was being said, Mildred got the gist of the conversation.

			“I have been a church member for fifteen years, and you spent only one day in my home before you left us, whereas you spent three whole days in the village of Peace and Harmony, where there are only heathens and no Christians to receive you,” another member complained.

			An elderly man nodded. “Had our beloved former missionaries been here, our homes would have been visited.”

			“We will visit all of you and pray with you,” Eva promised.

			Later that afternoon, as the two women sat drinking tea together, they heard a knock at the door. Eva answered it and found an old man standing there. “Ah, Mr. Cheng, have you come to visit us?” she asked.

			Mr. Cheng nodded grimly as Mildred rearranged the chairs around the table so their visitor could sit at the head, in the place of honor. Mildred knew that Mr. Cheng had been a military mandarin, an honor given to the best martial arts men in China. The entire church respected his rank, and he seemed to enjoy the attention it afforded him.

			Mr. Cheng sat and then said, “I will get straight to the point. Have we been informed correctly that you have been appointed to carry out the work in Hwochow?”

			“Yes,” Eva replied, “that is correct, and also to help the women in the counties of Chaocheng, Hungtung, and Fensi until such time as women workers are appointed there. And, I might add, if we reopen the girls’ school, it will be for girls from those districts as well as local girls.”

			Mildred watched as Mr. Cheng’s face contorted in anger. “Are you aware that I have been a Christian for twelve years and I am known far and wide by Chinese and foreigners alike?”

			“I am fully aware of that,” Eva said coolly.

			“You must be aware,” he continued, “that during the last three months we have been as a sheep without a shepherd, left to be preyed upon by wolves, with no one to care for us. Our homes have been unvisited, and members of the church who have stopped coming have not been inquired about. That is why our church number is down to thirty.”

			“Did you say you have been a member of the church for twelve years?” Eva asked.

			“Nearly thirteen,” Mr. Cheng said, puffing out his chest.

			“Then you are no longer a new Christian. You yourself should be able to see to the lost and help us as we take up the responsibilities of our new work. We have come to help those in need, both here and in the other counties,” Eva said.

			“Then go to Chaocheng and leave us alone!” Mr. Cheng exploded. “Our CIM missionaries must shepherd our church.” Mildred watched in astonishment as Mr. Cheng leaped from his chair and struck a fighting pose. “A couple of youngsters who know nothing!” he yelled at them as he turned and marched out the door. “And you are untaught in the wisdom of Confucius!” he called back over his shoulder.

			Several minutes later Mildred heard the clanging sound of a gong being struck outside their window, then singing:

			“Call that love! I vow to report them to headquarters!”

			Clang.

			“The gospel way is the best of all. Hark! I loudly proclaim it.”

			Clang.

			“Heaven’s joy bestowed on earth saves poor sinners and sets them free.”

			Clang.

			“They do not care for our souls. Let them go to Chaocheng!”

			Clang.

			It was Mr. Cheng singing a Christian hymn and changing every second line to reflect the way he felt about Eva and Mildred.

			The “new” gospel song he was singing went on for some time until other members of the church were able to persuade Mr. Cheng to rest before he overexcited himself.

			“What do we do now?” Mildred asked. “I never thought we would be insulted by the people we are trying to serve.”

			Eva smiled and poured another cup of tea. “We cannot allow a few grumpy old men to dictate our calling to us. We shall soon make another tour of villages in our district, and it will be a long one. These old members have stood in the way long enough. New converts will join themselves to the church. If they be welcomed, all the better. If not, the old ones must go. We cannot allow them to hinder us any longer.”

			“But shouldn’t we be worried about offending them?” Mildred asked.

			Eva shook her head. “We answer to God, not to men. Look at St. Paul. I’m sure that wherever he visited, people wanted him to stay, but he moved on. We have a large area to cover, and the local Christians here must learn to trust their own decisions. Besides, Mr. Wang, the church leader, is not one of those complaining. Time will heal the wounds. You just wait and see.”

			Mildred and Eva stayed several more weeks in Hwochow visiting the local Christians in their homes. Once everyone had been visited, they departed again into the countryside to visit the other counties under their care.

			As the women traveled through small villages and towns, meeting people and talking to them, Mildred became fascinated by the way Eva respected local traditions yet at the same time managed to confront people with the gospel. She longed for the day when she too would be able to talk fluently to those around her.

			Upon their return to Hwochow, Mildred and Eva received a very different reception from the members of the church than on their previous return. Mildred had to admit that Eva was right: time was already beginning to heal the wounds of discord. There were still a few in the church disgruntled at their being away for extended periods, but most of the members of the church in Hwochow warmly welcomed them back from this trip.

			Eva and Mildred now had some serious thinking to do about their ministry. The Boxer Rebellion had created many new opportunities for spreading the gospel, and many people were becoming Christians each day. In fact, there were too many opportunities to speak in the outlying villages for them to follow up on. So the question became, should they keep touring the outlying areas, or should they reopen the school for girls that CIM had previously run in Hwochow? The truth was, following the rebellion, many Chinese people began clamoring for schools, and the government was thinking of starting schools for girls. The situation gave Mildred an idea: why not reopen the mission school for girls and also hold classes for young women who wanted to become schoolteachers themselves? The trainee teachers could practice their techniques on the girls’ classes and one day go out to teach at the government schools, taking Christianity with them as they went.

			Eva agreed that this was an inspired idea, but it would be a daunting task, especially since Mildred was still learning the language. Mildred, though, was determined to give it her best. In the summer of 1903, she gathered six young women around her and began teaching them the basics of mathematics, geography, and Bible study. By fall Mildred was ready to reopen the school for girls.

			Mildred asked a young woman named Ai Do to help her. Many years before, Ai Do had come to the women’s refuge with her mother and two little sisters. Ai Do’s mother was an opium addict, and when she lay down to sleep off the effects of the drug, her three daughters sneaked her pipe and smoked it themselves. Ai Do’s father had been an addict too but had already gone to the opium refuge at Hwochow and been delivered from his addiction.

			When Ai Do’s mother realized that her three daughters were well on their way to being opium addicts, she packed up the family in the middle of the night and headed to Hwochow with them. During their time in the refuge, the three sisters attended the CIM girls’ school and learned to read and write. When they returned to their own village, Ai Do’s mother and father allowed Ai Do and her sisters to continue attending school. Ai Do, the middle sister, was particularly intelligent and soon became a Christian. Now she was married and wanted to help educate other girls from the villages.

			Ai Do stayed at the mission compound during the school term and helped Mildred with every aspect of reopening and running the school. The school was an instant success. Girls from all over the district and even girls from as far away as the Mongolian border came to board and attend classes in Hwochow. Soon the school outgrew its facilities, and a larger school with room for sixty students was built. And still the flow of girls kept coming.

			Mildred also put to good use the medical knowledge she had gained while studying in London. She opened a dispensary, and soon a line formed at the door every afternoon. Mildred treated all manner of ailments—burns, cuts, tuberculosis. She even extracted aching teeth and administered vaccinations. Mildred enjoyed every moment of her busy life.

			In 1906 two new missionary recruits, Gertrude Linom and Maude Mandeville, arrived at Hwochow for training. Working with these two women caused Mildred to realize how far her language skills had advanced. She now conversed fluently in Chinese with the schoolgirls and with other adults. And she no longer made the mistake of telling people she was five years old and had twenty-eight brothers and sisters!

			Gertrude and Maude fit in well as they helped Mildred run the school. And with the extra help, the fall enrollment reached seventy girls between the ages of seven and nineteen.

			A new church building was opened in Hwochow in 1907. The four missionary women used the opportunity to host a Women’s Mission. Another CIM missionary, Miss Jessie Gregg, was the featured speaker, and over 350 women from all across the district streamed into Hwochow to spend six days listening to sermons, singing, and taking part in Bible studies. Mildred was delighted by the experience, and she and Jessie became friends. It was also good to be reassured that China was opening up to the gospel as never before.

			The following year Gertrude moved to another mission station. Two experienced missionaries, Edith Higgs and Elsa Johnson, arrived with the goal of taking over the women’s work in Hwochow when Mildred and Eva went on furlough. Eva was particularly eager to return to England. Her sister Francesca had been keeping her up to date on their mother’s health. From recent letters, Eva had confided in Mildred that her mother’s health appeared to be failing fast. Eva was anxious to get home to see her mother one last time. Sadly, just before the two left for furlough, word reached Eva that her mother had died. Mildred and Eva departed Hwochow with heavy hearts. They planned to be away for a year.
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			The Trio

			So much has changed since I’ve been away,” Mildred exclaimed. “England has modernized. Just look. Our house has electric lights and an indoor toilet. Such luxuries!”

			Mildred’s mother laughed. “You’ve been out in the backward villages of China while the rest of the world has been marching on. Look at the streets. They’re packed with motor cars where there used to be horses and wagons. Whoever would have thought such a thing could happen?”

			Just then there was a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” Mildred said. “I know who it will be.”

			Mildred opened the front door of the Cable family home in Guildford, and there stood a thirty-seven-year-old woman who looked a lot like Eva French, only slightly shorter. Mildred put out her hand. “You must be Francesca,” she said.

			Francesca French smiled back. “And you must be Mildred Cable.”

			“Please, come in,” Mildred said. “Eva is upstairs sleeping. Let me get you a cup of tea and introduce you to my mother.”

			Over the next hour Mildred listened to Francesca’s story of how her and Eva’s mother had died. She also told Mildred about what had happened to the house in Portsmouth she had lived in with her mother. “My mother had signed an eight-year lease on the house. I think she did it so that I’d have to stay there long after she died. She didn’t want me to go off to China like Eva. She worried that I was too frail for such a place. But a strange thing has happened. We lived in the house five years before mother died. As she lay dying, a crack appeared in the bedroom wall beside her. By the time of her funeral, it was so big that the landlord asked me if I would mind breaking the lease so that he could shore up the foundation of the place before it collapsed. Of course I was quick to agree. I would have had three more years of the lease to honor, but now I am free from that burden. I am staying with friends at the moment, since I now have no home.”

			Mildred stared at Francesca. Was this God’s doing? Eva had often expressed her hope that her sister would join them in China after the death of their mother. But there was always the issue of the lease. Now Francesca was free of the lease obligation. Did this mean it was going to happen? Was Francesca going to return to China with them?

			When Eva awoke, the two sisters enjoyed a warm reunion before departing the Cable house in Guildford to stay with Francesca’s friends.

			Mildred kept in close touch with the French sisters over the next several months, and soon she and Francesca became close friends and prayer partners. As the women talked and prayed together, the idea of Francesca’s joining Mildred and Eva in China felt natural. Francesca applied to become a missionary with China Inland Mission. Although she was technically too old to apply, she was in great health and wanted to join an existing mission team. Moreover, both she and Eva now had an inheritance to take care of their expenses. Things quickly fell into place. Francesca was accepted to be a CIM missionary and immediately entered the missionary training school. The mission duo of Eva and Mildred was about to become a trio, with the addition of Francesca French.

			Before leaving England to return to China, Mildred met with Dr. G. Campbell Morgan, who had recently returned to London after living in the United States. Campbell Morgan was now the pastor at Westminster Chapel and invited Mildred to talk to his congregation about her mission work at Hwochow. Following Mildred’s presentation, the congregation gave 260 pounds to support the mission.

			The trio of missionary women set out for China from the Liverpool Street Railway Station in London in early March 1909. Mildred was eager to get back to her work in Hwochow. She had enjoyed visiting her parents and siblings, but she no longer felt as if she belonged with them. China was now her home, and the education of women and girls her calling. During their furlough in England, Mildred and Eva had collected five hundred pounds to build more classrooms and dormitories at the mission compound, and Mildred was eager to begin work on the new project.

			Rather than return to China by boat, the three women decided to go overland. The train from London took them to Dover, where they caught a ferry to Calais, France. They then boarded another train bound for Bruges, Belgium, where Francesca had been born. After several days of sightseeing in Bruges, they traveled across Germany and Poland by train. They arrived in Moscow, Russia, where they boarded the Trans-Siberian Railway for the over 5,500-mile trip across Russia to Peking. During Mildred and Eva’s yearlong furlough, railway tracks had been laid from Peking to Taiyuan in Shansi Province. This leg of the journey now took two days to cover instead of the two weeks it had previously taken. However, once they arrived in Taiyuan, it was back to the old-fashioned mule litter for the last leg of the their long journey back to Hwochow.

			After more than six weeks of travel, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca received a warm welcome from the local Christians. Mildred was particularly delighted at the way the school and women’s work had proceeded in her absence. She was proud to have trained teachers to be able to carry on the work without her around.

			Mildred and Eva had been a missionary team for seven years, and many people warned it would be difficult for a third person to fit in with the way they did things. They were wrong. Francesca loved to help others and soon found her niche working with Mildred in the school and running the dispensary.

			One problem did arise, however. Now there were three Englishwomen working together. The local Chinese, especially those not used to seeing Europeans, had difficultly telling them apart. Mildred understood that there were similarities. The women all had wire-rim glasses, wore their hair in a bun, and dressed in similar colored clothes. Further, while the differences between the sisters were obvious to Mildred, both Eva and Francesca were taller and older than she and had much darker hair than her blonde locks. To prevent confusion, the three women decided to wear different colored outfits. Mildred chose blue for her clothes, Eva gray, and Francesca brown. It wasn’t long before each of the three women was known by the color of her clothes. Mildred became the Blue Lady, which suited her fine, since blue was her favorite color.

			Within weeks of arriving back, things settled into a pattern at the Hwochow mission station. There were now over two hundred staff and students of all ages under the care of Mildred, Eva, and Francesca. Each morning before dawn, a gong sounded, signaling everyone to get up for prayers. Following prayers came breakfast and preparation for the day. All the students went to school in the morning, and in the afternoon the younger children had playtime and rest while the older ones did chores around the compound, studied, or left in groups to visit outlying villages to proclaim the gospel and offer practical help to the locals.

			Mr. Wang, who was now Pastor Wang, having been ordained three years before, continued to watch over the church, which was thriving, with many people asking to be baptized and discipled in the Christian faith.

			With the passing of years, the girls who began attending the school after it reopened following the Boxer Rebellion graduated. Many of them went on to attend the Women’s Bible School that Mildred and Francesca had founded.

			Everyone at the mission station and the church in Hwochow hoped that the political situation in China would remain stable and allow Christian work to go on unhindered. But in October 1911, another revolt broke out. This time it was directed not at foreigners but at the Ch’ing Dynasty, whose power was derived from the Manchus, the fourth-largest ethnic group in China. Manchu men loyal to the Ch’ing Dynasty held all of the positions of power in the country. In Hwochow, as in almost every other town and city in China, the mandarin represented the emperor, and his word was law.

			Mildred and the French sisters were alerted to just how bad things had become in the revolt when the mandarin’s wives ran into the mission compound begging for refuge. “We will be killed,” they exclaimed. “The mandarin is away, and we have just heard that the mandarin of Shansi Province and his family have all been killed in Taiyuan by a revolutionary mob. And there is a crowd already shaking our gates at the yamen. We had to leave by the servants’ gate.”

			The high-ranking women were whisked away into an inner courtyard, where Mildred attempted to calm them down. However, they had reason to fear. The arrival of a new decade had brought new challenges for China. The power of the Ch’ing Dynasty was waning. Although the dynasty had tried to modernize China and confront the foreign powers that wanted to dominate the country, it had done too little, too late. Frustration and resentment had boiled over when a number of underground anti-Ch’ing groups came together in an attempt to overthrow the Ch’ing Dynasty and declare China a republic.

			The turning point in the revolt was the Wuchang Uprising on October 10, 1911, when rebels overran the city’s military garrison. From there, more revolts began to spread across the country. It was a sobering time for the missionaries and for the local Chinese. Over two thousand years of dynastic rule and tradition in China was about to be swept aside and replaced by a new order. Of course, the question on everyone’s mind was, what would this new order look like?

			Given the strife and uncertainty beginning to envelop the country, Mildred wasn’t surprised when parents began arriving at the school to collect their children and take them home while the roads were still safe to travel. Mildred understood the parents’ reaction. No one knew what might happen next. Would a new government turn on foreigners, as the Boxers had done eleven years before? Would the presence of three foreign missionaries put the students and local Christians in danger?

			As they discussed the situation, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca knew it was time for them to go. There could well be worse to come, and for the safety of their students, they canceled school and sent them all home. Then in early November 1911, the three missionary women said goodbye to Pastor Wang and the local Christians and made their way by mule litter to the railway station at Taiyuan. When they arrived, they were relieved to see a train waiting at the station with a full head of steam up. The conductor told them that the train would depart on time for Peking, from where they would retrace their long train journey back to London.

			Back in England in early 1912, Mildred and the French sisters were consumed with news and thoughts of China. Some mention of the turmoil in China was made every day in the Times of London. Then on February 13, 1912, the paper carried the news that the revolution in China had ended. Mildred quickly scanned the story, which reported that the last Ch’ing emperor of China, Pu-yi, the Hsuan-t’ung Emperor, who was only six years old, had given up the throne the day before. China had been declared a republic, and the old flag of the Ch’ing Dynasty was quickly replaced with a new one. This flag featured five multicolor stripes representing five major ethnic groups in China: red for the Han; yellow for the Manchus; blue for the Mongols; white for the Chinese Muslims; and black for the Tibetans. Mildred was glad the revolution had ended so quickly and hoped that she, Eva, and Francesca would soon be able to return to their missionary duties in Hwochow.

			On August 19, 1912, the missionary trio set out once again from London to travel overland back to China. One of the first things Mildred noticed upon her arrival in Peking was that the new flag of the Republic of China was everywhere to be seen. As well, men were forbidden to wear their hair in a long, single braid—the Manchurian-style queue. To enter a town or city, a man would first have to cut off his queue.

			Back in Shansi Province, more changes had taken place. The new provincial governor was a progressive man who had proclaimed schooling for all children in the province and the unbinding of women’s feet. Mildred had only dreamt of such changes as these taking place. She was gratified to know that thirty young women she’d trained and nurtured as teachers were ready to take their places as leaders in the public schools of Shansi Province.

			Back at their mission compound in Hwochow, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca noticed even more changes. The mandarin was no longer Manchu but a local Chinese man who carried out his duties without all the previous pomp and ceremony. He wore cotton clothes instead of silk and walked from place to place instead of being carried in an ornate canopied sedan chair. Everything was a little less colorful as well. Brides were forbidden to wear their traditional embroidered gowns. Everyone now seemed to dress in gray or khaki. Silver jewelry was banned, as was music at weddings and funerals.

			Mildred was not sure what she thought of some of these changes, but others she heartily agreed with. The government was trying hard to break the back of superstition and spirit worship in the country. People were now forbidden from consulting zodiac charts to predict the future or to declare some days “lucky” and others not. As well, fortune-tellers were told to find other work. At a national level, the country was more open to Christianity and foreign ways of doing things. Of course at the local level, in the rural towns and villages around Hwochow, only outward things had changed. The people still clung to their old beliefs and ways, and Mildred realized that a lot of work had to be done to bring the power of the gospel to these people’s lives.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 8
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			A New Challenge

			The next decade fell into a satisfying pattern for Mildred and the French sisters. The school continued to grow while a steady stream of girls were recruited to be schoolteachers around Shansi Province. In time, the daughters of Mildred’s first students began enrolling at the school.

			In September 1914, news reached the missionaries at Hwochow that war had erupted in Europe, with Britain, France, and their allies pitted against Germany and the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. Each successive batch of mail from England brought more news of the fighting.

			In 1916, as the war in Europe raged on, Mildred began writing an account of the missionary work in Hwochow since Pastor Hsi had first established the opium refuge there. The Fulfilment of a Dream of Pastor Hsi was published in Great Britain in 1917 by the publisher Morgan & Scott.

			The following year Mildred and the French sisters were relieved when news arrived that the Great War in Europe was over. Great Britain and her allies had won.

			On February 21, 1922, Mildred turned forty-four years old. Eva was now fifty-three, and Francesca was fifty-one. During the summer of that year, the three of them joined several other missionaries, including their friend Jessie Gregg, at the nearby town of Valley of the Watermills for a retreat. Jessie had just returned from a fifteen-hundred-mile tour of the northwest province of Kansu, which lay between the Tibetan and Huangtu plateaus and was bordered by Mongolia and a number of Chinese provinces. Mildred listened intently as Jessie talked about her trip, the geography of the province, and how CIM had only a few mission stations in the area, most located at towns along the Silk Road on this side of the Gobi Desert. Jessie also mentioned that two other CIM missionaries, Percy Mather and George Hunter, ran a small mission outpost far away on the other side of the Gobi.

