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1 A Note on the Grave
I have always lived in the present. I never wanted to remember the past. I never wanted to make its
acquaintance. It was too painful. I tried so hard to forget. But, now, in my sixties, the past has caught
up with me. It will not be ignored any longer. It will not leave me alone. And I must search into it with
all its half-forgotten, deeply buried, melancholy memories. I have always regarded myself as British by
nationality and Eurasian by race.
This is the story of a Eurasian born in Hong Kong before WW2. It is a story of multiculturalism
before anyone ever heard of the word and when being Eurasian meant being accepted by neither the
British nor, even more especially, by the Chinese. The Chinese have one of the oldest civilisations in
the world which dates back to long before the European civilisation and some individuals trade on this
old culture to imply that the Chinese are superior to other races.
I well remember the children of pure Chinese parentage calling Eurasians names like Harm Har
Charn or Freckle Face (Muck Sei Mui). I used to scrub and scrub until I could actually see the freckles
fading! Harm Har Charn meant we were of a mixed paste, neither shrimp nor fish. It was the
translation of a Chinese cooking ingredient called “Balachand” which makes a good dish into an
excellent one but it has a pungent smell. But, despite the smell
“Balachand” is a good ingredient, like any Eurasian who, unique in
themselves, holds the best of the races within themselves.
But the story in my head must come out. My past has found me and
it will not let me go. It clamours to escape. The making of this story
starts when I went to Hong Kong for the Chung Yeung festival. As a
dutiful daughter I went to my mother’s grave. It was the 28th October,
1998— the 9th day of the 9th moon in our calendar. The lunar
calendar does not coincide with the Western calendar.

My Mother’s grave site where
the note was found

There on my mother’s headstone was pasted a sheet of blue paper a note in Chinese, dated the 5th October, 1996. This tiny piece of
paper had withstood the elements for nearly two years. On it was a
message, still clearly visible. It had a telephone number on it. I looked
again and read, “Ip Wai Man looking for brother Ip Wai Yin and little
sister Ip Oi Larn for family reunion. Seeing this note please ring…” It
was a number I didn’t recognise. My written Chinese was not so
good. So I could only read the odd word.

Somehow, almost against my will, I looked around for somebody to read the note. A little Chinese
man stood nearby. He came and read the whole note out to me. It said what I thought it said: that the
author was looking for his younger brother and little sister, Oi Larn. But my name is not Oi Larn. Ip
Wai Man and Ip Wai Yin I recognised, but Oi Larn was not my Chinese name. For over fifty years my
Chinese family had called me Ah Nui (Little Daughter).
That is my brother writing, I thought. But how is this possible? The past came back with a rush that
almost overwhelmed me. Fifty-five years had passed since we were last a family. The tears poured
down my face. But can it really be my brother? It is not possible, is it? I didn’t know what to do. I ran to
the Administration Office of the cemetery. At last, I managed to speak to the manager.
I was crying uncontrollably.
“Do you know who put this note on my mother’s gravestone?” He was flabbergasted.
“What note?” he asked.
“This note which I have copied down to the best of my ability,” I said.
I handed him the note which I had copied on to the only piece of paper I had—an Ansett luggage tag.
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“Can I use your phone?” I asked.
Now it is not customary for the
authorities to let anyone running in with
tears streaming down their faces to use
the phone. But he could see I was so
upset. I was babbling away.
“That must be my brother. That
must be my brother but he is dead. He is
dead.”
“Go right ahead and use the
phone,” he said.

The copy I made of the note left on my Mother’s grave

So I rang this particular number. On the
other end was a voice that said he was Mr. Yu.
“I am calling from the Catholic cemetery in Hong Kong,” I said.
“You must be Ip Oi Larn,” he said.
“No, no, no, NO. My name is not Ip Oi Larn. It is not even Ip. I used the name Ip in my younger
days but I haven’t used the name Ip in God knows how long.”
I was very cagey with my conversation trying not to divulge too much about myself in case the whole
thing was a hoax and what I said could be used against me. Mr. Yu asked,
“Why are you calling me if your name is not Oi Larn? Why are you so suspicious? This is a
genuine thing. You can go to the Red Cross in Hong Kong and find there is a file on your brother
Ip Wai Man.”
“But did you leave the note?” I asked.
“Yes, but I cannot talk to you now. I am in the middle of something. Call me back.”
He gave me another number and added,
“Tell me where you are and give me a phone number but first, let me tell you two things in your
family history.”
I waited.
“If you do not know them, don’t bother me again. First, your mother killed herself from the third
floor of the Koh Shing restaurant and number two, your brother, Wai Yin, broke a leg when he
was a young boy and he was in hospital when Ip Wai Man, your other brother, was kidnapped.
Ring me tonight.”
The phone went dead.
I was stunned. I didn’t know what to think or do. I went back to the friends I was staying with. They
could see something was wrong the moment they saw me. My face was ashen. I was sweating. I was
babbling unintelligibly.
“I found this note by the graveside,” I said.
They read it carefully.
“It must be a hoax,” they decided. “It can’t be anything else.”
Now you have to realise that the Chinese hate getting involved in anything, anything at all.
Besides, it was the time in Hong Kong when there was a big kidnap case in the news. The son of a
very wealthy businessman had been kidnapped and taken to China and at this moment the
kidnappers were being tried in China. It was a very big case. It was in all the newspapers.
My Chinese friends said,
“Oh! my God! You have given our number to some stranger. You have given our number to
people who will come and hound us and kidnap us.”
I felt so sorry. I felt so bad.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t think,” I apologised.
And so I told my friends,
“When I spoke to Mr. Yu he told me two things that nobody else in the whole world could know.
Only the boy could know these things.”
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Now thinking of these two things brought the tears to my eyes and a lump to my throat. Only I, myself,
in the mist at the back of my mind knew these things. But my friends were very cautious.
“Oh! Those people who do the kidnapping and extortion, they would have studied and
researched. They would know how to go into it.”
“What can I do now?” I sobbed. “I left your phone number without your permission. I am very
sorry.”
“There is nothing else you can do since you left this phone number.”
“May I, please, call Mr. Yu at this number at the time he indicated?” I asked. “At ten o’clock at
night?”
My friends answered, “There is nothing else you can do. You’ve got to do it since you started on
this road.”
While I waited to ring Mr. Yu my mind kept going back and back. So many years back.

Return to Table of Contents
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2 Family History and Background of my Parents

I vaguely remember from the mists of the past the family mentioning we were three siblings in our
family. Wai Man was the eldest, last seen running round the streets of the village of Tai Hang, but
was kidnapped during the war and was presumed dead. Surely if he were alive and in Hong Kong he
would have returned to his home in Tai Hang village?
In those days Tai Hang was a small village. Now it is part of the city with buildings twenty-five storeys
high. Why would Tai Hang play such a large part in a young boy’s mind? The Hakka village of Tai
Hang was, I would say, the ancestral home of the Ip family and comprised the land, the farms, the
cowshed, the market gardens and the only restaurant in the village. This was over a hundred years
ago in the time of my great-grandfather, Ip Koon Sing and my great-grandmother, Lam Koon Tze.
In the time of my great-grandfather the Ip boys were educated at Wah Yan College, a very famous
and prestigious college for boys in Hong Kong which provided a comprehensive education.
The men folk of the Ip clan always pursued a seafaring career and my great-grandfather was no
different. He joined the Blue Funnel Line and eventually settled in Hawaii, in those days known as the
Fragrant Mountains. He settled there for good and left his Hong Kong wife and family in the care of his
two sons Ip Lum Sau and Ip Yuk Leurn. He had another family in Hawaii with his Hawaiian wife and
lived there till he died. Because he died overseas and away from his homeland, his clothes, hat,
socks, shoes and suits were sent back along with his soul to be buried in the family plot with prayers
and by the monks, according to custom, the prayers go on for forty-nine days. This is called Yee
Goon Chong (the burial of clothes and hat) meaning his whole body is back with us; his family and the
descendants can visit his grave and pay homage at Ching Ming and Chung Yeung, days dedicated to
visitations to the grave. During those days the souls of the dead shall be allowed to travel among their
living families.
As my old Ah Sum (aunty, the wife of Ah Suk, my uncle) used to say,
“If Wai Man were still alive he would surely have come back to the village. So he must have
died.”
No-one expects a child of eight or nine years of age who has been kidnapped during the war to have
survived the ordeal of the war. Now it is 1998 and even more impossible.
There was a lot of kidnapping in those wartime days in Hong
Kong. There were stories of children being sold into a
household where there were no sons so that they could work
the land; children being killed and their bodies stuffed with
contraband goods and being smuggled across the border as
the sick children of their mothers. There were even stories
that children made sweeter meat when boiled.

The only surviving picture of my father visiting
the graveside—
my second brother Alex Wai Yin about 4 years
old is second from
the right my cousin Yuen and my eldest
brother William Wai Man
about six years old. I must have been too
young (at two years old)
to walk or be carried up hill and down dale to
the graveside.
The other ladies in the photograph are
probably relatives of the Ip clan.

Even in modern day China there are cases of children being
kidnapped from the streets of the big cities to be sold into
families where there is no son. A son is needed to carry on
the family name and with the one child policy some families
have only a daughter who cannot, traditionally, carry on the
family name.
As for Wai Man he must almost certainly have died after all
those years.

Now, as the story goes, my great-grandfather was an
important man in the village. His gravestone used to sit like a
monument high on a hill above Choi Sai Woo, a reservoir near Quarry Bay. On it were inscribed the
names of all his wives, children and grandchildren—a good and comprehensive family record and
history. Everyone knows of the Ips, even to my generation as a child, the Ips of Tai Hang. I can
remember, from my childhood, in the old-fashioned way, walking up hill after hill to reach the graves of
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the ancestors. I remember the big ancestral gravestones like little houses and inside them all the
history of the family. And I thought that Wai Man would remember this too.
In the time of my great-grandfather, many Chinese sons went overseas to find their fortune for the
family. Some went to help build the railroads in America, some to Australia to seek their fortunes in
the gold fields. Two of great-grandfather’s sons followed this overseas route, one going to Hawaii and
another, my grandfather, to South Africa. A young and handsome man he left on the Blue Funnel
Line for South Africa in the early 1900’s. No-one in the family knows why he chose to go there but I
have lately discovered that he worked there as a commercial traveller. He spoke good English and
was well-educated because he went to Wah Yan College. In later years he worked in the Courts of
Hong Kong as Sei Yei (a solicitor’s clerk).
In South Africa he met a young, red-headed
Scottish governess, Lucy Edith Roe, who had left
Britain from Southampton at a time when many
Scots were also emigrating to the former dominions
in search of work. Lucy Edith, but known as Edith
because her mother’s name was Lucy, became the
governess to a family. Somehow she met and fell in
love with the handsome Chinaman from Hong Kong
and eventually became my grandmother.
My cousin, David, remembers her well when he
was a young boy living in Shanghai with the family
before the war. She possessed a pair of piercing
Photographs of my Grandfather and Grandmother
blue eyes that could look right into your soul. And
Ip Lum Shau and his wife Lucy Edith (nee Roe)
she had the habit of putting her tea on to the saucer
to cool for him when he was a very small boy. This was part of the old country’s ways.
She must have had a lot of courage to go so far from home in those days. Her courage would
outshine any of us. She would probably have been about twenty years old when she saw her home
for the last time. How could she imagine what lay ahead? She knew the young Chinaman as William
Shaw but his Chinese name was Ip Lum Shau. How could a Chinaman have the name Shaw? As
time went on his name must have become anglicised from Shau to Shaw—not a big leap, really.
Edith broke with all tradition by falling in love with and marrying a Chinaman in those days of the early
20th century in South Africa. Grandmother was classified as a European by the South African
authorities of the day where people were classified according to their colour or race. They had three
boys and, now I hear, a daughter. It is nice to know I might have an Aunty somewhere.
Philip Shaw was born in 1904. James (Jimmy) Anderson Shaw (Ip Siu Hing) was born possibly in
1908, and Vivian Alfred Shaw (Ip Siu Kai) who was my father, in 1906. I used to call Uncle Jimmy
Tai Yau Bak (Older Brother to your father) but only found in recent years that he was the younger
brother. Just lately I have heard that there was a girl in the family, too, but I have no details. I wonder
where she can be.
In the old days the Chinese names were very important to a Chinese man so I imagine that my greatgrandfather knew of the marriage and had picked the names. Ip is the surname. Siu is the generation
name so that at family gatherings all the Sius would know they were of the same generation and
would be able to address the elders appropriately even if they were much younger than they. And the
last name is the given name or the first name in Western culture.
I never got to know my uncles very well. But I did meet my Uncle Jimmy in the 1970’s. He was a
character in his younger days. He joined the Hong Kong Volunteers and was married before the war.
He had two sons by his Chinese wife—Tony and Doug. They had Chinese names as well. I met Tony
once. He was very European-looking. I met Doug in later years. He was more Chinese-looking and
worked at Customs.
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Uncle Jimmy had a very bad habit. He used to take little red pills which were an opiate of some sort
and then he’d go berserk. Taking opium was quite common in those days. He was wounded in the
war and after the war he was repatriated to New Zealand. (In those days you could choose where you
wanted to go.) He married a Maori and they had four or five children. My other brother once visited
them in Auckland, New Zealand and brought home some photographs. I remember the girl, Caroline.
She was such a pretty young girl. But there was a divorce and Uncle Jimmy returned to Hong Kong.
Life was difficult for him back in Hong Kong. He wasn’t well and he had hoped to get relief from some
traditional Chinese medicines. He remembered Hong Kong as being very inexpensive but his pension
was totally inadequate in the growing and expanding territory. He could not find suitable
accommodation. He kept moving from one place to another as everywhere was so costly. He had a
very hard time. He said he had made a mistake in leaving New Zealand and longed to go back. But
his health became worse. I visited him in hospital and he kept lamenting the cost of the treatment.
“If ever I get better,” he said, “I’ll go back to New Zealand.”
Poor Uncle Jimmy, he died soon after. I went to his funeral and I thought sadly,
“I never knew him at all and he was my uncle.”
I didn’t get to know my Uncle Philip too well either although there was a time when I thought he could
adopt me into his own family. But that was not to be. He was a handsome Eurasian. I remember him
with such fond memories. His mannerisms were more English than the English. You’d think, if you
listened to him, that he’d been educated at Oxford University. His English was impeccable. His son,
Peter, has inherited his way of speaking and has followed in his footsteps. As well, he seemed to
know everybody and everything. He went, before the war, to Shanghai where he made a good living.
My grandmother lived there with him and his family. His younger sister was there, too. He was a most
devoted son.
Edith Lucy Roe my grandmother, died in Shanghai far away from her native land. What a strange life
she must have lived and what a story she could have told. Uncle Philip returned to Hong Kong in the
late Fifties after the Chinese Revolution of 1949. China was no longer a good place for a Eurasian to
make his home.
Back in Hong Kong Uncle Philip was a very busy man trying to establish a new life for his family. On
the rare occasions we did meet I did not get a chance to talk to him and ask about the past. In those
days I never needed nor did I want to delve into the past. I never thought of asking him about my
father. That was a big mistake but I was young and thought only of the present. And I still don’t know
anything about my father.
Aunty Louise, Uncle Philip’s wife, treats me like her own daughter and I feel that Peter, my cousin, is
like a brother to me. I call him Didi, younger brother. Aunty Louise used to talk to me about their life
in Shanghai. They lived well during their years there. For about three years I lived with my Chinese
Uncle Sunny whom I called Ah Suk. He was the youngest son of my grandfather by the Hakka wife.
Hakka is the name given to people who come from a district in China like Wai Chau, mostly hardworking farmers who work on the low lands. I remember the Seventh Uncle title but never associated
him with my blood relations. It is only now that I have learned all this because in his note my long-lost
brother said my father was one of seven siblings. As I thought my father was one of three siblings I
immediately thought this man, Ip Wai Man, who is looking for us, could not be my brother because he
told Mr. Yu his father was one of seven siblings.
All my hopes seemed to fade into nothing. But I had to know.
Return to Table of Contents
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3 Learning of my Eldest Brother’s Survival of the Japanese Occupation After 55 Years
“Isn’t it time you rang Mr. Yu?” my friends asked. I looked at the clock. It was past ten o’clock. I
returned to the present and dialled the number. Mr. Yu answered and confirmed that he had put
the note on the gravestone and that he had been trying to find me because he believed the story
of an old man in his employment.
Mr. Yu told me he owned a lychee orchard in China at a place called Long Kong. A few years
back my brother, whom he called Ah Bak (Old Uncle), came looking for a job. The destitute old
man used to work in the government forestry department and knew all about farming so Mr. Yu
gave him a job looking after the fruit trees. Ah Bak told Mr. Yu he had not always been poor like
this. He said,
“Now I am poor but I can remember one day when I was a young boy in Hong Kong I had
thrown some crust of bread down the toilet. My father made me eat it because he said I
might one day be glad of a crust.”
Mr. Yu had been trying to find us because he believed the story of a poor old man and wanted to
help. Mr. Yu made Ah Bak write down all he could remember of how he came to be in China. My
brother wrote of how he was kidnapped in the streets of Hong Kong one day during the war by an
old woman, taken to China and sold to a farmer. He wrote his story and Mr. Yu started trying to
find his family for him. This was not the first time he had told his story. He had told his story a
million times before to anyone who would listen. He told his story to anyone who had any
connections whatsoever in Hong Kong.
He even asked a local Chinese lady who worked in a factory in Hong Kong to look for us. This
lady was his Kai Ma, a kind of honorary connected mother. She is someone to whom you pay
homage like a real mother. This Chinese custom puts a serious obligation on both parties. It
means you are accepted into the family with all the filial duties of a true son or daughter. Homage
is paid at different times of the year—at the Spring Festival, the Dragon Boat Festival, the midAutumn Festival and Chinese New Year and so on. You bring presents like fruit and cake and a
little money for the elder member of the family to whom you are officially connected.
But Wai Man’s Kai Ma was unsuccessful in her search. Wai Man remembered his mother’s
funeral and the Chinese proverb inscribed on the gate of the cemetery:
“Today my body goes to the earth.
Tomorrow yours will do the same.”
This was the clue that led Mr. Yu to the right cemetery and after much investigation he found the grave
of a female about 35-40 years of age by the surname Pak, my mother’s name. After this call I made
arrangements to meet Mr. Yu at the cemetery because, I told him, if he was the one who had put the
note there he would know where the cemetery was.
Next day I was running late and hurried up to my mother’s grave. There stood a young man in his midthirties. He came to greet me and said,
“You must be Oi Larn because you look like Ah Bak.”
I was cagey and told him,
“I am not Oi Larn. My birth name was Ip Wai Fong but I have not used the name Ip Wai Fong for
over fifty years.”
I was extremely frightened by the situation I was getting into, giving all the information about myself and
knowing nothing about this man who says he knows my kidnapped, presumed dead, brother.
It was a very hot Autumn day. I had been rushing about and sweating. I was as red as a beetroot. As
well, I had had a brain tumour removed not long before this. My face was still lop-sided and I was
speaking with a slur. I was really happy that Mr. Yu didn’t take me at face value. He must have sensed
that I had been sick and he suggested that we find a place to sit down and talk. The cemetery was
opposite Happy Valley and I wasn’t familiar with any restaurants nearby but Mr. Yu knew his way about
as he had spent many days and hours looking for my mother’s grave.
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We went to a Macdonald’s about 20 minutes’ walk away. I had to ask him to take my hand. Because of
my operation, my balance was not good and every now and then I swayed and wobbled. Mr. Yu was a
real gentleman and guided me to a seat in Macdonald’s. I remember enjoying the cool of the airconditioning. I sat down and thanked him for helping an old man, even if he was not my brother. He
was a kind man to do such a good deed to someone who was no kin to him. Mr. Yu’s reply was, “He is
your brother. I can see the resemblance. He is a half-and-half Eurasian like yourself.”
I began to feel more confident and when Mr. Yu brought out
some letters that my brother had written for Mr. Yu to give to the
Red Cross and put in front of me a photograph of a tallish
Eurasian, I can see number two brother, Alex (Wai Yin), standing
there in the photograph.
Mr. Yu also read out what was in the letters and told me that a
file had been with the Red Cross for a couple of years. His File
No. with the Red Cross in Hong Kong is RHK 21884 My trust in
Mr. Yu was by now complete. All I could think of was,
“There is a God, there is a Heaven and good men do exist.
Here in front of me is a man so good that he takes the word
of a poor, destitute worker in his orchard and goes out of
his way to help him.”
Mr. Yu and his wife had spent many hours looking for my
mother’s gravestone in the Catholic cemetery. I owe them a
deep debt of gratitude.

The photograph of my elder brother
lodged at the Hong Kong Red Cross.
Looking at it, I realised that he had

Mr. Yu began to read to me from my brother’s letters about the
death of my mother and how my other brother fell from a tree
and broke his leg. There was little doubt. Wai Yin was my longlost brother. But I could still scarcely believe it.
Could it really be true?

Mr Yu also made arrangements for me to phone him in China and speak to my brother when I got
back home the next day.