			Since the revolution and the founding of the Republic of China in 1912, the government had been struggling to control the region. Kansu was, in fact, mostly under the control of several powerful warlords and their families who made up and enforced the law. It was impossible to travel through the area without encountering soldiers loyal to one or the other of the warlords, who demanded money and proof that travelers had permission from their warlord leader to be in the area. Just as bad were the groups of bandits who roamed the countryside stealing and looting.

			“Kansu needs missionaries,” Jessie declared and then warned, “but only those who have a call from God and are willing to lay down their lives if necessary.”

			Jessie’s report was a sober reminder to Mildred of the continuing upheaval in China and the risks involved in stepping outside familiar Christian surroundings. Despite the dire reminder, Mildred found herself strangely drawn toward venturing into the vast northwestern realm of China. Over the next few days she discovered that both Eva and Francesca had also been challenged by Jessie’s report and the lack of evangelists and missionaries in Kansu Province. But the truth was, they were three single, middle-aged women. At their age, what could they possibly achieve in such a place as Kansu Province?

			Meanwhile, Mildred prepared the annual report of the Hwochow mission. With gratefulness she wrote,

			Pastor Wang and eight deacons give oversight to the Church in Hwochow numbering four hundred members, and they are responsible for services in eight out-stations, in addition to running the boys’ school and the opium refuge. A Chinese Evangelism Society has been founded with the object of opening up new districts, preaching at fairs, distributing Gospels and pamphlets, and the holding of preaching services in a hall in the center of Hwochow City.

			The more Mildred wrote in the annual report, the more she understood that her work at Hwochow was finished. She and Eva and Francesca had accomplished exactly what they had set out to do—build on the work of the four missionaries who had come before them and create a strong leadership team of local Chinese Christian men and women who could carry on perfectly well without them.

			The three missionaries had done so well that they had worked themselves out of a job. Now when the women prayed about the future, they felt that they should make their way to Kansu Province to continue their ministry. Yet it seemed an unlikely fit—three middle-aged English spinsters traveling over dangerous roads in an area where they had never been before. They would be traversing the ancient Silk Road that used to stretch from the old Chinese capital of Sian to ports in the eastern Mediterranean. In centuries past, the road had been the main trade route between China, India, and Europe. Now European explorers would not travel on it without military guards to escort and protect them.

			The feeling that this was what she should do persisted, and Mildred wrote to Hudson Taylor’s daughter-in-law, Geraldine Taylor, for advice. “Are the conditions in the North-West such that experienced, middle-aged missionaries, with a working knowledge of the Chinese language, would be useful, or do they more definitely demand young people who lack experience but have greater physical vigor?” she asked.

			A letter in response soon arrived in Hwochow. “Experience, in this case, is better than youth,” Geraldine declared.

			That was all Mildred, Eva, and Francesca needed to hear. In June 1922 Mildred wrote to Dixon Hoste, who had become the general director of China Inland Mission upon Hudson Taylor’s death in 1905. In her letter she asked for permission for her and Eva and Francesca to leave Hwochow and travel to Kansu. Their plan was to become a mobile missionary team, going anywhere they were invited, staying as long as it worked out, and moving on to find the next people open to hearing the gospel.

			The response Mildred received from Mr. Hoste was not positive. The letter was mostly filled with his reservations about the concept, but he promised to pray about the idea. In the meantime, word leaked out about Mildred’s plans, and many fellow missionaries wrote offering advice. Most of the advice was negative, pointing out that the women were too old to endure the rigors of life on the road and that they might not find it as “easy” as they thought. “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks,” one missionary wrote. Another assured them that God would want them to stay in Hwochow. They had worked very hard there, and now it was time to relax and take it easy.

			Mildred was hurt and discouraged by such reactions from fellow missionaries. They were, after all, part of CIM, whose aim was to see the entire country of China evangelized. Mildred wrote again and again to Dixon Hoste. A year after sending her first letter, she received word from him that she and the French sisters were free to go to Kansu Province. The three missionaries were delighted at the outcome, but when they told Pastor Wang that they were leaving Hwochow, he broke down and wept. “I have already purchased gravesites for you all, thinking that you would stay with us until you die,” he said.

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca were touched by Pastor Wang’s sentiment but were determined to leave. They believed that God was leading them on. They handed off their responsibilities to others and prepared to head for the northwest. There were three ways to travel there: by camel across the Mongolian desert, up the Yellow River by boat, and by cart over the roads. They decided to take a cart, since it would bring them in contact with the greatest number of people along the way.

			The group decided to leave at the beginning of summer and go as far as they could before the winter snows set in. Their friends at Hwochow helped them pack bedding, food, and other items any Chinese traveler would need for a long journey. The women also took some other things with them: their “magic lantern” with which to show slides, a portable organ to accompany the singing of Christian songs, and as many gospel tracts and Christian books as they could fit on their cart.

			On June 11, 1923, they were ready to leave. Accompanying the three women were two local Christians, one to be their cook and the other to drive the cart and tend the animals. The group was also required to have a military escort for the first leg of their journey from Hwochow to Sian. The three-hundred-mile stretch of road between the two locations was particularly dangerous, with bandits preying on unsuspecting travelers.

			The escort turned out to be a group of six teenage boys armed with rifles and cartridge belts. Once the group started on the journey, the boys told them they would escort them to the first inn and then a new group of boys would take over guiding them the next morning. While it was unusual for an escort to leave mid-journey, Mildred tipped them for their service, which was customary, upon arrival at the first inn. Sure enough six more boys were ready to escort them the following morning. But when they arrived at the inn that night, the second group said they were done and a new group would take over escorting them in the morning. Again Mildred paid them their tip, but the situation would not happen a third time. The escorts were trying to make quick money from the travelers. When the next group of escorts showed up the following morning, Mildred announced that they would not receive their tip until they reached Sian. The boys grumbled at first, but once they realized the ruse was up, they fell into line and escorted them all the way.

			The group made it safely to Sian, where they spent several days visiting missionaries and observing the city’s famous sights. Sian was one of the oldest cities in China and had served as the capital of the country for four different dynasties. The city was also filled with ancient relics, one of them being the Nestorian Tablet, which had been erected in 781 and documented 150 years of early Christian history in China. Text describing the existence of Christian communities in several cities in north-central China was chiseled into the tall limestone block in both the Chinese and Syriac languages. Mildred was fascinated by the tablet and by the fact that over twelve hundred years before, other Christians had come to this area and established Christian communities, much as she had done in Hwochow.

			In Sian, Mildred visited the Great Mosque, where Muslims worshiped. The oldest mosque in China, it was founded in 742 and had been renovated and expanded several times over the centuries. Unlike mosques in the Middle East, the Great Mosque was completely Chinese in style and construction. It had no domes or traditional-style minarets. Arab traders traveling the Silk Road had originally brought Islam to China. The presence of the Great Mosque in Sian reminded Mildred that the Islamic religion had taken root in many of the communities in northwestern China that they would be traveling to. She prayed that she would have many opportunities in the days and months and years ahead to share the gospel with as many Muslims as possible.

			After several days of resting, sightseeing, and visiting fellow missionaries in Sian, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca set out on the four-hundred-mile trip to Lanchow, capital of Kansu Province. The road on this stretch was not well maintained, and they estimated it would take them about three weeks to reach their destination.

			Several days after leaving Sian, the group traveled through an area that had experienced a huge earthquake several years before. Mildred was amazed at how the shaking had altered the landscape. The sides of hills had collapsed into the valleys below, sometimes burying whole villages and blocking rivers or completely changing their path. And when they came to a ridge and saw a lake spread in front of them, a local explained that before the earthquake a mountain had been there. As the shaking cleaved the mountain in two, water began to burst up out of the ground, eventually forming the lake where once the mountain had been. Spindly trees had taken root around the edges of the new lake.

			One morning as the group traveled along, their cart sank into a pit of mud in the middle of the road and broke its back axle. The cart was stuck fast. The men traveling with the women unhitched the mules and then squatted on their haunches, smoking their long pipes and talking among themselves. Several hours passed, and Mildred was beginning to wonder if the cart would ever be freed, when a man appeared on the road. He walked over and squatted beside the men, taking out his pipe to smoke with them as they began discussing the stuck cart. Several other men soon arrived and squatted down as well, staring at the stuck cart.

			“The axle is broken. Do you have a spare one?” one of the men asked.

			“No,” came the reply.

			“We will need strong ropes and many men to free the cart from the mud,” another man observed. Several of the squatting men nodded.

			All of this was obvious to Mildred, who wondered whether the men were going to do anything more than talk. Was anyone going to do something practical to get the cart unstuck? At last one of the men told a young man to take a donkey and ride to the Wang home and bring the carpenter and his tools back with him, along with some more strong men.

			An hour later ropes had been attached to the stuck cart, the mules had been reattached, and with great effort from the men and the mules, the cart had begun to inch forward out of the mud pit. When the cart was completely free, the carpenter set to work repairing the broken back axle. As the sun began to set, the axle was repaired and the group was ready to travel on. Grateful for their help, and before the cart headed off in search of an inn for the night, Mildred generously paid the local men who had assisted them.

			At the inn, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca related their experience of being stuck in the mud to several other guests. An old man smiled and then said, “I have traveled this road many times, and you are not the first to become stuck in that mud pit. What happened to you was no accident. Those men who rescued you are the ones who dug the mud pit to trap unsuspecting travelers, who then pay them to free their carts. Tomorrow morning they will be back at that pit preparing it for the next cart to come by. You must be careful on this road. Many traps are laid for travelers.”

			The next morning as they set out from the inn, Mildred watched vigilantly for any bump or dent or strange formation in the road that might be another trap from which they would have to pay to be freed.

			After three weeks on the trail, traveling over winding, rutted roads through valleys and gorges, the cart emerged onto a level plain across which Mildred could see on the far horizon the city of Lanchow, surrounded by a gray stone wall. Lanchow sat beside the Yellow River. Once they entered the gate, they found the city inside pulsing with activity. Several missionary organizations, including China Inland Mission, had stations in the city. Mildred and the French sisters made their way to the CIM station. Mildred was glad that this leg of their journey was over and they would have a chance to rest.

			During the time in Lanchow, Mildred visited Borden Memorial Hospital, a two-story, mud-brick structure located across the river from the city. The hospital was named after William Borden, a young Yale University graduate. Ten years before, William had left his family in Chicago to travel to Asia with the intention of becoming a missionary to Muslims in northwestern China. Sadly, on his way to China, he fell ill with cerebral meningitis in Cairo, Egypt, while visiting missionary Samuel Zwemer, and died there. William came from a wealthy family who donated one million dollars to China Inland Mission and other Christian missions in remembrance of their son. CIM used its share of this bequest to build the hospital. Mildred was impressed with what she saw. The hospital was under the care of Dr. George King and a team of nurses and other helpers. The facility was equipped with the latest medical equipment, and Dr. King assured Mildred that patients at the hospital received some of the best medical care in China.

			After a week of resting in Lanchow, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca set out again. This time they were headed for Liangchow, 160 miles north. Halfway to their destination, they stopped at a CIM outpost in Pingfan. The missionaries who manned this station needed to be relieved. Mildred and the French sisters stayed in Pingfan for a month, keeping the little mission station open. While they were there, the weather turned from fall to winter, and snow began to blanket the land.

			Despite the weather, after their month in relief at Pingfan, the three missionary women set out again to complete their journey to Liangchow, where the last CIM mission outpost in Kansu Province was located. After a long, arduous journey, they arrived at their destination, where they were welcomed with cups of steaming-hot tea served with jam and scones, an unexpected luxury. By now it was early February 1924, and the weather had turned bitter cold. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca wondered where to go from here. Should they stay put until spring and the roads were more passable, or should they press on toward the Gobi Desert?

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 9
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			“We Await Your Coming ”

			Mildred opened the letter that awaited the group’s arrival in Liangchow. It was from a Chinese Christian, Dr. Kao Gin-cheng, who had trained at Borden Memorial Hospital. Dr. George King had told Mildred all about him when she visited the hospital in Lanchow. As a young boy, beaten by his father each day, Dr. Kao had run away from home. He found work as a servant for a missionary and his family. The missionary saw potential in the young servant and encouraged him to learn.

			Dr. Kao became a Christian and soon afterward was offered a job as a servant at the hospital. Because he worked hard and impressed those he worked with, he was allowed to study medicine at the hospital. He later became a doctor, but he didn’t stay at the hospital. After becoming a doctor, he felt that God was leading him to some other place to serve. Dr. Kao set out on a quest and settled in Kanchow, a week’s journey northwest of Liangchow, where he established a medical practice and shared the gospel with the local people.

			In his letter to the three missionary women, Dr. Kao explained that a small band of Christians had formed in Kanchow, but he needed someone to lead them in Bible studies. He asked Mildred, Eva, and Francesca if they would be willing to come to Kanchow and disciple the local Christians. He ended his letter with the words, “We await your coming as the dry earth awaits a shower of rain.”

			With late winter in full force, traveling over the icy roads was dangerous. Yet as Mildred and the French sisters prayed about what they should do, they felt that God wanted them to travel to Kanchow as soon as possible. Mildred sent a telegraph to Dr. Kao informing him they were coming. Despite the dangers of traveling in winter, they prepared to set out for Kanchow. They hired a local carter named Old Sheep to be their guide. Before dawn the following day, Mildred and the others climbed aboard their springless mule cart, and they were off. The terrain was rocky, and Mildred felt every bump and rut the cart ran over and through. The land also had many sand hills along the way that they had to cross. The mules would labor up one side, dragging the cart behind them, and then slide down the other, trying not to be overtaken by the cart.

			The women had been traveling for a week when their cart became totally bogged down in mud. Mildred could hardly believe it—another mud pit in the middle of nowhere! Were they about to be taken advantage of again? Confronting the situation, Old Sheep shrugged his shoulders and lit his pipe. “What will happen will happen,” he muttered.

			“What does that mean?” Mildred asked, worried that their guide had given up on them and was about to leave. Just then she saw a group of horsemen galloping up the road. Now she was sure that this was an elaborate ploy to take more of her and the French sisters’ money. Expecting them to offer to help free the cart from the mud, Mildred prepared herself to confront the dishonest locals as they rode up and stopped in front of the carts. As the men dismounted, Mildred noticed three saddled but riderless horses behind them.

			“Welcome!” the voice of one of the riders boomed before Mildred could get a word out. “I’m Dr. Kao. I got your telegram. We have come to escort you the rest of the way.”

			Mildred had never heard such wonderful words before. When all the greetings and introductions were complete, Dr. Kao turned to Old Sheep and said, “Hello there. So you are out of prison again! Whoever was it that trusted you to bring these travelers over this road?” Then turning to Mildred he asked, “Did they warn you that Old Sheep is just out of prison for the third time for the destruction of travelers’ property?”

			“No,” she replied as she looked at Old Sheep, who grinned as if the doctor had paid him a great compliment.

			“If there is a single mud pit on the road, Old Sheep is sure to drive into it,” the kind doctor explained. “It will take him the rest of the day to get the cart out of this mess. Ladies, we have good horses with us. If you care to ride them, we can be in Kanchow by nightfall.”

			In unison the three women turned to look at the cart laden with their luggage. “Don’t worry about it,” Dr. Kao reassured them. “Old Sheep knows he won’t receive a penny for his services if he doesn’t get the cart and your luggage safely to Kanchow, and in good time. And besides, your cook will be watching over him and your belongings.”

			Mildred breathed a sigh of relief and looked at the horses. They were such beautiful animals! They stood tall on sturdy legs and were well groomed. As they trotted along, Dr. Kao explained that the horses belonged to a Mongolian prince who was staying with him. His young son had become gravely ill, and the prince had brought him down from the mountains to be cared for by a Christian doctor.

			That evening a warm fire burning in a brazier and a delicious hot supper awaited Mildred, Eva, and Francesca upon their arrival in Kanchow. As the women sat eating, several men wandered into the room wearing turned-up boots, brightly woven tunics, and sheepskin coats. The men spoke a language Mildred had never heard before. They kept looking at her and the other two women, and before long Mildred noticed a pair of eyes staring at her from the top of a window. Someone was lying on the roof and peering in at them through a hole in the window paper.

			Dr. Kao saw her startled look. “Don’t worry about them,” he chuckled. “These men came with the Mongolian prince. They have never seen a European before, so do not think them rude if they stare. You are as strange to them as they are to you.”

			The next morning everyone was up at dawn. Mildred stepped outside, eager to see Dr. Kao’s compound in daylight. The door from her room opened onto a small courtyard that led to a larger courtyard surrounded by buildings forming the compound. Erected in the middle of the large courtyard were three round tents covered in thick, white felt. Each tent had a hole at the top of its cone-shaped roof. Mildred learned that the purpose of the hole was to let in fresh air and let out the smoke from the fire burning inside. The Mongolian prince, his wife, and their servants occupied the tents.

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca enjoyed a lunch of noodles and peppers with members of the Christian community whom Dr. Kao had gathered around him. They all lived together on the compound, sharing their belongings. They had even pooled their money to buy a flock of sheep, which one of them tended.

			As they ate, Dr. Kao explained how everyone helped to keep the medical clinic running. “Each member has an allotted task,” he said. “One man is my assistant. Another collects medical fees and accounts for the money. We also have a cook and a young boy from Honan who keeps the compound clean. And of course, there is Mrs. Ding, who runs the school and supervises other work among the children. She was once a housewife in a Christian home in Shanghai, but in a short time she lost her husband and her two sons—one to disease and one to a fall. Faced with no family, she cried out to God for direction, whereupon she soon heard of the need for workers among the children of the northwest. She packed up her belongings and journeyed until she stopped here and began a new life.”

			“How wonderful that God has guided you,” Mildred said to Mrs. Ding. “I would love to visit the school and talk to the children.”

			“Surely you may,” Mrs. Ding replied. “After lunch I will show you around town, and tomorrow you can visit the school.”

			“Thank you,” Mildred said, looking around the table at four young men. She knew she would hear their stories in due course as well.

			After lunch Mrs. Ding took the three missionary women on a tour of the town. “Kanchow is also called the ‘City of More Gods Than Men,’” she told them. “You will soon see that the shrines are filled with gods and every temple has hundreds of idols. There is a god for everything and every event. In fact, the housewives have to keep track of a different god each day of the year and make sure they do what is necessary to keep it happy.”

			“What a burden,” Mildred remarked.

			“Yes. Today is the day of the kitchen god. The kitchen god comes in the form of a picture, which the women paste on the wall behind their stoves. Each woman is afraid of him because she has been told that once a year the kitchen god goes back to heaven and it is his job to report everything he has heard in the kitchen throughout the year. Today is the day that his picture must be burned so he can be sent back to heaven. Before the women burn the paper, they glue a sticky sweet over his mouth so that he cannot speak when he gets there.”

			“Oh dear, what bondage these people are in, and what fear. We hope to visit many of the women and train others to do so while we’re here,” Mildred commented.

			That night Dr. Kao talked to the three women after dinner. “I have a proposal for you,” he said. “If you will take responsibility to train the Christians here, I’ll guarantee you a band of men and women who will accompany you on your pioneering journeys. Please stay and teach the people the Scriptures.”

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca discussed the request among themselves and decided it was God’s will for them to stay and help spread the gospel in Kanchow and disciple new Christians. They had traveled over fifteen hundred miles since setting out on their journey eight months before, and it felt good to be able to call somewhere home, if only for a few months. The three of them knew that before long they would travel on to the last city within the Great Wall of China—Suchow—and farther on beyond it into the Gobi Desert. The next missionary outpost was at Urumchi, to which they hoped to travel, but it was over a thousand miles away and a two-month journey through the desert. For now, Kanchow would be a resting place where Mildred, Eva, and Francesca could train eager Christians while learning all they could about the customs, religious beliefs, and the local dialect of the people in this part of China.

			Life in Kanchow settled into a busy pattern for the three women, who stayed as guests at Dr. Kao’s compound. After breakfast each morning, Mildred led singing, accompanied by Francesca playing the portable organ they had brought with them. The bright music attracted many patients who often arrived early at the medical clinic so as not to miss it. Following the singing, Mildred taught Bible class to the Christians of the community. At three o’clock in the afternoon, Dr. Kao gave a short talk on first aid and hygiene, after which Mildred, Eva, and Francesca led a children’s meeting.

			Before long the Christians began begging Mildred to accompany them to some of the smaller towns out on the plain. They wanted to tell the people who lived there how they had been freed from fear and from worshiping idols. The Christians in Kanchow had a large, portable, white tent made, large enough to hold three hundred people. The tent was decorated with brightly colored Bible posters, and blue flags flew overhead. While the tent was being prepared, Mildred wrote to the British and Foreign Bible Society and was rewarded with boxes of Bibles, New Testaments, and Gospels in eight languages, including Chinese, Arabic, Russian, Tibetan, and Mongolian.

			In midsummer a group of eighteen young people and the three English missionary women set out on their first evangelistic journey to Shantan. They set up the tent in the middle of the town where the fair was held and unloaded their supplies. Soon they were singing Christian songs around the portable organ. Mildred set out a table on which lay Bibles in many languages. Curious locals and travelers gathered to see what the commotion was all about. Most had never before seen and heard Christians singing and talking so openly about God. Mildred smiled to herself. The sight and sound of it all seemed to mesmerize many of the locals.

			The group stayed in Shantan for four days selling Bibles and presenting the gospel in song and sermons to Turkis, Tibetans, Mongols, and Chinese people. On the last night, as Mildred looked over the large crowd seated on the ground inside the tent, she thanked God for the opportunity to reach out to so many cultures at once. They truly were at the crossroads where travelers paused as they made their way north and south, east and west, across China. And while many of those listening in the tent that night would be gone by the next evening, they would take Christian songs, memories, and Bibles in their own languages with them wherever they went.

			While in Kanchow, Mildred wrote missionary newsletters describing the work she, Eva, and Francesca were involved in. The letters were collected into a book entitled Dispatches from North-West Kansu and published by China Inland Mission. The main purpose of the book was to encourage other missionaries to come to this area of China to work. Mildred was determined, however, not to make the opportunity seem too rosy. Being a missionary in China required grit, determination, and intelligence. In one letter she wrote about how difficult it was to have a meaningful religious conversation with a person of the Islamic faith.

			No trite and ready-made answer is going to satisfy the inquiry of earnest men and woman who have made room in their lives for more hours of meditation than have most Christians, and who have fasted and denied themselves the pleasure of this life that they might gain a better place in the future. You must devote time to thinking upon these questions if you are going to be a worthy messenger to some of these finer souls who are feeling after God if haply they might find Him.

			As fall approached, Mildred and the French sisters prayed together about where they should go, and Suchow kept coming to mind. They talked to Dr. Kao about going there, and he felt it a good place for the three missionary women. During the time Mildred, Eva, and Francesca had been in Kanchow, the size of the Christian community at the compound had grown to seventy-seven people. Dr. Kao felt that Suchow could be transformed if the women were to experience the same success in their evangelism and discipleship there. The doctor even agreed to set out for Suchow two days before the women left so that he could organize accommodations for them by the time they arrived.

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca were delighted to have Dr. Kao’s support, especially when twenty-five of the Christians from Kanchow stepped forward and offered to come to Suchow after a mission station was established and help present the gospel to the locals there.

			In October 1924 Mildred and her two missionary partners were on the move again, this time headed for Suchow. Although they were unsure as to how everything would work out once they got there, they were sure it was the place they should go next.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 10
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			The Pioneer Band

			The arrival of Mildred and the French sisters in Suchow caused quite a stir. Nothing like it had been seen there before. People came to peer at the three older women with sky-blue eyes and white skin who spoke like them and ate with chopsticks. Of course, the questions were the same as always: “Where are your husbands?” “Do you have sons to provide for you?”

			Because Dr. Kao had not been able to find a house for the three women, they found space at an inn. At first Mildred was disappointed about this, but she soon came to see the wisdom of living at an inn. Since Suchow was the last major city before the Gobi Desert, travelers and traders were always passing through town. Most of them stayed a week or more at one inn or another before moving on. Other traders unloaded their cargoes and sold them in Suchow before loading fresh cargo to take westward back across the desert. A trader might bring a load of raw cotton or dried fruit from the other side of the Gobi and then return with a load of wheat or other grain he could sell for a profit across the desert. It was a rhythm of trade that had gone on this way for centuries.

			At night the missionaries sat around the fire in the inn’s courtyard, eating their meal with an astonishing array of people who spoke many different languages. From the always lively discussion, Mildred gained a basic understanding of what it meant to crisscross the Gobi Desert. “They have a saying out on the Gobi: ‘First time raw, second time ripe,’” the innkeeper’s wife told Mildred.

			“What does that mean?” Mildred asked.

			“That the first time you meet people in the Gobi, they will be cautious around you. They will not trust someone right away. But if you cross the desert a second time and pass their way again, they say you are ripe. They know you and will welcome you. Then every time after that you will be a little more ripened. So first time raw, second time ripe.”

			Mildred nodded. She realized that like most things in China, being accepted in the Gobi region would take time and repeated visits until trust was established.

			Despite the advantages of living at the inn, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca kept praying for a permanent home to move into that could serve as a mission station. As soon as they found one, they would send word to the Christians at Kanchow to join them.

			After they had been in Suchow two weeks, a rich-looking man visited the three women. He leaned on a stick, and one side of his face did not move when he spoke. “Honorable ladies,” he began, “my name is Chang Siye. The doctor tells me you have need of a house in which to live. I have a very good one that I can arrange for you to rent at a reasonable rate.”

			“Can you tell us how big it is?” Mildred inquired.

			“The house has three courtyards, much too large for the three of you alone, but the doctor tells me you are expecting a large group of visitors. Besides the three courtyards, the property has a barn, a large fruit orchard, and a vegetable garden.”

			Mildred looked at Eva. It sounded almost too good to be true. “Why is it for rent?” she asked.

			Chang Siye shook his head. “It is just a small difficulty that will mean nothing to you God-fearing women.” He looked around and lowered his voice. “The house is haunted by an evil spirit. It is new, but when I moved in, my face became twisted like this.” Chang Siye motioned to his cheek. “Then when my sister came to help me, she too endured the same fate. The doctor told me that Christians are not afraid of evil spirits, so I thought you might consider renting the place. You could move in immediately.”

			Arrangements were quickly made, and soon Mildred and the French sisters had moved into the house. It was every bit as big as Chang Siye had said. The house was located in a quiet, wealthy neighborhood with flower gardens and fruit trees. Within three weeks, the group of Christians from Kanchow arrived and moved into the house. Soon the place was a hive of activity. Mildred and Eva named the group from Kanchow the Pioneer Band, and it wasn’t long before the twenty men and five women were busy turning the buildings into a Christian compound. They made one building into living quarters and the other into classrooms and a church. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca arranged their few belongings in a three-room pavilion that would be their home.

			Almost immediately visitors started arriving at the mission compound. The sight of twenty-five young people and three older, white missionaries living and working together was too intriguing to ignore. People came to see the compound and to listen to the message the Christians had to share. Many of them kept coming to the mission compound again and again to hear more of the gospel being explained. It wasn’t long before people were converting to Christianity. The wife of a local artisan became a Christian. Then a Muslim woman began to come regularly. She told other women, “Every word these women say is true.” Soon there were enough new Christians to form the basis of a local Christian church in Suchow.

			Not long after the Pioneer Band arrived, Mildred learned that a three-day birthday party was about to take place in the city honoring the seventieth birthday of the regional minister of defense. The minister lived in Suchow, and his job was to protect the northwestern provinces from attack. No expense was spared for the birthday party, and dignitaries and tribal leaders from the surrounding villages and towns, some up to two weeks’ journey away, were expected to attend.

			Mildred, Eva, Francesca, and the Pioneer Band got busy. They believed that one of the best missionaries was the Bible itself. It could find its way into places they could never go. So they began wrapping New Testaments and copies of various Gospels in red paper and wrote a note on each one. They also put together packages of other Christian tracts in a variety of languages. Then they rented a table in the marketplace, ready for the crowds to arrive.

			Sure enough, people started pouring into Suchow. While some came from nearby towns and villages, others, like the Turkis, came from out in the Gobi Desert. Guests also arrived from Mongolia and Tibet. They carried all manner of gifts with them for the minister of defense. Some presented him with camels and horses, mules and donkeys; others, with bolts of fine linens and silks. Those from Tibet came with bundles of peacock feathers and silver ornaments.

			Once the gifts had been presented, everyone sat down to eat. The Chinese guests dined on large bowls of steamed rice along with broth and small dishes of vegetables, including bamboo shoots, yams, and potatoes in sweet sauce. The Mongols ate boiled mutton from large, simmering cauldrons. The Turkis ate fried chicken on rice mixed with sultanas and boiled almonds. Meanwhile the Tibetans started their meal with a soup into which yak butter was mixed. They followed this with piles of meat and sweet cakes, all of which was washed down with numerous cups of tea.

			Everywhere Mildred looked for the next three days she saw color and activity. While men visited gambling booths and opium dens, women and children watched puppet shows. In the central square, plays were performed, and one, The Henpecked Husband, was a huge success, especially among the Chinese and the Mongols. People gathered in close to the stage and sometimes laughed and sometimes winced at the action happening on stage. Meanwhile, at their table in the middle of the activity, the missionaries handed out New Testaments and Gospels and Christian tracts while several men from the Pioneer Band took turns preaching to the crowd. As well, the Christians presented the minister of defense with a leather-bound, gilt-edged New Testament, which he proudly displayed to everyone.

			Once the birthday party was over, the guests dispersed, taking home with them the Christian literature they had received. Now it was time for Mildred, Eva, Francesca, and the Pioneer Band to turn to the needs of the local people. The preaching and the distribution of New Testaments and tracts during the celebration had attracted a lot of attention. As a result, the steady stream of visitors to the mission compound continued, and in early November the missionaries launched a Bible study for those expressing interest in the gospel.

			The three women also began a children’s ministry, basing it upon a model Eva and Francesca had seen the Salvation Army use in France. Each evening at sunset, a boy walked the city streets banging a gong, signaling that the children’s service was about to begin. Children streamed from their houses and followed the boy to the mission compound. Mildred would chuckle at the sight, which reminded her of the story of the Pied Piper of Hamelin. The story had been read to her as a child, only this time it had a happy ending.

			The children filed into a large tent set up in one of the courtyards. When everyone was seated and silent, a children’s orchestra on stage began to play. The orchestra consisted of several children playing tin flutes and harmonicas while others beat tambourines and cymbals, and still others jangled bells. Amazingly to Mildred, this conglomeration of instruments somehow seemed to work together as well-known local Chinese tunes began to fill the air. The children in the audience stood and began to sing along at the top of their voices. Instead of singing the usual words, they bellowed out new Christian lyrics that Mildred and Francesca had written for the tunes. The music was followed by Bible stories told by various members of the Pioneer Band. Since a number of those attending the children’s meeting couldn’t read or write, Mildred gave a reading lesson. The enthusiasm of the children attending the meeting was infectious. Once the children began to sing heartily, adults would make their way into the tent to see for themselves what was going on.

			As winter approached, the days drew shorter and colder. The locals warned Mildred to soon expect the arrival of terrible windstorms. Sure enough, howling winds began blowing in from the Gobi Desert to the west, battering Suchow. Not only were the winds biting cold, but also they carried sand from the desert and deposited it over everything—inside and outside the mission compound buildings. Mildred wondered how a person could survive in such weather out on the Gobi with no shelter. It was a sobering thought. In the future, when she and the French sisters traveled out into the desert, they would have to equip themselves well.

			The children of Suchow were a concern to Mildred, especially as the temperatures dropped. It wasn’t uncommon for children as young as six years old, dressed in cotton rags or sometimes wearing nothing at all, to be left to fend for themselves in the city streets. During the summer these children managed to survive outdoors, but with the arrival of winter, they had nowhere to go. Many of the children huddled against the outside walls of buildings for shelter, but the icy winds claimed the lives of many. 

			“We must do something about this situation,” the leader of the Pioneer Band said to Mildred. “It is unbearable to watch children dying in the streets.”

			“I agree,” Mildred replied. “Something must be done for them. It’s a Christian’s duty to help the little ones.”

			“We have two large empty rooms here. We can use them to save the children from dying of cold. We can spread the floors with a thick layer of straw and put the boys in one room and the girls in the other,” the Pioneer Band leader suggested.

			“Wonderful!” Mildred exclaimed. “I’m sure we can find the money to boil up a pot of porridge each night so they can go to bed with a full stomach.”

			And so it was that the Children’s Night Shelter came into being. Many of the homeless children of Suchow attended the children’s service in the evening and stayed for supper and bed in the shelter. As well, late at night the Christian men would walk the back alleys of town carrying paper lanterns to light the way. They collected the children they found shivering in doorways and brought them to the shelter.

			December 25, 1924, marked the first time Christmas was ever celebrated in Suchow. Mildred and the other Christians from the missionary compound took lanterns and walked through Suchow’s narrow streets singing hymns and carols as they went.

			On a freezing winter morning in February 1925, one day after Mildred’s forty-seventh birthday, a young girl arrived at the mission compound. Her clothes were in tatters, her hair was matted, and she walked with a limp. Mildred soon discovered that her right foot had been frostbitten from the cold and gangrene had set in.

			The bedraggled girl told Mildred her name was Brothers-to-Follow and her parents had been too poor to keep her. As a small child she was sold to the warden of the local prison and his wife to be their slave. The couple took an instant dislike to Brothers-to-Follow and worked her mercilessly and mistreated her, not feeding her or letting her wash, and forcing her to sleep outside, even when it was bitter cold. That was how the girl’s foot had been frostbitten. Tears welled in Mildred’s eyes as she heard the girl’s story. Mildred had encountered many harsh situations during her years living in China, but the way girls were treated, especially in rural China, touched her deeply each time she heard another story of such mistreatment.

			Mildred examined Brothers-to-Follow’s foot, which did not look good. If the foot was not amputated, the gangrene would spread and kill the girl. Thankfully, Dr. Kao was due to arrive in Suchow any day now, and Mildred dressed the wound and fed and cared for Brothers-to-Follow until the doctor got there. After his arrival, Dr. Kao confirmed Mildred’s diagnosis: the foot would indeed need to be amputated. But first he sought out the couple who had abused and mistreated Brothers-to-Follow and demanded that they pay the cost of the amputation. Reluctantly the prison warden and his wife agreed.

			On March 3, Mildred assisted Dr. Kao during the surgery to remove Brothers-to-Follow’s infected foot. She administered the anesthetic and handed the doctor the various surgical instruments he needed. When the amputation was over, Mildred watched as Dr. Kao collected the money for the operation from the girl’s master. He also gave the warden the amputated, infected foot to bury as a reminder of what he and his wife had done to the girl. After the amputation Mildred cared for Brothers-to-Follow at the mission compound, changing the dressing on her wound and making sure she was well fed and comfortable.

			Before his return to Kanchow, Dr. Kao left Mildred with a supply of medicines and promised that he would visit Suchow as often as he could to treat the sick. Dr. Kao also sent regular reports from Kanchow back to the three missionary women. At first the reports were positive, but by June the situation for Christians throughout the area was deteriorating. Mildred sat down to write a long letter home about it:

			The spring months have been epoch-making in the history of the Kanchow church. An organized attack was made on a band of preachers at a village fair, and in the melée an old beggar was killed…. It transpired that the old man’s life had been “bought” for the purpose—such things are done in China. Twenty-one [Christian] men have been put in prison; many of them were not in the village at all. They are incarcerated in a rat-infested hole, and as a result of this and the beatings one man died…. Meanwhile, the sufferings of the village Christians have been terrible. Numbers of them have been hung up by their thumbs in the temple, beaten, and told that nothing but the signing of a ticket of recantation can save them and their homes from destruction. The details of some cases bring the year 1900 [the Boxer Rebellion] vividly back to our memories. We are thankful to say that no Church member has recanted.

			It was true, Mildred thought as she wrote. Just as in Bible times, people were being persecuted for their faith, but the Chinese Christians were standing strong. In fact, fifty-two men had recently asked to be baptized and welcomed into the growing Christian community in Suchow.

			Despite the persecution of Christians in some areas, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca began making short forays to nearby towns, testing their equipment and supplies for the much longer treks they intended to take out into the Gobi Desert. One problem they soon encountered was money. They had money, but it was all deposited in a bank in Shanghai, two months’ travel to the east. They had no way to transfer it to a town in the middle of China.

			The three missionaries found a solution to the problem. Many of the traders throughout the Gobi region often carried large amounts of silver coins with them, which they had received as payment for the goods they carried. Some of this silver was used to cover the cost of the traders’ travel and other expenses, but this still left them with more silver coins than they wanted to carry, given the bandits who also roamed the Gobi Desert. Those traders heading east with a surplus of silver coins would sell them to Mildred, Eva, and Francesca, who would count and weigh the silver coins and then write a check for that amount and give it to the trader. The trader went happily on his way east, knowing that he now had no silver to steal and that when he got to Shanghai, he could take the check to the bank and receive cash. Meanwhile, the three missionary women had money to pay for their needs.

			With the money situation settled, Mildred and the French sisters were ready to begin their first big adventure beyond the fringes of Chinese civilization out into the Gobi Desert.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 11
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			A Place of Desolation

			The trip into the Gobi Desert required several days of preparation, most of which Mildred oversaw. Bread needed to be baked, wheat milled into flour, corn and beans dried so they wouldn’t spoil, and a supply of various vegetables gathered. As well, New Testaments, Gospels, and tracts in various languages needed to be packed, along with sleeping bags, blankets, pillows, small tents, and cooking utensils, including a frying pan, a kettle, a large pot, and an iron tripod to go over the campfire from which to hang the kettle.

			Once everything needed for the trip was packed, it was loaded into two covered carts. Eight people would be in the traveling group that included Mildred, Eva, Francesca, Elder Liu from the Suchow church and his wife, a servant, their cook who had come with them when they left Hwochow, and their carter Yu, who would be their guide and take care of the mules pulling the carts.

			The excursion into the Gobi would take them first to Kiayükwan at the western end of the Great Wall of China. From there they would travel on to Yumen and then Ansi. The route they would follow was ancient, and stopping places along the way were determined by how far a man or animals could walk through the desert terrain in twelve hours. This distance was called a stage, and travel in the Gobi was delineated by how many stages it took to reach a place. Because water was always an issue in the desert, the group decided to travel at night. Their mules alone could each consume about eight gallons of water if traveling during the heat of the day, but much less if they pulled the carts through the cooler night hours and slept in the courtyards of inns during the day.

			The trip to Kiayükwan was uneventful, and the group covered the distance in good time. Mildred, like the others, was excited upon their arrival. Kiayükwan was known as the portal, or mouth, of the Great Wall. When you passed through the Gate of Sighs out of the city to the west, you passed beyond the Great Wall and into the Gobi Desert proper.

			Before heading out into the desert, Mildred decided to find out all she could about what lay ahead from the two soldiers who manned the Gate of Sighs. She wrapped her blue padded jacket tightly around her and squinted against the sand-laden wind. She stood atop a mound of rocks just beyond the gate, peering out at the rocks and sand of the Gobi. The two soldiers stood beside her. To the right Mildred could see the Great Wall that wound east for fourteen hundred miles over mountains and through valleys until it reached the Yellow Sea.

			“It is a place of desolation,” the older soldier commented, pointing across the desert.

			“Yes, it is desolate,” Mildred replied, “but God is also in silence and solitude. He is out there.”

			The younger soldier shook his head vigorously. “Demons,” he snapped. “It is not God but demons that inhabit the Gobi. This place is full of them. I have heard many reports of people hearing their voices calling.”

			“How do they call?” Mildred asked.

			“From among the sand mounds. They call out in the same way a man would shout if he wanted help, and many a person has turned off the trail looking for the source of the shouting, but they never find anyone. The shouting always comes from a little farther away, and then a little farther again. Before the traveler knows it, it is too late to get back on the right way.”

			“Do many people get lost in this desert?”

			“Very many,” the soldier replied. “Some miss their way and die of thirst. Others freeze to death in winter, their bodies picked clean by wolves, their bones found in the spring. You do not know the terrors of the Gobi. Such a journey is not to be taken lightly. You have come from Suchow. There is food and drink and warmth there. Why would you venture out into this black pit? Must you go?”

			“Yes,” Mildred replied. “I must, for I seek the lost, and some of them are out there.”

			“Ah,” the older soldier said, “you seek the lost. We understand that. There are many like you who go out into the Gobi looking for sons who have left home and not sent word back to say where they are. It is very difficult for parents to rest until a son has gone to seek the lost one. Do you know the area in which to search?”

			Mildred smiled. “I have a clue and know that I will surely find them. My Father in heaven will lead me to them, for I seek those who are lost and far from Him.”

			“I see,” the younger soldier said, nodding. “People like you are not in peril as we are, for the spirits cannot hurt you. You will go safely because when there is danger, you know how to pray to your god.”

			The next day it was time to leave Kiayükwan and venture into the desert.

			“Hurry, we must be off,” Yu the carter yelled.

			“Look here, Blue Lady!” the older soldier at the Gate of Sighs said as Mildred’s cart approached. “Stop and throw a stone at the old wall. All of the travelers going through this gate do so. If the stone rebounds you will come back safe and sound from your journey, but if not…” His voice trailed off.

			Mildred stepped down from the cart.

			“Right over there,” the soldier said, pointing to a part of the wall that was crumbling.