Return to Table of Contents
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4 The Joyous Moment of Finding My Grandmother’s Birth Certificate.
When I came back home to Australia from Hong Kong, after hearing about this man who could be my
brother, I phoned Mr Yu as arranged and spoke to my brother (which cost the earth). All I seemed to
say to him was,
“Stop crying with so much emotion and just tell me how you were kidnapped and where and the
story about the chickens.”
(That was what my Yan Tai Goo asked me to verify). I established that only the boy himself could give
the correct answers. I called him my Ah Goh which means Big Brother.
He sobbed and sobbed, telling me the whole sorry saga and of his sufferings over the last fifty years.
And all I could think of was how to cut short the phone call. That is the practical side of my nature and
also of my present husband’s, a good, canny Scot with his money. I told my brother that I would write
to him and he to me. He kept saying that he was a refugee from the war and that he should be
repatriated to Hong Kong and England because his father was British. I had to keep disappointing him
and saying that he cannot be a refugee because Hong Kong was now Chinese.
But I proceeded from my side and wrote to the Red Cross and the British Council in Australia asking
for their help. The British Council very kindly gave me the address of the British Council in Hong Kong
and they gave me an interview in 1999 prior to my first visit to China with a view to giving some hope
to the old farmer, my brother, that he would be granted his rightful British identity. Alas, my hopes
were dashed because so many years had passed.
After numerous attempts at the Births and Deaths Registry I went to the Tung Wah Hospital group for
a look at their records. There was no record to be found of his birth because the records for the
relevant years 1931-1938 were destroyed during the war. Also many births in those days were not
registered because the parents whose responsibility it was, did not register the births. Once again I
met up with a brick wall.
But after my visit to the British Council and a visit to a lawyer, a friend of our family in Hong Kong there
opened up a glimmer of hope. The information was that if, and it was a big if, I could establish blood
ties with my brother through DNA testing and, most importantly of all, if I could establish my
grandmother's birth right as British then maybe my brother would be able to claim his British heritage.
This glimmer of hope was a beacon in my dark world of hopelessness.
The only thing I had to go on was my father’s birth certificate, and he was born in South Africa when
South Africa was a part of the British Empire, along with my grandmother’s name stating her British
nationality. I wrote to the South African Consulate in Australia hoping for help but, without a date of
birth or where she was born, they could do nothing. They suggested a Genealogy expert which would
cost heaps of money. My friend in Capetown to whom I wrote was also unsuccessful. In the meantime
my very good friends, Helen and Jim Heron, who encouraged me to write my book, sent off a large
sum of money to a genealogist in South Africa but without a single thing of importance happening.
And now I would like to dedicate this chapter to my present husband’s good friends, Joy and
Malcolm Mackinnon of Fochabers in Scotland. I salute Joy for her dedication in pursuing, on my
behalf, my grandmother’s birth certificate. Joy came over to Australia to visit their family after I
had exhausted all avenues. We were invited to lunch to the home of their son, Iain. It was such a
beautiful home and such a lovely family. In the course of conversation I mentioned that my friend,
Helen, has given me a generous hand in trying to trace my grandmother’s birth certificate and was
not getting anywhere.
Joy, very kindly, said that when she got back to Scotland she would try for me as my grandmother
was of Scottish descent. I agreed to send her a copy of my father’s Birth Certificate with my
grandmother’s name on it. We presumed that my grandmother would be about 20 – 30 years old
when her first son, Philip, was born in 1904. With so little to go on, just a name on a copy of an old
Birth certificate of my father’s, Joy went to work her magic.
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I hadn’t heard from Joy for some time but the telephone rang at 10 o’clock one night. It was Joy with
such enormous news that I couldn’t stop crying. Why do people cry on the telephone when it is
costing the earth a minute? I got goose bumps all over. I couldn’t talk. I just screamed to my
husband, John,
“Your friend has done the impossible. She is holding in her hand the true copy of my
grandmother’s Birth Certificate. Date of birth 24th May, 1874. Place of birth Battersea, Surrey.”
What a coincidence because when I went to live in the UK it was to Battersea I went, without having
the least idea it was where my grandmother was born. What was Surrey so long ago had become
London.
Then Joy pointed out the unusual profession of my great-grandfather: “Artist in Glass”. My next
research would be to find out if my great-grandfather had worked for the Churches creating some of
the beautiful stained glass windows of the time. At this moment I felt the warmth and comfort of my
English family heritage embrace me. The circle of my life was gradually completing itself.
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5 Insight into my Grandmother’s Life of Tilling the Land in Tai Hang Village
Long before all this my grandparents on my father’s side were living happily in Johannesburg in the
early years of the 20th century with their family of three boys. They were living a normal, contented
family life when one day word came from Tai Hang that they should return home. I don’t know why
they went home to Tai Hang. Perhaps my grandfather had died or perhaps some other family event or
crisis had occurred. Whatever it was they packed up their possessions and set off for a new start.
My grandmother’s feelings at being uprooted from her by now familiar surroundings, to go, once
more, into the unknown can only be imagined. How can anyone conceive of the trauma she must
have experienced on trying to fit into life in a village in Hong Kong in the 1920’s? A village that still had
the old feudal ways and with not a single European in sight? No English was spoken and she knew
no Cantonese or Hakka. Tai Hang was a Hakka village.
In order to get an insight into my grandmother’s life I went to visit Yan Tai Gu (Gu is the sister of one’s
father. Gu Ma is the elder sister and Gu Je is the younger sister) who is still alive and who had met my
grandmother. I had known Yan Tai Gu since I was a child. She is the daughter of my grand-uncle and
during the war, she told me, every family member helped each other and she grew very close to our
family.
She talked of my grandmother:
“The Kwai Pau (foreign devil) was a very determined woman. She donned a Chinese
bamboo Hakka hat with a soft fringe (to protect one from the sun) and wore Sam Foo
(pajama-like clothes) and went to tend the fields like your grandfather’s Hakka wife.”
Yes, you read right. My grandmother was not my grandfather’s only wife. I do not know, nor do I
want to know, which wife came first, the Hakka wife or my grandmother
In the old days the more wives a man had, the greater the status he gave to the family. Having a
second wife was the norm. As the Chinese say, it is quite normal for a man to have three wives
and four concubines to make up the family. It was an indication that the father had the means to
support a large family. As well, my grandfather would have two women looking after him. Each
wife would have her own quarters with bedroom, sitting-room and courtyard and would have her
own servants to look after her and her children.
Often these servants were Mui Chai, which means that they were girls who were bought when
they were young because their families could not afford to feed them. So they were sold to give
them a lifeline. Girls would also sell themselves to pay the debt for the funeral when their parents
died. These Mui Chai went through life learning to become good servants to the family. Some
were lucky and found a good family who treated them like their own. Others were not so fortunate
and suffered terribly. Often in farming communities these girls were bought as child brides to grow
up with the family, to marry and become good daughters-in-law.
In my young days I met my grandfather’s brother, my grand-uncle. He was the father of Yan Tai
Gu. I must have been about eleven or twelve years old when Ah Sum and Ah Suk took me with
my cousins to meet him. My grand-uncle was ‘somebody.’ He was known as the King of Tai
Hang. He wielded some power over the village and certainly over the Ip family. I was in awe of
him because of the stories I had heard about him. In the old times there was even talk of him
fighting pirates at sea. He controlled a lot of people and had a lot of money and power in the
village of Tai Hang.
He talked in English when he talked to me. I don’t know why. Maybe he wanted to make me feel at
home or maybe he wanted to show me he could speak English. But his accent was heavy and mixed
up with Hakka so he was hard to understand. I remember very well him saying that the family had
love for me. I felt very close to my Chinese family.
That first visit to him was for the mid-Autumn Festival. Traditionally the younger generation pays
homage to the older generation and presents them with two boxes of moon cakes and fruit, like star

17

A Leaf in the Wind

Pamela A Blackie

fruit or persimmons. I was not supposed to be listening but I gathered that he was introducing his new
concubine to the family. This was, I think, his 18th and he was then about fifty years old. I was startled.
I just could not imagine having so many concubines around. I couldn’t see many of them around.
Where could they all be? I wondered.
Now, I know that some would be replacement concubines. A concubine might leave for a number of
reasons. Maybe she took sick, maybe she died or maybe she had family reasons for going home but
when a concubine left she would be replaced by another. A man can have 4 concubines at a time so
when, for example, number 3 concubine leaves, her replacement becomes number 3, or number 4 if
she replaces number 4. All the concubines have the status of Grand-Aunties. Under this custom
there are no illegitimate children in families.
Sometimes if number one wife could have no children or could have only girls she would suggest her
husband take a concubine. It was vitally important to have a son to carry on the family name. The
children born from any concubine would sometimes call number one wife Elder-Mother and the true
mother was called Aunty but it depended on the way the family was run.
So my grand-uncle would have had a lot of status.
Imagine the amount of money it would take to support such an establishment with all these wives and
children. It was like parading your wealth for all to see. Of course, the more children you had the
better you would be looked after in your old age and the more you could pass on to Mother Earth. In
those farming communities, also, the more hands to work the land, the greater the wealth creation.
Yes, my grand-uncle was really somebody in Tai Hang long ago.
So my grandmother would have joined a family of some standing in the small community of Tai Hang.
But the Chinese ways were not the English ways.
Return to Table of Contents
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6 Death of my Mother – a Broken Home – Where Else but the Orphanage for me?
There in Tai Hang in the 1920’s my grandmother tilled the soil and looked after my grandfather and
their four children. It must have been a life light years away from her wildest imaginings the day she
left England for a new life in South Africa.
I imagine that because of her European upbringing she could not live harmoniously with the Hakka
wife. I would like to think she tried. But there is always feuding between the wives in any family.
Maybe they were quarrelling over the children even if, in Chinese families, the wives have to get
along. The man insists on it. The first wife is always shown the greatest respect and her first-born will,
according to tradition, always inherit a double share of the property. The first born of the first born has
the most important status.
So was my grandmother the first wife or was it the Hakka wife? Because of her European culture my
grandmother could not tolerate the situation any longer. Edith wanted to take her sons home to her
native Scotland. But she had broken all custom by marrying a Chinese so I don’t suppose she would
have fared very well arriving home, a woman, on her own with four Eurasian children, in those rather
more conservative times.
Somehow word must have got around about her plans and the Hakka wife hid the children in a
cowshed. In a Chinese family the children belong to the family and Edith could not claim the boys as
her own. She was distraught and did her best to find the boys. In desperation she summoned the
Hong Kong Police to her aid. They came in force but the Hakka wife had whisked the children away
to Chan village on Lamma Island where the Hakka wife’s whole family lived. The Hakkas wife’s
cousin was married to my grand-uncle so the family stuck together like glue.
In those days it took a sampan three hours’ row to reach the island. By the time the Hong Kong
Police reached the island the family had well and truly hidden the children. The Police searched high
and low to please Edith as she was a European. But they never found the children.
Subsequently an agreement must have been reached in the family as Edith went to work at the elite
Diocesan Boy’s School in Kowloon. Edith became either a teacher or a housemother or a matron to
the students. Her sons went as boarders to the school and received their education there. This would
have been in the mid-Twenties or thereabouts.
One of these boys was my father. He must have had a good education at the school as he later
worked in a solicitor’s office and also he and his brothers were in the Military Reserve Force, the Hong
Kong Volunteers, run by the British before the war. My father was in the Auxiliary Police as well,
during the war and also he was involved with the Church. He was a verger but whether he looked
after the paperwork or worked with the congregation is not clear.
He was, of course, a Eurasian and I suppose he was very much like me, having a difficult time, being
accepted into neither culture, East or West. I would like to think he had all the learning of his
European culture but kept his Chinese identity when it suited him. During the war years he would
claim to be Chinese to escape the awful fate of being put into a prisoner of war camp like the British.
His efforts were to be in vain.
I know he kept to the Chinese traditions especially after his mother left for Shanghai with his eldest
brother, Philip, long before the war, in the early thirties. Yan Tai Gu has told me stories of when they
used to visit the grave (byesarn) for the Chung Yeung festival which is the 9th day of the 9th moon and
for the Ching Ming festival which is in the Spring.
My father was always the first to arrive at his grand-uncle’s house to help with the packing of the joss
sticks, the paper money and all the offerings to the dead.
In later years, my brother, Wai Man, remembers these visits to the grave of our great grandfather. On
the headstone were the names of all the family and descendants, including my father’s, Ip Siu Kai.
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Even after fifty years Wai Man still remembers his English name. All that time he had seen no English
faces nor spoken any English yet he could recite, “I am William Shaw. My father Vivian Shaw.” And
that brought the tears to my eyes. He could even still sing the old nursery rhyme, “London Bridge is
falling down….” from start to finish. He remembered many of the Chinese names, including my
father’s, on the family gravestone. And that is what finally brought him to his family again—our family.
Alfred Vivian Shaw, my father, married Jeannie Percy, another Eurasian, with French or Spanish
connections on her father’s side. She came from Shanghai. Percy is not a Chinese name and in time
it became Pak, in itself, not a common name in Chinese. Pak was the name on her gravestone and
that was instrumental in Mr. Yu finding her grave. Alongside the names Pak and Percy on her
gravestone, the names Ip and Shaw were inscribed, too. Nearby were some graves of her relations
who were French but born in Shanghai.
There were three of us children, my brothers and me, the youngest. My parents were very much in
love. Yan Tai Gu told me that my mother used to say she would marry my father again in another life
because she loved him so much.
Yan Tai Gu said that my father was a “model” husband. He used to give Jeannie his whole pay at the
end of the week. He kept only enough to pay his fare to work and to buy two packets of cigarettes,
one named brand, 555, to hand around and one cheaper for his own use. Handing over the pay
packet to the wife is really a Chinese tradition. The wife budgeted for the entire family and didn’t
bother her husband again, no matter how hard the going was. Jeannie, Yan Tai Gu says, was very
careful with her money.
We were a happy little family even though we were poor and living in some villas that belonged to the
Church. Times were hard and being Eurasian and living in the Church villas we were at the mercy of
the Church authorities.
Maybe we were not as poor as I thought because I have heard lately that my brothers used to go to
their school by rickshaw and my mother took me to another school also in a rickshaw when I was very
small. Before the war the rickshaw was a favourite mode of transport and was booked like a taxi is
today. The children were entrusted to the rickshaw man, morning and evening after school, and they
were never late. The world was then a trustworthy place, So, I gather from my memories, we were not
rich but must have had enough money to travel to school by rickshaw every day.
I was at the kindergarten for only a few short months before the Japanese overran Hong Kong. After
that no teaching in any foreign language was allowed and Japanese was introduced into the
curriculum. Many of the Chinese schools closed down as so many people fled to the interior of China
away from the bombing. So, no children, no schools. Where were we to run to? Our family was Hong
Kong born and bred. Where were we to run? Where could we go when our home was Hong Kong?
Jobs were hard to come by and whatever money there was had to be exchanged for Japanese
bonds. Food and rice could only be bought with hard currency like gold or jewellery. It was chaotic
for everybody.
Whenever I open a tin of corned beef I think of my father and remember him sitting me on a low stool.
He used to cup my chin in his hand and comb my straight brown fringe. I twiddled my fingers round
the hair on his legs – twiddle and curl, twiddle and curl. I can still remember his hairy legs in his
handsome khaki shorts. Corned beef is my comfort food.
It brings back memories of being a happy family before the Japanese came to Hong Kong, and my
father taking tins of corned beef out of his rucksack. He would put the key into the slot and open the
tin to share around us all. We lived then in St. John’s House in Sai Ying Poon in villas belonging to the
Church.
All our happiness ended in 1942 when the Japanese joined the war and swept over East Asia.
Hong Kong was invaded and taken over. The once vibrant city was reduced to a shell almost
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overnight with the public utilities virtually out of action. There was no electricity, water was scarce
and the trams stopped running.
Our lives had changed forever. Everyone’s life had changed forever. Because of his European
appearance the Japanese kept taking my father in for questioning. This preyed terribly on my
mother’s mind. She would go hysterical every time it happened. She used to pull all the curtains and
tell my father not to go out. That way, she thought, the Japanese soldiers couldn’t get him. The whole
family knew she was highly strung, having to cope with the different culture and heritage.
I vaguely remember one day, before the war, she took me by the hand and we visited the skating rink
at East Point Recreation ground. The music was loud. There was lots of excitement and I can
remember her laughing and laughing. These were our happy times. She must have been so carefree
in those days with three children and a loving husband.
Years later when I lived with Ah Sum, she would say to me,
“Your mother was a little touched.”
I would always feel guilty as if it were, somehow or other, my fault. But I don’t really think that she was
mentally unstable as Ah Sum tried to make out. Mind you, Ah Sum always said I was “a little touched”
because I did not conform to her code of behaviour. I don’t care what people think about me. I
suppose my mother was the same.
Ah Sum said that my mother’s skin was very fair and they reckoned she had some kind of skin
disease. She told me, too, that my mother didn’t care how she looked. She wore the cast-off clothes
from other families and the black Sam Foo, (Chinese pajama trousers) made of material that was cool
in the hot weather, and were too short for her. I like to think that my mother thought it was trendy to
show off a bit of ankle or maybe she just did not have the money for pretty, new clothes.
The continual harassment of my father got too much for my mother. He was always hiding from the
Japanese because of his European appearance and because he spoke both English and Chinese.
The constant worry preyed on Jeannie and gnawed at her mind. My elder brother, Wai Man,
remembered how the Japanese soldiers came into the houses and took the possessions off the
people. They even stole the clothes off the children’s backs. They took the furniture and often burned
everything in sight. They even burned the family pictures so that now I have no photos at all of my
parents.
I suppose the Japanese soldiers, most of whom were conscripts, were no different from the victorious
armies of old who looted and burned and pillaged and raped their defeated peoples. They took what
they could and destroyed what they could not take. So in order to protect herself from the attentions
of the soldiers my mother would hide her hair under a rough piece of cloth and rub black soot all over
her face. Everyone had a sooty pot in the kitchen in those days. Almost everyone cooked with
firewood. The poorer families cooked with sawdust and the richer ones with kerosene. All the pots
were blackened with the soot from cooking.
No woman was really safe. Even out in the streets the Japanese made the people bow to them. If you
did not bow deeply enough you found yourself at the end of a rifle butt. No-one dared venture out
after dark. If you were caught you would be sent to Hai Nam Island, (Devil’s Island) the big prison
camp. And no-one wanted to go there.
My mother was continually brooding over all this dreadful uncertainty, made worse by the threats to
her husband. One day she said to my father,
“Let’s go for Yum Cha.”
My father was very surprised as he knew Jeannie did not spend her money readily. And, in times of
hardship during the war, how can one contemplate going for Yum Cha?
They went to the Koh Shing Teahouse. It was the tallest building in the Western district in those days.
It was four floors high. It was famous for its sweet bun, ‘Lean Yung Bow with mashed Lotus paste’.
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Even up to the 1960’s people went there from far and wide to buy their sweet buns. Now the old
buildings have been demolished and the Koh Shing is no more.
After a full meal my mother wanted to go to the washroom. How can one understand the workings of
the mind? We realized later that she was depressed and brooding over her problems enough to take
her own life, but she was thinking like a Chinese. She must have a full stomach before dying. How
could my father possibly guess what was at the back of her mind?
She took me by the hand and started to make her way to the toilets but my father intervened.
“Ah Nui doesn’t need the toilet,” he said.
(They always called me Ah Nui, which means Little Daughter. Now, all those years later Ah Sum and
the whole family call me by this name.) He kept me with him and saved my life that terrible day.
The next thing my father heard was a big commotion. My mother had not returned from the
washroom. Someone told my father that a lady had jumped from the third floor of the teahouse.
It was my mother.
She was taken to the hospital. She lay in great pain and nobody could do anything to help her. The
family hurried to see her and, according to an old Aunt who visited her before she died, my mother
was whole in body except for a bruise on her elbow. To the Chinese to die whole in body is a great
blessing.
She died a few days later. She had simply lost the will to live. In my eldest brother’s words,
“Everyone said that she killed herself while the balance of her mind was disturbed.”
She must have reached the depths of despair to do what she did. How could anyone in their right
mind opt out and leave three children on their own, let alone a husband she loved? One has not the
imagination to wander into a confused mind.
But die she did and I can’t remember anything at all of her death or when my father put me into the
Orphanage. All I knew was that my mother was gone. I remember telling the nuns that my mother
was dead so I must have accepted the situation but I felt all chewed up inside. There I was, aged six,
all on my own. The desolation was complete.
My eldest brother, Ip Wai Man, who was kidnapped, remembers our mother’s funeral and the Chinese
proverb above the gate of the cemetery. It must have been a traumatic time for a boy of nine or ten
years. Years later, I found in the records of the time, my mother’s death certificate, stating that she
died on the 30th March, 1943 at the age of thirty-seven during the Japanese war. No cause for her
death was given.
After ten years it is the custom for the bones of the dead to be dug up, cleaned and re-buried in a
smaller plot than the body originally occupied. They are put into a kind of cubby hole with a
headstone. Because of the war my mother’s bones were left for more than ten years. The digging
and re-burial of the bones were instigated by Ah Sum and financed by my second brother as his act of
filial duty.
We had to look into the records and Ah Sum was still not sure if the pile of bones belonged to my
mother as there was no headstone on her grave. She spoke to the man cleaning the bones and he
said that she had been an unusually tall lady and, according to Ah Sum, my mother was taller than my
father. Maybe there weren’t many tall Chinese ladies at that time. Ah Sum said that the bones must
have been my mother’s because the man who cleaned the bones said some of the bones were
broken. So was my mother finally laid to rest.
We three children were now without a mother and our father was still being persecuted by the
Japanese. He decided to go to Macau where many other Eurasians went as it belonged to Portugal
which was neutral during the war. He said to me before he left,
“I will go to Macau and then I will come back for you children.”
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So he went away after he put me to go into the care of the orphanage at the Canossian Convent,
and my brothers went to St. Lewis School which was run by the Catholic brothers of St. John
Bosco.
How could I ever have thought when I went into the orphanage that day in 1943 that I would
never see my father again in this life or my brother, Wai Man, till 1999?
Once in Macau, my father learned that he could take his children to live with him there.
He must have been having a hard time with no family and worried about his three children. He
wrote a letter home to his Chinese mother which my eldest brother, Wai Man, remembers. He
then set out for Hong Kong to pick up his children. What high hopes he must have had that day.
All was going along smoothly when the sampan he was travelling in was intercepted by the
Japanese. Was he betrayed for a few pieces of silver or was it just pure bad luck? Whatever it
was, he was taken in for questioning and torture. Ah Pau, old Chinese grandmother, has related
that when she went to see my father after he was caught by the Japanese, he was being subject
to ‘diu fei kei’—flown like an aeroplane. This meant the person was hung up by his limbs, fingers
and toes and hoisted up to hang from their limbs. Another form of torture was when they pumped
water into someone till they became bloated like a whale and the soldiers would then stamp on
the stomach till the water gushed out of their orifices. Ah Paw only saw my father once in prison.
That was the last she saw or heard of him.
My father did all he could to prove to them he was not a spy. He took them to his grandfather’s
grave to show them his name on the stone. Still they would not let him go. They took him back to
headquarters for interrogation and later tried him as a spy. We later learned that he was put on to
Devil’s Island as a prisoner-of-war and made to work, like the prisoners on the Burma railway,
building the country for the Japanese. He never came home and no-one ever heard of him again.
Devil’s Island used to be called Hai Nam Island. It is now a part of China, a holiday resort because of
the tropical weather. I have wanted to visit many times but could not summon up the courage to see
the place that held so much human misery during the war years; a place where people were tortured
and made to clear the jungle for the greater glory of the Japanese Empire and its peoples. The
Japanese have apologised to the survivors, but will an apology bring back the dead? Will it reunite a
shattered family?
Will it heal the wounds of an old man kidnapped at the age of nine because there was no parental
guidance and he still wished to see his father again? In 1999, when I spoke to my brother for the first
time, he asked about his father who, he hoped, had survived the war, without the rational thinking that
he himself was over sixty and that his father must by now be dead.
I like to think my father knew the terrible risk he was taking in returning to Hong Kong so that we could
be all together in his care and that he showed his love for us by taking the awful chance of being
captured by the Japanese.
Of course, I never knew all this at the time, not till many years afterwards.
Return to Table of Contents
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7 A Leaf Tossed in the Wind
So here was our family in 1943—mother committed suicide, father a prisoner of the Japanese. More
tragedy was to strike. My number two brother fell from a tree, broke his leg and was in hospital for
months and my number one brother was kidnapped, believed dead.
And I was in the Canossian Convent in Hong Kong. The convent was a branch of the Founder’s
Convent in Verona, Italy. The order was started by Magdalene of Canossa almost two hundred years
ago. She was the daughter of a marquis. Her noble birth did not prevent her from showing kindness
to the poor and she started the Order of the Daughters of Charity. Her aim was to educate the poor in
the teachings of the Christian doctrine. The legacy of that kindness developed into hundreds of
schools in all parts of the world, the world famous Sacred Heart Canossian Convent Schools and
Colleges.
When my father put me into the Convent he gave my Chinese age to make me older by almost two
years. In many households it was the custom to count the child as one year old the day they were
born so at the end of the first year they were two years old. As I was born on the 1st December which
falls on the 18th day of the 10th lunar month, I was one year old on that day. A month later, at the end
of that year, I became two when, in fact, I was really only one month old.
At the other end of the life span a person who died at the age of forty-seven was recorded in the
obituary as fifty years old. This is because one year is added for Earth, one for Heaven and one for
the person. This was regarded as a ripe old age in those days.
In the orphanage they changed my name because Pamela was not a saint’s name. I was called
Agnes and my birthday was now to be celebrated on the feast day of St. Agnes, the 21st. January.
They changed my Chinese name, too, from Ip Wai Fong which means Great Fragrance to Ip Wai
Chun because there was already a girl at the school with the same name. So now I was Agnes
Shaw, Ip Wai Chun and I had a new birthday.
Everything about me had changed. Everything about my identity had changed. I hardly knew who or
what I was.
I felt like a leaf tossed at random in the wind.
Every night I prayed for my father to come for me like he promised. How could I know that he was
being so cruelly treated by the Japanese and that he would never come? I prayed. Oh! How I prayed.
I prayed with all my heart and soul. Maybe I was not a good enough girl? What had I done? Why did
the Lord not hear my prayers although I went to Church regularly? I was a devout Churchgoer. I had
no choice. The bell would ring in the morning at 6.00-6.30 a.m. and then we trotted off to Mass. Rain
or shine we sang our hymns. At that time I thought the Good Lord was a benefactor so he must grant
my wishes. All I had to do was to pray to Him and my father would come and take me home. And we
could be a family again
Of course, I knew nothing of what went on in the outside world beyond the convent walls or, even
worse, what was going on inside the Convent walls. We, the children, were not getting enough to eat
and, as a child, I used to think the nuns were hiding the food. What a great disservice I did them in
thinking so badly of them. The Italian nuns were confined to their quarters and were getting no food.
It is only now that I have learned all this after a visit to one of the nuns from those days. Mother N.N.
(She didn’t want her name printed) is ninety-one years old and lives in a Convent in Brisbane. Oh! I
had such fond memories of her. Throughout the last fifty years I remembered her as possessing a
saintly aura. She was the kindest person I remembered from my orphanage days. The second
kindest nun I remember is Mother Maria Asti.
When I saw Mother N.N. in Brisbane it came as no surprise to me that she still emitted the aura of a
saint. The gap of the past fifty years closed when I embraced her. Unfortunately she could not
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remember my face but she had recollections of Agnes Shaw as a lively girl always talking, talking,
talking and who was always running about everywhere.
In the course of our conversation I let it slip that I did not attend Church often. She put her arms
around me in a warm embrace and, instead of reproaching me; she made me promise to seek God
out, telling me how happy she was that she could guide me. For a moment I was drawn into her
saintly aura and although I had never felt love during my time at the orphanage I like to think there
must have been love. But with so many children and so few Sisters some children would be bound to
be overlooked.
Mother N.N. told me that her mother was heartbroken when she joined the Convent but she has
always thanked God for giving her the opportunity to teach so many children. We talked of her time at
the Convent and the hardships of the war years. She told me that at the beginning of the war years
she could remember the hunger. No food to be had and a number of the nuns who needed to be on
special diets could not survive and died. She survived along with a few of the others.
The Italian nuns were housed in another building away from the orphanage and were virtually
prisoners. Finally they had to go begging in the market place to get enough to eat for themselves and
the orphans. But there were some happy times when donations of rice were given by Aw Boon Haw,
the man who built Tiger Balm Gardens.
Legend has it that in his young days Aw Boon Haw’s fortune teller told him that in order to prosper he
has to keep on building. So he started building but he could not keep on putting up big buildings so
he started building Tiger Balm Gardens and adding to his Tiger Balm Gardens until they became one
of the biggest tourist attractions in Hong Kong for many years. He had made his fortune from selling
Tiger Balm. But he had a kind heart, too, for those less fortunate than he.
I remember when the Japanese, for propaganda purposes, delivered food to the orphanage. I
remember singing the Japanese national anthem and waving the Japanese flag, a pure white flag
with a big red sun on it.
The Convent was set on the side of a hill with one entrance on Caine Road and the other on
Robinson Road. The food, beans, corn and even rice, would be dumped on the ground and we
children would sing songs of praise to the Lord and the Japanese for their benevolence. Then, like
little soldiers, we had to carry the food on little plates up flights and flights of stairs to where the nuns
could sort it out. When we did that we had to go down again with the little empty plates and back up
all those stairs once more with more food on the plates. It seemed a long, long way to me as a child.
Now all this didn’t mean that we, the children, got a lot of the food. The nuns would distribute what
little food there was among the surrounding poor, and amongst themselves and us orphans. The nuns
suffered most of all. They came from Italy and were used to pasta and there were no grains in sight.
None of the orphans died in the Orphanage during these hard years but sixteen of the nuns aged
between twenty-seven and eighty died as a result of the lack of food.
There was no bread to be had for four whole years. The sick and infirm died asking for just one egg
and some bread to eat. The food was kept for so long that when we got it we could see grubs and
other small foreign bodies floating in it. Oh yes, we ate it. What else was there to eat? Besides, these
floating creatures meant protein and I am sure that the people outside had even less to eat. Yes, we
ate it all.
After all, we orphans went through the war without too much to think about. We lived in our own little
world. Maybe the food was not great but we did have rice and beans and some vegetables like
marrow. Very often we had banana skin steamed with a bean sauce and there would be soy to go
with the rice. I always wondered who ate the bananas—maybe they were donated to us orphans by
some organisation, or even the Japanese army.
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In the world outside the Convent, the populace had to be content with eating rice gruel. This is rice
boiled in a lot of water. Nowadays it is fashionable to eat this gruel, which is now called congee, for
breakfast because the rice is boiled to nothingness and is easy to digest. It is popular with nursing
mothers as it makes a very light meal.
Sweet potatoes were a luxury during the war. But a favourite food that fills the stomach was Magic
Fairy Pudding. It was made by people outside the convent with very little rice ground to flour on the
little stone mills that most households had. A rice mill was a must as it was used to grind rice into flour
for the cakes for New Year like ‘Lean Go’ and ‘Law Bak Go’. To make the Magic Fairy Pudding the
rice flour is made in to a paste with a pinch of borax which is like bicarbonate of soda and as much
water as the flour will take. The mixture is then steamed in a bowl and the cake can be cut into slices
to stave off the hunger pangs. The pinch of borax brings out the gluten of the rice and congeals the
rice to feed many more mouths. A little rice can be made to go a long way. Even nowadays the
Chinese rub the washed rice with borax powder to tenderise the rice for cooking congee but we are
now advised to wash the borax residue before cooking.
Sometimes we could predict the menu for the day when we looked out the window and saw that the
papaya tree trunks had become shorter overnight. When the fruit was no longer there we ate pieces
of the boiled up trunk. On rare occasions like Easter or my big day of St. Agnes, 21st January, we
might get a third of a banana or a quarter of some other fruit.
One thing that remains indelibly imprinted on my memory was lining up each week to receive our
clove of raw garlic each. Not many of us little girls could swallow a clove of garlic; and so we had to
chew it in front of the nuns. It must have been an old remedy for killing the worms in our stomachs.
Lots of incidents come flooding back—like the lice epidemics. We all got lice and would be scratching
away merrily. The nuns were most ingenious. They soon found a cure for that, too. They doused our
hair with pure kerosene and wrapped our hair in newspaper or brown paper hats, fully covered like
the nuns. This was done for three days running and after that the hair was washed and hey presto!
the lice had gone.
I can’t say I had too much schooling at the orphanage. The nuns were forbidden to teach as they only
knew how to teach in English so only the Chinese nuns were allowed to teach. The Japanese were
against all Europeans but I suppose, because the nuns were Italians, they were not put into Prisoner
of War camps. Some of the Italian nuns could speak Chinese so fluently that if you did not see them
you would have thought they were Chinese. They were allowed to teach the catechism and Religious
Studies and I learned all about God.
I learned to sew, as the altar cloths and all the fineries worn by the priests and the bishops were sewn
by the nimble fingers of the orphan girls. I wasn’t very good at sewing but I could sing the whole mass
in Latin. Even today, if I ever go to Mass, I remember how I used to sing.
I thought that if I sang with all my might and all my strength the good Lord would hear my prayers,
“Please, God, let my father come soon,” I prayed every night. Maybe I didn’t say my prayers fervently
enough? What was I doing wrong? I waited and waited. I prayed and prayed. Nothing happened. I
was still alone in this cut-off world of the convent. And still my father never came to take me away, like
he promised. How could he promise and not come? It was impossible. Besides, didn’t the Bible say,
“Ask and it shall be given unto thee.” I was alone, quite alone in the world. Even the Lord was not
listening.
I can’t say I remember too much about the orphanage. Maybe the memories were too horrible and I
didn’t want to think about it. Every day was much the same. We said our prayers. We prayed for
everybody, even the Japanese. We must have done some schooling, I suppose, but we were
orphans and weren’t expected to do much except work as servants when we grew older. It was
wartime and the nuns were doing their best and prayers were the only means to save our souls.
Sometimes people came to adopt us orphans. I was never presented for adoption because the nuns
were expecting my father to come back for me. Besides, who would want a little Eurasian girl? The
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Chinese wanted pure Chinese and the Europeans wanted a fair-haired, blue-eyed daughter. So there
I stayed throughout the long, lonely years of the war.
But one day the sun blazed into my childish sky. My number two brother came to see me. He was
only about ten years old. A boy on crutches. Remember he had fallen out of a tree some years
before? His leg had not healed properly. He had a shoeshine box in one hand and a newspaper
wrapped round something in the other. Ah Goh (I called him brother) was a shoeshine boy earning a
pittance. What could a child of ten years earn in those days?
What could he have brought me? He had brought me some rock sugar wrapped in an old
newspaper. He will never know how much I appreciated that rock sugar. It was not just the sugar but
the fact that he had given me so much when he had so little. I shared the rock sugar with the others
and felt that by sharing I had a brother who loved me. My status was elevated. Even now I have not
told him how much I loved him for that. You see, I, too, was loved. Someone cared enough about me
to come and visit me and give me some sweets. I used to fantasise that my brother would come and
get me even if my father didn’t. Back to the family like it used to be before the war.
How foolish of me! How can a child make a deduction that a boy who was limping and who had to
walk on crutches, a boy who could hardly look after himself shining shoes, how could he take me
away to be with him? Somehow my young mind looked upon him as my saviour. I was not wrong.
He saved me by coming to see me, to let me know I was not alone. I still had a family. I still had hope.
And, if I could see him, then I could see my other brother and my father again.
So now I had hope but how naïve of me to think we could ever be a family again. My mother was
dead: my father no-one knows where: Number one brother kidnapped and a brother on crutches
earning a living as a shoeshine boy.
The war outside the convent continued. People were dying and food was so scarce that children were
everywhere dying of hunger. People outside were eating the skins of the peanuts after the oil had
been extracted. The skins were pounded into a flat cake. Nowadays these peanut skin cakes are still
being sold in China but they are used as fertiliser. There were even instances of the limbs of people
injured in the bombing being eaten by the desperate, starving populace.
We are the legacy of war. The leaves falling from the family tree that has been uprooted by war.
But we are the lucky ones. We are still alive.