			Mildred walked over, picked up a small stone, and threw it as hard as she could. It hit the wall, making a strange chirping noise.

			The old soldier grinned. “You only get that echo in one exact spot. It is lucky you have heard it. You will have a prosperous and safe journey.”

			As she set her gaze westward, Mildred had a better reason than this superstition to go in peace: the presence of God, even in the Gobi. The mules strained at the shafts, and the carts rolled forward. After passing through the Gate of Sighs, Mildred looked back to see the soldiers closing the wooden gates behind them. They were on their own, headed into the setting sun, ready to face whatever adventures lay ahead.

			For the first two miles after passing through the gate, Mildred walked beside the carts, wanting to feel the Gobi Desert beneath her feet. As night fell, she climbed back onto one of the carts, as it bumped along, and watched the stars come out over the desert. She knew that Yu was waiting for the pole star to appear in order to get his bearings. There was a road to Huei-huei-pu, the next stop on their journey, but since huge sandstorms covered and uncovered the road repeatedly, the carter used the stars like a sailor plotting a course for a ship.

			As midnight approached, the moon rose and bathed the desert in silvery light. Nothing moved except the carts. Mildred felt enveloped in stillness. The mules clopped on, mile after mile. In the early morning hours, Mildred heard the clanging of bells. She looked out from under the cover on the cart just in time to watch a train of fifty or sixty camels shuffling past them in the opposite direction. An hour later she heard the sound of tinkling bells and watched as a mail carrier on horseback appeared out of the darkness. He slowed his horse as he passed. “You have ten miles to go,” he said. “There’s a river, but it is not in flood and quite shallow.” Then on he galloped. Sure enough, they came to a shallow river, which they forded, and then climbed a long hill at the top of which Mildred could make out the outline of a village wall.

			“Huei-huei-pu,” Yu yelled. “We have made the first stage.”

			A mud-brick wall surrounded the village, and a crystal-clear stream flowed through the middle of the place. As the travelers approached, the gates opened for them, and they marched inside. The streets were a buzz of activity as women swept away sand and men hoisted awnings for shade over market stalls, while the smell of food cooking filled the air.

			Yu directed the group to a dingy inn, where they stopped to sleep while the mules rested in the courtyard. Mildred was exhausted. She and the French sisters spread their sleeping bags on the k’ang in a windowless mud-brick room and lay down to sleep.

			Mildred awoke several hours later, a shaft of sunlight beaming down through a hole in the roof onto her face. The other two were still asleep. She got up quietly and crept outside to take a look around the village. Right outside the inn was a shop. On the counter lay a pile of tobacco, a few boxes of cigarettes and matches, some packets of red peppers and salt, and bundles of incense. There were also small slabs of gray stone, which Mildred was curious about. She had never before seen such fine-grained stone. She bought a box of matches, several of the small stone slabs, and a packet of red peppers.

			As Mildred made the purchase, the shopkeeper asked her the questions she had learned to expect anywhere in China: Where was her husband? Did she have children? Were her parents still alive, and were they well? How old was she? Where did she come from? What was she doing here? When Mildred had patiently answered each question to his satisfaction, the shopkeeper sat back and nodded. Now it was time for Mildred to ask her own questions.

			“Tell me about your village,” she said.

			“Ah, there is much to be proud of here,” the shopkeeper said. “Huei-Huei-pu is famous for the sweet water that runs from the snowfields in the mountains all the way through our village. When you have ventured farther into the Gobi, you will understand how sweet our water is. Many of the wells out there are brackish and salty. Some are almost impossible to drink from. But let me warn you, our water is very cold. It is running swiftly over rocks. Do not allow your carter to let the animals drink straight from the stream. Draw the water and let it stand in pails to be warmed by the sun, or it can be fatal to the animals.”

			“Thank you,” Mildred said. “I’ll make sure to tell the carter.” She noticed a basin of coarse, gray sand sitting on the counter and reached over and ran her fingers through it. “Why do you keep this sand?” she asked. “Surely there is enough sand on the roadside.”

			“That is very special sand,” the storekeeper replied. “It comes from close by, and it is not found anywhere else in the desert. It is so heavy that it stays put, even in a sandstorm, and it is the only sand that can be used to polish any surface—even jade—without scratching it. It is highly valuable, and the jade carvers send people here to buy it from us.”

			“Does every oasis village have a special product?” Mildred asked.

			“Yes,” the shopkeeper replied. “The next village is Tien-tsin-wei, and it is famous for having the sweetest and juiciest melons. Be sure to buy some and eat them as you go. At the next village after that, you will see houses stacked high with licorice roots. And still farther is a village that sells crude mineral oil drawn from its wells. Your carter will know it. They all buy the oil for their cart axles.”

			“I had no idea each village would be so distinctive,” Mildred said.

			“And don’t forget to visit the Muslim grave. It is just a few steps that way, just beyond the temple,” he said, pointing along the street.

			Mildred walked in the direction the storekeeper had pointed and soon came to the grave located in a courtyard behind a wall. An elderly man who watched over the tomb unlocked the gate and let Mildred in. He led her into a small, square mud building with a domed roof. In the middle of the room was a mound covered in red satin. The old man explained that the mound contained the body of a Muslim pilgrim who had died at the location many hundreds of years before. He further explained that three Muslim pilgrims had set out from a distant land to travel to China. The first pilgrim had died at Hsing-hsing-hsia, to the northwest, farther along the Silk Road, and was buried there. The two remaining pilgrims carried on until the second pilgrim also died and was buried here. The third pilgrim went on alone and made it to his destination. When he died, he was buried in Canton.

			“Together,” the old man concluded, “the three graves are venerated and known as The Graves of the Three Pilgrims.”

			Mildred thanked the man and walked back to the inn, impressed at how impeccably clean and well maintained the gravesite was.

			That afternoon two women from Kashgar, over a thousand miles west across the desert, visited the three missionary women at their inn. The two Kashgari women were tall and strong and wore brightly colored dresses and finely woven veils. Despite being from so far away, the two spoke Chinese and listened attentively as Mildred, Eva, and Francesca told them about Jesus. The Kashgari women then invited the missionaries back to their inn for a return visit. Mildred took some Bible pictures with her as they set out for the women’s inn and used the pictures to tell their families the story of the Prodigal Son. Afterward they feasted on lamb and barley before returning to their inn.

			When the three women arrived back, they discovered a crowd gathered around the entrance to their inn. They stood at the back and listened as a man in the middle of the crowd spoke. “And so, gentlemen, these foreign women have been sent here by the king of Europe, who is paying all of their expenses. He has asked them to go throughout this land selecting wives for his many sons, the princes,” the man said while the crowd nodded. Mildred watched as Elder Liu hurried over and told the crowd the real reason they were at Huei-huei-pu.

			In the late afternoon the group loaded up their belongings and left Huei-huei-pu behind as they headed farther into the Gobi. Since it was not yet dark, Elder Liu did what he always did: he scanned the desert with keen eyes looking for the small, black outlines of huts in the distance. When he spotted one, he would goad his donkey into a gallop and head for the hut, his saddlebags bulging with Gospel tracts in the various languages spoken throughout the Gobi Desert area. At the isolated hut he would quickly introduce himself and speak about Jesus to the residents of the shack before leaving them a tract in their language and galloping back to rejoin the traveling group.

			It would take four nights of travel to reach the next major town—Yumen, which meant “Jade Gate,” since for over two thousand years it was the town through which camel trains passed bearing jade bound for eastern China. As Mildred stared at the pole star overhead, she was thrilled to think that she was following a path that men and camels had followed since the time of Christ.

			Once they entered Yumen, Mildred was not surprised to learn that the residents of the town were expecting them. She and Eva and Francesca French had been dubbed the Three-in-One Righteous Ladies, and word had spread up and down the Silk Road that three older European women who dressed and spoke like Chinese people were traveling to bring their holy books and message. And as Mildred had already discovered, their appearance in the desert made the gospel easier to proclaim. Along the way almost everyone they met was startled to see them and then curious as to why they were out in the Gobi. It was a natural opening for the women to talk about their Christian faith.

			On the first day at Yumen, Mildred met a lama, a Tibetan holy man. He looked weary as he rested on a crumbling town wall. “Lama, you look tired. Have you come far?” she asked politely.

			“I have walked for eight months to get here,” he replied.

			“And where do you come from?”

			“I have walked from the east, seeking the land where the sun sets and where I can find God,” the lama replied.

			“If you are seeking God, why do you go to the land of the setting sun?” Mildred inquired.

			“Because they say that He dwells there.”

			“Yes, He does,” Mildred replied. “But He is also not far from any of us, no matter where we are. My holy book says, ‘Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea; even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me.”

			“So you are not on a pilgrimage to seek God?” the lama asked with a puzzled look.

			“No,” Mildred said. “The Bible tells us God dwells within each of us who call upon His name.”

			“Really? Tell me more.”

			After talking for quite some time with the lama, Mildred left him with a Bible in the Tibetan language. The lama seemed delighted to have it and said he would read it as he walked.

			For Mildred such conversations were repeated every day along the Silk Road. Other pilgrims walked the road from shrine to shrine, often stopping every few steps to kneel, bow, and say a prayer. It was natural for Mildred to ask them how long they had been on their pilgrimage and what they were seeking. Their answers led to many interesting conversations.

			After passing through Jade Gate, the missionary group traveled on to the next town, Ansi, four nights’ journey distant. There were no villages to stop at along the way, just small inns strung out along the desert trail. By now it was growing colder, and Mildred was glad they had sewn felt into the lining of the cart covers as a barrier against the chill.

			On the fourth morning, the town of Ansi emerged on the horizon. As they approached the town, Mildred could see that its walls were higher than those of the other towns they had passed through. Yu explained that Ansi was an ancient town that lay not only at the geographic center of Asia but also at a fork in the Silk Road from the east. Here travelers continued either in a northwesterly direction to Hami and Urumchi and the Russian border beyond or southward toward Tibet and India. That was why the walls were so tall. According to Yu, from the top you got a clear view of the various trade routes converging on Ansi.

			After an arduous climb to the top of the wall, Mildred discovered for herself what Yu had described. From the top of the wall, she had a panoramic view of the surrounding area. The Gobi was a black plain where the rocks and stones had been polished to a sheen by blowing sand, and in all directions it seemed to stretch to infinity.

			From the top of the wall, Mildred also got a good view of Ansi. The town was ancient and showing its age. Many of the mud-brick houses were dilapidated, and garbage was strewn across vacant lots where houses had once stood. Close by the town wall were vegetable gardens and melon patches, nourished by water that flowed from the well at the center of town. Ansi was a drab khaki color against the backdrop of the black Gobi. The only place there was color was at the market stalls erected around the town well.

			After spending several days in Ansi and satisfied with the success of their first foray into the Gobi Desert proper, Mildred, the French sisters, and the rest of their team headed back the way they had come. It was time to get home to Suchow before the winds picked up and blizzards began.
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			Through the Jade Gate

			Retracing their route, Mildred and the French sisters were eager to get back to Suchow and learn how the Christians there had fared without them. The news they received on their arrival was mixed. On the one hand, the Christians were standing strong. The church was growing as a result of the Pioneer Band’s house-to-house visitation and the ongoing work with the children. While the missionaries were off traveling in the desert, a Muslim merchant had become a Christian, and his wife was so impressed by his new respect for her that she also joined the church. On the other hand, all around there were signs that China might erupt into another civil war. In an effort to assert their control over the unruly area, the Chinese government was at work trying to modernize the towns and cities and improve communications throughout Kansu Province. As a result, General Feng, the military commander of the district, had ordered a new road to be built through Suchow. This, in turn, brought many soldiers into the city, and with them came problems.

			Early in January 1926, Mildred sent Yu the carter to a nearby village to buy corn for the mules. Yu left with two mules and a cart. The following day Mildred received news that soldiers had attacked him and taken the cart and mules for military use. When Yu objected, the soldiers beat him and left him dying in the road. Someone had dragged him into their home and washed his wounds.

			Mildred was incensed that Yu had been beaten and their cart and mules stolen by the military. She set out immediately to find Yu, taking with her a camera to document how badly he’d been beaten. She sent the photographs of her battered and bloodied carter, along with a letter explaining what had happened, directly to General Feng. Word soon arrived at the mission compound from General Feng saying that the soldier who had beaten Yu the most had been identified and that if the carter died, the soldier would be executed. Nevertheless, the cart and mules were needed by the military, and Mildred would not be getting them back.

			When the soldiers stationed in Suchow got word of the possible execution, they became angry at the idea that one of their own might have to die for the life of a mere carter. The situation got so tense that for several days neither Mildred nor the French sisters left the mission compound for fear of being harassed by soldiers. Thankfully, Yu began to recover from his injuries, and the immediate threat died down.

			Mildred knew that it was just a matter of time before another tense situation arose. It did not take long for that to happen. On February 17, 1926, a messenger from Kanchow arrived with dire news: Dr. Kao had been arrested. The abusive prison warden who had been the master of the slave girl Brothers-to-Follow, whose gangrene-infected foot the doctor had amputated, accused Dr. Kao of leading an armed mob to the jail to free a prisoner. It was hard for Mildred to imagine that the story was true, but not hard at all to think that the prison warden had made up the incident to humiliate Dr. Kao. The missionary women could only pray for the doctor and carry on with their work in Suchow.

			Not long after Dr. Kao’s imprisonment, Mildred heard a tapping noise outside the mission compound gate. She opened the gate to find a small girl dressed in rags and carrying a bag, which she held up to beg for food. Mildred’s smile froze when she saw that the girl’s legs were bleeding.

			“There’s a girl at the gate,” Mildred called to Eva. “She’s about seven, and I don’t think I’ve seen her before. She’s been hurt.”

			Eva rushed to Mildred’s side, and the two women knelt down and studied the girl’s wounds.

			“Dog bites,” Mildred said, shaking her head. “What’s your name?” she asked the girl.

			The small girl made a strange sound and moved her hands.

			“I don’t think she can talk,” Eva observed. “She might be deaf.”

			Mildred stood and reached for the girl’s hand, leading her inside, where the two missionaries set to work cleaning and bandaging her wounds.

			“She has a lot of scars on her legs,” Eva said as they worked. “I suppose it would make sense. If she’s deaf she can’t hear the dogs in the street. When the other children run, she would be the one left standing there.”

			“Poor thing. I wonder what her name is,” Mildred said.

			The small girl stayed long enough to eat a bowl of soup, and then she left the compound. Mildred used hand gestures to try to make her understand she could come back the next day for more food.

			Throughout the following day, Mildred waited eagerly to see if the girl would return. Instead quite a different caller arrived at the mission compound gate: a middle-aged, well-dressed woman who stomped into the compound as soon as the gate opened, yelling curses at the missionaries. The woman shook her fist and demanded, “Where is the fierce dog that bit my daughter yesterday? Her legs were torn to pieces. I am going straight to the mandarin. He will deal with you.”

			Mildred was trying to think about how to respond when the cook appeared from the kitchen and addressed the woman. “If you think we are the kind of people who will give you money just because you are being rude, you are mistaken. Do you see a dog? We do not have one. No one but these ladies would have bandaged the legs of your good-for-nothing child and used the most expensive ointment on her too. You are a fine one to dress as you do, and your child with only rags to cover her. Why should she be begging? You don’t look like a beggar.”

			The woman looked shocked to be spoken to in such a manner. “That stupid child. She has misled me. She pointed to this house and gestured that you had dogs. Wait till I get home. She deserves a thrashing,” she added.

			“No, no,” Eva said, walking up behind Mildred. “So you are the mother of the starving girl who came here yesterday. You had better not lay a hand on that child, because then the mandarin will be looking at you to see why you send the girl out to beg.”

			The woman let out a few more curses, then turned and left the compound.

			“Do not have anything to do with that little girl again,” the cook said after the woman left. “Let her sores take care of themselves. That woman is up to no good, and we cannot become involved with her.”

			As the cook was speaking his mind, Mildred watched Grannie Fan, an older Christian woman who lived down the street, arrive at the compound gate. “I hear you had a visitor,” Grannie Fan said.

			Mildred nodded. It always shocked her how fast news traveled in China. “Yes, the beggar girl’s mother came to accuse us of abusing her.”

			Grannie Fan shook her head. “I have seen that girl about town. She is deaf and mute, and they call her Gwa Gwa.”

			“Gwa Gwa, Little Lonely,” Eva repeated. “What a sad name. We must not punish her because her mother is so difficult.”

			“I agree,” Mildred said, then turned to the cook and added, “Gwa Gwa must never be turned away from our gate. If we are not here, you must feed her. We will deal with her mother as necessary.”

			The cook nodded his acceptance of the instruction.

			“I think there is more to this. I wonder if that woman is even the real mother,” Grannie Fan said. “I am about to go to market. Let me ask around and see what I can learn about her.”

			Three hours later Grannie Fan was again at the mission compound gate. Mildred invited her in and made a pot of tea. Eva and Francesca joined them to hear what Grannie Fan had learned.

			“It is just as I suspected,” Grannie Fan began. “That woman is not Gwa Gwa’s mother at all, though Gwa Gwa thinks she is. That woman bought her when she was three weeks old for sixpence. Gwa Gwa’s mother was a Tibetan peasant woman, and her father a Mongolian. That is why she was so cheap. When Gwa Gwa was two years old, that woman had a son of her own and at the same time discovered that Gwa Gwa was deaf and mute. As soon as the girl was old enough, she was turned out onto the streets during the day to beg.”

			“So she still goes home at night?” Francesca asked.

			“Yes, but that’s as much as I could find out,” Grannie Fan replied.

			“Thank you,” Mildred said, sipping her tea. “I will ask some of the children at the service tonight if they know anything about her.”

			Early that evening Mildred asked those attending the children’s service if they knew Gwa Gwa.

			“I know her. Her mother hates her and wishes her dead,” Fragrance said.

			“Is that because she is a bad child?” Mildred asked.

			“No, she isn’t bad at all. She only screams when they beat her,” Fragrance replied.

			“I live next door to Gwa Gwa,” Joy said. “I can hear her crying at night. They won’t let her sleep on the k’ang, so all winter she must sleep on the cold mud floor.”

			“I hope you are all kind to her and don’t tease her because she does not talk,” Mildred said to the group.

			“Yes,” came a communal reply.

			Later that night Mildred and the French sisters prayed that Gwa Gwa would be kept safe and that she would find her way back to the mission compound whenever she was hungry or hurt. Over the next few weeks Gwa Gwa made return visits to the mission compound until she was coming every day to receive food and drink.

			Meanwhile, Mildred learned that after forty-two days in prison, Dr. Kao was taken to Lanchow for trial. He was acquitted of all the charges against him. However, that didn’t mean he was free to return home to his medical practice and missionary work. General Feng was so impressed with Dr. Kao’s medical abilities that he ordered him to stay in Lanchow and assume the role of head medical officer of the Red Cross at Lanchow’s military hospital.

			By now it was late May 1926, and every day in Suchow was a little more disrupted than the day before by military movements in the city. Tensions were rising as the army tried to bring Kansu Province firmly under the control and influence of China’s republican government. Posters were plastered all over the city saying that anyone caught talking about where military units were stationed or what they were doing would be shot on the spot for treason.

			Mildred was sure that an uprising between the provincial warlords and the government was about to start, and she began to question whether she and Eva and Francesca should stay in Suchow or leave. Foreigners in this remote corner of China tended to be viewed with suspicion by both the warlords and the government troops. It was thought that the local Christians would be a lot safer without foreign missionaries around. The locals could blend into the crowd and escape into the countryside if necessary. The three European women would always stick out, and their presence would endanger the lives of anyone who helped or sheltered them. The three missionaries decided it was time for them to return home for furlough.

			By early June the arrangements had been made, and Mildred and the French sisters were ready to set out for England. The route they chose to follow was one Europeans rarely traveled. It would take them northwest from Suchow through Jade Gate and across the Gobi to Urumchi, where CIM missionaries George Hunter and Percy Mather ran a mission outpost. From Urumchi they would continue northwest, crossing into Soviet Siberia at Chuguchak. Once in Siberia they planned to take river steamers and trains to Moscow and across Europe to Belgium to catch a ferry to England. It would be a long and arduous journey, but they hoped to be back in London by January 1927.

			For the trip they would use nine mules and three carts, two large and one small. The two large carts would carry their luggage and supplies. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca would travel in the small cart, since it was more comfortable to ride in. In all, twelve people would be in the traveling group: the three missionary women, their cook, three carters, and five members of the Pioneer Band. They planned to make a leisurely trip to Urumchi, proclaiming the gospel in the oasis towns and villages they passed through. Once they reached Urumchi, the members of the Pioneer Band and the cook and carters would return to Suchow. Mildred had telegraphed George Hunter informing him they were coming to Urumchi, though she had no way of knowing whether the message actually reached him.