Return to Table of Contents

27

A Leaf in the Wind

Pamela A Blackie

8 My Eldest Brother’s Kidnapping and Being Sold into China in 1943
It was during this time my number one brother was kidnapped.1 (See Appendix 2) One day when Ip
Wai Man was out in the streets on his own he was enticed away from Tai Hang village by an old
woman. She told him she was taking him to see his father. The young lad was so delighted. He
followed her along the streets. Soon he realised he didn’t know where he was but he had no choice
but to follow the old woman. They walked and walked for days and he remembers that she kept
puffing some kind of vapour into his face.
When he became fully aware, he was in the middle of some fields in strange countryside. He became
frightened and told the woman he wanted to go home. She told him there was nowhere for him to go.
She said,
“If you want to stay alive, you’d better do as you are told.”
He didn’t know it but they were in China and the old woman sold him for 1000 catty of rice (that is ten
bags of rice) to a man by the family name of Tsung.
So Ip Wai Man became ‘Tsung Tse King’ (‘Tse King’ means ‘the son will honour’) and became the
substitute son for the old man as the two sons of old Tsung were away fighting. The first shock of his
new life was to be tied up every night for a year whilst he slept in the same bed as Tsung. He was to
keep the old man warm and he was tied up because he was restless and might fall out of bed. That
was the old man’s story but it was really to prevent him from escaping.
As if a young boy like that could escape. Where could he escape to? Everywhere was unfamiliar, only
fields and fields as far as the eye could see. Where was Tai Hang? Where was Hong Kong? Where
was home?
He was made to work in the fields. He was made to pick up the cow pats. He had to learn to steer the
buffalo to plough the rice paddies. A small boy of ten years in charge of an animal many times his own
size! He worked all day, every day, from cock crow till dusk. He worked through rain and shine. His
fair skin was burned to a crisp and started to blister. It soon became a rash and the only way to get
relief was to find some herbs and wash himself with them till the rash cleared.
There was no rest even when the big buffalo stepped on his toe. He went back to the hut crying with
pain. There was precious little sympathy from that quarter. The old man shouted,
“Get back and finish your day’s work.”
Of course, there was no medicine for the toe and it started to rot in the mud of the fields. In time, he
lost the toe leaving him scarred.
The treatment meted out to this poor little boy was inhumane and harsh in the extreme. Food was
scarce and Tse King had to work in the fields on an empty stomach. For lunch he had dry rations of
sweet potato. How can a child work under such conditions? Soon he began to ‘misbehave.’
He could not accept his fate and the old man decided the boy was not behaving as a ‘dutiful son.’ He
was not living up to his name. He didn’t want a son like that so he sold him to another family with the
same family name of Tsung.
Now he was renamed ‘Tsung Sek Lau.’ This means pomegranate. The pomegranate is a fruit with
lots of seeds and seeds mean children in Chinese. By that name, Sek Lau was expected to bring
many sons into the family he is joining. The Chinese are very serious about the name they give a
child, especially a boy. It is as if the giving of a name will make the child behave as his name would
suggest. Lots of country folks call their boys, in the Chinese script, Fook for fortune, Luk for wealth,
Sau for long life, names that will bring prosperity for the family.
Alas! For number one brother, life with the new Tsungs was no better. To the same old round of
ploughing the fields was added the planting of the rice seedlings after the rice harvest. He had to chop
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up the trees, bundle up the wood and carry it into market—a different market every day. He sold it
there and brought the money for buying food. He was known in the district as the Woodcutter Boy.
He was just a slave and the people in the community knew he didn’t belong just by looking at him. He
was obviously Eurasian and different. He didn’t speak their language at first either. He knew only
Cantonese in those days, not Hakka like the country folk.
His life was one of total despair. Somehow he survived the war and the Cultural Revolution of the Mao
years when foreigners were vilified and imprisoned; a fate which befell Ip Wai Man because of his
Eurasian appearance. Is it any wonder that he attempted suicide on countless occasions? His despair
must have been complete.
Even if I was in an orphanage it was better by far than having the fate of my brother Ip Wai
Man/Tsung Tse King/ Tsung Sek Lau. He must have been more confused about his identity than I
was. The fickle hand of fate deals out many cards. Of course, I was not to know of Wai Man’s ordeal
which began in 1943, till over fifty years later, in 1999. But that’s another story.
A different but a better fate awaited my number two brother. After the war many children who were
without family were roaming the streets of Hong Kong and were being rounded up by the Red Cross.
My brother, Ah Goh, was one of the lucky ones, being picked up with a lot of other Eurasian children
and homeless families. The children were housed in a place called Rosary Hill where they were
united and looked after by one organisation or another.
In Rosary Hill, children who were too young to remember their own age or when they were born were
given a birth date and then dispersed to the different schools that would accept them. My brother was
fortunate enough to be sent to the Diocesan Boys’ School, the old school where my father and his
brothers were educated. There Ip Wai Yin excelled in his studies. He was a brilliant student and
fulfilled his aspirations to make a success of his life.
Life is indeed a lottery.
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9 After the War – Meeting My Chinese Family for the First Time
After the war my Chinese Uncle, Ah Suk, Seventh uncle, returned from China where he had gone
with his family, along with about one million other Hong Kong Chinese, to escape the Japanese
for the duration of the war. The population of Hong Kong during the Japanese occupation had
been reduced to 600,000 people.
I did not understand how Ah Suk could be my uncle but much, much later I realised he was a halfbrother to my father, being one of the sons of my grandfather’s Hakka wife. It was to be years and
years later before I discovered that my grandfather’s family was not just Edith’s three sons and a
daughter but there were three children by the Hakka wife.
Ah Suk came back to Hong Kong with his wife, Ah Sum, and two sons, one called See Yuen and the
other See Hai. I was told that they were my brothers and so I called the elder one Yuen Goh (Big
Brother) and the younger, Sai Loi (Little Brother). So here I had a family again, I thought - a family to
visit me at the convent. I remember the Seventh Uncle title but never associated him with my blood
relations. It was only then, in 1998, that the little blue note on my mother’s grave told me that my
father’s family consisted of seven siblings when I had always thought there were only three.
Seventh Uncle, Ah Suk and Ah Sum, used to take me out twice a year from the orphanage. These
two occasions were the highlights of the year for me. Now I went out like all the others. One occasion
was for Chinese New Year. I went out for the whole three days holiday. At Chinese New Year every
child, no matter how poor, should be given something new to wear. It was the custom for little red
packets (they were always red because red brings good luck) to be handed out to the children. In the
packets were gifts of money and Ah Sum collected the money from the little red packets and bought
me a new pair of shoes. Now I had a new pair of shoes I felt like the other children, even though the
shoes didn’t have shiny buckles but were sturdy shoes with rubber soles and laces.
I can just imagine what Ah Sum thought when she bought them,
“Well, when the girl wears them out, maybe the boys can have them!”
One of my cousins was younger than me. Oh! Yes. Ah Sum was very practical. So sturdy shoes
came into her mind! But when I went back to the orphanage and I grew out of the shoes, the nuns
held on to them and passed them on to one of the other children! So Ah Sum’s practical mind didn’t
work out for her that time!
When I went to Ah Sum and Ah Suk for the twice yearly outings, Ah Sum would take me round all the
charitable agencies asking about my father. Was there any news of him? How could she find out?
Nobody knew. At the same time she would ask for clothes for me and her family. All we had were the
hand-me-down clothes that other people didn’t want. I remember rummaging round in the bundles of
clothes at the Welfare Centre at Wan Chai. I was helping Ah Sum look for clothes for my cousins as
well as myself. Even socks with holes were useful as they could be cut down and used as winter
leggings for the young babies of the country folks on Lamma Island.
The other big occasion when I went to Ah Sum and Ah Suk was for the mid-Autumn Festival. How
vividly I remember the Fire Dragon Dance on the 15th day of the 8th moon. (See Appendix 1)
That is the night the moon shines most brightly, more brightly than on any other night of the year.
There used to be three days of celebration with drums beating and lots of feasting. A dragon, at least,
30 feet (10 metres) long is made out of dry straw and bound very tightly with thin rope and there are
poles at three feet (1 metre) intervals. Every inch of the Fire Dragon is stuck with joss sticks.
Two boys will be carrying a long pole each where hundreds of joss sticks are made into a fireball. It is
called the Pearl of the Dragon. Myth has it that when the Dragon breathes out its breath turns into
pearls and the Dragon will chase these pearls and swallow them back. When dusk falls the joss
sticks will be lit up. Smoke pours out everywhere. Can you imagine the scene - the joss sticks
burning and smoke hanging in the air, the drums beating and thumping and the boys who are holding
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the poles dancing to the rhythm of the drumbeat? Only the boys of Tai Hang village may have the
honour of bearing the fiery dragon and so be close to the gods.
While the older boys play their important part in the Fire Dragon Dance, the younger boys who are not
yet strong enough to hold the poles, and the girls, all hold lighted lanterns in the shape of fish or
animals. (Somehow I was never given one but my Sai Loi always had one. Maybe Aunty thought I
didn’t want one.) They buy some of the lanterns flat and then unfold them like a little hand accordion.
Inside the lanterns are tiny candles which are then lit up. When all the lanterns are lit it is a moment of
pure magic.
During the festivities we had fruit and Ah Sum prepared a chicken dinner for us and we worshipped
the gods. I can still remember the excitement of the entire village being together enjoying all the
celebrations. People from all over Hong Kong came to the Fire Dragon Dance. They came from
Central District, the Peak District and the Western District and they would all bring their children.
Children from all over would talk about the Dragon Dance for days afterwards.
This Mo Lung (Dragon Dance) legend comes down through the generations. The first Fire Dragon
Dance was performed during the time of the typhoid epidemic in Hong Kong in the early 1900’s. In
those times Hong Kong didn’t have much in the way of sanitary facilities. Diseases were rampant. The
village had many fatalities and the soothsayer (Feng Shui man, the man who studies geomancy, the
wind and water elements) told the leader of the clan that the village had offended the gods and had
upset the Feng Shui. The villagers must make offerings and must celebrate with a Fire Dragon
Dance, burn joss sticks and let off firecrackers in great numbers.
The ritual of the dance starts at the Temple of the Lotus, Lin Fa Kung.