			As on their previous journey into the Gobi Desert, the women were careful in their preparation and stowing of the supplies and equipment needed for this journey. On June 11, 1926, a crowd gathered to see the group off. The well-wishers brought gifts of cakes, sugar, and tea, for which the women were grateful. Although the women hoped to be in England by January, they were not really sure how long they would be on the road or how many roadblocks they would encounter along the way.

			Mildred said goodbye to Elder Liu and his wife, who would be overseeing the church in Suchow while they were away. It was particularly hard for her to leave Gwa Gwa. Mildred had given Grannie Fan money to buy food and made sure that Gwa Gwa understood she would still be given a meal at the mission compound each day.

			Mildred and the French sisters climbed aboard their cart, and off they went through Suchow’s western gate. Mildred turned to give one last wave to the city when she saw Gwa Gwa, her chin tilted up in determination, following behind the cart. Mildred motioned for her to go back, but Gwa Gwa kept following them. Eva and Francesca also motioned for her to turn back, but it made no difference. Gwa Gwa kept following their cart out into the countryside.

			After an hour of travel, Mildred got down from the cart and walked back to Gwa Gwa. She knelt and hugged the child and then signed that she must go back to Suchow before she got lost. Gwa Gwa stood motionless as Mildred climbed back onto the cart. Tears streamed down Mildred’s cheeks as she watched Gwa Gwa slowly turn around, shoulders slumped and head down, and begin walking back to town. The tears blurred Mildred’s vision, but she forced herself to look forward and not back. In front of them stretched a journey of six thousand miles to London. Mildred prayed that one day she would see Gwa Gwa again.

			There were thirty-six stages to traverse between Suchow and Urumchi. Because of the summer heat, as on their previous trip, they traveled at night when it was cooler, to conserve water. As darkness descended over them on the first night, Mildred would have liked to know whether George Hunter had received her telegraph and was expecting them. However, like so many things about this trip, she realized she would have to wait and see what happened along the way.

			Stage after stage the group headed westward, stopping at inns in small oasis villages. When they reached Jade Gate (Yumen), they were able to refresh their supply of fruits and vegetables. After passing through Jade Gate, they followed the Silk Road to Ansi, ever watchful on this leg of the journey. The group had been warned in Yumen that various warlords were active in the region, capturing young men and pressing them into service in their militias. Thankfully, they made it safely to Ansi, where they stopped for several days to rest and to restock their provisions before heading farther west.

			In mid-July 1926 they were far out in the Gobi Desert, approaching the town of Hami, with its beautiful gardens extending outside the city walls. As they neared the town, Mildred noticed that coming from the other direction was a single Russian cart with a driver and a tall man dressed in a traditional white robe. As the cart drew closer, it slowed, and the man in the white robe jumped down and stood in the road. He was older, with white hair and beard, piercing blue eyes, and sun-darkened skin. Mildred wasn’t sure what to make of him. Was he Turki from across the desert or European—she couldn’t tell. Then the man bowed to Mildred, Eva, and Francesca and announced, “Ladies, I am George Hunter.”

			Immediately Mildred jumped down from the cart and shook George’s hand vigorously. George smiled shyly before shaking Francesca’s and Eva’s hands. Then he climbed back onto his cart and ordered his driver to turn around and escort the women through the city gates into Hami.

			Although he said very little, George had done a wonderful job finding accommodations for the group. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca had adjoining rooms in a clean inn, with flower gardens and herbs growing in the courtyard. That night the innkeeper’s mother, Mrs. Ma, made them a special meal of rice, flat bread, roast lamb, and eggplant. It was one of the tastiest meals Mildred had ever eaten, and she enjoyed the fellowship and conversation over the meal.

			While in Hami, one of their carts needed repairs. As they waited for it to be fixed, Mildred and the French sisters set out to visit the various quarters of town. Even though it sat in the middle of the Gobi, the land around Hami was very fertile. For over two thousands years, the town and surrounding countryside had changed hands and names repeatedly. It had belonged to the Mongolians, the Manchus, and now the Chinese. Each of these groups still occupied sections of town, though most of the population was Turki, and the Turki language was the main language of the town. In truth Hami was more than just a town. It occupied a unique position within Chinese Turkestan (Sinkiang Province). Hami was actually a self-governing kingdom ruled over by the khan, or king of the Gobi. The khan lived in a sprawling palace set on a rise inside the north gate. He also had a summer palace in the countryside.

			The Turkis were Muslims, and Islam was the religion of the kingdom of Hami. Even so, as she walked around Hami talking to Turki women in their homes, Mildred was able to distribute Christian literature. Once again she was struck by how important female missionaries were in China. No male missionary would have had access to talk to these Muslim women in their houses.

			Once the cart was repaired, the group, along with George Hunter, set out across the northern side of the Tian Shan Mountains westward toward Urumchi, four hundred miles away. Mildred was not surprised when George announced that he would go on ahead and that they could send a messenger to catch up with him if they got into difficulties. Although he meant well, George was awkward around the women. Mildred understood. He was a sixty-four-year-old Scottish bachelor who had been in China for thirty-seven years, taking a single furlough during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900. His only contact with Europeans was his missionary associate Percy Mather. He had not talked to a woman in English for nearly twenty-five years, and it was not easy for him now.

			The trip across the desert was uneventful. Everyone enjoyed rest, fresh water, and food at remote oasis inns along the various stages of the journey. Mildred, though, was relieved to finally enter the east gate of Urumchi. At the gate, the travelers’ documents were checked by a soldier who told Mildred that she and the French sisters were the first British women to ever pass through the gate.

			The China Inland Mission compound in Urumchi consisted of three houses: one for George Hunter and one for Percy Mather, while the third served as a guesthouse. In the guesthouse, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca found Western-style beds and windows with mosquito nets on them. It was a welcome change after so many weeks on the road.

			At the compound Mildred was introduced to Percy, a forty-four-year-old Englishman who, like George, was a bachelor. That was where the similarities ended. Percy, who had not talked to an Englishwoman for sixteen years, eagerly spent time with the trio of missionary women. He welcomed their questions and showed them what he had been working on. Mildred was impressed. Percy was a meticulous scholar who had completed a Mongolian dictionary and was now working on a Manchurian-Russian grammar and dictionary. He told Mildred that he had learned Chinese first and then sought out someone who knew Chinese to teach him Mongolian. The only person he discovered in Urumchi who spoke both languages well was locked up in a local jail. Percy had gotten permission to be locked in a cell with the prisoner for hours each day. He plied the inmate with questions about the Mongolian language until he had mastered it. Mildred was impressed with Percy’s and George’s dedication working in such an isolated location for so many years.

			In Urumchi, mail from England was awaiting the women. Mildred eagerly tore open the letters she received. She was upset to learn in a letter from her sister that their mother was ill and not expected to live long. Mildred hoped she would make it home to Guildford in time to say goodbye to her.

			After serving in Urumchi for sixteen years, Percy wanted to go home for his first furlough. He asked the women if he could accompany them the rest of the way on their journey to England. Mildred was delighted to have his good-humored company for the rest of the trip. The group returning to Suchow would take two of the carts with them, and the third cart was sold in Urumchi. Mildred used the money they received from the sale to buy a Russian cart called a tarantass. This cart was long and low, and the cabin was woven so that it looked like a huge basket suspended between four wheels. George assured the women that the cart would be more comfortable to travel in than their Chinese cart, and it was built for speed. With strong horses at the front, they would now be able to travel six miles an hour instead of the three miles an hour they had traveled in their mule cart. This would allow them to reach the Soviet border at Chuguchak in just fourteen days if the weather held.

			Mildred and the French sisters set out in the tarantass on August 26, 1926, with Percy riding alongside on horseback. They made good progress and crossed the Soviet border into Siberia without any problems. From the border they rode river steamers and trains all the way through Russia and central Europe to Belgium, where they boarded a ferry to England. Their six-thousand-mile overland journey from northwestern China was almost over.
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			Once they arrived in London, Mildred and the French sisters made their way to the Cable family home in Guildford. To her great disappointment, Mildred learned that her mother had died several weeks before. She wished she could have made it home in time to say goodbye, but she was grateful to be able to comfort her elderly father.

			Since their previous furlough, the three missionaries had become well known in Great Britain through Mildred’s books The Fulfilment of a Dream of Pastor Hsi and Dispatches from North-west Kansu. Sales of both books had been brisk, creating a lot of interest in missionary work in China.

			At the time of their arrival in England, news from China filled the newspapers. In July 1926, while the women were crossing the Gobi Desert on the first leg of their journey to England, nationalist general Chiang Kai-shek had begun what was being called the Northern Expedition. Starting in Canton in southern China, the general had begun a military campaign that was pushing north and west across the country in an effort to rid the countryside of warlords. When she read the reports in the newspapers, Mildred applauded Chiang Kai-shek’s goal, even if as a nationalist he was anti-British. For too long, various warlords had roamed free throughout the country, terrorizing local populations and making it almost impossible for the central government to exert its rightful control. If China was to modernize under a stable and progressive government, the power of the warlords needed to be curbed once and for all.

			Of course, this military campaign was once again making it dangerous for missionaries in China. Many of them, including all foreign missionaries in Kansu Province, were ordered to evacuate their posts. This would have included Mildred and her missionary partners had they still been in Suchow. When the three missionaries went to CIM headquarters in London to report on their work in Suchow and the Gobi, they received some sad news. Dr. George King from the Borden Memorial Hospital in Lanchow had led the withdrawal of the missionaries from Kansu. The group of about fifty missionaries and their families set off down the Yellow River in eight sheepskin rafts, deciding that this was the fastest way to make it safely to the Chinese coast. On the way downriver, one of the rafts was grounded. As Dr. King was going to its rescue, he was sucked into a whirlpool in the river and drowned. Mildred could scarcely believe the news. Dr. King was loved and respected by the people of Lanchow and was known throughout the province for his medical skill. She knew that his death would be keenly felt not only by CIM but also by the people of Kansu Province.

			Since China was so much in the news in England and because of the interest in her two books, Mildred was asked to speak at various meetings. People wanted to hear firsthand about her experiences in China and her thoughts on the future of the country. Each week new speaking requests arrived, some from as far away as Wales and Scotland. Mildred accepted almost every speaking opportunity she could, partly because she wanted Christians in Great Britain to know the hardships her Chinese friends faced because of their faith and partly because she wanted to challenge and inspire young people to become missionaries. Everywhere she went, she told her audience, “I am nearly fifty years old, but what about you? You are a young doctor, you are a young nurse, you are a young teacher. The future belongs to you. What will you do?”

			In her spare time Mildred busied herself writing another book. Shortly after returning to England, she was invited to meet with an editor at the publishing house of Hodder and Stoughton in London. The editor had read Mildred’s first two books and was impressed with the content and the quality of her writing. He explained that he wanted Hodder and Stoughton to publish Mildred’s next book. Mildred agreed and signed a contract for a book about her adventures in the Gobi Desert. She planned to have it written before departing for China again. Francesca helped her edit the text and offered suggestions along the way.

			In February 1928 Mildred was invited to talk to a very different audience from those she was used to addressing. This time she would be speaking at a joint meeting of the Royal Asiatic Society and the Central Asian Society. These two scholarly societies wanted to hear Mildred’s observations of the cultures she encountered on her trip across the Gobi Desert and through Siberia to Moscow. Mildred entitled her talk “From the End of China’s Great Wall to Moscow,” and she illustrated it with photographic slides she had taken along the way. She was nervous as she stood to talk. One of the world’s leading authorities on Central Asia, Sir Francis Younghusband, was sitting in the audience. Mildred needn’t have worried. Sir Francis seemed genuinely impressed by her presentation.

			A month later, on March 22, 1928, the three missionary women set out for China once again. It was time to “go home.” The book Mildred had been working on with Francesca’s help was not only finished but also already published under the title Through Jade Gate and Central Asia.

			This time the women returned to China by sea, making extended stops in India and Ceylon and arriving in Shanghai on August 25, 1928. Because they were eager to get back to Suchow as soon as possible, they spent little time in Shanghai and booked berths on the first available steamer headed up the Yangtze River to Hankow.

			By now General Chiang Kai-shek’s Northern Expedition was over. Most of the warlords either had been conquered or had entered into peace and cooperation agreements with the government. As a result, the provinces of the northwest were once again open to foreigners. At the British consulate in Hankow, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca obtained the necessary paperwork and stamps allowing them to travel on to Kansu Province. From Hankow they headed north by train to Chengchow and then west along the new motor vehicle road to Sian.

			From Sian it was into mule carts once again for the remainder of the journey to Suchow. The women were anxious to get back as fast as they could and urged their guides to cover as much distance as possible each day. Mildred could hardly wait to see Gwa Gwa again and make sure she had been cared for. Finally, in November, eight months after setting out from England, Mildred and the French sisters were the first missionaries allowed back into Kansu Province. It seemed odd to Mildred to pass through towns where there were established China Inland Mission stations but no missionaries. She hoped it wouldn’t be long before all the missionaries had returned.

			When the women made it back to Suchow, Grannie Fan was anxiously awaiting their arrival. She heard that they were coming and had their rooms swept and organized and the kitchen stocked. Mildred had just finished surveying the kitchen garden when Gwa Gwa ran through the gate and jumped into her arms. She went from one missionary woman to the next, smiling and hugging each one in turn. That night, after all their luggage had been unpacked, Mildred asked Grannie Fan how Gwa Gwa had fared during the more than two years they were gone.

			“This winter has been hard so far,” Grannie Fan said. “One of the hardest I can remember. I wish the child had something more than cotton rags to wear.”

			“She does look thin and cold,” Mildred agreed. “Tomorrow I will give you money to buy some cloth to make a set of clothes for her. And what of the so-called mother? Have you heard any news of her?”

			“She is meaner than ever,” Grannie Fan said, getting up to pour another cup of tea. “I fear for the child. Sometimes she has welts where that woman has hit her, and other times she is so sad she barely smiles when I feed her. The adults in the family are besotted with opium. And every cent Gwa Gwa begs must go to feed their habit.”

			“Poor little thing,” Mildred replied. “Tomorrow she’ll have new clothes, and we will have to see what happens after that.”

			Later that night, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca discussed the fate of Gwa Gwa. Many other children who lived in Suchow had difficult lives. But because Gwa Gwa was deaf and mute, the women held little hope that her life would be filled with anything but abuse and neglect until she died.

			The next morning Gwa Gwa arrived back at the mission compound, where Grannie Fan set about making her a set of warm, padded clothes from the fabric she had already been to market to buy. But the clothes did not last. The night after they had been given to Gwa Gwa, her mother stole them and pawned them for money to buy opium. Gwa Gwa was upset, as was Mildred. It seemed impossible to help the little girl without taking her away from her home. But how could that be done?

			Mildred quietly discussed the situation with anyone she thought might be able to help. She, Eva, and Francesca also prayed about the situation and decided that they should all adopt Gwa Gwa and make her their legal daughter. But they were concerned that such a cruel woman would not part with her, especially if she realized that someone else wanted the child. It was a delicate situation, one on which Gwa Gwa’s life depended.

			In the end, Mildred talked with the mandarin about the matter. “You will have to buy her outright,” the mandarin said. “It is the only way. But I am not sure she will sell the girl to you. Perhaps I can arrange something so that she will not be suspicious. Give me a few days to see what I can do.”

			Mildred later learned that, true to his word, the mandarin had sent a servant to the rooms where Gwa Gwa and her family lived to casually inquire if any young girls were for sale. After several days of negotiating, Gwa Gwa was purchased. On Christmas Eve the mandarin delivered her to the mission compound, complete with a large official paper bearing the impressive red wax seal of the mandarin. It was the best Christmas present Mildred could have asked for. Although all three of the missionaries had agreed to adopt and support Gwa Gwa, Mildred’s name was written on the paper as the girl’s new legal guardian. At fifty years of age, Mildred Cable had become a mother!

			The name Gwa Gwa meant Little Lonely, not an appropriate name for a child of missionaries. The women changed her name to Ai Lien, meaning Love Bond. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca all called her Topsy, partly because Topsy was an easy word for the girl to lip-read. That night Ai Lien slept on a warm k’ang for the first time and awoke to a new life on Christmas morning 1928.

			Mildred and the French sisters were delighted with the progress that Elder Liu and his team had made during their absence. After Christmas they began a Bible study for those in Suchow who wished to learn more about Christianity. They also challenged the members of the church to help with the spiritual needs of Muslim women out in the Gobi, particularly in and around Urumchi. In response to this challenge, three local Christian families committed to move to Urumchi to work with George Hunter and Percy Mather. Mildred was pleased to think that the local church was taking responsibility to send out its own missionaries.

			To prepare themselves better for when they would go back to speak with Muslim women in the Gobi, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca began taking language lessons each day from a woman from Khotan who spoke Turki.

			In 1929, as the spring thaw set in, the three missionaries made plans to head west once more. However, the region was not as settled or as peaceful as Mildred had hoped. She had observed that as they headed from Shanghai to Suchow, things were much more peaceful in and around the urban areas in the east but not so settled in Kansu Province. Armed bands of men, or brigands, as they were often called, still roamed the countryside, making travel in the region potentially dangerous. The situation was intensified by the fact that food was in short supply, causing the armed bands to attack towns and villages in search of food. One of these bands, a group of armed Muslim brigands, was also creating trouble for Christians: the brigands killed Elder Liu’s brother and brother-in-law in a nearby town.

			This threat of violence set back Mildred and the French sisters’ travel plans. It wasn’t until July 1929, after Elder Liu’s return from taking care of the families of his slain brother and brother-in-law, that they decided to set out from Suchow, taking Topsy and Elder and Mrs. Liu with them. The plan was to take the long route to Urumchi, visiting as many fairs and festivals as possible along the way, where they could distribute Christian literature and talk to the locals about the gospel.

			Everything went well until they reached Kiayükwan. Mildred had just dropped off to sleep on the first night in the town when she awoke to the clanging of temple bells. “Flee! Flee!” she heard someone calling from outside the inn. “The Muslim brigands are upon us! They have been looting the farms, and they are riding this way.”

			Within a minute Mildred was up and talking to Eva. “What should we do?” Eva asked.

			Mildred wasn’t sure. “Is it better to stay put or to start on the road as soon as possible?”

			“What if we meet them along the way?” Eva asked.

			Just then there was a knock at the door. Mildred opened it to a young man she did not recognize. “Teachers,” he said, “your only safety is to make for the main desert and get to Jade Gate.”

			Mildred nodded. She had been thinking the same thing.

			“I have come to lead you,” the young man said. “You will never find the bridges over the rivers without a good guide.”

			“Thank you,” Mildred said, turning to Eva. Speaking in English, she said to her, “What do you think? Should we trust this man to take us to safety, or could it be a trap?”

			Eva sighed. “We are in the Lord’s hands. Let’s commit our way to Him and leave this place.”

			Within an hour the mules were harnessed, the carts were loaded, and the group was on its way west. They traveled in silence, looking around for any sign that the brigands were near. After seventeen tense hours, their guide led them safely to Jade Gate. But there was no rest there. The group was quickly informed that it was not safe in the town and they should move on to a small market town nearby.

			By the time they arrived at an inn in the market town, everyone was exhausted, and the mules could not be coaxed to walk another step. Mildred soon learned that the mandarin from Jade Gate was hiding in the town and had asked to see the women. They found him at the back of a tiny shop, crouched behind some boxes.

			“I am alone, except for one loyal man,” the mandarin told them. “All of my troops have deserted me and looted the arsenals before they left. I am lucky to have escaped with my life, but I do not know how much longer that luck will last. These are evil times.”

			“What do you think will happen next?” Eva asked.

			The mandarin handed them a piece of paper. “Here, you ladies read Chinese. See what this says.”

			Mildred quickly scanned the paper that said to expect the deserted soldiers to arrive in the town the following day.

			“I cannot do anything to protect you,” the mandarin said, “but I can warn you not to go toward the west. However, the road to the east is cut off.”

			“What will you do?” Mildred asked.

			“I plan to flee to the smallest village, and I suggest you do the same, though I do not know how you will make yourselves invisible with so many of you. Still, it is all I can suggest. Please pray for me.”

			The women said they would and then crept out of the shop, making sure no one saw them leave.

			“What should we do?” Francesca asked. “It seems like we are blocked from all sides, and we do not have a guide, even if we decided to travel.”

			“And it’s impossible to find a guide,” Eva added. “Look around. The town is empty. Every person who can flee has already gone.”

			“We need to pray,” Mildred said. The women stood in the inn courtyard and prayed that God would send someone to show them what to do. They had just ended their prayer when a man rode up to the inn on a small donkey. When he saw the women, he stared. Mildred noticed a cross pinned to his jacket.

			“Why do you wear that Christian badge?” she asked.

			“I am a Catholic from the south,” the man replied. “What are you doing here? Do you not realize you are in great danger?”

			“Yes,” Mildred replied. “We were just praying to God and asking Him what we should do.”

			“I can help you. You need to go to Hami. I can take you there on the back roads. Meet me at sunset behind the old temple on the hilltop. Trust yourselves to me, and I will take you to safety.”

			The three women took the man’s appearing as an answer to prayer. At sunset the group crept out of the inn and made their way to the old temple with their carts and mules. The Catholic man was waiting and beckoned them to follow him through some back alleys and out the town gate. They traveled slowly from farm to farm for two weeks before joining the main road to Chinese Turkestan. Along the way they met only one band of brigands who wanted to rob them, but one of the brigands recognized the women. “Let them pass. They are missionaries,” he told the others, and the crisis was over for the women. However, the brigands did shoot another man from Suchow who was also fleeing and had traveled part of the way with them.

			The group finally reached the border of Sinkiang Province, where they camped for six long days awaiting official word from Urumchi that they could cross into the province. Once they got permission to enter the province, they traveled through Hami and on to Barköl, where they rented rooms in an inn and set up a stall to sell Christian books. They were not able to make much headway in sharing the gospel until a soldier asked Mildred if she recognized him. It turned out the man had once attended the children’s service back in Suchow. He was delighted to see the missionaries again and told Mildred that his sister was married to the commander in chief of the Barköl Garrison. This was wonderful news, and following a visit with the man’s family, the women were given permission to hold Christian services anywhere they wanted in the town.

			By now summer was almost over, and it was time for the three women to decide where to spend winter. Since it was impossible to head back to Suchow, they decided to press on westward to Urumchi. They could visit the Christian families who had relocated from the Suchow church and spend the winter with the two bachelor missionaries, George and Percy.

			There was no fighting or unrest around Urumchi, at least not yet. Many refugees also made their way there, fleeing the turmoil in the east. Mildred, Eva, Francesca, and the rest of the group spent the winter at the CIM compound in Urumchi. They visited the local people and refugees and did whatever they could to help George and Percy. The three women also continued with their language study, taking Turki lessons from a mullah each morning.

			As soon as the snow thawed in mid-February 1930, the women were off again, with Topsy and Elder and Mrs. Liu continuing to travel with them. This time the group headed south for Turfan, where they stayed several weeks. During their time in Turfan, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca put their new Turki language skills to work, talking to anyone who would listen to their message of hope. They packed up again and turned east to Hami. By now Mildred’s nerves were frayed from traveling in such difficult circumstances, but there was still a long way to go.

			When the group arrived in Hami, word immediately spread. Soon a steady stream of people was lined up at their inn door, most wanting medicine of some kind. The women stayed at the same inn they had stayed at on their previous journey in 1926. On that occasion the innkeeper’s mother, Mrs. Ma, had welcomed them warmly. This time Mildred discovered that Mrs. Ma was ill and not expected to live. Mrs. Ma refused to see a male doctor but asked Mildred to attend to her. Thankfully, Mildred was able to help her, and within a week Mrs. Ma was feeling better again.

			All three women were shocked when a local official knocked on their door. “You have saved the life of Mrs. Ma. She is my friend’s mother,” he told them. “We are sworn brothers, and his mother is my mother. My debt to you is the same as his. If you would like to take a holiday in the khan’s summer palace at Artem, thirty miles away, I can arrange that. It is empty at the moment.”

			“That would be wonderful,” Mildred said. “Just what we need.”

			An hour later a large Turki man stood at their door. He saluted and said, “Ladies, I am here to take you to the summer palace. I have the papers signed by the khan authorizing you to stay there and commanding his people to give you every honor and to supply all that you need. I am at your service.”

			This was an astonishing offer, and the three missionaries were more than happy to leave behind the mosquitos, flies, and heat of Hami and head north to Artem. They, along with Topsy, were escorted the entire way by the khan’s men and arrived to find a beautiful white palace consisting of many rooms and surrounded by sprawling trees and beautiful gardens. There seemed to be servants everywhere to take care of their needs. As much as they liked the palace, the three missionaries liked the garden more and decided to pitch their tent under one of the large trees and sleep there rather than inside the palace. Mildred was aware that the servants found this odd, but she, Eva, and Francesca found it cool and relaxing.

			From inside the tent at midnight one week later, Mildred heard a man’s voice yelling, “The khan is dead! The khan is dead!”

			Mildred lay on her camp bed staring at the tent flap. What would happen now? Would the khan’s successor, his nephew, be allowed to take his rightful place as the new leader of the Turkis at Hami, or would fighting and mayhem also overtake this area? Were they safe staying at the khan’s palace, or were they easy targets for robbers now that the khan was dead? Mildred did not know the answers, but she realized that in the morning decisions would have to be made.
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			Rebellion

			The next morning Mildred and the French sisters decided the wisest thing for them to do was return across the Gobi to Suchow. They packed up the tent and loaded it and Topsy into their cart and were escorted back to Hami. The missionaries were not the only ones headed for Hami. A steady stream of people were going there to pay their last respects to the dead khan. In Hami the women stocked up on supplies for the journey to Suchow. They also collected their cook, carter, and Elder and Mrs. Liu, who had all stayed in the city while they were at the summer palace. A cholera outbreak had taken root in the area around Hami. In the shadow of the public outpouring of grief for the khan, people lay sick and dying from the disease. Because Mildred did not have any drugs with her to help the sick, the group continued on its way heading east out of Hami.

			Only a few hours had passed on the journey to Suchow when Eva became ill, exhibiting the telltale symptoms of cholera. Mildred was concerned. Not only could Eva die from the disease, but also the entire group could catch it from her and perish in the desert. They stopped at the nearest oasis town, but the water there was brackish and few supplies were available. The only accommodation they could rent was in a filthy inn. Mildred winced as they carried Eva into a room next to the pigsty. The nearest pure water was thirty miles away. Again a decision had to be made: was it better to stay where they were in dirty conditions or risk traveling with Eva for ten hours, hoping that she would survive the trip to get better water?

			In the end Mildred and Francesca decided that they should make the trip. The following morning they made a bed for Eva in the cart, gently lifted her into it, and set out once again across the desert, reminding their carter to avoid potholes whenever possible. They stopped every mile or two for Mildred to check on the patient. Eva survived the trip, and the tent was set up beside a stream of running water that flowed from an underground irrigation canal to the oasis called Flowing Water. Mildred was satisfied they’d done the best they could for Eva, but they lacked one thing: something nourishing for her to drink. Eva was too ill to keep anything but fluids down, and Mildred wished more than anything that she had fresh milk to feed her friend.

			On the first night at Flowing Spring, Francesca left camp to look for twigs to start a fire. She came back very excited. “Mildred, God has answered our prayers. Eva can have all the milk she wants!” she exclaimed.

			“But how can that be, out here in the desert?” Mildred asked.

			“I met a woman who was also collecting firewood. She addressed me as missionary and told me she’d heard we had a sick woman with us. She asked if we needed milk.”

			“Where will she get it?”

			“The woman has a cow that has just calved. Her husband was sent here to repair the irrigation system, and they dared not leave the cow behind in case she was stolen. The woman told me that as a small girl she had been near death and her master had taken her to a foreign missionary who saved her life. Now she would like to help us.”

			Mildred felt tears welling in her eyes. “Incredible,” she said. “That’s just incredible. Even out here in this desolate place, God is watching out for us. I do believe that Eva will get well.”

			Slowly, with the help of many pints of fresh milk, Eva regained enough strength for the women to continue across the Gobi toward Suchow. As they traveled farther from Hami, passersby told them that the Chinese government had imprisoned the new khan-apparent and appointed their own magistrates, tax collectors, and other officials. The Turki people were resisting this, and the whole area was sliding toward revolt and violence. Mildred was glad that they had moved quickly and gotten on the road before they were caught up in the calamity that seemed to be overtaking Hami.

			Without further incident, the group arrived back in Suchow. They settled into their missionary compound and rested throughout the winter and spring. The rest restored Eva to full strength.

			A year later, as summer 1931 approached, the word Thunderbolt seemed to be on everyone’s lips in Suchow. Mildred soon learned why. Thunderbolt was the nickname given to twenty-year-old Ma Chung Ying, also known as General Ma. Chinese government forces had executed Thunderbolt’s father, a warlord, on the day Thunderbolt was born, causing the locals to believe that special powers had been passed on to him by his father. They believed that Thunderbolt was destined to become a rebel leader. By the time Thunderbolt was fourteen years old, he was leading men into battle. More recently, in Kansu, he had led Tungans, ethnic Chinese Muslims, to rise up in rebellion. Now he and his twenty-thousand-man army were cutting a swath of destruction through the province, looting and killing wherever they went.

			At first Mildred, Eva, and Francesca found it hard to be intimidated by the reputation of a twenty-year-old, but as reports came back from the countryside, their alarm grew. Ma Chung Ying was ruthless, often killing or kidnapping villagers.

			The local government in Suchow tried to prepare as best they could for Thunderbolt’s possible arrival in their town. Each household was required to send a young man for military training to help defend the city. A young Christian named David, an apprentice shoemaker, volunteered to represent the mission compound. Several spies from the city also went out into the countryside dressed as Buddhist monks. When they returned, they reported that Thunderbolt and his army were only ten miles from Suchow. The reality was that there were not enough men to defend Suchow against them. The chief magistrate ordered the city gates opened and told residents to prepare to welcome the rebel army. The law courts were turned into accommodations for them, and people were ordered to bring chairs, tables, beds, clocks, and rugs to furnish the rooms for the influx of men.

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca stood silently in the street outside the mission compound as General Ma and about five thousand of his men made their grand entrance. The people of Suchow had made brightly colored banners emblazoned with “Welcome to the Savior of the People” and “Opener of China’s Highways Advance.” Everything was done to make the general and his men feel welcome with the hope that they would not murder anyone or leave the city in flames.

			It was difficult for all three missionaries to watch their beloved city undergo such a change. Everything was now about making sure that Thunderbolt and his soldiers were happy. The rebels walked into bakeries and shops, taking whatever they wanted without paying. They killed livestock for food and stripped the granaries.

			Within days the men were taking even more advantage of the people of Suchow. They kidnapped residents and kept them hostage and killed any animal they could find. People took to keeping donkeys and chickens in their inner courtyards, but the rebel soldiers started climbing onto the flat-roofed houses and spotting animals from above.

			Mildred became used to hearing men running over her roof at night. But one night the footsteps stopped above their courtyard. “Hey, you down there,” she heard a man’s voice yell. “Send your husbands up here quickly.”

			“Sorry, we have none to send,” Mildred yelled back.

			“Then send any man up here to talk with us.”

			An elderly Christian servant appeared. “I will go,” he said, and then he was hoisted onto the roof.

			Mildred and the French sisters waited tensely for him to come back down. When he did, the servant was trembling. “They asked a lot of questions about our household and our money supply,” he said.

			“What did you tell them?” Eva asked.

			“I told them that there was very little silver in the house and that we were all poor. And they said that poor or not, we must supply them with money or we will be taken away. I think they meant it. Please, Teachers, give them all you have and save our lives.”

			Mildred looked up to see the barrels of several rifles pointed at her from above. She was sure that the men on the roof were quite capable of murder. Hurriedly, the three missionaries gathered the little money they had on hand and gave it to the rebel soldiers. The rebels then jumped down from the roof into the courtyard, where they grabbed the two mules, Kara and Boz, and led them out of the gate.

			The women could do nothing except be grateful that their lives had been spared. Thankfully, rumors began to spread that Thunderbolt’s army would be leaving soon. The general ordered four thousand tin mugs and five hundred pairs of bellows to be made. This could only mean that they were getting ready for a long march across the Gobi. When the rebel militia marched out of Suchow, in the lead was Thunderbolt, sitting on a cart drawn by none other than Kara and Boz, the two mules stolen from the mission compound.

			There was more to come, however. Now that Thunderbolt’s army had left, the residents of Suchow received word that government troops pursuing the army were on their way to the city. The people of Suchow were in a bind. So that the government wouldn’t think that they had sided with the rebels, they had to give the government troops a better welcome than they had given Thunderbolt. This was difficult to do, since Thunderbolt’s men had looted and used up most of the food supplies before leaving. Still, Suchow’s residents got to work making a new set of banners. This time the banners read “Thunderbolt—Prince of Murderers,” “Down with General Ma, Chief of All Evil,” and “Welcome, Liberators.” The city’s remaining meager food stock was used to hold feasts to welcome the government army, and the law courts that Thunderbolt’s army had occupied were quickly prepared for a new influx of soldiers. The government army stayed for a few days before setting off in pursuit of General Ma and his men.

			By now it was early fall 1931. The three missionaries decided to visit Tunhwang, the City of Sands, an oasis town they had been unable to make a return visit to for five years because of trouble in the countryside. The route there currently seemed to be clear.

			Their first job in getting themselves to Tunhwang was to find more mules to replace those stolen by General Ma’s men. After much searching and haggling, Mildred was able to buy two from a farmer outside the city. She, Eva, Francesca, and Topsy, accompanied by Liu Hsing-ch’ien their carter and guide, Brother Chen, and a cook, then set out from Suchow on the fourteen-day journey to Tunhwang. The trip proved dangerous. Twice robbers stopped the group, although in both incidents someone recognized them as the missionaries of the Gobi, and they were allowed to go on unharmed.

			Mildred was grateful when they reached their destination and found that everything was quiet in Tunhwang. Or at least it was to begin with. Mildred and the French sisters had been there about a week when hundreds of Turkis began pouring through the town gates, walking or riding on small donkeys. Children wearing torn clothes and mothers holding small babies all looked hungry and exhausted. Mildred soon learned that they were from Hami, and the story of events there began to unfold.

			Because of the unrest in western Kansu Province, Suchow had been cut off from all communication with the outside world. No mail had arrived at the mission compound in nearly three months. As a result, the missionaries were unaware of the drama playing out in and around Hami. The frustration the Turkis felt over their new khan-apparent not being allowed to take his rightful place as head of their kingdom and the appointment of Chinese magistrates, tax collectors, and other officials had escalated into all-out rebellion. The Turkis invited General Ma and his rebel army to join them in the fight to overthrow the Chinese governor of Chinese Turkestan and reestablish the kingdom of Hami.

			Itching for a fight, Thunderbolt eagerly joined the rebellion. His troops, assisted by Turki militias, stormed into Hami and took control of the city from the Chinese. The governor sent reinforcements from Urumchi to Hami and launched a counterattack to retake the place. Skirmishes and battles had taken place throughout Hami and the surrounding countryside ever since.

			The refugees arriving in Tunhwang were fleeing the fighting in Hami. They told Mildred stories of how their homes had been burned and much of the city destroyed. They also told how the khan’s beautiful summer palace at Artem, where Mildred, Eva, Francesca, and Topsy had spent a week the summer before, had been razed by Chinese troops. Thousands were dead.

			The residents of Tunhwang made room for the refugees from Hami and did what they could to help them. Mildred breathed a sigh of relief when she learned that Thunderbolt and his band of rebel militias were headed west for a final showdown with the Chinese outside Urumchi.

			About two weeks later, however, word reached Tunhwang that the rebels had been defeated just as they were about to snatch victory. Everything changed when Soviet troops arrived to reinforce the Chinese forces. As a result, General Ma and his army had retreated and were retracing their steps back across the Gobi as fast as they could. Word was that they planned to stay and regroup in the area of Tunhwang and Ansi to the northeast.

			Fear gripped the people in Tunhwang. All the boys in the Defense Brigade were given a sword and told to man the walls and be ready to defend the town. Before sunset three nights later, a large group of horsemen rode up to the town gate, demanding it be opened or General Ma would slay every man in the city. Reluctantly the mayor opened the gates, and once again Mildred and the French sisters were trapped in a town with General Ma’s soldiers.

			General Ma and most of his army had gone straight to Ansi, four days’ journey away, and set up headquarters there. The soldiers sent to occupy Tunhwang stormed through town collecting anything they thought they might need.

			Tunhwang had a reputation for being one of the best governed cities in Kansu Province. Local officials collected grain from farmers throughout the surrounding area as taxes and stored it in huge granaries so there was always a three-year supply of grain on hand for residents to live on in case of an extended drought and famine. General Ma had ordered that the granaries be opened, and every evening a procession of stolen carts and mules carried grain, oil, and vegetables out through the gates of Tunhwang, bound for Ansi.

			Mildred, Eva, and Francesca had intended to be gone from Suchow only two months, but that deadline soon passed, with them trapped in Tunhwang, since no one was allowed to leave the town. Then one morning in early December 1931, the mayor of the town appeared at the house in which the three women and Topsy were staying.

			“I have terrible news for you,” he told them.

			“What is it?” Mildred asked.

			“The general was wounded in the fighting at Urumchi. He was shot in the legs, and he is in much pain. He was taken speedily on a mule litter to Ansi, and now he asks that two of you honorable ladies come to Ansi to treat his wounds.”

			Mildred’s heart sank. Other people from Tunhwang had been ordered by the general to go to Ansi, and not one of them had returned.

			The mayor continued. “I am sure you do not want to go. But I am also sure you know you have no choice. You can go willingly or be dragged there by his men.”

			“The three of us will go. We will not be separated,” Mildred said firmly. “And we will go in our own cart. Our daughter, Topsy, will stay here with Brother Chen and our cook and our carter.”

			“Very well,” the mayor replied. “I am sure the general does not care if more of you want to go than are asked for. You will leave at dawn tomorrow under armed guard. Be ready.”

			The following morning Mildred and the French sisters climbed into their cart and were escorted through the gate of Tunhwang by a group of Thunderbolt’s soldiers. Traveling with them were two hundred teenage boys who had been rounded up from the countryside and were being taken to Ansi to be pressed into service in the rebel militia. It pained Mildred to see the youngsters forced to keep up on foot on the long march north.

			After four days of travel, during which the women were fed only tea and bread, they arrived at Ansi. After being shown to their rooms, Mildred and Francesca were marched off to General Ma’s quarters. The general was ensconced in the best house in the city. Thunderbolt greeted them civilly and allowed Mildred to examine his wound. He had been shot in battle by a single bullet through both legs. Although days had passed since he received the wound, no infection had set in. Mildred bathed and disinfected the wound and then prepared ointment and a dressing for it. She was surprised that for all his supposed toughness, the general was anxious about the pain that treating his wounds might cause.

			Each day Mildred would go to Thunderbolt’s quarters and prepare new dressings for his wounds. And each day she was forced to see and hear things she loathed. As she worked, the general would conduct business as usual. He would matter-of-factly order the execution of men or the confiscation of their property, or he would send off orders that hundreds more boys were to be rounded up in the countryside and forced to serve in his militia. Mildred decided that Thunderbolt had a heart of iron—hard and impervious to the feelings or repercussions of his orders. And no mercy seemed to reside there either. On several occasions Mildred watched grown men beg Thunderbolt to show mercy, and not once did the general give in. All Mildred wanted was to get away from this man and from Ansi as fast as she could.

			Mildred knew that getting away would not be easy and that the three missionaries might be kept at Ansi indefinitely. Already General Ma had begun sending other wounded soldiers for Mildred and Francesca to treat, and he showed no signs of letting them go. At night the three women prayed fervently that God would deliver them from Ansi and the hands of Thunderbolt.

			Soon after the general’s leg wounds had healed, a soldier arrived at the door of the women’s quarters and handed Mildred a piece of paper. When she read it, she could hardly believe her eyes. It was an order signed by General Ma allowing her and the French sisters to leave Ansi and return to Tunhwang. The order forbade them from leaving Tunhwang once they got there.

			The three missionaries were eager to be on their way as soon as possible lest Thunderbolt change his mind. They began loading their belongs into the cart and hitched up their mules. Before they left, Mildred and Francesca paid General Ma one last visit and handed him a leather-bound Bible in Chinese, telling him to read it and to have a care for his own soul. The general, who was used to flattery from those around him, stood motionless, eyeing Mildred. Then he saluted and dismissed them.

			By the time night had fallen over Ansi, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca were already miles from the city, headed southwest to Tunhwang. When they arrived at the City of Sands and were reunited with Topsy, Brother Chen, and their cook and carter, they learned that things were not going well there. Rebel militiamen continued to plunder the town of any food supplies or useful items. It seemed that each day more boys were rounded up and forced to march north to join Thunderbolt’s fighters. The residents of Tunhwang were hungry and demoralized, and the missionaries did all they could to encourage the locals.

			The situation was dire, especially for Mildred, Eva, and Francesca as they considered their own circumstances. At any moment they could be called back to Ansi at the whim of General Ma to attend to the wounded. They were determined not to let that happen. They knew that their only hope was to escape Tunhwang and head west, but it would not be easy to do. They would need enough food for the group and, more important, for the mules. Not only that, but also there was no doubt that they would likely meet General Ma’s men patrolling in the desert. As soon as it was discovered that they were missing, they would have a price on their heads.