In 1999 the Temple was still there; a landmark of Tai Hang. The Fire Dragon dances through all the
lanes of Tai Hang and visits all the houses and every single doorway to banish bad luck and bring
good luck to the village. At the end of the festivities the Dragon is returned to the Temple and kept for
next year. Lo and behold! After the Dragon Dance the epidemic slowly subsided but the Dragon
Dance stayed.
After that the older communities died out and the younger generation of the villagers left their homes to
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go overseas. No-one wanted any more to organise the festivities of what was a community thing. In the
old times the community leaders would organise everyone and come round with a book and record the
donations and contributions of the people. Another reason for the end of this festival was that the
government banned the use of firecrackers after the Communist-inspired uprising in 1967.
People explain the disappearance of the epidemic from the village scientifically by claiming that the
smoke from millions—and I mean millions—of joss sticks and the sulphur released by the firecrackers
would have created a fumigation of the village. As well, epidemics will inevitably take their course.
But what a lovely Fire Dragon Dance; I like to think the gods were pleased. I am very sad there is no
more Fire Dragon Dance in Tai Hang village.
Tai Hang is still there but it is a village no more. It is all built up like the rest of Hong Kong. They call it
progress. And I suppose, in a way, it is.
On one of my visits with Ah Sum to the Welfare Agency in early 1948, a kind lady, Mrs. Yeung, (Yeung
See Nai) a Social Worker, at the Agency looked at me and said.
“Such a nice little girl and such a pity that she cannot speak her own language.”
Even if I had spoken English before entering the orphanage I would have forgotten it as we were only
taught in Chinese there. I suppose the nuns were being practical in their thinking that these orphans
would only be farmed out to marry working class people. The class system was alive and well in 1948
after the war. There were the rich and the poor and we orphans were certainly among the poor. We
were only going to do the menial jobs in society. Why would we do anything else?
Mrs. Yeung said to Ah Sum,
“We must see what we can do for her, this poor, little orphan girl.”
This was to be a turning point in my life. She was as good as her word. I shall be everlastingly grateful to
Mrs. Yeung. Without her kindness and thoughtfulness I could have ended up as a domestic help for the
rest of my life.
The next thing I knew was that I was taken to have my photograph taken. I shall never forget how
traumatic that occasion was because the day before it was taken I had misbehaved. My misdemeanour
was that I was talking when I was supposed to be silent. Also, I was always answering back and that
was a big no-no. I think, too, that the nuns expected more of me because my father added two years to
my age when he put me in the orphanage. So they expected me to act older than I was.
But my tongue often runs away from my brains. I could never retract what came out of my mouth
although I tried so hard every time I got into trouble but I could not make it work. Somehow my brains
don’t associate with what comes out of my mouth and I am always being punished for talking too much.
I remember distinctly asking why I was going to have my photograph taken when no-one else was. The
answer came,
“You have been naughty and we will take a photo to keep before sending you away.”
I was only twelve years old. I was going to have my photograph taken and this is what they did with
prisoners, wasn’t it? I could not stop crying. I was terrified. Where was I going? What would they do to
me? What was going to happen to me? I’ll never be naughty again. My eyes grew more and more puffy
and swollen.
I saw that photo fifteen years later in an Old Girls’ Magazine of the school when I was looking through it
with my very good friend, Amy (Wei Mei Ying). I looked scared and sad. It brought back with a dreadful
sinking feeling exactly the way I felt that day - terribly alone - totally deserted by everyone.
Where, oh where was my father?
“Please, God, let my father come and take me away. What is going to happen to me?”
My father had gone away. Now I was to go away. If father ever came for me he would never find me. It
was as if the end of my world had come. I felt again like a leaf tossed in the wind. The caption beneath
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the photograph said,
“Pamela Agnes Shaw, an orphan of the Canossian Convent has been adopted by the Old Girls’
Association of Belilios Public School together with other charity projects.”
A new chapter in my short life had begun.
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10 A New Chapter in my Short Life. My First Year of Schooling at 12 Years Old
It was 1948 and I was twelve years old. I went from the orphanage side of the school to join all the
other children at the Sacred Heart School, the boarding part of the school. This school, among others,
was started by the Canossian Convent for the new well-to-do families who had escaped from
mainland China during the Communist revolution.
And so I started in Class Ten. In those days of 1948 Class Ten was for the five- year-olds, Class Nine
for the six-year-olds and so on till one finished Primary School. From there Middle School started at
Form One and Form Two. Because I spoke little or no English I started in Class Ten with all the fiveyear-olds. Imagine a girl of twelve in an infant class!
The Sacred Heart School which was one of the best schools for girls in Hong Kong at that time
was also a Day School but I was with the boarders. We were a really mixed bunch—rich, poor,
Chinese, English, Eurasian and Indian.
The wealthy parents paid much more than the others so that the nuns could afford to take in the
poorer children. The Canossian nuns were very good and gave special concessions for the
poorer children or those whose father or mother were killed in the war. I think that the rich parents
paid some $HK300 per month and the poorer parents paid $HK50 per month. My fees were paid
for me (I was a charity case) by the Belilios Public School Old Girls’ Association. But I did not
know this at the time nor did I know how lucky I was to join the elite of Hong Kong’s children.
But I was only twelve years old and not appreciative of this at that time of my life. I was not told
why I was uprooted from the convent where, I have to say, I felt a trifle superior. Not because I was
prettier or fairer but because I was different.
I felt superior because my European father would come for me and take me away. He would adopt all
the Chinese children around me. I would be a benefactor to the convent. I lived in a world of fantasy
that was so real to me. I lived in a world of impossible dreams. So when I was transferred to the
boarding school side I did not know that my benefactor was the Belilios School Old Girls’ Association.
Were it not for the help extended by such people and the contribution paid by the rich parents to help
with the cost of keeping the many of us who had lost parents during the war, many of the children
would never have become what they are today. They became doctors, nurses, teachers and authors
and happily-married and well-adjusted individuals. I still meet up with the other boarders even after
fifty years. The bond of mateship is still there.
But as I have said previously, I was not appreciative. What twelve-year-old child has the good sense
to be appreciative? All I could see around me were the children who had everything. By now my
fantasy about my father coming back for me was fast fading and I started another fantasy. I must be
rich. That is why I was mixing with the elite. They all have toys, books, and eggs in the morning,
sauces and condiments on their plates when they have dinner. But I do not have any of these
desirable things. I became more and more dejected because I was not feeling superior any more. I
was feeling more and more inferior.
I could not speak English as well as the others. I did not own a single thing. I was not accepted by
the others. I just did not belong. I grew more and more unhappy. At least, at the orphanage I had
a happy, carefree childhood. I didn’t have to go to classes. I didn’t have to learn sums that other
much younger children were doing easily. Here I was the oldest in my class and, I would say, the
dumbest. It was a difficult time learning to read and write English and Arithmetic. I was a misfit. I
longed for the orphanage with its familiar surroundings.
Worst of all was that I could see all the other children had visitors once a week and went out to their
homes for a week-end once a month. At the beginning of my boarding school days I went to the hall
and waited for my name to be called - a visitor had come? But no-one ever came. One Saturday, after
many months of waiting and waiting to be called, I still refused to give up. Mother Tarantella told me to
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go and help Ah Sarm (the servant) with the ironing. As a poor charity case I was expected to help out
with the ironing or the dusting so even the servants knew I was inferior. I answered back to say that I
was waiting for my family to come and take me home. Mother Tarantella spoke to me very harshly.
When did she never speak harshly?
“No-one is ever going to come for you, Agnes, so do as you are told and go help Ah Sarm with
the ironing.”
I can remember this vividly.
I always seemed to be at loggerheads with her. Everything she said seemed to jar a big nerve in my
body. All the things she asked me to do I rebelled against and I can remember having so many
arguments with her. I would end up in hysterics, crying and even screaming. One day Mother
Tarantella told the girls,
“Don’t mind Agnes. She’s a little crazy. Her mother was a little crazy and her mother killed herself
so that’s why Agnes is like this.”
The worst time was round the Christmas holidays and I had a most miserable Christmas, all alone in
that big, sad place. I think I was the only girl left there for days on end and never going anywhere.
The other girls without parents were invited out by the families of their friends or classmates—even
Carmen. Carmen was also an orphan but she was English with red, curly hair and blue eyes, a fair
skin and freckles. I can’t say she was very pretty but she was European, not a Eurasian like myself.
So I used to think if I was blue-eyed and a full European, I too, would be asked out. I hated being a
half and half.
The boarding school had a scheme that when a new girl came she would be assigned to a bigger girl.
They would be paired off, the big one and the little one. I was not little but I was the little one and
Therese Stewart was the big one. She was the whole world to me. I felt, at least, that I belonged to
her. She was also a Eurasian. I could not have found a kinder soul. Even her name had a lovely
sound, like a silver tinkling bell.
Later she became my godmother at my confirmation. I can still remember her kindness to me. One
day she gave me a couple of dollars and would you believe how I spent that money, the only money I
had in the entire world? I bought a bottle of Maggi sauce so that I could share it with the other
children. I actually thought that if I had something to share with them, I would belong—that the other
children would like me. But they had things of their own. How naïve of me!
All too soon Therese finished her studies and left for the outside world. I felt so alone. It was as if my
mother had left me all over again. I had no-one to depend on any more.
But all the time I was at the boarding school my second brother would come to see me at Christmas.
He was still at school and saved up what little money he had and he took me to the cinema once. The
nuns made him promise not to take me to see anything unsuitable. Before this outing the only show I
had ever seen was on Good Friday at Easter. The children not out for the holidays were shown a film,
“The King of Kings.” It was about Jesus Christ and the Crucifixion. I remember absorbing the film right
into my whole being. I thought Christ was so great in his sacrifice to be crucified for the sake of all
mankind. I cried and cried. That was my first encounter with the cinema. Now my brother was to take
me to the real cinema. But first he took me out to tea and I felt I was like other kids being taken out.
The film he took me to was “Cinderella.” It was a good choice as there was no violence or sex and I
associated myself with poor Cinderella. Maybe one day I, too, would be taken out of the boarding
school and be happy. I would be taken home and we would be a family again. Little did I know then
that my departure from the school would not be a fairy tale come true, but that I would be jumping
from the frying pan into the fire, into utter misery.
As I grew into my dreaded teenage years I grew more and more naughty. I used to run away, with
nowhere to hide. I would go to the corner shop across Caine Road. This little shop was like a tuck
shop for the day students. I think it was called Le On’s. Many a time Fah Wong, the gardener, would
come over and tell me to go quickly back to school as I was missed.
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I was getting on for fourteen. I was a talkative child. I loved to talk - and still do. Nowadays you would
describe a talkative child as bright. In those days you were just being naughty. Many a time I was
punished for talking. Still I did not seem able to stop myself. All the Catholic nuns there were good
people. I am sure they had the best intentions in the world but, in those days, children should only be
seen, not heard.
I am sure the nuns had no idea of how to bring up children. It was not their fault. After all, they were
married to God. I am sure their maternal instincts were all spiritual. They were also extremely straightlaced. They wore habits that covered every inch of the human flesh except for the face, white habits
for summer and black for the winter. How hot they must have been in the 95ºF heat of the Hong Kong
summer in these all-enveloping garments.
I was not a studious child. I used to borrow comics from the day girls. There was a big fuss if I was
found out. The nuns would confiscate my comics and I would look for them because these comics did
not belong to me. They belonged to my friends, the day boarders, and I would have to find them to
return them. Many a time I lost a friend because I was unable to return the comics I had borrowed.
Often I would be caught going through a teacher’s desk and punished for being a sneak. They
thought I was trying to steal things when all I was trying to do was to recover the comics that didn’t
belong to me
The nuns were always going through the girls’ desks looking for comics and movie star books and
photographs. They were very afraid that we children would see the half-naked pictures of Esther
Williams (a famous swimming movie star of the forties and fifties) or Betty Grable and have bad
thoughts. Thoughts of sex and “things.” All our clothes had to have sleeves to cover our elbows and
skirts ending below our knees. The nuns also did spot checks on the boarders’ belongings.
They went through the little cubby holes where we kept our possessions.
The kids used to go through fads of collecting things, like autographs, comics, little cards and pictures
of movie stars. I remember one day when one of the rich kids came back from her outing with a
collection of movie stars’ pictures. Unluckily for her, there was a spot check. She was only a little kid
but her collection of photos which must have taken months to collect, her most treasured possession
in the entire world, was confiscated and destroyed. She was only about eight years old and I don’t
suppose she would have had any idea what she did wrong.
Another misdemeanour was chewing bubble gum. If I ever got a chance of getting some bubble
gum I would chew it again and again, day after day. At the end of school I would stick it under the
desk all ready for the next morning. Do you remember the huge pale pink bubbles you could blow
once the skill was developed? One particular day I made a magnificent bubble but it stuck to my
lips. The bell rang for lessons urgently, I could not get it off. I tried to wipe it off but the harder I
rubbed, the more it stuck. Of course, Mrs. Sarne caught me with the offending stuff stuck firmly on
my mouth. She made me stand outside the classroom with the bubble gum stuck on the end of my
nose. It was during recess time and the other children laughed and jeered at me as they went by. I
was totally humiliated. Ever since then I have hated bubble gum and even chewing gum.
At the boarding school we used to have an outing once a year. To go into the outside world was such
an adventure. You cannot imagine the excitement and anticipation. One year we went to Stanley
Beach where we visited the Carmelite Convent.
The Carmelite nuns belonged to one of the closest order of nuns. On becoming full nuns from
novices they kept the strict order of silence and were not supposed to have any outside contacts.
They must say their prayers and make penance to atone for the sins of the whole world. We were
shown round the extensive grounds and gardens and were told it was an honour to be accepted by
God and become a nun. It was a special privilege to offer penance. When I visited the chapel there I
felt so peaceful that I thought if I offered to be a nun and made penance and prayed for the whole
world the Lord would love me and give me back my family. The Convent was set in beautiful grounds
by the beach.
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It was the height of summer and I can’t remember how long we were in the sun but I had a
wonderful, blissful time. My thirteen-year-old skin was usually covered but today it was exposed
to the sun. I suppose we were bathing in the sea and I must have been wearing a sun-suit. We
were not warned to be careful when in the sun so my back got blistered. Oh! How it hurt. I
suffered for days afterwards. I can almost feel the pain now as I write this in recollection. Mother
Tarantella sent me to the Sick Room. Somehow she must have heard that the blisters had to be
popped. She arrived and told me to lie down on my stomach. Without any warning and with all her
might she slammed her hands on the blisters. I can still feel the warm liquid from the blisters run down
my body. The shock of this unexpected remedy for my problem is with me yet, even as I write this
recollection. The pain was excruciating. I am sure she meant well but I felt I was being punished once
again for having so thoroughly enjoyed the outing.
Another year we went to the Botanical Gardens in the middle of Hong Kong. These are beautiful
grounds with a lovely big pond with fish and tadpoles. We explored the gardens and creeks and
waterholes. We were even allowed to take home some tadpoles in jars. My tadpoles were everything
to me. I treated them as my pets and used to feed them little bits of rice and bread. I don’t know how
but somehow they survived to show a tiny leg. But, once again, my joy could not last.
It happened in Mother Tarantella’s class. I felt Mother Tarantella was always against me. Nothing I did
was ever right. She was one of the strictest nuns. I still remember how hard she was. As in the
outside world you find good and bad people so you find among the nuns saintly, kindly and Godloving women. But there are a few nuns who are so harsh and cruel. In a moment of answering back
I was told to go and stand in the corner of the room, where I caught sight of my tadpoles, my pets. I
remembered fishing them out of the pond at the Botanical Gardens. Seeing them, I felt comforted. I
edged nearer the window-sill. I watched my little friends wriggling round and round their jar on the sill.
Some had even developed tiny little legs. Maybe I would see them grow into frogs. How I loved these
tiny creatures, so fragile, so dainty and, above all, mine. Surely no-one would notice if I talked; oh, so
quietly, to them, the only friends I had in the whole wide world. I started mumbling very quietly to
them, just to pass the time.
“What are you doing, Agnes?” Mother Tarantella asked crossly
“I am talking to my tadpoles,” I replied.
She marched over, poured all the water from the bowl, took the tadpoles in her hand and squeezed
them to death. She flung them in the waste paper basket, a black, squashy mess. I felt like a
murderer. I felt remorse and guilt for days. Because of me my tadpoles had died. My pets had to
sacrifice their lives because of me. My heart was broken.
I was a most unhappy girl in my teenage years. Every morning at prayers I prayed I would be a good
girl and not commit any more sins or any more misdemeanours and hopefully I would not be punished
- at least, for one day.
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11 Branded a Delinquent at 14 and Made to Leave School
Alas! All my little misdemeanours must have added up to one tremendous, gigantic ‘wrong’
because I became very rebellious. A few months before this I remember Mother Tarantella was
especially harsh and I was especially rebellious, stamping my feet and becoming hysterical. I
cannot say if I was just trying to attract attention to myself. I just wanted to be noticed but I always
seemed to get the wrong kind of attention. I got myself into hot water and made a spectacle of
myself. Maybe I mistook being noticed for being loved.
A few months before my departure from the boarding school, I broke my leg in the playground and
was taken to St. Francis’ Hospital, another convent run by the Canossian nuns. It was in Wan Chai
and I seem to remember when I was a very small child that we lived in Wan Chai District, in Sau Wah
Fong before the war. The house we lived in was built of wood and three storeys high like all the other
houses in Wan Chai at that time. Both my brothers remember our father had a long rope tied by the
window so that we could escape if the staircase caught fire. We were to slide down the rope to the
ground. Luckily we never had to try it out!
At the hospital I met a very kindly, saintly nun, Mother Maria Asti. She told me that she had known my
mother and grandmother. I was in the hospital for three weeks and when I was there I met a nice
young boy who visited his mother who was in the bed next to mine. We used to talk quite a bit,
nothing in particular comes to mind, probably school things. When I returned to the boarding school
the nuns asked me all sorts of questions about the boy who had befriended me and what our
conversation was about. In the nuns’ eyes I must have behaved badly because I was told not to talk
about the boy to anyone. They managed to turn the most innocent meeting and friendship into
something shameful. I didn’t understand what it was all about but I was made to feel guilty of
committing a sin of some kind. After that I was isolated from the others. A short time later I was told I
would have to leave the school.
I was going through puberty and the nuns did not show any understanding. I must have talked back
once too often or - who knows? Whatever I did, it was the last straw for the nuns. Even now I have no
idea what really happened. Maybe they thought I was a bad influence on the other girls. Maybe they
thought I was beginning to notice boys.
Being a charity case I was supposed to be brilliant at my studies, do well at school and be a model
student. Alas! I was not a good, obedient girl. I was not at all what was to be expected. Maybe the
Belilios Old Girls’ Committee decided to discontinue their sponsorship or maybe the cost of living had
risen so that the $HK50 no longer covered enough of my expenses. Maybe it was just my bad luck or maybe good luck? Who was to know what lay ahead?
After one more misdemeanour which I cannot recollect, I was pulled out of my familiar surroundings
once more and whisked off to ‘Honeyville.’
‘Honeyville’ was a convent as well, set in beautiful grounds in Pokfulam, almost like the country in
those far-off days, compared to the city. Now it is all built up, too. The lovely grounds and mansion
were donated to the Canossian nuns after the tragic death in 1931 of Honey, (her real name was
Bruna) the only beloved daughter of a Hong Kong businessman. The house had belonged to her
grandfather, Francis Xavier D’Al Mada de Castro, Knight Commander of the Order of St. Silvester. He
must have been a very rich and influential person to have owned such large grounds with hundreds of
roses in the huge garden.
The house had eight or nine extremely spacious rooms which the nuns made into a holiday home for
girls who could not go home for the holidays. I could not enjoy the beautiful surroundings. I was too
miserable and worried. I was whisked away there. It was probably the only thing they could think of
doing with what they regarded as a delinquent girl who tended to disrupt the tranquility and orderly
programme of the other girls at the school. I think this was about 1950/51.
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One day I was at the Sacred Heart boarding school, the next I was at ‘Honeyville.’ Nobody told me
why I was there or whether I was going back to the school. I was just swept away like a condemned
man without a trial, no questions asked, no explanation given. I did not even have a minute to say
“Goodbye” to the other boarders. In later years I learned that they wondered where I had gone but,
with the ways of children, they forgot me and carried on with their lives.
The first few days I was there I thought I was on holiday. I was not even aware I was being punished. I
did not know I had left the Sacred Heart School forever. All I knew was that I was isolated from the
others. Eventually I was informed that I was being punished and I was told, once again,
“We are sending you away.”
Ah Sum, my only living relative, was summoned to the convent and asked if she would take me away.
Otherwise the nuns would have to send me far away, to a home in Singapore, a sort of Juvenile
School where there would be a more rigid discipline—more rules and regulations to keep me in line.
In those days there were no such facilities in Hong Kong for young girls who didn’t actually need
reforming but who needed a more rigid programme to learn to grow into decent citizens. There was,
however, in Hong Kong a place called the Po Leung Kok which was some sort of a school where
wayward boys and girls who were too young for Reform School were given some education. It was
started by some kindly community-spirited people and was run by charity for children so they could
come out into society as good citizens. But I was not being considered for that school because it was
for the Chinese and the teaching was all in Chinese.
My photograph was taken, once again, for my passport to go overseas in disgrace. Once again, I
was faced with the unknown and I was terrified of the future. I remember being given a good
talking-to by a priest. He asked me all kinds of questions, questions that I did not understand. He
urged me to go to Church and pray three times a day. Oh! I was really petrified. I was really sorry
for being a naughty girl. I went on my knees before the priest and asked for forgiveness for
whatever I had done wrong, especially running away. I promised that if I were given one more
chance I would never, ever, ever again, answer back to the nuns. I would not read comics in
class. I would not talk in lesson time. I can’t remember what I didn’t promise. I thought that if I was
forgiven I could go back to the school. I said, “Please let me go back to school.” I may not have
liked the school but better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. I was so scared of the
future. But the nuns were determined that I did not deserve to stay at the Sacred Heart School
any longer.
I had just finished my junior studies and was supposed to go into Form One of senior school. I had
jumped a couple of classes, not because I was brilliant but perhaps because I was too old. So far I
had had only had two years of formal education. The nuns, when they summoned my Aunty (Ah
Sum) asked her if she had a birth certificate for me as they were going to send me overseas in
disgrace. Of course, Ah Sum had no paperwork for me or any of my family at all as during the war she
went up to China.
At this juncture Ah Sum wrote to my Uncle Philip, my father’s brother, who was working in the
customs in Shanghai. Oh! He was supposed to be somebody and to have pots of money. She
appealed to him to take me in. He had a family of two young boys and two older children who were
living in England and America and Ah Sum thought that it would not be much trouble to add one more
to his family.
My fantasy of being a family again with a father, mother and two brothers was very real when I heard
that I might be going to father’s brother in Shanghai. My hopes were dashed once more when I
suffered rejection yet again. My uncle could not take me in but, even worse, he said he could not
afford to offer financial support as Ah Sum had requested. I presumed that he was not as well-off
as we had thought.
Years later, in the course of conversation, I found out that they, in Shanghai, had their own
problems. The political situation was very unstable and they were on the verge of escaping to
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Hong Kong. They just could not contemplate adding to their difficulties at such a time. They
eventually came to Hong Kong in the late’50s.
I never went to Singapore as there was no birth certificate to get a passport. I had begun to get
excited about going overseas to the school in Singapore. I had happy thoughts about leaving
Hong Kong.
To a girl who did not remember life outside the Canossian Convent the idea of going on a journey
and boarding a ship was like a dream. Silly me! I didn’t know a Juvenile School was for wicked
children who had sinned. I had heard of people going on an overseas journey on an aeroplane
(this was in the early 1950’s) but they must be millionaires when going on a tram costs money!
For me a journey meant walking down from Caine Road to Central. In my childish mind it took
hours and from Central one went by tram to Causeway Bay and then walked into Tai Hang. Now
that was a big journey.
So no-one wanted me. The nuns didn’t want me. My uncle in Shanghai didn’t want me and Ah
Suk my uncle and Ah Sum, my aunt, did not want me either, a branded delinquent. A girl whom
even the nuns cannot discipline. What was to become of me? If I was sent away my father would
never find me. Once again I was the leaf blowing in the wind and drifting towards change.
There was a family conference. Ah Suk had a family of his own and had just returned from China
after the war years. He had school fees to pay for his two sons—a crippling prospect on the salary
of a clerical worker. Still, he was luckier than many other people at that time. He could speak and
write English extremely well and he could type so he was able to find a
job. And here was I, a girl, not too pretty, a half-and-half who will not fit
into Chinese society. Too young to go to work, too young to be married
off. They really could not afford another mouth to feed in the family nor
to pay more school fees so the family conference came to a conclusion.

My second brother, Alex at
his first job as bo’sun
(boatswain) on a Jardine
Matheson Shipping Line.

At that time my second brother, Alex Wai Yin, had just finished his studies
and was getting his first job with a big shipping company. My Aunty, Ah
Sum, as usual, commanded that there is nothing else to do but for my big
brother to take responsibility and pay for my keep. All this did not come to
light till forty-five years later. I was virtually forced on the Ip family. So, once
again, my number two brother who was only seventeen at the time showed
his love for me by coming to my rescue. I left the Sacred Heart School
forever and went home to stay with Ah Sum.

When I left the boarding school I was not allowed back as a day girl
because of my disruptive behaviour and because there was no-one to pay the fees anyway. The
school fees would have been $HK25 a month which would be exactly the rent for accommodation for
a small family in a poor area at that time.
To be wanted, as I mistakenly thought, by Ah Sum’s family was something new to me. It was a
good thing that I did not know that my brother was my saviour once again. I made promises to
myself that I would be good, study hard and earn lots of money and look after the whole of my
new family. It was to be a totally different kind of life. Once again, I was a leaf tossed in the wind
with no control over my destiny.
Return to Table of Contents
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12 New Beginning. My God Will Find Me a New School
So I went to stay with Ah Sum.

My new family, Ah Suk, Ah Sum, See Yuen, See Hai,
Alex Wai Man and myself, aged 13. Alex was 15

Growing up in my new family. Here I am about 15
and Alex is about 17

I couldn’t sleep that night, thinking that a new beginning must be good—a new school with no nuns for
the strict discipline. Now things were really going to be good. Next day my hopes were dashed when I
asked,
“Where am I going to school?” I was met with, “If you can find a school that doesn’t cost money
you can go.” I remember asking Ah Sum, “Where do I start to look for a school?” She said, “The
nearest one is the Tsang Quong (True Light) but it is a Chinese school and teaches in Chinese.”
I did not have the proper knowledge of Chinese characters so it would be no good going there.
While I was in the Sacred Heart School I could not join the Chinese class as my second language
choice, because it was for the Chinese students only that also applied to the Portugese class, the
Eurasians and other nationalities were put into the Cantonese class. This was most suitable as
we learnt about the culture, the people and writing simple Chinese characters.
Where was I to find a school that was ‘free’? As I was contemplating my dilemma, my Ah Sum
came up with a brilliant idea.
“Why don’t you ask your God? He’ll be able to help you. There’s a school in the French
Convent Hospital which is not far from here. If you can find yourself a school that will take
you on a scholarship you can get to study. If not, you must look for work.”
The Sisters at St. Paul’s Convent (French Convent) in Causeway Bay, not far from Tai Hang
where Ah Sum lived, were the kindest nuns I had ever encountered in my short life. I went to see
the headmistress, Sister Dominic, who was Irish and not French. I told her a story which was quite
true but maybe a little exaggerated. I told her I was Eurasian which she could see and she said,
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“With a surname like Shaw your father must have been Irish.” I answered, “I suppose he
must have been.”
And so I became the little Irish girl in her eyes.
I told her my Chinese family was living in Tai Hang not far from the French Convent and that they
were in a really poor situation and couldn’t afford the school fees. Another thing was that I could
not practise my Catholic faith because I have to burn the joss sticks to the ancestors and gods of
this Chinese family. And if I did not get into the Convent I would be shuffled off to the Communist
school with my two cousins and be recruited as a communist. This could be quite true because
the one communist school which was called “Pui Kui” was up and coming in those days. The
school was subsidised and the fees were minimal to attract followers. My two cousins were at this
communist school.
So Sister Dominic saved my shattered little life. She took me under her kindly wings and she and
the French Convent (St. Paul’s) came to the rescue of this not so little half-Irish girl. She took me
in to start Form One, the first form of the Junior School, But I had to come first, second or third
and study hard to continue to get the scholarship. Also I had to be responsible for buying the
school exercise books and, as well, $HK6, for incidentals which, although a small sum, was a
large sum for Ah Sum. But the real burden for Ah Sum must have been the school uniforms.
I had two, one to wash and one to wear. It wasn’t easy getting the washed uniform to dry
especially when the rains came in the Spring and the humidity could reach 99%. At that time of
the year you could almost see the mould growing on the shoes and in the corners of the room. It
must have been a constant battle for Ah Sum finding the money for everything especially if Lady
Luck had deserted her at the mahjong table the night before.
Being in the French Convent was, I can safely say, the saving of my body and soul. I remember at
one school concert on St. Patrick’s Day I got to sing solo, ‘When Irish eyes are smiling.” I used to
have a very good voice. It must have been all that practise of singing in the mass during my
young days.
On the very first day I was at St. Paul’s, something unusual happened. I was in Form One, and
this is still vivid in my memory. A note came to me
“Are you Uncle Shaw’s daughter? I seem to remember you in an orphanage?” I straightaway
wrote back, “Who is Uncle Shaw?”
At recess we met up and we got talking. She was Katherine Black. Her sister, Doris, was in a
higher class. Their father was Alexander Black and he had known my father. Katherine told me
that my father used to hum songs and read Chinese poetry. That is something I can’t do. The
Black family had just returned from Macau and my father had left the family papers, and birth
certificates and so on, with Mr. Black for safe keeping.
This was during the war when my father had left Macau to collect us children from Hong Kong. I
got back all the important family papers, birth certificates and a few other papers. I lost them
along the way. Naïvely, in later years, I handed them to a clerk in Army Headquarters at a time
when I thought I would join the army and see the world! But that’s another story.
When I got home I told Ah Sum about this Alexander Black. She said,
“Oh! Another Eurasian, I remember him. He used to go to school with your father.”
He must have been a good friend of my father’s because my brother was named after him and he
was some sort of Kai Yeh (Honourable Godfather) to my brother. So I had a friend.
The story goes that when the Blacks came back from Macau to Hong Kong Mr. Black visited me and
tried to take me out of the orphanage. But because he was not a blood relative and my father’s
whereabouts were unknown, the nuns would not relinquish me to him. I could not even be adopted
because my father had put me into the orphanage only temporarily. So, sadly, that was an opportunity
lost for me. I wonder, too, if the nuns wanted a donation to pay for all the years I had been with them.
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They were always happy to take donations. I suppose they needed them to look after poor, little
orphan girls like me.
When Ah Sum used to come to take me out for my twice yearly outings from the Sacred Heart the
nuns would ask her for a donation, too. Had they not done this she might have taken me out more
often.
Uncle Black was a real character. He loved motor bikes and was the proud owner of the first one in
Hong Kong with the number plate 1. He came back from Macau where he had been sheltering with
his family during the war. Like everyone else he had a hard time establishing himself and found it was
not an easy time to make a living. Costs were escalating, especially housing. I remember when my
friends took me home to meet him. They were living in some sort of a garage, courtesy of some rich
man who owned the place and some land. The toilet was outside but much better than having to use
the gutter in the kitchen and only having a small bit of water to wash in like my home in Tai Hang.
He had a very big pigeon loft with over a hundred pigeons and he was going to make his fortune!
Somehow he spent all his pay on food for the pigeons but he didn’t make a fortune. Like a lot of us
Eurasians, he was generous to a fault. He used to give the birds to potential customers to try but did
not have many sales as a result. But he enjoyed himself. He loved to exercise them by flexing a long
bamboo pole in the mornings and evenings. I remember being invited to their place for a whole weekend and had the privilege of spending the entire week-end cleaning up the pigeon loft - hours and
hours of scraping and flushing with a hose. Another hobby of Uncle Black’s was dogs. He would have
quite a few at the same time, big Alsatians and small sausage dogs.
One week-end when I was there an old dog died despite all Uncle Black’s devotion, cradling him in
his arms, feeding him his beloved pigeons’ eggs. At the end the poor dog could not eat so Uncle
Black mixed brandy with a couple of raw pigeon’s eggs and poured the mixture down the dog’s throat.
The dog died all the same but with a merry smile on his face. We all cried and Uncle Black insisted on
a funeral. There we were, three girls, his two daughters and me, and we buried the dog with a
ceremony fit for a king—hymns, Bible readings and tears from all us girls. After this sad ceremony we
chatted about the death and managed to paint a rosy picture of him going to doggy heaven.
We started giggling like teenagers do. One thing led to another and the tears were rolling down our
cheeks. We laughed out of control and all the sadness of the afternoon was over. That was the
second time I had encountered death. The first time was when my tadpoles were squashed to a
paste. Strange as it may sound, I never thought of my father as dead because I always wanted him to
come back. Although we heard of death a lot, I had never seen a dead body. I must have been lucky
because during the war dead bodies were scattered in the streets outside the Convent. Maybe I was
too young to realise what death actually was. Like when my mother died I was too young to know
what death meant. So burying the dog and mourning for him was an experience for me. Next time I
was to encounter death; it was seeing Uncle Jimmy’s face peering out of the coffin. He looked
peaceful and I was not afraid.
Now I had to adjust again to a different life. Living with Ah Sum was like being plunged into a cold
bath except there was no bathroom in the house, not even a toilet. Ah Sum’s house was not a
happy one. Ah Sum was very strict. I can’t remember any moment of tenderness from Ah Sum not to me, not to her sons and certainly not to her husband.
Ah Suk worked in a clerical position. His salary would have been meagre, even in the context of the
times. And he had two sons to educate and pay fees for. The fees were so high in those days in
relation to what people earned that many, many children never went to school at all. So, after the war,
there was a whole generation of children, especially girls, who were illiterate. Despite being very poor
Ah Sum and Ah Suk took me in but Ah Sum never let me forget the debt of gratitude I owed them. Of
course, she never let me know she did not have to pay for me at all.
It probably would not have been easy for Ah Sum to decide to take me in after all the tales she would
have heard from the nuns. I was a fourteen-year-old delinquent as far as they were concerned,
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rebellious, difficult and always answering back. Still, here I was, ready to start a new life, and difficult
as it may be to imagine, a harder life than I had ever known before.
Return to Table of Contents
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13 Adjusting to Life with Ah Sum – The Hardship of Being a Poor Relation.
Life was very difficult at Ah Sum’s. It was so strange that I never noticed the squalor when I used
to visit Ah Sum from the orphanage. Then I did not see the dirt and the filth. I never noticed the
way the poor had to live. I was just visiting. But now, I had to live there and I was ashamed, not
because of the poverty-stricken conditions but because of whatever enormous wrong I had done,
I was to be punished and banished like this. I could only see the tragedy of it. Why did I not see
sense when I was at the elite Sacred Heart School? Why did I not conform and be a goody,
goody two-shoes? But here I was. There was no other way but to continue living and fantasize
about a way out of this life.
The low two storey house where Ah Sum and her family lived had one kitchen which was used by
the upstairs family as well. Because there was no toilet in the house, you had to go and urinate
into the drain in the kitchen. You flushed water into the drain and it ran into the gutter outside. I
will always remember the pungent smell in that kitchen. The concrete kitchen floor was constantly
wet and damp. I used to pick up a split bamboo brush and try to clean it as best I could. But in
those days there were no such things as scouring powder or cleaning liquid and the stench of
urine hung in the air. I avoided the kitchen except when necessary.
For other functions of the body you went to the public toilet, a good ten minutes’ walk away. You
wouldn’t want to be in a hurry. Sometimes I would say I wanted to go to the public toilet, just to be
able to get out of the house. It gave me the chance to linger outside and get away from
everybody.
There was no running water in the house. Cousin Yuen told me how he had to carry the water from
the well, also ten minutes’ walk away, and so he never grew as tall as his younger brother. Being a
little boy during the war years and having to carry buckets of water on his shoulders does not enhance
a growing body.
By the time I came to live at Tai Hang the family was growing more affluent and we had a young,
strong, deaf and dumb boy to carry the water from the well to our house. He transferred the water into
a deep, homemade, cement sink for water storage with a wooden lid on top. When we needed water
we took it out with a very large ladle with a very short handle. Our water carrier was called Aarh Chai,
which means ‘dumb boy’ which was not a derogatory term, just descriptive. He was paid a retainer of
$HK5.00 a month for a certain number of buckets. After that, extra buckets had to be paid for per
bucket. Sometimes when the water ran down and Aarh Chai was not available I would be sent for
more water. Aarh Chai had a few families to carry water for, so he had a living wage. He lived on the
floor above us and was related to the man of the family. As I seem to remember, there were two
families with two children, two sets of parents and our water-carrier all living up there. It was very
common for two families to share accommodation in those days, especially relatives.
Quite often I used to visit Ah Sum’s sister, Ah Yee (younger sister to one’s mother). I called her Ah
Yee because I followed my cousins’ custom. Her husband did not earn much working in the Hong
Kong Tramways. They shared a flat with two other families, three sets of bunk beds and six children.
So to put things in perspective, Ah Sum, Ah Suk and we children had a whole floor to ourselves. We
were better-off than many. Everything in this life is relative.
When my brother came home on the odd occasion, like the mid-Autumn Festival or Chinese New
Year we would shift beds. My young cousin would sleep on my camp bed and my number two brother
and I shared a bed, head to toe style. One mustn’t judge teenagers of the 1950’s with teenagers
nowadays. Everyone was so involved with just trying to exist. I was only in Form Two and our hygiene
lessons were washing hands, fingernails and behind the ears. I was not even aware of why Ah Sum
and Ah Suk shared a bed and behind a curtain. I have never gone into the depths of analysing my
living quarters.
We were very innocent in those days. I remember the walls of our room were covered with brown
paper and Christmas wrapping paper which was better than most of the neighbours who had old
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newspapers pasted on their walls. I didn’t realise then it was to keep the crumbling walls together.
When the paper tore we would make up a paste of clothes starch, (some corn starch mixed in a
little cold water and boiling water added.) It would thicken into a starch for shirts. All Ah Suk’s
shirts were starched for the office but the paste for the walls would be thicker and it stuck the
paper on very well. That could be the reason that the cockroaches thrived with good food like starchy
paste all over the walls!
I had lots of chores to do but the chore I hated most was taking the night soil bucket from under Ah
Sum’s bed. Every night the night soil van would pull up outside the house in the early hours to empty
the buckets. This was one of the duties of the Hong Kong Health Department. Bringing out the night
soil bucket was not the worst thing. The worst was scrubbing out and polishing the bucket every
morning before school. This was before the days of the cleaning help of Vim, and Jeyes Fluid. No
matter how hard I scrubbed with an ‘abalone brush’ with bristles as sharp as an abalone, the smell
was with me all day long. After this chore I always felt the day could only get better.
When I left Tai Hang I thought I had left this smell forever. But in 1999 I went to China for the first time
to look for my long-lost brother and stayed in a very modern, spacious flat belonging to his son. The
sewage system in Chinese villages was old and inefficient. The toilet was next to the kitchen and
adjacent to the room where we ate so although the bathroom had a flush toilet, the smell from their
bathroom brought back all the memories of Tai Hang long ago. While in China my eldest brother took
me to show me where he had lived for many years and I asked him where he washed. He showed
me his bathroom where the water had to be carried and his toilet was in a cowshed with a hole dug
into the mud floor. As I have said, all things are relative. I was much better off in Tai Hang.
Another duty of the Health Department was to empty the ‘rat boxes’ that used to hang on every
electricity pole. I wondered why all these poles on the main road had all these little boxes with lids on
them. I found that out while loitering home from school one day. Curiosity made me open one. I
jumped back with horror. Three or four dead rats were inside in Jeyes Fluid that was pungent to the
nostrils. One day I had to take a rat on my tongs which were used to stoke the fire for cooking and
carried it all the way to the nearest ‘rat box.’
Another task I remember vividly was taking the bed boards off all the beds and taking them outside
and pounding them on the pathway in front of the house. The bed bugs would fall out like confetti. We
would squash them and they would emit a bed bug smell that was unforgettable. Then we would
sprinkle DDT powder all over them in large doses but in a few months the ritual began all over again.
I didn’t mind washing the clothes, squatting on a small stool outside the house, near our water
storage. But I didn’t like the stares and the finger-pointing of the sailors trying to take a photo of this
village girl bent down double over a washing board. They seemed to be surprised when this girl
looked up with daggers in her eyes and venom in her voice, speaking perfect English,
“You dare take a picture of me and I will report you to the Navy.”
Yes, I know about the U.S. sailors. I have seen many of them walking from the tram line into Tung Lo
Wah Road (Causeway Bay Road) and along the nullah at Wun Sha Street - (Washing Cotton Cloth
Street).
The villagers in Tai Hang used the clear mountain water coming down the hillside to rinse the spun
cotton before putting it out to dry on green grass. This was to give the white cotton an extra sparkle.
The sailors went up some steep steps to make a beeline for the Tiger Balm Gardens—a “must see” in
those days for every visitor to quaint Hong Kong. These were the days before Tai Hang Road was
built and everyone can now take a bus to the gardens. This particular route was recommended to
visitors because there were not many places where you could encounter village style houses in the
early 1950’s. Most two storey houses were being demolished and made into multi-storey blocks to
accommodate the expanding population. This hillside was being dug out bit by bit by squatters who
put up wooden shacks. If a person had a space of 36 square metres he could put up a shack and
collect rent. Hong Kong was booming and housing was needed. Unhappily, when there was a deluge,
mud slides of the whole hillside, houses and all would tumble into the nullah below.
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As I said, I didn’t mind doing the washing but it was before soap powder and the white never seemed
to whiten so my uniform got greyer and greyer. No wonder the teachers at the French Convent used
to say I never looked clean. I used to have to clean the pots in the kitchen which were all covered in
soot. In the old days I remember the stove used compacted sawdust and then later we cooked by
firewood. I only cleaned the inside of the pots because it would have been impossible to clean the
outside.
Even avoiding the outside of the pots my hands still got blackened and the soot would go into the
cracks in my chapped hands. No wonder the teachers looked at my grey “white” uniform and my
blackened hands which never looked clean and criticized me to the other teachers,
“Why does she never get cleaned up?”
Mrs. Primrose da Rocha, who taught music there always came to my defense,
“If you saw how she had to live you would understand better,” she would reprove them.
But it was the hanging of the clothes that always got me into trouble. Ah Sum was very strict about the
order of the hanging out … Ah Suk’s clothes would be on the bamboo facing the street, then the
boys’, then Ah Sum’s clothing and mine had to face the house. No undies of the womenfolk were
allowed on the bamboos. I must wash the smalls and hang them in the house behind closed doors.
You would think we were living in Victorian times. Another thing that was hard to fathom was that no
matter how wet the clothes, they must come indoors so the dew would not get on them. Something to
do with a superstition that ghosts would walk past before daybreak and cast an evil spell on the
clothes.
How fascinated I used to be with the peddlers who used to call collecting tins, glass, bottles and
newspaper. They would offer to mend umbrellas, pots and pans and shoes and sharpen knives.
Buddhist monks would ask for alms and I remember Ah Sum sending me out to say that we believed
in the Lord. When the Catholics came round for donations, we would inevitably say we were
Buddhists! Not that we were uncharitable but Ah Sum would say,
“I don’t see anyone helping us!”
There was one peddler who called out, “Castrate chickens!” Oh yes! Most families kept a couple of
chickens given by relations living in the country. In our case the Lamma Island relatives gave us the
chickens. We would watch them grow big and fat and then slaughter them on festive days. This
chicken castrater would carefully lay the chicken on its side, cut a very tiny hole, with minimum blood
coming out, and scoop his tiny organs out. (It was always a rooster. Never a hen—hens were kept for
their eggs). He put the organs in a little jar to sell later to specialty shops. He would then rub some
ashes on the wound and within five minutes the chicken would go on his merry way and eventually
grow into a big capon. The deftness and the skill of the castrater would match any surgeon nowadays
operating on a human being.
In the midst of all this Ah Sum carried on life as usual. She was a very good mahjong player. She
used to organise a table of four, including herself, and more often than not she would be all smiles the
next day. That meant that the boys’ school fees were taken care of–till the next time—and sometimes,
if she had been extra successful, we children would get ten cents each to go to the corner stall to buy
shop bought breakfast. Five cents for congee which was rice gruel with bits of fish or “pig’s red”—
squares of pig’s blood. And five cents for Yau Char Guie (fried fritters of flour and deep fried like donuts, only in stick form. That would have been a very substantial breakfast and left me very full. I knew
then that the day was going to be good because Ah Sum was in a good mood.
There were other times when the housekeeping for everyday necessities like food on the table was
sacrificed and we would dine on plenty of vegetables. These were the cheapest commodities. One of
the staples of the poor man’s diet was Harm Yu and Chiang Tsoi, (salt fish and green vegetable). I
learned to buy nourishing food that cost very little, like bean sprout and tofu. Mind you, what I learned
at Ah Sum’s started me on the road of making do with very little. But I wasn’t going to make my living
cooking so I started to concentrate on my studies. I had homework to do from St. Paul’s but it was not
possible to do any till all the activities of the household were finished. I could not get to bed because I
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could not unfold my camp bed till Ah Sum went to bed, and Ah Sum went to bed very late because of
the mahjong evenings.
How well I remember the low houses all in a row and a great nullah (like a watercourse) where
the sea water from Causeway Bay is channeled during the high tide. That is why Tai Hang village
is on Causeway Bay. I remember the floods, too, at typhoon time when the high tide came right in
and the water could not disperse quickly enough. It rose about four feet and Yuan Goh (big
brother) who was really my cousin, Ah Sum’s oldest son, carried me on his back (piggy-back
style) to the higher ground where there was a shop run by some Chiu Chow people. This was the
corner shop—the rice shop. These people were considered rich because they had a business. They
were kind people and during the floods they let others take shelter because they were on higher
ground.
Before the flood came, everyone would be putting up their flood guard. All the doors had provision
against the flood. There were wooden slats that could be fitted on to the door frames to prevent the
water from coming into the house. Then people made a paste out of the sandalwood powder that the
joss sticks were made of. This paste was waterproof and it was put round all the cracks and
openings. But every time the flood waters came in Yuan Goh would carry me across to the rice shop.
He couldn’t have been more than sixteen-years-old at that time, only two years older than me.
It must have been a constant battle for Ah Sum finding the money for everything especially if Lady
Luck had deserted her at the mahjong table the night before. At this stage, I didn’t know that my
brother was again paying for all my needs out of his modest salary. I thought it was to Ah Sum I owed
all this help. I remember little incidents that I would love not having to recall. One day I asked for 20
cents for an exercise book for school. Ah Sum asked to see the book and as always, without fail, she
commented on the cost of putting me through school.
“Why do you have to write the sums down the middle of the page? And why do you not write on
every line?” she demanded.
“That is the way the teacher wants us to do it,” I explained, “so that there will be room for the
corrections.”
“Well, you must tell the teacher that I won’t buy a new exercise book for maths, till all the lines are
filled up,” she stated flatly. She added as her usual punch line and with a sneer on her lips,
“You think that your great-grandfather of Tai Hang left you buckets of money to study, eh?”
The holidays were the hardest time. I made all sorts of excuses, such as having to go to school to
help the teachers or going to Mrs. Da Rocha, one of the Music Teachers at school. When I stayed
home, Ah Sum would tune-in on Chinese Opera all day long. I liked to listen as well. It is an acquired
taste that Westerners would call shrill. I could still hear it in my head when I went to England. It was
the one thing I missed, the sing song of the opera from Ah Sum’s radio.
In the holidays there seemed more work that needed doing like ironing Ah Suk’s starched shirts. I
would unplug the light bulb from our one and only electricity connection and plug in the electric iron.
We were very lucky to have electricity. A lot of houses were still using kerosene lamps. We had
electricity because there was a coffee/tea stall outside our house and, because he had no access to
electricity, the stall owner used our electricity for his business and paid our electricity bills in exchange.
Both parties benefited! Ah Sum had a very good business mind and I have always said that if she had
had more education she would have been brilliant.
Every year when I was at the boarding school I had a pair of new shoes. All this stopped when I came
home to Ah Sum in Tai Hang. When I needed a pair of new shoes I would have to go to her good
friend, Mrs. Teng. She was about forty years old. Ah Sum had a nickname for her which was “Chu
Nar” which means “pig mother.” This was not meant to be offensive. It was just a way in conversation
of referring to Mrs. Teng.
“Go to Chu Nar,” Ah Sum would say. “She will find you something.”
So off I went to Mrs. Teng. All my shoes and clothes were secondhand. They didn’t fit and
although they were the height of fashion for a woman, they were certainly not suitable for a child. I
always looked odd. I remember Mrs. Teng gave me a pair of shoes. She was so kind to me. They
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were tan with some white. Two tone shoes, all the rage at the time. I wore them to school the next day
and what happened? I was reprimanded for not being in uniform. Shoes had to be black or brown
only. So I refused to wear them to school next day. Ah Suk took the shoes and slapped my legs till I
put them on. I didn’t go to school that day. I loitered round the shops in uniform, thinking of ways to
run away. But there was nowhere to go - no-one to go to. Where could I run to? Besides I had tried
that before and I knew the consequences of running away. I might end up worse off.
I had only Mrs. Teng to turn to. I explained to her about the shoes so she gave me a pair of her tan
shoes. Of course, they were fashionable shoes with high heels and we were not allowed to wear high
heels. So we got the cobbler to shear a few inches off the heels. They were too big as well but I
stuffed the toes with newspaper and was once more in uniform. I got a lot of wear out of these shoes
even though they were not really up to a child’s activities. I shall never forget kind Mrs. Teng. She
came to my rescue many times even in later years.
Another one of my saviours was Mrs. Primrose de Rocha. She was the music teacher at the French
Convent School and she took me under her motherly wing and actually invited me to her house. She
wasn’t rich but her house compared to the appalling conditions at Ah Sum’s was like a little palace.
Not big, everything in its place and beautiful as far as I was concerned. There was a bathroom and
there were curtains on the windows and even a servant to look after the little girl. I longed to have a
family just like hers. She even let me have dinner while I visited. A meal I didn’t have to cook. No
washing up. No thinking what to buy. And such beautiful dinnerware and napkins. I can just see and
recall my days at the boarding school where I had proper meals and ate with a knife and fork and
where we even had napkins.
Aunty Prim, as I called her, showed me such kindness that no words can express my feelings. I
visited her often till 1999. She was in her eighties and living in Australia. As in the days of my
childhood she always gave me a parcel to take home, things like blouses, shirts, shoes, jumpers. And
just as in the olden days I didn’t see them as things she did not want or need. I treasured them as
tokens of her sympathy for me. Sadly she passed away in 1999. Come to think of it I don’t know when
my trips to the Social Welfare with Ah Sum stopped. I used to get all my clothing from the Welfare but
maybe we got enough from Mrs. Teng and Aunty Prim. Aunty Prim, as I called her and still do, always
gave me her clothes, beautiful clothes which she made herself. I used to think she was my family. I
used to have fantasies about her being related to me. Wishful thinking, of course, but every time I
went to her house I felt there was a family there. She gave me a feeling of love and security.
Aunty Prim died as I was finishing this book. I am greatly indebted to her for her encouragement
towards the eventual writing of the book.
At St. Paul’s I joined in all the school activities just to get me out of the house with a legitimate reason.
I used to make out that attending meetings like the Rosary Club was practically compulsory! The fact
was that I loved to be with other children my own age to talk about God. Oh, yes! I had become
quite a good Catholic despite the fact that my prayers were not heard or answered by the good
Lord.
I remember, once, I attended a meeting in town and Ah Suk gave me twenty cents, ten cents for
the tram ride each way. The meeting should have been over by four o’clock and I should have
been home by 4.30 in time to cook the evening meal at five o’clock. After the meeting everyone
went to the tuck shop for an iced lolly and I was asked why I did not buy a lolly like everyone else.
I was too ashamed to say that I hadn’t got any money. I so wanted to be like everyone else
around me. Then I remembered the tram fare in my pocket so I bought the lolly. I did not think of
the consequences. Even today I do things on impulse and blow the consequences. When the lolly
was finished I started walking home by following the tram lines. My shoes which were two sizes
too big for me and stuffed with newspaper started scraping and giving me blisters, first on one
side and then on the other. I didn’t have the good sense to take off my shoes and walk on bare
feet. How stupid of me. I was in agony. And all the time I was worried that I would be late and not
able to cook dinner and that Ah Sum would be angry. I limped home hours after supper and Ah
Sum was just as furious as I expected. She had all my things thrown outside the front door. “If you
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can’t come home in time to cook dinner, you might as well stay out forever.” Ah Sum was good at
this kind of thing, always throwing me out on to the street. I did the only thing I could and tried to
explain about my shoes and about the walking home. I did not have the courage to tell her the
truth so I told her I had lost the ten cents. Up to today I will bend the truth when it suits me if I
think the half-truth will fit the occasion. I can’t remember the evening meal that night at all.
There was a custom in Ah Sum’s home, if a person was detained at work, to let someone know
he’ll be late, then the food and rice would be kept for them. If a person was just detained then rice
alone would be kept. But if a person was detained and had not let anyone know he would be late,
then nothing would be kept for him. Whatever else, I am sure that I did not go to bed hungry that