			Still, on the night of April 5, 1932, the women, with the help of Brother Chen and the cook, secretly packed the food supplies they had managed to store up in their cart and covered it all with blankets. In the morning they would leave through the south gate of Tunhwang as if they were going to visit one of the farmers just outside the wall, but instead they would try to escape.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 15
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			Escape

			Mildred slept little that night as she went over their escape plan in her head. Everyone arose at the normal time in the morning and went about his or her regular routine of prayer, singing, and breakfast. Then Mildred set the table for dinner and left a few cans of food stacked there, as if that was what they were planning to eat when they returned. As he had done so many times before, Liu Hsing-ch’ien, the carter, announced that the mules and cart were ready. Eva climbed into the cart while Mildred, Francesca, Topsy, Brother Chen, and the cook walked alongside. They left Tunhwang by the south gate, even though their journey would take them first north and then west. The guards at the gate greeted them as usual—the group would often spend a day visiting the small farms that lay outside the wall. Mildred prayed that the guards would not notice how laden down the cart was. They did not.

			As soon as they were out of sight of the guards, the group took a track around Tunhwang that would link up with the road going north. Their first challenge was Wild Asses’ Well, north of the town. The well was a rebel military outpost with soldiers stationed around the clock. Mildred had no idea how they would be able to get past the soldiers. She just knew that for the past few mornings as all three of the women had prayed, they felt that now was the time to leave. What happened next was up to God.

			Before they reached Wild Asses’ Well, the group stopped to ask for boiling water at a farmhouse. By now it was late afternoon, and the farmer and his family were glad to sit and gossip with the women. Mildred took the opportunity to quiz them. “Is that Wild Asses’ Well over there?” she asked, pointing into the distance.

			“Yes, it is,” the farmer replied.

			“I hear it is posted with guards at all times.”

			“Until this morning,” the farmer said. “There is always someone there, but this morning, when I was weeding in my field, I saw all the guards ride back into the city. They must have been recalled for some important reason. It is very strange.”

			“Old man, are you telling us there is no one at the well?” Liu Hsing-ch’ien asked.

			“Indeed,” the farmer said. “Something is afoot. I hope it is not trouble for us.”

			They talked for a few minutes more, and then the group left. As they passed the empty guardhouse at Wild Asses’ Well, Mildred said a silent prayer of thanks. They had overcome their first obstacle, but many others lay ahead as they left the well behind and headed out into the vast expanse of land.

			That night they made camp in the desert. They did not light a fire in case soldiers were looking for them. Mildred wondered whether anyone had noticed that they were not back and had raised the alarm. They would have to be up and on their way first thing in the morning in order to put as much distance as possible between themselves and Tunhwang. Mildred knew that if they were caught, General Ma and his men would have no mercy.

			The next day they were on their way again, headed in a northwesterly direction. The group did not meet another person that day. It was eerily quiet. At night the cook dug a hole and lit a small fire in the bottom so that the glow could not be seen from afar. The following day, though, they were making their way up a hill when Mildred saw a band of horsemen galloping toward them. She prayed silently as they approached.

			“We saw the marks of your cartwheels in the sand and followed you up here,” the leader of the group of militiamen said as he dismounted. “What are you doing here? Where are you headed? We have orders from General Ma to arrest anyone who does not have the correct travel papers. Do you have any?”

			Mildred nodded and thought quickly. If the man could not read, they had a chance. “Get our Chinese passports,” she ordered in English.

			From inside the cart Eva handed their passports to Mildred. All missionaries in China were issued a passport by the Chinese government that allowed them to live and travel in the country. Mildred took the passports and unfolded the large sheets of paper. They were covered in fancy writing and had several red wax seals attached to them. With great pomp, she handed the documents to the leader. “Our travel papers are in order,” she said.

			All three women held their breath as the soldier took the papers and looked at them. He nodded. “So I see,” he said, holding them out in front of him. “If you ladies run into any difficulties, General Ma’s men stand ready to assist you.”

			Mildred smiled. “Thank you,” she said, refolding the passports as they were handed back.

			“Be careful. This road has many hazards,” the soldier said as he mounted his horse. Then the militiamen galloped off to the east toward Ansi.

			When the men were out of sight, the three missionaries hugged each other with relief. “Can you believe it?” Eva said. “He couldn’t read a word, or he would have known that they weren’t travel orders from General Ma!”

			“Thank God!” Francesca exclaimed.

			Mildred agreed. She also realized that they were in more danger than before. Now some of General Ma’s men knew where they were and the direction in which they were heading. Once it was reported at their headquarters, soldiers would be sent back to find and capture them. They had to move west as quickly as possible.

			The group moved on, stopping for only a few hours at a time to rest. When they came to the town of Hsing-hsing-hsia, they crossed into Sinkiang Province. As they continued northwest toward Hami, Mildred began seeing firsthand the grim reminders of the Muslim rebellion that had taken place in the area. The bodies of soldiers littered the side of the track they traveled.

			The small oasis villages the group passed through were burned-out shells, with not a single person in sight. The only men they saw during this time were two deserters who begged them for food and water. Mildred gave the two what they could spare. Everything around them had been destroyed: every tree cut down, every animal taken, every field left unplanted. It was sobering for Mildred to think what must have happened to the people who once populated these vibrant stopping places.

			Travel for the group was becoming increasingly difficult. They were tired and hungry, and Liu Hsing-ch’ien had to coax their emaciated mules over each hill. Mildred looked forward to reaching Hami, where she hoped they could rest and replenish their supplies.

			After three weeks of travel from Tunhwang, they arrived in Hami. But no rest or supplies were to be had there. The once busy and beautiful oasis city lay in ruins. Even the old khan’s palace inside the north gate had been destroyed. They saw several people they knew in Hami who told them they should move on from the place as fast as they could. That is what they did. As Hami disappeared behind them, Mildred was deeply saddened, not just because the city had been laid waste in the rebellion, but because so many people they had known there had been killed or forced to flee for their lives.

			The group came to a small oasis village they had visited in the past that was still populated. They were recognized by several of the locals, who welcomed them to their village and urged them to stop and rest. Mildred was never so glad to hear such kind words. The stress of traveling under such circumstances was becoming unbearable. They pitched their tent by a small stream. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca were glad to crawl into it to rest. They hoped they were far enough west by now to be out of the reach of Thunderbolt’s patrols.

			Not only did the weary travelers get to relax and rest, but also the locals watered and fed their mules and, from the food on hand in the village, replenished the group’s supplies as best they could.

			As they rested, Mildred and the French sisters formed a plan. There was no point in trying to return to Suchow. Such a route would take them back through territory where General Ma’s soldiers were sure to be on the lookout for them. Instead they decided to press on west across the Gobi to Urumchi. From there they would travel overland back to England. There was just one problem—Topsy. Mildred had no legal traveling papers for her, no passport, not even a birth certificate to get one with. How could they cross the border into the Soviet Union and travel across the various countries of Europe en route to Great Britain without a passport for her adopted Chinese daughter? Mildred didn’t know, but she prayed and believed that somehow a way would open up for them to all leave China together.

			After resting and refreshing themselves and their mules at the village, the group set out for Urumchi. This time they would take the southern route to Turfan and then north to Urumchi rather than take the northern route they usually followed. After days of travel, as they neared Urumchi from the south, Mildred spied a familiar figure galloping out to meet them. It was Percy Mather on his gray horse. The women were delighted to see their fellow missionary, who had wonderful news. The British vice-consul had traveled hundreds of miles from Kashgar and was awaiting them in Urumchi. He had heard that three British women were lost in the war zone and had come to see if he could do anything to help them.

			Mildred’s heart leapt for joy. The vice-consul was the one person in this part of China who could help her find a way to get Topsy out of the country. After they arrived in Urumchi and unpacked, Mildred met with the vice-consul, who promised to do what he could to get Topsy a Chinese passport and travel papers. First though, she would need a first and last name. Mildred decided to call her Eileen Guy, since Eileen was close to her new Chinese name, Ai Lien, and the Chinese sometimes called Mildred “Gai,” hence Guy.

			The British vice-consul met with the Chinese governor of Sinkiang Province, and the governor issued a passport for Topsy. Everything was set for them to return home to Great Britain—except one thing. To travel across the Soviet Union on their way home, they needed official permission from Moscow. This permission was not given immediately, and Mildred, Eva, Francesca, and Topsy were forced to stay in Urumchi. Each day they anxiously waited for permission to be given.

			While waiting in Urumchi, the group received mail, and one letter Mildred received particularly attracted their attention. It was from a woman they knew who had a cottage in Dorset, England, which she was selling. In her letter the woman said the cottage would be perfect for the three missionary women and wanted to know if they might be interested in buying the place. Mildred read the description of the cottage aloud to the French sisters: “Willow Cottage has two stories and a generous garden with a stream flowing through it, surrounded by willow trees. It is situated in a quiet, rural area.” Then and there they all decided it would fit their needs perfectly. From Urumchi they telegraphed the woman, telling her they would buy the cottage and giving her instructions on how to transfer the buying price of four hundred pounds from their bank account in England to hers. Mildred could hardly believe it. When they got back to England, they would have their own home to stay in.

			As they waited for travel permission from Moscow to arrive, the missionaries and Brother Chen did what they could to help with evangelism in the city. They were delighted to see that the Christian women from Suchow had done an excellent job spreading the gospel, and now three hundred local women would turn up at church for the noon service each Sunday. They received other good news too. George Hunter was on his way east to the coast to meet six young China Inland Mission recruits who had volunteered to work among the Muslim population of northwestern China. They would have a daunting two-thousand-mile overland trip back to Urumchi from the coast. It was a difficult journey at the best of times, but with so much strife and civil war in the countryside, the trip would be especially hazardous. Each day Mildred, Eva, and Francesca prayed that the new missionaries would have a safe arrival and not be forced to endure some of the things they had endured crossing the Gobi this time.

			After three months, permission at last arrived from Moscow for the group to travel through the Soviet Union on their way to England. They said farewell to Brother Chen and Liu Hsing-ch’ien, their carter, who would stay in Urumchi until it was safe for them to return back across the Gobi to Suchow. With their travel permission in hand, Mildred, Topsy, and the French sisters set out for Chuguchak on the Soviet border.

			Percy escorted them to the border, and before the missionaries crossed over into the Soviet Union, they attended a church service with the town’s Christians. Although the service was held in Russian, Mildred did not need to understand the language to see the love and fervor of these Christians.

			Following the church service and having said goodbye to Percy, the group crossed the border. After traveling through the Soviet Union and Europe by train, Mildred and the French sisters arrived back in London on September 23, 1932. Immediately they took the train to Dorset to settle into Willow Cottage. They found the place to be more beautiful than they had pictured it.

			Given the events of the past year, everyone needed a good rest. Mildred wrote a newsletter telling people they were back in England and would be available to accept speaking engagements in February the following year. In Dorset a woman named Edith Wheeler, who taught deaf and mute children, was hired to work with Topsy. Edith also moved into the cottage.

			As the women enjoyed the peace and quiet of their new home, Mildred, with Francesca’s help, worked away at writing several new books. One of the books, Something Happened, was their joint autobiography. The other, Ambassadors for Christ, was about being a missionary. When the manuscripts were finished, they were sent off to their publisher.

			When February 1933 rolled around, the three women jumped into a rigorous speaking schedule. It seemed as though everyone wanted to hear them tell about their experiences in northwestern China and about what they thought would happen next in the country.

			The women could easily have stayed in England the rest of their lives. By now Eva was sixty-four years old, and Francesca was sixty-two. Mildred was now fifty-five and responsible for fourteen-year-old Topsy. Yet Mildred, like Eva and Francesca, could find no peace. China was still in their hearts. Each day they would listen to the BBC news broadcast on the radio, hoping to hear that things were more stable in China and that they would soon be able to return.

			News also filtered out from CIM headquarters in London, some of which was sad and depressing. In early 1933, the women learned that Percy had died of typhoid while taking care of others with the disease. The loss of his skill as a translator was a bitter blow, and more so because Mildred had collected many of Percy’s letters and diaries while in Urumchi and she and Francesca were in the process of writing his biography. Then came news that Dr. Emil Fischbacher, one of the new missionary recruits George Hunter had brought back to Urumchi from the east coast of China, had also died of typhoid.

			Other news from northwestern China was also grim. More rebellion and more fighting was taking place on both sides of the Gobi Desert as Muslim rebel groups, seeking their independence, attacked the Chinese. For a time the kingdom of Eastern Turkestan was proclaimed when various rebel groups formed a union. But the union did not last, especially under the pressure from Chinese attacks. When the governor of Sinkiang Province accepted the help of Soviet troops, the tide began to turn against the rebel groups. During summer 1934 General Ma and his rebel army were firmly defeated by joint Chinese-Soviet forces, and Thunderbolt had not been seen since. Many thought he had fled across the border into the Soviet Union. In the fall of 1934, peace began to settle over northwestern China.

			When Mildred and the French sisters learned that the five surviving missionary recruits in Urumchi felt it was safe enough to spread out among the surrounding oasis towns, they decided it was time for them to go back themselves. Many of their supporters at home questioned the decision, but the women would hear none of it. Mildred realized that the time to evangelize within China might swiftly be drawing to a close, and despite the possible danger, she wanted to work there until that curtain fell.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 16
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			Her Time in China Was Over

			On October 1, 1935, Mildred stood at the graves of Percy Mather and Emil Fischbacher, who were buried side by side in the desert sand outside Urumchi. Mildred lay flowers on the graves and thought of how Percy was just fifty-one years old when he gave his life for the people of China. She wondered what he would make of all the changes in Urumchi. The Soviets had taken a lively interest in the city and spent hundreds of thousands of dollars upgrading the place since she was last there. The main street had been leveled and paved, and motorcars vied with carts. There were sidewalks, too, even taxis. Cables had been run, and many homes now had electric lights. There was even an airport, served by the newly formed Eurasian Air Company, that offered flights to Shanghai and Peking, so that it now took only two days to reach those destinations.

			Radio messages in many languages blared from loudspeakers on every major street corner in town, and the first movie theater had been opened showing Soviet propaganda movies. Soviet influence pervaded every aspect of life in Urumchi. The Soviets had opened free schools and hospitals staffed with Russian doctors and nurses. It all seemed ominous to Mildred. The Soviet Union was an atheistic country, opposed to all forms of religion, and Mildred wondered what all this Soviet influence in the region would mean for Christians and for missionary work in northwestern China.

			There were also other things to worry about in China. In 1931 the Japanese had invaded and captured Manchuria from China, and now came rumors that they desired to control more, or all, of eastern China. It seemed to Mildred that in 1935 the world was not a stable place, with Germany, the Soviet Union, and Japan all seeming bent on extending their influence and control over surrounding territory.

			The three missionary women were eager to return to Suchow, but these plans were soon thrown into doubt. Because of fighting in eastern Sinkiang Province and western Kansu Province, General Sheng, the military commander of Sinkiang Province, refused to issue them official travel permission and papers to travel to Suchow. Mildred, Topsy, and the French sisters had no choice but to once again set up home for the time being in the CIM guesthouse in Urumchi.

			Mildred soon learned that Brother Chen and their carter and guide Liu Hsing-ch’ien had both been imprisoned while the women were away. Mildred spent many hours lobbying authorities for their freedom, but nothing came of it. It seemed that in the upheaval following the rebellion, many people, such as Brother Chen and Liu Hsing-ch’ien, had been rounded up, often for no good reason, and thrown into prison by the province’s Chinese rulers. Just as disturbing, Mildred soon realized that she and the French sisters seemed to be under suspicion. General Sheng had agents following them wherever they went, keeping a list of everyone they visited. Mildred wondered if they should even visit their Christian friends in Urumchi, as they might end up in prison too.

			In February 1936, four months after arriving in Urumchi, the missionaries received the permission and travel papers they needed to head east to Suchow. They were overjoyed, except for the fact that they had to leave Brother Chen and Liu Hsing-ch’ien behind in prison. They petitioned the provincial governor one last time. The governor freed Liu Hsing-ch’ien to travel with the group but refused to release Brother Chen.

			Although they now had the option of traveling across the Gobi by truck, Mildred, Eva, and Francesca decided instead to travel by cart. They wanted the freedom to stop and visit friends and villages in out-of-the-way places during their trip. When they arrived at Hami, they found the city to be in much better shape than when they had passed through it in 1932 as they were escaping from General Ma and his men. The residents had returned, and most of the damaged houses and buildings had been repaired and new ones built to replace those that had been destroyed. The Chinese garrison was firmly in control of the area, and adequate supplies of food seemed to be on hand so that the residents were no longer starving. Many people recognized Mildred, Eva, and Francesca from all their earlier visits, and they urged the three women to rest from their journey and stay among them. The group spent a week in Hami doing what they had always done there: talking to women about the gospel, giving them Christian literature, and helping in any practical ways they could, such as tending to the sick.

			From Hami they traveled farther east to Hsing-hsing-hsia and crossed the border into Kansu Province. From Hsing-hsing-hsia they retraced their escape route south to Tunhwang, where the residents eagerly welcomed them and expressed their gratitude for all the women had done during the time their town was occupied by General Ma’s men. Thunderbolt and his army had been defeated and were now gone, and Tunhwang had returned to normal, though emotional scars remained. Many of the young men rounded up and pressed into service in Thunderbolt’s militia had never returned. Most were killed in the fighting, and their loss was still keenly felt by parents and siblings. Though they were eager to get to Suchow, Mildred and the French sisters stayed a week in Tunhwang.

			Following this, the women headed east. Once more they passed through Jade Gate and traveled down the Silk Road to Suchow. As they made their way on this leg of the journey, they came across a steady flow of people headed in the opposite direction. They soon learned that these people were fleeing lower Kansu Province, which was experiencing a famine. One traveler reported that in Suchow five thousand people were living on just one meal of millet per day, and hundreds had already died of starvation. Anxious to get to Suchow, the missionaries pressed on.

			When the women were twenty miles from Suchow, a group of six men from the church galloped out on horseback to escort them into the city. Four years had passed since they last set foot in the place. As in Urumchi, the main streets of Suchow had been paved, with mostly trucks and some motorcars driving on them. But there were few of the other improvements that Soviet influence had brought to Urumchi.

			The members of the church in Suchow had been devastated by war, famine, and, most recently, typhoid. Thankfully, during Mildred, Eva, and Francesca’s absence, a CIM couple, Sir Ivor Beauchamp and his wife, Caroline, had stayed at Suchow and offered help wherever they could. Sir Ivor was a doctor and had been on his way to serve in Urumchi but was unable to go any farther than Suchow because of the fighting at the time. He had taken up residence in the mission compound and set up a clinic there, treating patients most days and encouraging and supporting the local Christians.

			While she was delighted to be back in Suchow, the homecoming for Mildred was bittersweet. Many of her Christian friends had fled or died while she was gone. Yet new converts had helped to shore up the church, which was still going strong under Elder Liu’s leadership. But Elder Liu had aged drastically in the four years since Mildred last saw him. He told her how General Ma’s men had severely flogged and mistreated him during the rebellion. But while Thunderbolt’s men had managed to mar Elder Liu’s body by their treatment of him, Mildred could clearly see they had not managed to mar his spirit, which was still sweet and gentle.

			Mildred and the French sisters kept busy in Suchow visiting people inside the city and out on the surrounding farms. For Mildred, every visit brought back old memories, as did restarting the children’s service each afternoon.

			By now radio had become widespread in Suchow. As she kept busy with her missionary work, Mildred listened to news bulletins whenever she could. Some of the news she heard over the radio was ominous. Japan, which already firmly controlled Manchuria, was exploiting the ongoing internal conflicts in China to extend its power and control, especially over China’s abundant natural resources. Because the Nationalist government’s power was weak in the northern provinces, Chinese collaborators were cooperating with the Japanese to establish provincial governments friendly to Japan. This approach was beginning to pay off for the Japanese in several provinces, though Mildred was unsure about the future of the approach. Since the Japanese had taken Manchuria by force, it seemed reasonable to her to imagine that they would ultimately give up the pretense of cooperation and simply take the rest of the country by force.

			The radio also carried reports on the Communists. During the year from October 1934 to October 1935, the Red Army of the Communist Party of China had made a dramatic escape from southeastern China, where Nationalist troops had had them surrounded. After their escape, the Communist troops marched first west and then north through some of the most impenetrable terrain in China to Shensi Province, which bordered Kansu to the southeast and where they were now firmly ensconced. The Red Army had begun consolidating its control of that area with great success. The Red Army leader, Mao Tse-tung, had given his soldiers strict orders to avoid harming or disrespecting the peasants and not to pillage their property or food supplies as the militias of various warlords did. This policy pleased rural peasant farmers, who were giving their support across the region to the Communists.