night. Even if I was not aware of it, Ah Suk was a blood relative after all
While I was at the French Convent (St. Paul’s) I don’t remember too much happening. My usual
routine was having a couple of biscuits or a slice of bread with a pinch of sugar and a drink of hot
water for breakfast in the morning. I would walk home for lunch. Ah Sum would leave cold rice and
very often an egg so I could have fried rice for my meal. Then I would go back to school for afternoon
lessons. I was not allowed into the rest of the house when Ah Sum was not at home. The kitchen was
accessed through the back door which was never closed. Who would want to steal a few pots and
pans?
I never had a front door key. I suppose that after the stories Ah Sum heard from the nuns, she
wouldn’t trust a delinquent like me. I felt like a stranger in my home.
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14 Loosing My Scholarship – a Dropout After Four Years of Formal Education
Let us return to Ah Sum. You wonder why you hear so little of my uncle, Ah Suk? Ah Sum was a very
dominating sort of person. She must have been very clever. She was always coming out with
proverbs and sayings. I learned a lot of the old Chinese customs from her. Some of them I adhere to
religiously, like burning the joss sticks at the family altar. I did that every day, twice a day. I was
brought up as a strict Catholic–“Thou shalt not have any other Gods but me” was imprinted into my
very skull since I was five years old. So why was I burning joss sticks? I’ll burn in Hell. But I hedged
my bets. Besides, I had to please Ah Sum. Religion is what you believe in. Burning joss sticks is only
an action and was a must to live in Ah Sum’s house.
So I said my prayers morning and evening and asked God to forgive me my pagan ways. I am sure
he understood because I was not stricken down and put to Hell and Damnation. In the years to come
and even now, when I visit a temple I burn my joss sticks. Then I try to visit a Church to counteract my
deed of betrayal to my God.
Ah Sum’s strength of character brooked little opposition and my uncle was a meek and mild man. I
think that once upon a time he must have committed some misdeed to make Ah Sum unhappy. He
was always trying to pacify her. I can’t remember when Ah Sum ever made a loving gesture towards
him - or even to her boys. I remember she never requested. She only commanded. I know that during
the war Ah Sum had a very hard time and single-handedly brought up her two boys in the country in
China. I remember stories of how she smuggled goods from one part of China to another. My cousin,
Yuen, can tell stories of how he was left to look after his six year old younger brother when he was
only eight years old himself. This was during the years 1941 -1945.
Ah Suk, at that time, was away from his family in Shanghai. Ah Sum must have had a very strong
personality to have survived these hard years. The Japanese have a lot to answer for; so many
people killed, so many families disrupted. Somehow Ah Sum became a very unhappy, embittered and
hard woman. She had a sharp tongue to go with her fast wit. She would say some very cruel and
biting things. I don’t remember contradicting anything that she said and Ah Suk would say black was
white to her even if he could see it wasn’t. It was the same for us children. She would go on about my
mother killing herself and saying she was “a little touched” and that I was like her. I always felt guilty
and felt it was my fault somehow.
One day I asked her where my mother died. She answered harshly,
“She jumped from the Koh Shing Tea House, a restaurant in Sai Ying Poon.”
I went to the place years later but could not walk past or near the building. I felt my mother’s anguish
and that I could kill myself too. That way I would see my mother again. The place was demolished
twenty years ago to make way for high-rise, high-density development. And still I cannot walk near the
site. If I need to go that way I take a bus.
Ah Sum’s mind was so embittered by the hardship of life that she couldn’t see good in anyone.
She always saw the bad side. I can’t forget, at my brother’s wedding, when he married a very nice
Chinese girl who has become a sister to me, what Ah Sum said about the bride price. I do not tell
this in any derogatory way but just repeating what I heard. It is still the custom today for the
bridegroom to pay “lei see” (lucky packet) on marriage. The status of the bride is greatly enhanced by
the size of the bride price and a lot of face is at stake. Ah Sum said,
“That golden person over there,” (the bride’s mother was in a most beautiful golden gown, one of
the most beautiful cheong sams I have ever seen) “she wants a big bride price. If one was to
weigh the bride with feathers and intestines,” (in Hong Kong a chicken sold in the market is sold
whole and live, intestines, feathers and all) “how much is she worth a catty?”
Another happening at the wedding was the photo session for the bride’s family. Somehow in Chinese
culture the size of the family is very important. The more members in the family the greater the status.
It makes the family shine. I remember hearing Ah Sum say,
“You call that a family. Such a few heads! Look at the Ips. If each one of us spits on the floor we
would have enough water to drown that lot!”
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Not very elegantly put but the meaning is clear!
There is always rivalry between the bride’s and the bridegroom’s families. The talk after the
wedding is of the number of tables at the reception. Each table seats twelve guests. The more
tables the more guests. The more guests the more status. The competition is intense and Ah Sum
was very conscious of face. But her tongue was cruel. She spoke without thinking of any hurt she
might inflict. As for me I found life very difficult living with her.
The household was a busy one and the activities didn’t end till late at night. There was dinner to
prepare and eat and wash up after. There was my cousin, Ah Hei, to help with his homework. The
elder boy, Yuen, was very clever and studious. He never had to pay school fees because he
always came first or second in his class, thus qualifying for a scholarship. Ah Hei being the
youngest in the household was the favourite. He was clever as well but not very studious.
I cannot remember what brought on the conversation one day but Ah Sum had another of her brilliant
ideas. With both boys going to the Communist school, Ah Sum told me she would lose both boys to
the fatherland.
“Ah Nui,” she said, “You go and look for a school for your younger brother, one where he can
learn English.”
I think she was hedging her bets—one son on each side of the emerging politics of Hong Kong. To
get a good job in Hong Kong it is necessary to have knowledge of English. Once again, her word was
a command—a “must obey” on my part. But where should I start? Once again, my God came to my
rescue and Sister Dominic of the French Convent wrote a very nice letter on our behalf to the
Salesian College in Shau Kee Wan and the headmaster gave me an interview.
But the hurdle of passing the entrance examination was a hard one as Ah Hei’s English did not come
up to scratch. He failed miserably but the Brothers took him in with a promise from me that I should
make sure that he passed his exams. The going was very hard at times with Ah Hei telling me that my
accent differed from his teachers. I had great trouble trying to tell him that his teacher’s accent was
Hong Kong Chinese accent, so it will be different from mine. Still with coaching and a bit of hard work
he managed to continue at the Salesian College till Form Five which was school leaving age.
Although I was coaching him I was learning as well. When times were hard later on in my life I made a
good living out of coaching.
Most nights Ah Sum would play mahjong till late with her friends. Even when the game was over I
would be sent to the stall (a short walk away) to order and fetch Siu Yei (supper). I would gladly go
because I would get a tasty bite at the end of the day. But very often I would not get to sleep till
goodness knows when, and so when I was at school next day I kept falling asleep in class. I tried
hard but the odds were against me. Maybe there is no excuse but my lessons suffered. By the end of
the second year at St. Paul’s I was not able to get my scholarship again. I must have been a sad
disappointment to the nuns as I did not go further than Form Two. Rules were rules and I could not
qualify for the scholarship because I did not come near the top of the form. I became a drop-out at the
age of fifteen going on sixteen. Ah Sum decided that I was not a brilliant student. The only thing to do
with me was to have me married off.
Return to Table of Contents
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15 My First Job at HK. Graduating to Work at the NAAFI – My First Boyfriend
It was now 1952 and I was about 16 years old. I was not a very graceful teenager. I can always
remember Ah Sum saying things like,
“You laugh like a horse. You trip over yourself when you walk. I don’t think anyone would
want to marry you.”
It didn’t exactly boost my self-confidence. Nevertheless, the word was out. The matchmaker was
consulted and I was brought by Ah Sum and the matchmaker to a teahouse for Shang Tai - to be
looked over by the groom’s family elders. I will never forget Ah Sum’s anger after one of these
occasions.
The Yum Cha/Brunch was held at the Cactus Room which was the restaurant of a big hotel called the
Look Kuok—very elegant—to show that the family was well-to-do. I was rejected because of my white
fair skin. The other party’s parents were not in favour. What if the children inherited the white skin they
would be ridiculed for being half and half? But when I got home Ah Sum’s comments were,
“The way you ate! Like a hungry wolf! I would be surprised if they had considered you at all. Just
feeding you alone would break the family budget!”
How was I to know that Chinese custom dictates that future daughters-in-law must not eat or even
talk! They must act demure and dainty. I could never be dainty even if my life depended on it.
Undeterred Ah Sum later seemed to have caught on to the best match ever. The boy was only about
ten years older than me. Not too old. And his family owned a shop that sold cloth, silk and brocade for
making up cheong sam. He spoke English because he had had a few years at St. Joseph’s College.
Anyone who could afford to go to St. Joseph’s must have money. So according to Ah Sum,
“Don’t talk. Don’t eat and act demure.”
I tried. Oh, how I tried but when the food was put in front of me I couldn’t resist it. Once again, I ate
and ate, not quite like a horse as Ah Sum said. I ate daintily. I certainly thought I ate daintily. The
same question arose.
“She is a half and half but we will overlook that if the bride price is small. We have seen some
beautiful half and half children and most of them are very bright and clever.”
It looks like I am being accepted but still I have to go through the meeting with the boy himself.
Somehow I never met the boy. According to the matchmaker the boy’s five mothers (the father’s
wives and concubines) objected to a half and half and the fact that I was a Catholic. Although the
boy went to St. Joseph’s, because it was the best that money could buy, the whole family was
pagan. They worried that I could not keep up the Chinese customs of looking after the altar and
the joss sticks twice a day; that I could not keep up with all the Chinese festivals because I had
not been brought up in these traditions. Also, because they had a business, they were worried
that I would not be able to help keep the account books as would have been expected of the
son’s wife. So I was once more rejected.
Then Ah Sum had a bright idea, a true solution to the problem.
“We will marry you to a Kwai Lo (foreign devil). They won’t mind your Eurasian looks,” she
proclaimed.
So my Aunty Lilian came into the picture. Aunty Lillian was the first wife to my Uncle Phillip but they
were divorced. I think she was living with a Kwai Lo at that time. She could not have been married to
anyone because she was still using the name Mrs. Lilian Shaw. Even with Aunty Lilian batting for me I
still didn’t come up to anyone’s expectations or standards. Here I was, with no-one to marry me and I
was made to feel so inferior because I was not even good enough to be a wife.
At that time I was not aware that a wife would have to perform “wifely duties.” I had no idea of the sex
part of being married. Ah Sum had never told me anything and, in hindsight, I am so glad that no-one
wanted to marry me.
So now all I could do was to look for employment. Somewhere, somehow, I must find work. I
remember applying to be a salesgirl at Evergreen, a big department store that catered to the
Europeans. I was asked to name some kitchen utensils like an egg whisk. I had never seen an egg
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whisk before. At home we beat the eggs with a pair of chopsticks, of course. I was asked to name a
spatula. I said it was a cooking spade—which is the literal translation of wok charen. I failed this test
miserably and once again I was rejected. I continued to look for employment and found a salesgirl
position at the National Toy Store in Nathan Road. This store catered mostly for the families of the
Army Barracks nearby, so my knowing English was essential. But I kept Chinese hours—seven days
a week, twelve hours a day, 10am - 10pm. Half -an-hour for lunch and half-an-hour for dinner. Both
meals were provided. All the other girls were Chinese so I became Chinese. I dressed Chinese and
wore the cheong-sam to make me more Chinese looking. Somehow I still didn’t belong. Even if I wore
a pigtail I would not have belonged. But the wages were $80 per month. My transportation costs of
third class on the tram and third class on the ferry at ten cents each way came to forty cents a day.
With my spending money I was allowed $20 a month. I was happy there. The customers and their
children talked to me and were really friendly. They were in as strange an environment as I was, just
as lonely and far from home.
I stayed there for a year and only left because I heard of a better job. My old teacher, Aunty Prim, had
suggested I take up the position. Her sister, Aunty Rica, recommended me for the position of
governess to a sweet little three year old girl. I felt I was going to be just like my Scottish grandmother
and be a governess.
The family lived in a beautiful home near the Upper Level of Hong Kong Island. I was still only in my
teens so I went to Mrs. Teng for a dark- coloured cheong sam, bought two pairs of underwear and a
pair of glasses to make me into a twenty year old and to give me the old schoolmarm look! I was far
too young. I could not cope. I could not wake up through the night to take the little girl to the toilet. I
slept through her cries of need. I was told to come back when I was older. It must have been a sad
disappointment to my Aunty Prim and Aunty Rica but they were too kind ever to mention it to me. I
expect they understood how I felt. So here I was again - no job and no money.
But I was lucky. I found a job at the NAAFI (Navy, Army and Air Force Institute) family grocery store.
The store was in the Victoria Barracks and I loved the job. I got to know some very nice people - the
families, mostly, who shopped with their children.
One time when a soldier saw me home, Ah Sum sat him down and asked him all sorts of
embarrassing questions. I can’t even remember his name, Ah Sum called him Big Finger, but it
doesn’t matter because I never saw him again. He probably asked for a posting overseas! Ah Sum
disapproved of any soldier. She always called them Chau Keik (smelly feet). The Chinese christened
them so because they wore heavy socks in the heat.
While I was at the NAAFI I met a very nice Chinese boy who worked there, too. He came from a poor
family and was living with his grandfather. He was trying to better his life and was going to night
school. I was allowed to go courting which meant a visit to the cinema once a month on pay day. I
even went to his home and met his grandfather who didn’t approve of me because I wasn’t pure
Chinese. But he thought maybe I could be of some use and teach his grandson English! I took my
boyfriend home. Ah Sum was not impressed but she thought he would be in my class. As the Chinese
saying goes, “Bamboo door faces bamboo door. Wooden door faces wooden door.” That means in
the same class or status.
One evening my boyfriend and I went to see a film It was “White Christmas,” a beautiful film. I can
remember the music still. It was to start at 9.30pm but it started late. When I next looked at my watch
it was 11.30 p.m. I should be home. I was going to be late. I panicked, rushed from the cinema and
took a taxi home which I could ill afford. I arrived at Ah Sum’s. Oh the commotion! My clothes were
out on the street again. Ah Sum was very fond of throwing my clothes on to the street. This is the
same as, “Don’t darken my door again.” I tried hard to explain that I had been at the cinema all this
time. Ah Sum refused to listen and said that she had never heard of a cinema that lasted longer than
11.30pm. She started to grill me.
“What have you been doing? Where have you been? Why are you so late?”
I continued to argue that all I did was watch a film and that if she didn’t believe me I would leave right
now.
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Well, one thing led to another and I stormed out of the house and sat on the stone bench at the back
door. I refused to go in even after Yuen, my elder cousin, came out to try to persuade me to go back
in and tell them I was sorry. I was not sorry. I had not done anything wrong. I refused to go back in.
Just imagine the situation. It is the middle of the night and a seventeen year old girl is sitting outside
by the back door and the whole family is in a commotion. I must have tried their patience to the limit. I
was hysterical. Well, Yuen did the right thing and took his slippers and slapped me very hard on my
leg. This was the first time that Yuen ever disciplined me. I was in shock that he would do this thing.
But he was right because without the breaking up of the situation, God knows what would have
happened. That was the one and only time my cousin took a slipper to me. But it was then I decided
to leave home for good.
While working at the NAAFI, I felt really settled. The wages were not bad and I got to speak English to
the customers and meet the families with their beautiful children. I dreamed of a family life. And I even
went out to football matches with the odd single soldier but nothing very serious came of it. I never
took anyone home again. As a local girl it was all right to be seen going out with the army boys but I
could not go out with a sailor somehow. If I was ever seen with a sailor, especially an American sailor,
I would have been in disgrace. That was the mentality of the local folks. The NAAFI, although it was a
family grocery, was open to all Defence personnel. The Sailors were stationed at Tamar, the naval
depot only a few minutes’ walk from Victoria Barracks in Wanchai.
In those days you could ride the tram from the East to the West of Hong Kong Island and be beside
the water all the way. This was before the land was reclaimed and huge buildings built on the new
land. I remember, one year, during a typhoon, an aircraft carrier that housed hundreds of American
sailors was washed ashore on to the tram lines. In those days the trams were separated into first
class which was upstairs. Sometimes I would pay the extra ten cents (20 cents) to ride upstairs and
see all the sights of Hong Kong Harbour. Although I continued to work at the NAAFI and went on
seeing that nice Chinese boy, I felt humiliated by the episode after the film and the relationship was
strained.
Somehow we were drifting apart. I always think he would have been a nice man to settle down with. I
considered myself Chinese in those days. It is like that. I go through phases of being Chinese and
then English and back again. I felt settled working at the NAAFI. When it was closed for the lunch
hour, we used to pool our resources and have lunch together. Many a time I would go to my Yan Tai
Goo’s place which was only a five minute walk from the Victoria Barracks and she would ask me to
stay for lunch. She didn’t have much in those days. It must have been hard going as her husband,
Goo Cheung, worked at the Barracks too as a clerk in some department. She had a very young family
but always found extra space for me at her table and, I hope, in her heart.
I started to make plans for the future. I decided to move out of Ah Sum’s place and find other
accommodation. I found a place at a girls’ hostel near Aberdeen. I never gave a thought to its
distance from Victoria Barracks in Wanchai. In the old days, travelling from Aberdeen to Wanchai
involved two changes of buses. I arranged with a friend to help me move my pitifully few possessions
to my new home on the following Saturday at 1pm. Unbeknown to me, the grocery store called a
stocktake for that particular Saturday afternoon. Mr. Simpson, my manager, was not in a good mood. I
explained that I could not stay for stocktaking that afternoon because I was moving house.
“No,” he said, “if you cannot stay you might as well take your hat and coat and go.” (His exact
wording!)
I didn’t have a hat and if my memory serves me right it was summer and I didn’t need a coat. I
stormed off in high dudgeon and never went back. In hindsight, I should have swallowed my pride and
asked for my job back but I was not so smart. I have never left a job again without considering the
consequences. But I suppose one is allowed to make a mistake once. Not only did I leave a job but I
left the nice young man as well. I made my move and started to look for a job once more.
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16 To a Dream Job – Joining the HK Police Force
That was a bleak time for me. I tried different jobs. I went from salesgirl to governess and back to
salesgirl again. I taught English and earned money as a tutor of English. I taught English to grand
ladies who lived in big homes on the Upper Levels and the Peak. They wanted to learn English for
social purposes. Many emerging rich ladies and gentlemen came back from China in 1949 after the
Communists took over. Many came from Shanghai and had not learned to speak English. Also, many
starlets and budding actors and actresses needed conversational English. There were lots of
hostesses in the bars of Wan Chai in Hong Kong who needed English for their business. Some could
speak a little English but could not read or write the language. I had some very good students who
eventually learned to read simple English and who even made good marriages to Europeans I still
keep in touch with some of them. I was never short of pupils and had to make allocations for weekly
tuition and prepare plenty of homework for them. All the time I was trying to make ends meet.
Somehow I always managed to get by but it left little time for leisure or study.
I tried to study at night school but really hadn’t the time or the money to keep it up. Education did not
come cheap in those hard times. Some of my friends had to leave school at Form Four as they could
not afford to stay on to the final year, Form Five. The fees rose higher, the higher the form you
reached so Form Four was quite a usual time for students to leave school. It stands to reason that the
teachers in the higher forms had to be paid more, so the fees would rise accordingly.
My friend, Fanny, left after Form Four but she went to a secretarial college after leaving school. She
got herself a good job and eventually emigrated to Canada. I think it was the dream of all the local
boys and girls, especially among the Eurasians, to leave Hong Kong and find jobs overseas. I know I
did. The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence!
Life went on for me but I was going through a most difficult time. Despite all this I was an outgoing and
most positive-thinking girl although I felt out of my league when attending parties given by old school
friends from St. Paul’s. I did not keep in touch with friends from the Sacred Heart Convent because I
left there in disgrace. I was sure that the nuns there would have used me as an example for the girls.
If they are disobedient they would be expelled like me. Years later I learned that the nuns never
mentioned me at all so memories of me faded away.
I did keep in touch with one of the girls. Sheila had beautiful reddish brown hair, her complexion was
fair and she had freckles like me. We used to meet up and go out to the beach together. Sometimes I
would ride the tram with one of the army boys. We girls would never dare hold hands with our beaux,
as we called our special boy friends in those days. You would have to have the title of being engaged
before holding hands.
ButI was a bold little thing. Well, I thought I was a bold little thing because I would arrange to meet a
boy at the beach at Repulse Bay. My boldness was because I would be dressed in a swimsuit, a quite
legitimate way to be one of the “in set,” for the beach. The beach at Repulse Bay was the handiest
beach to get to, only a short bus ride, sixty cents. I could pretend I was rich, although I have never
been invited to the Repulse Bay Hotel for coffee. After the beach we would go into town and stop at
the On Lok Yuen. They did the most fabulous hot dogs in those days. Orange juice and hot dog would
be the extent of my wining and dining out. Afterwards we would go to the cinema and that would be
the height of my boldness.
After one of my escapades, one of Ah Sum’s friends who knew me must have seen me at the beach
and reported it to Ah Sum. I was summoned and grilled. She asked me all sorts of questions, things
I’d done, things I’d not done. On and on it went. I had thought that being at the girls’ hostel would set
me free. Well, I still wasn’t free. My lovely idea of freedom was short-lived.
Life began to look up. I got a job on the Macau ferry, the only transport between Hong Kong and
Macau at that time. My job was to deal with the customers. The trip took over four hours, not like
nowadays when the hydrofoil takes just an hour to make the crossing. The ship would depart at
midnight and arrive about 4.30 in the morning. The passengers would not alight till later when the
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authorities would be on duty at the wharf. Most passengers would be travelling Third Class where
there were bunk beds everywhere and the luggage was placed next to your bunk, dormitory style.
Then there was the Saloon where the passengers would be drinking tea, coffee and eating cakes to
pass the time. The First Class was for the honeymooners and the VIP’s. This was before Macau was
the gambling capital of the world.
It was a honeymoon destination for the honeymooners not in the league of going overseas. So I told
myself,
“You want to go overseas? Well, here you are, Macau is the next best thing!”
Most of the passengers lived in Macau. Where Hong Kong was booming, Macau was still suffering
the effects of the war, but because it was neutral, the place itself had not seen much destruction. After
the war, most of the Eurasians who had gone to Macau to escape the Japanese came back to Hong
Kong to find work and some of them lived in Macau.
When the Chinese Communists took over China in 1949 all the foreigners who lived in Shanghai
where the various nationalities, like the French and the Portuguese had their quarters, had to leave.
The Portuguese government offered the refugees a home in Macau. They provided accommodation
and food and a lot of the families sent their children to work in Hong Kong and they stayed in Macau
because the cost of living there was much lower.
I got the job on the ferry because of my spoken languages. I was fluent in Cantonese and English and
I could read basic Chinese. I had a sprinkling of Portuguese which I learned at the Sacred Heart
School and I had a little French because of the French Convent at St. Paul’s. I was coming to believe
that I was as good as anyone else.
I planned to start my studies again once I settled in to this good job. But I never knew then that it
would be another twenty years before I could get back to my studies - to aspire to be somebody.
During those days of looking for a job you had to fill in a form before the interview. I hated that. I tried
to put down the truth. “Education?” they always asked. I put down, “Form Five Standard.” I always put
down I didn’t have a certificate. I reckoned my spoken English was better than a lot of the girls who
had gone to matriculation. They were very good with the bookwork, knew it back to front, but their
spoken English was not as good as mine. In those days in Hong Kong you had to know the right
people to get the best jobs or have the School Certificate or Matriculation. It was hard for me to get
anywhere with my educational background. I still tried to fit in some tutorial teaching when I could for
extra money and I very often did some interpreting work.
One day my friend introduced me to a Police Inspector who needed someone to do some interpreting
outside office hours. This Police Inspector liked the work I did and suggested I join the Hong Kong
Police. I told him I didn’t have the School Leaving Certificate but still he fixed me up with an interview.
I went along with about thirty other girls. They were all busy filling up the forms when I arrived. I had
my interview but because I didn’t have the School Leaving Certificate, I was rejected. The two girls
who got the jobs were better on paper than I was so that was that. Or was it? One of the two girls, as
luck would have it, had another interview for a Teachers’ College and she took the better choice of
being a teacher so, there I was picked for the job, a job that held some prestige.
Although we were given a warrant card and a number like any other policeman, we women sergeants
were just glorified telephone operators. We were stationed at Police Headquarters at EU (Emergency
Unit) Hong Kong which is the hub of all the stations. I am sure that some bean counter (what you
would call a consultant nowadays) came up with the idea that if we were incorporated into the Force
we could not ask for extra remuneration for the 24 hour shifts! I was very proud to be working there.
The other women sergeants were a really good bunch. Sometimes after the shift at 11o’clock we
would make up a party and go to a night club and make it to the morning shift after a night of mahjong
at one of the girls’ homes, for those who knew how to play. I didn’t learn to play till many years later.
My best friend there was Amy. She was one of the chosen few who joined at the same time as I did.
She was a wonderful friend and even after I went to England we continued to be best friends till she
was called to God a couple of years ago. Although we lived many miles apart for many years our lives
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were intertwined. We both married and had children and when she was widowed at a very young age
she devoted her life to her children.
I still enjoy the title of Ah Yee, Mother’s younger sister. Amy was more family to me than flesh and
blood relations. I could talk and discuss all subjects with her including talking of my divorce which I
could not bring myself to do with anyone else. When it happened and I left the scene she continued to
befriend my ex husband, Uncle Bill to her children.
Whenever I went back to Hong Kong when working in England or in Africa I would have coffee with
my Ex in the Mandarin Hotel where he had an office and the three of us would jokingly say that Amy
was the chaperone if we were found out by his new wife. As if I would steal another woman’s husband
- even if he were mine first! And when he was called to God, at a very young age, Amy was there
paying her respects to an old friend. That did happen only a few years later.
Return to Table of Contents
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17 Enter My Knight in Shiniing Armour – My Handsome MP
When I was still young and single, so long ago, I used to go out with the army boys to the Cheerio
Club. It was a club more like a pub today. It stood in beautiful grounds and was opposite the old Hong
Kong and Shanghai Bank. Years later the Club was demolished and the Hilton Hotel was built in its
place. Many years after that the Hilton was demolished and Cheong Kong Building now stands there.
Only Defence personnel could gain access to the Cheerio Club and girls were not allowed in on their
own. You had to be taken. All the Defence Service Clubs were the same, only accessible to Defence
personnel. Like the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home which was a kind of hostel where the personnel went
if they had to stay overnight while travelling to and from their own Barracks. The Home was on
Hennessy Road near the Victoria Barracks. It was taken over by the Wesley Mission as a hostel and
was later demolished. The Wesley Hotel now stands in its place.
Right on the water, opposite the Tamar Naval Depot, was the China Fleet Club which was the
entertainment centre for the Forces. It housed a cinema and a shop which were open only to Defence
Forces and sailors on leave from the U.S. aircraft carriers which were always in the Harbour. The
whole district of Wan Chai was sprouting night clubs and bars to cater for the American Fleet. Then
there was the Union Jack Club which was to play a large part in my destiny.
The organisers of the Union Jack Club held dances there once
a month and their New Year’s Eve and Christmas dances were
legendary. They had barn dances and games and all sorts of
lovely things. Many an army chap would have met his destiny
there - and I was no different. I remember going to dances at
the Club with the girls. We would never have dared go there on
our own. But we didn’t want to miss out. One of the girls had a
boy-friend in the army and he took three of us there at the
same time. “His harem of four girls,” I joked.

My knight in shining armour at a function.

We had a code that we would go together and leave together.
There’s always safety in numbers. Most of us girls were either
Eurasian or Portuguese. My friends were mostly like myself,
local girls not belonging to any one race. If we were Chinese
we would not have been allowed out to the dances and we
would have stuck to the code of not mixing with the Europeans.
If we were pure Portuguese we would have gone to the
Portuguese Club and have met only with the Portuguese boys.
We Eurasians were not the elite or the cream of society. So
that night the “harem” went to the dance. It was then I saw him my knight in shining armour. He was an MP – no, not a
Member of Parliament but a member of the dreaded Military
Police.

I hope I am not confusing real life with fantasy here. I seem to remember he was an extremely
handsome man about five feet ten inches and I am five feet nothing standing on my bare feet. He was
breaking up a rowdy corner of men who had had too much beer to drink, way over the top and who
were getting out of hand.
The organisers had obviously called in the Military Police and there he was, so very handsome in his
military uniform and his red cap. I couldn’t stop looking at him. I must have bemused him because he
was waiting for us girls at the door when we left a few hours later. He offered to take me home. I
declined the offer, as usual. Well, that was the deal. We girls go in together, we leave together, we go
home together and no harm will come of the evening. And then I did a very bold thing. I gave him my
work phone number. I was living in digs at that time and not many homes have the telephone. I also
told him I was on night shift for the whole week so he would know when to call.
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A few days later he did call and we went out to the cinema at the China Fleet Club. I learned that he
phoned three times before but he thought that I had played a trick on him giving him the phone
number for the Hong Kong Police. He told me he was too shocked to ask for me the first two times. I
also learned that being an MP in the army, he hasn’t too many friends except other MP’s because
they are a feared species. They are able to put someone in the glass house—a term for a military
prison.
After the initial shock of his first call, he would call often. The girls I worked with would purposely ask
who was wanting Sergeant Shaw and often took the Mickey (to make fun of someone in a friendly
way) by saying,
“Oh yes! Corporal Rother for Sergeant Shaw.”
When we first went out together he would ask me to wait for him at his Mess at the Victoria Barracks.
He took great delight in introducing ‘his’ Sergeant to his fellow MP’s. His mates would often doubt my
being a Sergeant in the Hong Kong Police because I was not built like their idea of a policewoman—
big, tall and broad. I had to show them my warrant card to convince them.
My knight in shining armour was a conscript like most of the Defence personnel in those days. The
army certainly made men out of boys. The discipline dished out was good training to teach the chaps
how to live in the social world. (I sometimes wished that my son had joined some sort of Defence
Force like his father.) We weren’t able to go out too often because we were both on shift duties. It is
very strange but maybe I was in love with being in love before we fell in love.
An incident in the early days of our courtship almost saw the shift in our lives being a non-event. We
had our first tiff. We had made a date to meet at the Cheerio Club and knowing that I was not allowed
into the Club on my own, we arranged to meet outside. The Club was very big and had six entrances
and we were waiting for each other at opposite entrances but unable to see each other. I could not go
into the Club to ask, so there we were, cursing one another for an hour. I thought if he had been
delayed he would have phoned someone in the Club to come out and tell me. I finally left in disgust
and made for the tram stop still wondering what I had done wrong. On the way to the stop we bumped
into each other and then we started blaming the other. The tram came along and I boarded it still in
high dudgeon. He followed and we talked and talked sitting there in the tram. I suppose both of us
were relieved that we had not been stood up. That was when I knew that destiny was ‘we’ together.
He was in my class in more ways than one. (Bamboo door to bamboo door and wooden door to
wooden door, as the Chinese say.) He was not too well educated. He had left school at sixteen and
didn’t pursue his studies further although he always said he would go back to his studies when he
was demobbed (finished his years in the army). Circumstances made that impossible but, later in his
all too short life, he didn’t need the certificate that further studies would have brought him as he
excelled in other ways.
After leaving school he worked at different jobs till he was conscripted into the army. He said that
destiny played its part in his being sent to Hong Kong. He always said it was a stroke of luck. That
was when we first went out together. But years later when we were at loggerheads with each other he
would curse the day he was sent to Hong Kong. Being a conscript he had to take a posting anywhere
in the British Empire but if he signed on for an extra year he could choose. He picked the Far East
which was Malaya in those days of the early fifties or Singapore which still had not achieved
independence or Hong Kong. Before his posting, his visions of the Far East were of men in pigtails
who robbed the Europeans by the waterfront. So he was most pleasantly surprised that Hong Kong
was so beautiful and so modern. Being posted to Hong Kong was a mere fluke.
When their ship docked in Malaya the soldiers were called in alphabetical order. By the time they
came to ‘R’ the quota for Malaya was full. So it was Hong Kong for Corporal Rother, for better or for
worse. All my memories of our courting days were of looking through rose-tinted glasses, everything
looked wonderful. I got a kick out of seeing him every time I saw him approaching me in his military
uniform, sometimes sitting on his motor cycle. I never got to ride on it because he only rode it when he
was on duty and in full military dress. We must both have been in love with the wrong image. But in
love we truly were, head over heels. Sadly love does not run smoothly. There was the imminent and
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ever-present fear that we would be separated when he got his demob papers but, in the meantime,
we were happy together. We were an item; accepted by Ah Sum, although she wasn’t really happy he
was a Chau Keik (smelly feet), my family and the few friends I had; and we were asked out together to
functions and parties. Before I met my MP I did go out with boys to dances but always went home
with my girlfriends. I know that military personnel are only there for the duration of their postings.
Being in love did not mean permanency.
Only one local girl in ten ended up with their love. When the boys said,
“Love me,” they really meant, “Hug me, love me and leave me.”
I once had a chappie who took me to a football match and when he saw me home my family told him
he was not to take me out again until we were engaged. How can you explain to a chap that that is
the Chinese way? How could they understand that I was Chinese in my thoughts even though I did
not look the part? It was hard to make a Western boy understand. I am always caught between the
two cultures, their thinking and my thinking. My behaviour must have been difficult for someone
brought up in the West to understand. They wanted a demure Chinese girl. Well, I wasn’t that. I wasn’t
a Western girl either. I was always in conflict with myself. But, worst of all, my Roman Catholic
upbringing gave me a lot of inhibitions. I was all
mixed up with all these cultures, all those
religions. I tried to behave like a Western girl
among Europeans but nothing seemed to work.
Well, I did not publicise that I was going out with
an army chap. Families would get the wrong
idea; besides his officer would very quickly ship
him out of Hong Kong to another posting. I think
the boys were given the advice to love them and
leave them and not commit themselves to a
local girl; probably sound advice. Maybe the
army put bromide into the soldiers’ tea but I was not aware of many weddings happening.
Sooner than I would have thought, the time came for me and my handsome MP to part. He got his
demob papers and was booked on the HMTS Nevasa. Even in my wildest fantasy I knew he could
not take me with him so I put on my usual brave face and waved him good-bye to return to Battersea
and be re-united with his family.
“If you loved me enough you would come back for me,” I said.
This was a subject that we had discussed but had always avoided the inevitable that he would go
away forever. If he did come back for me, how was he to make a living? Most of the army boys spent
all they earned, not that they earned a marvellous sum of money. England was just out of the war and
the pay was very small. My MP did not come from a rich family. Most families were having a hard time
establishing themselves after the disruption of the war. His family was no different. Being a working
class boy was what had attracted me to him in the first place. He knew what it was like to go without
during his childhood. Both his parents worked. One story he told me was that he never knew about
having underpants inside his school trousers and he spent half his schooldays trying to clean his
trousers before the next school day. He had to wash the floors and do other household chores
because there were no girls in the family and both parents went out to work.
When the soldiers came out to the Far East they were somebody. They liked to show off and
started buying expensive clothes. The tailor came to the barracks every week on pay day and
part of their pay went on the never-never payment for shoes and clothes—tailor made shirts, tailor
made trousers, tailor made suits. Just like his days in Battersea, the man would come to the
house to collect his two bob (shillings) for the TV, the insurance, the football pools. So, in Hong
Kong, after his Mess bill for the drinks, the bill for the tailor and his outings, my handsome MP
didn’t have any savings. His discussions always were, “What could I do if I did come back?” He
certainly wasn’t trained for anything, just the Military Police. Ah! That’s it. I had an idea. I was in
the Hong Kong Police. I knew the ins and outs of the Force and I thought,
“He’ll have no trouble getting back. What better profession with his background than the
Police?”
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That was it.

Once again, I had doubts. Maybe he didn’t really want to come back. What did he have to bring
him back, except me? Nothing—we local girls knew perfectly well that once he was back in
England with his family and his old girl-friends, his Far East experience would only be a memory.
Did he really want to come back? Nevertheless I had hopes and I gave him the Milbank address
in London where the Recruiting Office for the Hong Kong Police was. I drummed into his head,
“If you ever get to an interview, do not,” I stressed, “do not say you have a local girl waiting
for you.”
That would definitely have been a no-no, because the Police Force, like the armed forces, do not
encourage fraternising with the locals. I, myself, totally agree with this policy because in my own
experience it does complicate matters. Being married to a local girl means you have a local
extended family and the family expects you to look on them with a favourable eye. Policemen
from overseas should not, ideally, have a local family. In my heart I did not expect to see him
again, although I wished with all my might that our strong relationship would survive the
separation of oceans and miles.
One day a telegram arrived. There was no telephone where I lived. I shared a flat with a few families
and I was lucky to have a room of my own.
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18 A Radiant Bride – The Wind Had Settled the Leaf

My hands shook as I opened the small orange envelope.
“Meet me at Kai Tak Airport. Arriving BOAC …”
He gave the time and date. My fate had been decided. I felt that the leaf that was me had finally
settled and I had stopped being tossed and blown about. My handsome MP had come back for me.
But who was I to think that smooth waters lay ahead?
Ah Sum said,
“Well, it will be a good match, a Police Inspector and a Police Sergeant! It will bring pride to the
family” But she also said, “Better you give me Mr. Rother’s birth sign. We must go to the
fortune teller.”
On her return the news was not good. Our birth signs did not match. Worse still, they did, in fact,
clash. My star reading said that if only I had been born in the West and not in the East I would have
achieved great things. It was all downhill from there. I would attain a happy marriage only if I delayed
marriage till I was a greater age, like 28 years, or if I became a concubine or a second wife. Moreover,
I was hampered by having no parents. These predictions didn’t exactly instill great confidence, and
eroded what little self-confidence I did have.
So, I started my marriage with strife and the Heavens
clashing about me. But Mr. Rother and I were both
individually-minded people and get married we did.
The first clash of our East-West cultures was right before
the wedding. Ah Sum said that in order to be properly
married in the eyes of the relatives and friends, we must
hand out wedding cakes. In the old days marriage cakes
were measured out and sold by the ‘Yut Darm Ban’ which
equalled 100 catties. Mr. Rother called it the bride price.

I made a radiant Bride

But that was only the start. I had to explain to Mr. Rother
that when my family gave wedding presents it would not
be like it is in the West where they gave toasters, pots
and pans, tablecloths and all sorts of really useful things
to start up a house. They always gave jewellery. That is
the tradition. Furthermore, the bride takes the jewellery
when she goes into the family of the groom. If the
marriage does not work out the bride takes all the
jewellery with her when she leaves. The jewellery is hers
and hers alone. It is a kind of insurance policy. The
bridegroom gives the Lei See (Lucky Packet of money)
and the bride uses it to buy the furniture, clothing and
bedding. All this used to be paraded for all the guests to
see. It is just like buying a bride but is the Chinese
tradition.

During the wedding dinner, the guests and relations bring Lei See for the bride’s family. In our case
the guests and friends gave the Lei See to us. Usually the bride’s parents keep the lucky money but in
my case it went to Ah Sum and Ah Suk to offset what they had spent on the bride. In addition to all
this it was the bridegroom’s responsibility to pay for the wedding dinner. The custom is to have as
many tables as possible with each table having twelve people. Face is at stake here. The reputation
of the whole family rests with the number of tables. The bridegroom stumps up for this as well. Can
you imagine trying to explain to a chappie born and brought up in Battersea all these things when in
his tradition all the expenses were paid by the bride’s family - and no bride price to pay either? I had to
explain such trivial things as these to Mr. Rother and how were hundreds of dollars to be found in an
empty kitty? It was his very first culture shock.
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But despite the fortune teller’s
doom and gloom and all the
expense for Mr. Rother, we were
married.

At the wedding dinner I demonstrate to the Best Man the skill of
using chopsticks (note the fork). My Groom, Mr Rother, after a
stressful day, clearly shows eating was his main priority.

At the church door.

My brother walking me down the aisle.

I had to buy a pair of trousers for
my brother/cousin because I
crossed over the threshold before
he did. That’s traditional as well,
he being older than me. There was
also a pair of shoes for my (Kow
Zhai) younger brother/cousin
because he was younger. As I
have said before, the Chinese
hierarchy is very precise. The
father’s side’s younger sibling is
called differently from the mother’s
side’s younger sibling and the
same goes for the older sibling.
For example, the bigger sister on
the father’s side is called Goo
Mah, the younger sister Goo Zei,
and mother’s older sister Yee Mah
and the younger sibling Ah Yee.
After the wedding Mr. Rother had
to go to my house to burn the joss
sticks for the ancestors so that
they would know he has come into
my family and vice versa. He had
to give tea to all the elder relatives
like the Aunts and Uncles and
everyone. Traditionally he had to
pour the tea on the altar for the
ancestors and he got on his
knees to serve the tea to the
elders in tiny, fragile, delicately
decorated porcelain cups, and
they gave him Lucky Packets
acknowledging he has joined the
family. The dinner came after that
and we had a Church wedding as
well. I don’t know how he put up
with it all!
We had to repay what we had
borrowed for the wedding—the
wedding didn’t pay for itself! I had
jewellery, as expected, but we
could not convert it into money.
So, like a lot of youngsters we

started off married life in debt.
Unfortunately, I had to leave the Police Force. The rules at that time were that married rank and file
members were not allowed to be in the Force at the same time. And that is rightly so. As a Police
Inspector he was my superior and would have to discipline me if the need arose. How could he be
expected to discipline his own wife? Rules are rules and I was out of a job.
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Now I was a Police Inspector’s wife, I felt I had been elevated in society. I was no longer the timid little
Eurasian orphan girl who didn’t belong. The trouble was that I was not wise enough to realise that
marriage had to be worked out, that both parties have to make their input into a harmonious
household. The only example I had was from Ah Sum and Ah Suk where she will give the orders and
he will listen and obey. He brings home the money and she
runs the household. It was a bit different in the West where the
husband paid the bills and gave his wife an allowance for food
and so on and the wife has to ask for extras.
Well, that was not me. Even today, in the twenty-first century, I
refuse to ask for money. That’s been my motto all my life. I
just can’t say to my husband, “Can I have $100…?” I did all
my shopping for food and household things at the Comprador
across the road from us. It was called Chu Yin and you put
everything on the book and at the end of the month you paid
the bill. So I resigned myself to putting all the food bills on the
rack and not to worry about the money. I have to admit I went
in to the “I am rich mode” without realising that the money has
to be budgeted for, no matter who does it.
I wanted to be top dog in the marriage. I wanted to show the
world my good fortune in a marriage above my station. I
thought my ship had come home. I had to have everything. I
had it all. I must have behaved very badly in those days. I thought a Police Inspector’s wages would
pay for everything even though they were not very high. We were lucky enough to be given Police
quarters on No. One, Yee Woo Street. Now it is a huge complex called Hong Kong Mansion with
about one hundred and twenty-seven families living there. In our time there were three blocks of three
storeys each, nine families in all. The flats were spacious with two servants’ quarters to each flat and
there was a lovely courtyard with green lawns for children and pets to play on. The flat was so big that
despite having a servant I still had to spend hours keeping the place clean. You have to remember
the building was right beside the tramlines and the bus routes and crowds of people, even in those
days, and the dust rose up in a steady stream. In the end, when I started having children, I had to
close off the dining-room except on special occasions, when we had parties, to save the amount of
cleaning.
After the wedding—Dressed in my
finery I thought I was rich.

When my son was born we had to have a big “moon yuet” when he was one month old. It was almost
like the christening in the West. In fact, we did them both together, the big dinner party and the
christening. The Chinese caterers (Doa Wui) brought the tables, crockery and food and someone to
serve. They brought everything except the drinks. We had three tables, each with twelve people, in
the dining-room, three round tables in the sitting-room and two tables on the verandah—eight tables
in all, a very auspicious number.
To give you another idea of the vastness of the flat, we used to have an aviary of budgies on the
corner of the verandah with ten nest boxes and baby budgies coming along at all stages. My
husband, William, whom everyone called Bill, started with three budgies. Bill is, by the way, a very
Chinese name (Chinese writing). It is a very powerful name and means Three Tigers, just right for a
policeman. When Bill was in England he had a budgie that had lost a leg. It hopped around quite
happily on one leg and Bill called him Stumpy. In our courting days we used to go to the bird market
on a side street near Queen Road in Central West. There were lots of birds for sale, canaries, budgies
and silvereyes. So Bill wanted to start rearing budgies. We started with three pairs thinking we would
make a fortune selling the offspring. We soon found out that there was nowhere to sell them. In fact,
we had to give away every single one of those little pets, as they had come to mean to me.
This idyllic lifestyle I have painted was far from the reality of our lives. I think we both suffered from the
same ego illness. We both wanted to dominate the household. How could a happy marriage result
from that? More culture clashes arose. We had to send money to his parents for presents. We both
agreed that we must revere the older generation so we sent money, however little, for Christmas,
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Easter and birthdays. And, in the case of my family, Ah Sum expected me and mine to stick to
tradition.
Paying respect to the elders in Chinese society does not come cheap! There are many Chinese
Festivals: Chinese New Yea; Festival of the Dragon Boat; Autumn Moon Festival; Ching Ming (time to
visit the dead); and Chung Yeung. All these festivals had to be observed and the elders were always
glad of a helping hand at these times. A Police Inspector’s wages do not cover all those occasions
taking place far and wide. To add to all this, as a Police Inspector’s wife, I had a new status to
maintain so I joined the twinset and pearls set. I bought the skirts to go with the cashmere sweaters,
the shoes, the handbag and rings for my fingers and earrings as well.
I began to feel I had arrived and I learned to play mahjong. I was never any good at it and I found out
later that Ah Sum had another name for me, Bow Sui which translated as “guaranteed to lose.” In
spite of that, the gambling bug got me. I was not working so, if anyone rang up for me to go and play
mahjong, I would jump into a taxi and travel all the way to Western Hong Kong. The budget groaned
with all these strains.
My daughter, Susan, was born. My most beautiful little girl; Susan was the light of my life. I was so
proud of her and loved to dress her up in pretty clothes, just like a doll. All too soon I had to go out to
work again and I had to leave her with the Amah (the nursemaid). I worked as a telephonist once
again, a very good profession. Only the big hotels with very big switchboards employed good, fast
telephonists but it was always shift work so our idyllic family life was disrupted with Bill sleeping and
me at work and vice versa. Married life was not what I had hoped. We were both trying to make ends
meet, keep a job and keep a family. To make things worse, Bill was unhappy with his work but I didn’t
know that.
We didn’t have discussions like married people should. We were too busy rushing around. I had no
idea of what a marriage could be. I didn’t know what to expect. So I did things my way and he did
things his way and when my son, Stephen, arrived I thought that my duties to the ancestors had been
fulfilled. On many occasions we’d clash over small things which would then escalate into big quarrels.
I remember coming home one day when the Amah was out shopping. The new baby, only two
months old, was screaming his lungs out. Bill was sleeping peacefully in the same room with not a
care in the world. Steve had kicked himself into the cot side and his head was stuck into the square
cot bars. The more he screamed and kicked the more the bar bit into his skull. He was bruised and
bleeding. I said a few harsh words to Bill and rushed the baby to the doctor. A few days later he put
an injection into the swollen bruise to expel the accumulated fluid within. I had an anxious time about
any invisible damage but he reached one year old and then two and he was bright as a button,
speaking both languages by then. Both Stephen and his sister were my pride and joy. I loved to show
them off to my friends. Here I was, an orphan, with a beautiful family living in a most beautiful flat with
a servant and with a respected man for my husband. We gave parties at the drop of a hat. I gave
parties to celebrate the kids’ birthdays even though Susan and Stephen were too young to know what
it was all about. When you are young you think the good times will last forever. But friends and family
do not see or guess the darker side of a marriage.
The material world we lived in was costly. When television came to Hong Kong we were among the
first to get one. Even with both of us working it was hard to budget. The financial strain with a young
family and both of us working shifts did not encourage a harmonious relationship, especially one that,
according to the gods, was going to clash from the beginning. The real cause of our troubles was that
Bill was unhappy in his work. Bill was a straightforward, young man with high ideals of right and
wrong. The Hong Kong Police in the late fifties certainly did not display a squeaky clean image. Bill,
being a stubborn so-and-so, only went into a temper and was often at loggerheads with his
Department Head. In the end he was transferred from one station to another and ended up in the
Emergency Unit, known as EU HK. It was a dead end department for any policeman wanting
promotion.
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The change suited him. He was much happier and he got on well with his subordinates. If and when
the night shift got too quiet and boring he would play Chinese Chess with his men. His spoken
Chinese got better and better. In fact, one of the rules of the household was that we spoke Chinese at
home so that he would get word perfect. I always insisted that it would be an asset in the years to
come. Time proved me right because, years later, his language skills got him out of his rut and into a
high position with excellent prospects in business in Hong Kong.
The other side of the coin was that his language skills served me badly in a way that I would never
have expected. I had brought my troubles on my own head but, in hindsight, I would not have done
things differently. One’s behaviour in life is dominated by the time in one’s life. At that time, his
knowing the language like a native made him a happier man. No-one would dare talk about him. He
was, in fact, any man’s equal. His pride in mastering the language, playing Chinese Chess like an
expert and Mahjong better than me gave him some well-earned self-esteem. He got on well with my
Chinese friends and family and quite often went to Ah Sum and Ah Suk to play mahjong whilst I was
at work. All the while they were playing mahjong, Ah Sum and Ah Suk would be talking about the
family gossip. Maybe they even talked about me and my time at the Convent as they were told it by
the nuns.
Years later, all this was thrown in my face; that even Ah Sum and Ah Suk told him I was unstable and
he tried to use it against me when he wanted a divorce. When I think of it now, the marriage was
neither happy nor unhappy as far as I was concerned. We both tried too hard to please each other but
we were trying to keep up with the Joneses and reaching for a lifestyle that the budget could not
stretch to. There were always problems with money and the children. The final blow came when he
had to go through a special pass-out drill. This was done after four years with the Police Force. He
had to lead a group of NCOs in a special exercise which he failed. Friends advised him to ask for a six
month extension and have another chance. Stubborn Bill said he didn’t want to stay with the Police
and anyway his parents were getting older and he should go back home to be with them.
Leaving Hong Kong was always one of my dreams. To go to the UK where my roots were, where my
grandmother had been born, was the fulfillment of that dream. So, as a dutiful daughter-in-law, I said,
“Where my husband goes, there I go, too, be it England or the ends of the earth.”
I had never visited England. My little world was Hong Kong and Macau. The idea of being an English
housewife appealed to me no end. I didn’t think of how we were going to live but I could always go to
work.
My husband’s description of Battersea sounded idyllic. The house near the Park, his parents’ home,
with a front and back garden and seven rooms really appealed to me. I had preconceived ideas of this
home-to-be. Me, an orphan girl from Tai Hang village where there was no toilet and the night soil man
came to empty the bucket, was going to the welcome arms of a family in a house with seven rooms,
by Battersea Park.
I could see myself with hat and coat and white gloves, like you used to see on the cinema, a typical
English housewife. With such visions as these I boarded the BOAC plane for London. My Chinese
family, Ah Sum and Ah Suk and my cousin, Ah Hei, came to see me off at Kai Tak Airport. Despite my
rosy visions of times to come, I was struck with such sadness at being tossed once more by the wind
that when the doors of the plane were shut I felt the hot tears roll down my cheeks and an
uncontrollable sobbing shook my entire frame. Strangely, I was already beginning to feel the lack of
family by my side. How stupid of me. My lovely husband and my two beautiful children should have
been all the family I needed. Somehow I didn’t feel that way. I was going away from the only family I
knew and all that was familiar. What would this England of my forefathers really be like?