			The Soviets and Japanese were both trying to gain control and influence from without, and the Communists were trying from within. As a result, things were not good for China, which was already in a weakened state because of internal strife. Tensions were high in the country, and Mildred feared for where it would all end.

			When the Chinese government garrison stationed at Suchow abandoned its post and vanished into the mountains in early August, fear and uncertainty about the future began to run high in western Kansu Province. On August 25, 1936, an order came that all foreigners were to leave the Suchow area immediately. With the order, Mildred realized that her time in China was over. Disobeying the order and staying put in Suchow, their home and base of operations since 1924, would put the Christians there at risk. With a heavy heart, Mildred packed up her and Topsy’s few belongings and, with Eva and Francesca, said a tearful farewell to the church members at Suchow and speedily left the area.

			Because this time speed was vital, the group agreed to travel by truck. They had gone 120 miles and arrived at Kanchow when their truck broke down. Word spread quickly throughout Kanchow that the three missionary women were in town, and soon old friends were embracing them. Mildred took it as a special blessing from God that they could reminisce and say goodbye to their friends in the church at Kanchow.

			The following morning the truck was repaired, and they all climbed aboard. As the vehicle passed through the city gate at Kanchow, Mildred looked back and thought of the first time she had seen the city twelve years before. She had been forty-six years old then and embarking upon a new phase as a missionary. Now she was fifty-eight years old and had spent most of the past thirty-four years in China. But her life in China was now drawing to a close.

			When the group reached Lanchow, a new experience awaited Mildred—an airplane flight. The road ahead to Sian was blocked, and flying was the only option. Mildred was tense and held on tight as the airplane rumbled down the runway and became airborne. Then she relaxed as she looked down and saw the Silk Road far below. She marveled at the sight. The sensation of traveling above it was amazing. Mildred was also amazed by how quickly they reached Sian. The cart trip over the Silk Road between Lanchow and Sian took twenty days, but the airplane covered the distance in just two hours and ten minutes. How things have changed! Mildred thought.

			From Sian the group took a train to Peking and then caught the Trans-Siberian Railway from China to Moscow. They rode another train to Calais, France, and finally took a ferryboat to England. No one was more grateful than Mildred to once again see Willow Cottage in Dorset. She, Topsy, and the French sisters all needed a long rest after their latest ordeal. Edith Wheeler returned to live with them at the cottage and continued teaching Topsy to read and write English and even to talk a little.

			By now the books Mildred had written with Francesca’s help were earning royalties. Just as they had in China, the three women put their money into one pot to be used as they each needed. The amount was more than enough to meet their daily needs.

			Mildred began to wonder what was next for her, and she knew that Eva and Francesca were wondering the same thing. Even though the three of them were classed as elderly in England, they still had many ideas and possibilities for their future. As they discussed it, the women settled on four groups they would like to work with now that they were “home” for good: China Inland Mission, the Salvation Army, the British and Foreign Bible Society, and Christian student groups. They chose these groups because they firmly believed that young people had to take up the call to spread the gospel and make the world a better place.

			Over the next year, the three women took turns speaking in hundreds of churches and at Christian meetings. In fact, they spent so much time in and around London that they rented a flat there to use as a second home.

			Mildred continued to receive letters from China. One of them informed her that Brother Chen had finally been released from prison in Urumchi and had returned to Suchow. A letter from George Hunter informed her that he had refused to leave Urumchi and, as things grew worse in the country, was willing to share the fate of Chinese Christians.

			In eastern China, on July 7, 1937, the Japanese did what Mildred feared they would one day do. They launched a military offensive to take control of the country by force and were soon in control of much of eastern China.

			While things were unstable in China, trouble was brewing in Europe. In March 1938 Nazi Germany annexed Austria and then began to systematically persecute German Jews. Then in March 1939 the Nazis occupied Czechoslovakia, and all Europe waited to see what would happen next. And what happened next was a Nazi invasion of Poland on September 1. Two days later, on September 3, 1939, the event so many in England dreaded occurred—Great Britain declared war on Germany. Mildred had no idea what it would mean for the country or for her. All she knew was that for the past nine years her life seemed to be entwined with endless military conflicts.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 17
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			Beyond People’s Imagination

			Following the declaration of war on Nazi Germany, England made preparations for the fight ahead. To help stretch the supply of essential items, ration cards were issued for food and gasoline. Gas masks were handed out, and children were evacuated from cities into the countryside. In London, air-raid shelters were set up in the basements of office buildings. By now Mildred was heavily involved in the day-to-day running of the British and Foreign Bible Society, whose headquarters were located at Bible House on Queen Victoria Street in central London. The basement of Bible House also became an air-raid shelter.

			During 1940 Germany invaded and captured Denmark and Norway and then moved on to invade Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. Everyone in Great Britain, including Mildred, held his or her breath. Surely an invasion of the British Isles was next. Starting September 7, 1940, a relentless aerial bombing campaign by the German Luftwaffe began. Night after night bombs fell on cities across the United Kingdom. London was particularly hard-hit in the bombing. Buildings were destroyed, people were killed, and almost the entire population of the city crowded into bomb shelters and subway tunnels during the raids.

			At Bible House, Mildred helped man the air-raid shelter canteen as bombs rocked the city. But unless the sirens warned her to get down to the basement, she carried on her usual work for the British and Foreign Bible Society. Mildred had faced war before and was determined to spend her time encouraging Christians to stand firm in their faith and to pass that faith on to others. In a prayer letter she noted, “We have spent so many years seeing our plans upset by warlords and brigands, that we are getting used to it. Formerly it was General Ma—now it is Adolf Hitler.”

			By now Mildred was sixty-two years old and starting to slow down a little, though she still spent most of her time in London working with the Bible Society. She hired a young Austrian woman named Maria to act as her personal secretary. Maria typed Mildred’s letters and manuscripts and booked her train tickets when Mildred had to travel to speak.

			The war continued around Mildred, with the Germans continuing to bomb London through the winter of 1941–1942. During one of these attacks in 1942, the building that housed Hodder and Stoughton, Mildred’s publisher, was bombed and caught fire. All of Mildred’s remaining books warehoused there went up in smoke. Like so many other businesses in London, Hodder and Stoughton found another building and started over. Soon more copies of Mildred’s books had been printed.

			During this turbulent time, Mildred, with Francesca French’s help, was hard at work on an ambitious project: a book about the vast Gobi Desert that combined information about the people, places, and vegetation of the region. Despite many shortages in Great Britain, the book, entitled The Gobi Desert, was published in 1942 and became an immediate success. Queen Elizabeth, King George VI’s wife, read the book and invited Mildred, Eva, and Francesca to the palace for tea with her. She asked Mildred to sign several copies of The Gobi Desert, which she intended to give to her friends as Christmas presents. It was an amazing experience for Mildred and was soon followed by two more honors. Mildred received the 1942 Lawrence of Arabia Memorial Medal from the Royal Central Asian Society for her “exploration and work for the people of the Gobi Desert.” The following year Mildred, along with Eva and Francesca French, was awarded the Livingstone Medal by the Royal Scottish Geographical Society for “outstanding service of a humanitarian nature with a clear geographical dimension.”

			In May 1945 the war in Europe came to an end with the surrender of Germany. Then in September, Japan surrendered. World War II was over, and the world was at peace once more. Mildred was now sixty-seven, and most people expected her to take a well-earned retirement at Willow Cottage. But Mildred had other ideas. There was still so much she felt she could do. She and Francesca continued writing books together, and Mildred traveled across the United Kingdom promoting the work of the Bible Society and the Salvation Army.

			In March 1946, Mildred, Topsy, and the French sisters set out on another adventure. The British and Foreign Bible Society in New Zealand and Australia had invited the group to take part in their centennial celebrations. The group arrived in Perth, Australia, after a six-week sea voyage from England and began a tour of the country. They traveled by trains and airplanes to many remote areas where they took turns speaking about their life in China and the way the British and Foreign Bible Society had provided them with the materials they needed to spread the gospel far and wide throughout western China. Mildred was surprised by the number of people who had read her books and followed her career. She had no idea about the extent of her popularity. But the truth was, she had gone through Jade Gate and had crisscrossed an area of the world few European women, or men, could ever get to. She had seen and experienced things beyond people’s imagination, and people were eager to hear her talk about China, particularly her extraordinary life in the Gobi region.

			From Australia the group flew in a flying boat aircraft to New Zealand, where they were welcomed with open arms. As with the Australians, New Zealanders knew of Mildred’s missionary work in China and were eager to hear all about it. Mildred, Eva, and Francesca drew record crowds wherever they spoke, completing their tour of the two islands of New Zealand by giving a talk in Auckland Town Hall, which was packed to capacity with people wanting to hear the women.

			With many fond memories of New Zealand, Mildred and the French sisters boarded a P&O passenger liner bound for Bombay, India, where they spent four wonderful months. They visited many missionaries and Christian organizations that Mildred had supported in her role at the British and Foreign Bible Society headquarters in London. Mildred was amazed to see boxes similar to those she had packed herself in London being opened in tiny Christian outposts in rural India.

			Exactly one year after setting out on their trip, the group arrived back at Waterloo Station in London. They headed straight to Willow Cottage to rest, taking with them bundles of unread mail. Among the letters was news that George Hunter had died just before Christmas 1946. When all missionaries were ordered out of Sinkiang Province and the old Scotsman refused to leave, General Sheng placed him under house arrest and then threw him into one of Urumchi’s brutal jails. After eighteen months in jail, George was released because of declining health and flown directly to Lanchow in Kansu Province. After treatment at Borden Memorial Hospital, he refused to leave China and went to live in Kanchow. He vowed to return to Urumchi when the opportunity arose. But in the turmoil that China was left in after the end of World War II, that opportunity to return never came, and George died in Kanchow at the age of eighty-four.

			Upon hearing of George’s death, Mildred began to gather notes, journals, and photographs she had carried back to England from Urumchi. She and Francesca set about writing a biography of the man. George Hunter: Apostle of Turkestan, published by China Inland Mission, came out in 1948.

			Mildred continued to read and answer the hundreds of letters she received each year. She also continued to accept invitations to speak about her experiences as a missionary in China. And her thoughts were never far from China. Following the defeat of Japan in World War II, instead of peace taking hold in China, the country had fallen into civil war, with Communist forces pitted against Nationalist troops in a fight for control of the country.

			The Communists won the struggle, and on October 1, 1949, Mao Tse-tung declared the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. Meanwhile, Chiang Kai-shek, along with 600,000 Nationalist Chinese troops and nearly two million Nationalist sympathizers, fled to the island of Taiwan off the Chinese coast. Mildred greeted the news with sadness. The Communists were atheists, and one of their goals was to rid China of religion. She hoped and prayed that the seeds of the gospel that she, Eva, and Francesca had sown, first in Hwochow and then in the Gobi region, would continue to grow despite the Communists’ desire to root them out.

			Even though it seemed unlikely, at seventy-two years of age, Mildred had one last missionary trip in her. The Evangelical Union of South America asked her to come to Latin America and visit the many mission stations scattered in remote areas across South America. Despite the fact that Mildred was not feeling well, she could not resist the opportunity to go and encourage Christians in a far-off land. She, the French sisters, who were now both in their eighties, and Topsy set off by ship across the Atlantic Ocean in the winter of 1950–1951. When they arrived in South America, they found plenty of work to do. They spent the next several months crisscrossing Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay, distributing Christian literature and encouraging missionaries and the communities that had formed around them. By the time she returned to England in July 1951, Mildred was exhausted. For the first time, she allowed herself to be talked into a long rest at Willow Cottage.

			Mildred continued to tire easily long after her return from South America. Still, she pushed herself to write another book, this time about her favorite cause, the British and Foreign Bible Society. This book, which she wrote with Francesca’s help, was called Why Not the World? and talked about the goal of getting the Bible translated into every language in the world and available in every home. When Mildred finished writing the manuscript, she sent it off to her publisher. Her work was done. She did not live to see the book published. Alice Mildred Cable died quietly on April 30, 1952, at the age of seventy-four.

			Although Mildred had asked there be no funeral service for her, one was held anyway. Too many people wanted a public opportunity to honor Mildred Cable, the intrepid traveler, author, speaker, missionary, teacher, and friend. Mildred was laid to rest wearing a blue dress. Eva French wore gray, and Francesca French wore brown at the funeral. For one last time they were the Three-in-One Righteous Ladies—the Brown Lady, the Gray Lady, and the Blue Lady.

			Mildred left most of her money, future royalties from her books, and her share of Willow Cottage to her companions of fifty years, Evangeline and Francesca French. She stated in her will that when they died, the money was to pass on to Topsy so that she could be taken care of for the rest of her life.

			The French sisters both lived another eight years, dying three weeks apart in 1960. Upon their death, Topsy, Mildred’s adopted daughter, moved into a Salvation Army home, where she lived contentedly until her death in 1998.

		

	


	
		
			Bibliography

			[image: rule.jpg]

			Benson, Linda K. Across China’s Gobi: The Lives of Evangeline French, Mildred Cable, and Francesca French of the China Inland Mission. Norwalk, CT: EastBridge, 2008.

			Cable, Mildred. The Fulfilment of a Dream of Pastor Hsi. London: Morgan & Scott, 1917.

			Cable, Mildred, and Francesca French. Something Happened. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1933.

			———. The Story of Topsy: Little Lonely of Central Asia. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1937.

			———. The Gobi Desert. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1942.

			———. Wall of Spears: The Gobi Desert. London: Lutterworth, 1951.

			Platt, W. J. Three Women: Mildred Cable, Francesca French, Evangeline French. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1964.

		

	


	
		
			About the Authors

			[image: rule.jpg]

			Janet and Geoff Benge are a husband and wife writing team with more than thirty years of writing experience. Janet is a former elementary school teacher. Geoff holds a degree in history. Originally from New Zealand, the Benges spent ten years serving with Youth With A Mission. They have two daughters, Laura and Shannon, and an adopted son, Lito. They make their home in the Orlando, Florida, area.

		

	


	
		
			Also from Janet and Geoff Benge…

			More adventure-filled biographies for ages 10 to 100!

			Christian Heroes: Then & Now

			Gladys Aylward: The Adventure of a Lifetime

			978-1-57658-019-6

			Nate Saint: On a Wing and a Prayer

			978-1-57658-017-2

			Hudson Taylor: Deep in the Heart of China

			978-1-57658-016-5

			Amy Carmichael: Rescuer of Precious Gems

			978-1-57658-018-9

			Eric Liddell: Something Greater Than Gold

			978-1-57658-137-7

			Corrie ten Boom: Keeper of the Angels’ Den

			978-1-57658-136-0

			William Carey: Obliged to Go

			978-1-57658-147-6

			George Müller: Guardian of Bristol’s Orphans

			978-1-57658-145-2

			Jim Elliot: One Great Purpose

			978-1-57658-146-9

			Mary Slessor: Forward into Calabar

			978-1-57658-148-3

			David Livingstone: Africa’s Trailblazer

			978-1-57658-153-7

			Betty Greene: Wings to Serve

			978-1-57658-152-0

			Adoniram Judson: Bound for Burma

			978-1-57658-161-2

			Cameron Townsend: Good News in Every Language

			978-1-57658-164-3

			Jonathan Goforth: An Open Door in China

			978-1-57658-174-2

			Lottie Moon: Giving Her All for China

			978-1-57658-188-9

			John Williams: Messenger of Peace

			978-1-57658-256-5

			William Booth: Soup, Soap, and Salvation

			978-1-57658-258-9

			Rowland Bingham: Into Africa’s Interior

			978-1-57658-282-4

			Ida Scudder: Healing Bodies, Touching Hearts

			978-1-57658-285-5

			Wilfred Grenfell: Fisher of Men

			978-1-57658-292-3

			Lillian Trasher: The Greatest Wonder in Egypt

			978-1-57658-305-0

			Loren Cunningham: Into All the World

			978-1-57658-199-5

			Florence Young: Mission Accomplished

			978-1-57658-313-5

			Sundar Singh: Footprints Over the Mountains

			978-1-57658-318-0

			C. T. Studd: No Retreat

			978-1-57658-288-6

			Rachel Saint: A Star in the Jungle

			978-1-57658-337-1

			Brother Andrew: God’s Secret Agent

			978-1-57658-355-5

			Clarence Jones: Mr. Radio

			978-1-57658-343-2

			Count Zinzendorf: Firstfruit

			978-1-57658-262-6

			John Wesley: The World His Parish

			978-1-57658-382-1

			C. S. Lewis: Master Storyteller

			978-1-57658-385-2

			David Bussau: Facing the World Head-on

			978-1-57658-415-6

			Jacob DeShazer: Forgive Your Enemies

			978-1-57658-475-0

			Isobel Kuhn: On the Roof of the World

			978-1-57658-497-2

			Elisabeth Elliot: Joyful Surrender

			978-1-57658-513-9

			D. L. Moody: Bringing Souls to Christ

			978-1-57658-552-8

			Paul Brand: Helping Hands

			978-1-57658-536-8

			Dietrich Bonhoeffer: In the Midst of Wickedness

			978-1-57658-713-3

			Francis Asbury: Circuit Rider

			978-1-57658-737-9

			Samuel Zwemer: The Burden of Arabia

			978-1-57658-738-6

			Klaus-Dieter John: Hope in the Land of the Incas

			978-1-57658-826-2

			Mildred Cable: Through the Jade Gate

			978-157658-886-4


		

	


	
		
			Another exciting series from Janet and Geoff Benge!

			Heroes of History

			George Washington Carver: From Slave to Scientist

			978-1-883002-78-7

			Abraham Lincoln: A New Birth of Freedom

			978-1-883002-79-4

			Meriwether Lewis: Off the Edge of the Map

			978-1-883002-80-0

			George Washington: True Patriot

			978-1-883002-81-7

			William Penn: Liberty and Justice for All

			978-1-883002-82-4

			Harriet Tubman: Freedombound

			978-1-883002-90-9

			John Adams: Independence Forever

			978-1-883002-51-0

			Clara Barton: Courage under Fire

			978-1-883002-50-3

			Daniel Boone: Frontiersman

			978-1-932096-09-5

			Theodore Roosevelt: An American Original

			978-1-932096-10-1

			Douglas MacArthur: What Greater Honor

			978-1-932096-15-6

			Benjamin Franklin: Live Wire

			978-1-932096-14-9

			Christopher Columbus: Across the Ocean Sea

			978-1-932096-23-1

			Laura Ingalls Wilder: A Storybook Life

			978-1-932096-32-3

			Orville Wright: The Flyer

			978-1-932096-34-7

			John Smith: A Foothold in the New World

			978-1-932096-36-1

			Thomas Edison: Inspiration and Hard Work

			978-1-932096-37-8

			Alan Shepard: Higher and Faster

			978-1-932096-41-5

			Ronald Reagan: Destiny at His Side

			978-1-932096-65-1

			Davy Crockett: Ever Westward

			978-1-932096-67-5

			Milton Hershey: More Than Chocolate

			978-1-932096-82-8

			Billy Graham: America’s Pastor

			978-1-62486-024-9

			Ben Carson: A Chance at Life

			978-1-62486-034-8

			Louis Zamperini: Redemption

			978-1-62486-049-2

			Elizabeth Fry: Angel of Newgate

			978-1-62486-064-5

			William Wilberforce: Take Up the Fight

			978-1-62486-057-7

		

	


	
		
			Also available:

			Unit Study Curriculum Guides

			Turn a great reading experience into an even greater 
learning opportunity with a Unit Study Curriculum Guide. Available for select Christian Heroes: Then & Now 
and Heroes of History biographies.

			Heroes for Young Readers

			Written by Renee Taft Meloche • Illustrated by Bryan Pollard

			Introduce younger children to the lives of these heroes with rhyming text and captivating color illustrations!

			All of these series are available from YWAM Publishing

			1-800-922-2143 / www.ywampublishing.com

		

	

cover.jpeg
CHRISTIAN HEROES: THEN & Now

~ the] ade Gate
| JANET & GEOFF BENGE






images/00002.jpeg
CHRISTIAN HEROES: THEN & Now





images/00001.jpeg
CHRISTIAN HEROES: THEN & Now

MILDRED
CABLE

Through
the Jade Gate

JANET & GEOFF BENGE






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
RUSSIA
(Soviet Union)

L

MONGOLIA

/ﬁcnﬁ guchak\\‘(

(

—
® Urumchi j‘\

P
rfa ’ RT
Turfane OHame v/_/
Ansi

i
® ¢ Jade Gate (Yumen
Tuntiang e borei e Pekinge
Kanchowe
eLiangchow e Taiyuan
®Hwochow
® Lanchow

®Sian





images/00005.jpeg