Return to Table of Contents

67

A Leaf in the Wind

Pamela A Blackie

19 Going Overseas to the Birthplace of My Grandmother, Battersea, England
I can’t remember very much about our arrival in the UK. I seem to think it was in March and there was
a chill in the air that lasted forever. The journey had been long and with two little ones to look after, it
had not been easy. I don’t remember any impact when shown the house of my new family. Mom and
Dad were very kind in welcoming this foreigner who had taken away their son. They were ecstatic
with their two grandchildren but I was too exhausted to take in the whole situation. I went immediately
to make the tea because mothers-in-law in the East do not consider you as a daughter-in-law unless
you have knelt on the floor and presented them with the tea. Their acceptance of your presentation of
the tea and subsequent drinking of the tea, as well as the gift of the Lucky Packet, is the ceremonial
acceptance into the family, no matter when they meet you.
Bill had gone through the tea ceremony with Ah Sum and Ah Suk when we were married. But here we
were in the West. There was to be no tea ceremony. We all just sat down to tea. The house was not
according to my preconceived ideas, though, on counting and re-counting as hard as I could, it did
boast of seven rooms. Later, I was to find out that this was a Pre-fab (house already assembled ready
to set up on site) on a Council Estate. There were two bedrooms, bathroom, separate toilet, sittingroom with dining-room combined and a kitchen, so that makes seven rooms, doesn’t it? The back
garden was spacious but, being a pre-fab, the next-door neighbour was very close by. In fact, we
could hear each other’s conversation if we put our minds to it!
My husband’s brother, Terry, was ten years younger than he was. A lot of families in those post-war
years had siblings much younger because the husbands were away for years during the war. You will
find from the hospital records of the years that 1947/48 was a bumper year for babies. Terry was not
married. He sacrificed his room for his parents and slept on the couch. That left the bigger bedroom
for our own little family. I will always be grateful that all three of them went to work during the day and
that left us the house to ourselves.
Our bedroom had a double bed and a nice big cupboard but didn’t leave much room for our luggage
and the cot. Stephen took an instant dislike to the cot and refused to sleep in it. The little ones fretted
through the night and I could never get a good night’s sleep. Life was extremely difficult even though
we all went out of our way to please one another but not really succeeding. Conflicts surfaced. Bill
moped around the house and didn’t even try for a job. Under the terms of his contract with the HK
Police he was paid for nine months after leaving the Force. Every first of the month he took the bus to
Millbank in the city to get his pay. I did not push him to get work because he explained to me that the
Income Tax would only take it all. His HK pay was taxed at Hong Kong rates which were much, much
less than the UK taxes. Besides, he explained, “There will be plenty of time later to look for a job.” I
must have been very selfish not pushing him harder but I was frightened to be left alone in a strange
house in a strange country.
I started making friends with the next-door neighbour. What better way than to pick some blackberries
which grew on the fence next to them. How was I to know that we didn’t speak to that particular
neighbour? And to give away blackberries that don’t belong to me is a cardinal sin. I was also
informed in a heated moment by the family of what the neighbours thought of me. I was a lazy soand-so and slept the morning away. I couldn’t think how they could deduce that. “Oh, they can see the
curtains are not pulled and the children are not playing out in the yard till late.” How unfair, I felt, but I
kept my unhappiness to myself.
Worst of all, I didn’t like the English food. The cabbage was boiled to death with potatoes and mince
and stews. Mince beef was not to my taste. I found it very fatty and strong. We did have a roast dinner
on Sundays, usually lamb. Somehow I didn’t like lamb. I found it extremely strong-smelling. Although
now roast lamb is my favourite roast dinner it was not so at that time. I was brought up on simple food
at Ah Sum’s, steamed fish every day because it was the cheapest meat, cheaper than pork. We had
pork occasionally and, at the festivals, about ten times a year, we’d kill a chicken. I yearned for rice,
steamed fish and crispy stir-fried vegetables. My mother-in-law kindly bought me a pound of rice one
day. No matter how I cooked it, it turned out a gluggy mess, burnt on the underside and wet and
sticky. She kept telling me to put milk and sugar into it. The only rice sold in those days was pudding
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rice which was quite different from the Eastern rice. I loved fish and seafood so Sunday was the
gastronomic highlight of the week. Every Sunday the seafood man would come round the streets of
Battersea. Susan and I would listen out for the call, “Cockles, winkles and shrimp.” We would go out
to the cart and pick a pint of cockles or winkles. All seafood was sold by the pint and it would be
scooped up in a one pint jug.
Susan and I would spend a Sunday afternoon picking out the winkles with a pin. Our budget wouldn’t
go as far as a crab but a pint of shrimps once in a while was a real luxury. The in-laws would have a
tub of jellied eels. Such simple food was the manna of the gods. Another culture shock was to hear
my in-laws call Bill, Johnnie. It made him seem like another person. They had never called him Bill.
His name was William John and somehow they used his middle name.
In the home Bill and I and the children always used to speak Chinese. I felt it was good for Bill to keep
up his Chinese, being a learned language it was important for him to keep in practice. Susan already
knew Chinese as well as English and Stephen was beginning to talk. My mother-in-law would say,
“Don’t talk dirty Chinese. You are not in China now.” And she would tell the children, “You are not
Chinese so don’t talk Chinese.”
The children didn’t know where they were. I didn’t know where I was.
By now I was beginning to feel terribly isolated. I cannot describe the loneliness of homesickness.
There is only one cure for homesickness and that is to go home. As the months wore on I had the
distinct and overwhelming premonition that I would never see Hong Kong again.
I made the stupid mistake of confiding my feelings to one of the Aunties, the sister of my mother-inlaw. I told her, in all innocence, how I had the feeling of being trapped in a strange country without my
usual Chinese food. I missed the rice cooked the Chinese way. I missed the steamed fish. I could
have told her all kinds of things like how happy I had been in Hong Kong with a servant to do all the
work and how I would like to go back there. But my conversation was carried back to my mother-inlaw and exaggerated out of all proportion. There was bedlam and a gigantic row ensued. She saw me
as the enemy. I was ungrateful after all they had done for me. They let us live in their home and gave
us all they could and I still wasn’t happy. The situation was impossible. I saw the difficulty of all living
together, five adults and two young children.
Worse still, I was pregnant again. This child was not planned but one must think back to the early
sixties when the pill was virtually unknown and, like a good Catholic, I had never thought of birth
control. I suffered from morning sickness for months and was sick nearly every day. How could I
contemplate staying in my in-laws’ place with a new baby? We were advised to go to the Council. We
actually thought that they would help us; a young couple with two small children and one on the way.
But we were told that to get a Council house you must, first, go on the waiting list. That seemed
simple enough till we began to learn a little more about the procedure. First, you must be in rented
accommodation. Secondly, the landlord must have kicked you out. Thirdly, that makes you homeless.
So fourthly, the Council will put the woman and the children into a half-way house and the man into a
hostel for men. Then, you must wait to be put on the list. Even when you got on to the Council list you
would wait so long that the children could be at university before a house was found.
There were exceptions. If you were living in rented accommodation which was bought by someone
else, legally they could not throw you out. Sometimes, however, the new owner would use
harassment to get you out. If this affected your health so you became a basket case, according to a
doctor’s opinion, then you could get on to the Housing List and be re-housed within a year. In the
intervening year you would still have to go to a half-way house. Some people resorted to desperate
measures, like the family with two small boys who were living at their father-in-law’s and could not get
on to the Housing List. The young wife was a strong character who took the boys to the Council
Offices every morning, arriving about 9am and leaving at 5pm. Can you imagine the behaviour of two
small boys cooped up in a confined space for hours on end? This went on for months till the Council
called it a day and put her in a Council flat as well as getting her older boy a place in a nursery school
from 10am - 3pm. Persistence pays! As for us, we could not ask our parents-in-law to throw us out.
So, according to the Council, our situation was not desperate and we didn’t get on to the Housing List.
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We could not even find a place to rent, All landlords had the same rules; no pets, no children, no Irish
and certainly no Chinese.
The black landlords didn’t want white tenants and the white landlords didn’t want black tenants. We
didn’t particularly want to go into a building with a lot of Jamaicans who slept six to a room in shifts. I
am not being racist here but only telling it as it was in the sixties in London. In later years I was an
official foster mother to look after Jamaican children who needed a home. They weren’t the swinging
Sixties for everyone. There was plenty of racial tension then, as now.
What were we to do? Bill still had not found a job up to his expectations. All the jobs on offer were
menial jobs which he had not done for years. In his early years when he was sixteen he worked for
the Forestry and graduated to a job as a posting clerk with a big firm in Piccadilly. He packed the
orders and kept track of the parcels and posting. It was not a clerical job but he was starting at the
bottom which was the right way to go. Most boys who left school at sixteen took temporary jobs halfheartedly as they expected to be called up to the armed forces when they were eighteen. Well, he
was not successful in getting a job. We could not rent a place and we were still at my mother-in-law’s
when the new baby came.
Here I must give my heartfelt thanks to my mother-in -law. Despite our differences in culture and
lifestyle, she did in all goodness, have us with her for a very long time. I shall always be grateful to my
young brother-in-law, Terry, for all he did to help by sleeping on the couch and making room for us for
all those many months. I shall always be indebted to him for his understanding of this strange Chinese
girl who came between his family and him. He always respected me and I him. We used to talk many
a time when he came home after being on a Ban the Bomb march with his girl-friend. I used to write to
him and his Mom even after I was divorced and my ex-husband had another family. Due to my
travelling away from England, time and distance have meant we have drifted apart but I am happy to
say that my children are still in touch with their Uncle Terry and shall always regard him with great
fondness.
It was turning out to be a totally impossible task to find anywhere to live. We could not find a place to
rent and we hadn’t saved enough money for a deposit on a house. Looking back we should have
saved the monthly pay from Millbank House but we were young and foolish, we didn’t think about
tomorrow.
Once again, my mother-in-law came to the rescue in a roundabout way. She approached her sister,
Aunty May, and Uncle Dan, her brother-in-law. They were very well-off and had a beautiful house in
Clapham Junction and they offered us a loan for a deposit on a house. The loan was on the same
basis as if we had borrowed from a bank and we had the interest to pay as well as the repayments of
the mortgage at a specified time. My mother-in-law also helped us and between all of them we started
to look for somewhere to live. They must have been very good people because Uncle Dan offered Bill
a job as a labourer in his flourishing construction business to help him to pay back the loan. It was a
very good trade for Bill to learn.
Uncle Dan and Aunty May had no children but they did have two bulldogs. Uncle Dan treated those
dogs like babies. As a Chinese, I was not used to the idea of treating dogs like children although
Susan had a little puppy called Bingo.
With the deposit we went to look for a place, in Battersea, of course - where else would we have
looked? The whole family lived in Battersea or Clapham Junction, only a short bus ride away. We
were informed that a two up, two down in Prince’s Head only a short distance away from Battersea
Park would be a good idea. How often we walked from Home Road, where we bought, past the
Latchmere baths to the in-laws at Battersea Park. The house was on leasehold for fifteen years, I
think, and the price £850, an impossible sum to contemplate on Bill’s pay of nine pounds a week. I
had the family allowance for living expenses and to put food on the table.
The two up, two down had a sitting tenant who lived downstairs in two rooms and a scullery that was
the kitchen. The tenant was a very nice, old lady, Mrs. Jones, whose daughter lived a few doors away.

70

A Leaf in the Wind

Pamela A Blackie

I developed a good relationship with her and the little rent she paid made an enormous difference
towards my being able to turn the heating on instead of sitting in the cold. Every time I made a stew or
a roast dinner on a Sunday I always kept a meal for her even when she was not at home. She
became my family. I had someone to talk to during the long day. I was able to express my thoughts to
her without having them repeated in exaggerated fashion to my in-laws. She was my family, in my
eyes. My in-laws were Bill’s. Mrs. Jones was mine. I always remember how good she was with my
little ones.
Sadly Mrs. Jones moved out to be with her daughter who moved to Hounslow to be near the
Cadbury’s factory where she worked. I lost my friend and confidante. It was a blow that cut into my
loneliness. And so, we moved, baby and all, into our own place. How lucky we were.
Return to Table of Contents
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20 Our Own Little Home – But the Sky is not Always Blue
We lived upstairs where we had a bedroom, a dining-room and a kitchen with a cooking range and
the children played in the small yard at the back. Every evening I heated up water on the range and
bathed the children in a tin tub and I later emptied the dirty water from the tub into the gutter outside.
We, grown-ups, had a difficult bucket bath (as I put it), splashing water everywhere that needed
mopping up afterwards. At first, I went to the Baths at Latchmere and washed the clothes at the same
time but coming out of the hot atmosphere into the chill English weather, I kept on catching cold. My
mother-in-law rode to the rescue again with the offer of a bath at her place every Sunday with a full
hair wash for all the family as well. Of course, we had to put the shillings in the meter for the electricity.
As was usual, in the early sixties, the toilet was outside in the backyard where I hung the washing.
The toilet door was like a barn door, divided in two, and the wood was slatted with large gaps at the
top and the bottom to let the light in. I felt quite exposed when sitting on the throne. One day I bought
an off-cut of net curtains that made the toilet nice and comfortable. When my youngest daughter, only
three years old, was visiting a friend of mine who had a son a couple of years older she commented
on their toilet which was inside. “Our toilet is much better than yours. We have net curtains in our toilet
and your toilet is inside. Ours is outside so we don’t need to go inside when we are playing!” she
boasted. How young minds are influenced by little niceties. Patsy never saw that an outside toilet was
not in the elite class.
We never needed a frig. I kept the Sunday roast in a tin and hung it on the line during the winter. Milk
was also left outside and never went sour. I could go on forever with descriptions of our new home. I
was a landlady and in Chinese terms that meant I had arrived. I should have been extremely happy.
After all, I was a landlady, but money was not plentiful. It was scarce. I suppose I should have been
happy but, somehow I was feeling depressed. Nowadays, the doctors would have put it down to postnatal depression but there were no such high-falutin’ terms then to describe how I felt.
Bill started to have trouble at work again. He couldn’t get on with his Uncle Dan at the construction
site and took a job as a warehouseman checking the goods coming in and out. He wasn’t happy
there, either, and, after an argument with the foreman, he chucked it in. Even while he was working
there was not enough money to pay back his mother and aunty. Things got very bad.
Quite often, on a Friday evening which was pay day, I would wait for him at the bus stop so that he
could hand me part of his pay and I’d leave the children to walk slowly home with him while I ran to
Morgan’s , the corner shop, to get there before 6 o’clock. Even the corner shops closed at 6pm in
those days. There I would buy half-a pound of sausages for the dinner for the family.
The Morgans were Welsh and very kind to me. I think the Morgans sensed that if they were closed
when I arrived I would have to buy fish from the fish shop and that would blow the budget for the
week. Half a pound of sausages was a third the price of fish, two shillings and sixpence. That would
feed two adults and two children, four sausages for Daddy, two for Mum and one each for the two
children. The baby wasn’t eating solids yet.
Saturday was shopping day. We would go to the Market and wait for the meat auction at 4pm. The
butchers in their blue and white striped aprons, sharpening their flashing knives with a long steel
sharpener, stood shoulder to shoulder with the customers. The whole place reeked with the smell of
dead animals. The floor of the butcher’s shop would be covered with sawdust and the children would
be tracing shapes in the sawdust, circles and squares and squiggly lines and they would be tumbling
about all over the place. The butchers would hold up a piece of Sunday roast and call out a price. If
no-one offered for it they would go down in price and all the time add something extra like half a
pound of mince or six rashers of bacon or half a pound of sausages till someone offered to buy. We
used to get a good bit of bacon fat that did for dripping through the week.
At the stalls vegetables were also auctioned and ten shillings (half a pound sterling) would buy a
cabbage, carrots and lots of potatoes which fed us for the week. We had the potatoes mashed or
chipped or, best of all, potato pancakes - a Chinese dish almost like the Jewish potato pancakes. The
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Jewish potatoes are deep fried in the fat from boiled beef but ours are just raw grated potatoes with
diced bacon fat where the melting fat will brown the potatoes and no extra fat is required.
But, despite working a nine hour day, Bill’s take home pay was not enough to cover the mortgage, the
heating and the electricity and all the other expenses even with the help of my sitting tenant. With two
small children and a new baby, I couldn’t go out to work to help the situation. It was a most difficult
time and when Bill left work after a disagreement with the foreman things became worse. Bill,
although a very nice man, had an extremely short fuse. I thought it must be his job as an MP and later
as a member of the Hong Kong Police. These jobs carried a lot of clout and what he said went. No
argument. One of my friends who also married a Hong Kong Police Inspector used to say Police
husbands do not make conversations, they carry on interrogations. It is in their make-up to suspect
everyone and everything. A policeman can do no wrong.
So Bill was once more without a job and we sat down again to try and work out a solution. It’s strange
how the mind works. Every Saturday Bill’s parents came for afternoon tea of sandwiches and
Battenberg cake. I have absolutely nothing against Battenberg cake but just cutting it up brought all
my feelings of resentment against England and the way I was living, to the forefront of my mind. It is
ironical but at this precise time of my life, I chose to think of the good life I had left behind in Hong
Kong—lavish Police quarters, a servant to help with the children, someone to help with the
housework, going to parties, wearing pretty clothes and being somebody.
I did not recall the days at the Orphanage or at Tai Hang where I had to fold out the camp bed after
Ah Sum had finished her Mahjong game in the early hours of the morning; or having to go out at
midnight to the next lane to order the supper of Chow Fan and Chow Mein for the Mahjong foursome.
You see, bad memories tend to be filed away at the back of our minds and good memories are
recalled and savoured. I would have been a happier person if I had remembered the bad and
accepted the hand of fate which was really dealing me a very good hand, a home, a family and a
strong-willed husband who expected a docile wife. But I was strong-willed as well and the only
thought I had was, “Make money.”

Return to Table of Contents
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21 The Sky Darkens – A Vicious Circle – Like Mice on a Treamill
Bill and I sat down to talk. “We must find a solution,” I began. Like a bolt from the blue, I had a
brainwave.
“Where did you work before you were called up?” I asked.
“It was a firm in Piccadilly. They were the agents for a big woollen manufacturer in Scotland and
the North of England,” he told me.
Well, Bill never took my advice but just this once he decided to do as I asked when I suggested that
he write to them and ask for his old job back. You can imagine the joy when they decided to take him
on again and this set him on the road to being somebody once more. At a glance the job was nothing.
He was a despatch clerk, paid eight pounds ten shillings a week, not enough to pay the loan
repayments on the house and all the other expenses of a family. But it was the start of a better life.
Perhaps he would regain the refinement that he had lost since becoming a labourer. Somehow since
he worked as a labourer he would come home with foul language. All the words started with a “b” or
an “f.” I don’t look down on the working class but working outside and working in an office are different
worlds with their own different languages.
I was worried about the children picking up bad language and I would wash out their mouths with
soap if I heard them speak like that. I felt I was being pulled down to the lower echelons of society. I
would say to Bill,
“Foul language is a bad habit. Please, break it before you step into this house.”
It was very important to me to bring up the children to be a cut above the rest. What parent does not
want their children to improve their position in society; to speak well, behave well and to be good
citizens? I have never used foul language in my life. I didn’t listen to Chinese swearing, so why should
I listen to English swearing?
So Bill started in his old job and, not long after, I started a job, office cleaning in South Kensington.
The pay was two pounds and eighteen shillings for five mornings a week. I would prefer to forget the
hardships of this time but the memories are as vivid now as then. The alarm would ring at 4am. I
would get up and empty a little hot water from the flask and dip my face cloth into it. I would press the
comforting hot towel to my face to wake me up. It was a luxury as it was icy cold inside as well as
outside. Then I would make a bottle for the baby and feed her whether she liked it or not. But being
the best little girl in the world with the best of both our genes in her little body, she never gave me any
trouble. I would change her nappy and put her back into her cosy cot to sleep till I returned before Bill
had to leave for work.
This done, I rushed out of the house and I can remember the crunch of hard ice or frost on the
pavements in the winter or the slippery slush of the milder seasons as I made my way to catch the No.
45 bus to South Kensington. The chill used to get right into my bones. I remember the Michelin man
on the front of the office building. I cleaned one whole floor. I started by emptying the ashtrays, no
plastic gloves like nowadays, of course. Basins and buckets were made of metal, not plastic, and
were very heavy. I cleaned and polished the desks, vacuumed the floors and even wiped down the
painted walls if they were grubby. And it would not have been done at a dawdle, because the
supervisor came to inspect the job and I had to wait for her approval. If I had to stay longer I would
miss my bus home and I would be late for the children and for Bill to go to work.
One terrible morning the bus didn’t come in time. I stood by the bus stop for over twenty minutes,
waiting, waiting and getting more and more worried by the minute. Bill would be late for work. Worse
still, the children would be left alone and getting into mischief. Strange as it might sound now, I knew
the baby would be all right. She was good as gold in her cot, all warm and cosy. My boy, Stephen,
was a different kettle of fish. He got into anything and everything. His little two years old fingers could
do the work of a demolition squad. When he went to bed at night, from his cot on the lower level, he
would scratch the wallpaper as he waited for sleep to descend upon him. One day I found a hole of
gigantic proportions behind the flap he had made in the wallpaper to cover his destruction of the
evening before. I showed it to Bill thinking that he would fix up the walls and put on fresh paper and
he, too, would think what a clever little boy to think of covering up the hole. Instead, he went ballistic,
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lecturing the little chap he was a destructive little so-and-so. I could not understand how a grown-up
man could be so filled with fury at a small boy not yet three years old.
All these thoughts were passing through my mind as I waited impatiently for the bus. I simply had to
be home before 8 o’clock so that Bill could leave in time for work. But what if the children were left on
their own? I felt sick. The bus finally came but it was by now getting very late. I ran all the way home
from the bus stop. My heart was beating. I was breathless. I had the door key in my hand all ready to
put it in the lock when the door flew open. There stood Bill looking like thunder. He was so angry he
couldn’t even speak. In horror I saw his big hand shoot out and he walloped me right across my face. I
was so shocked I couldn’t even cry. All I could think of was putting Susan to school, getting Bill off to
work and feeding the baby. Not until I was home on my own with Stephen and Patsy having an
afternoon nap did I give way. I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed as if my heart would break.
He had shouted with such rage in his voice,
“Where have you been? Trying to make me late so I lose my job?”
I could feel the sting of his hand which was the size of a hand of bananas. I should have been angry. I
should have fought back but all I could feel was an overwhelming relief that he was there, that he
hadn’t left the children unattended. I could only mumble my apologies that the usual bus didn’t come,
so making me twenty minutes late.
Many a morning I didn’t feel like going to my office cleaning job but the two pounds eighteen shillings
I earned was a necessity, not a luxury and until Bill’s company knew his true worth and gave him
more money I would have to continue. I didn’t dare call in sick or not turn up because I forfeited my
day’s pay and more besides. They would have to call in another cleaner and have to pay her more
and her transport as well.
Another episode with Stephen occurred when he woke one night and started to scream. He must
have had a nightmare. The next thing I knew was that Bill had got up and was smacking his little
bottom and shaking him and telling him to stop crying. I kept getting in between Bill and Stephen and
trying to hold the baby in my arms to comfort him. It led to one gigantic row and in the heat of the
moment I said,
“One more smack and I will take you to court and divorce you.”
Next morning I walked for two hours with the pram and Stephen to Belham where the court for
Battersea was. These were the days before the time of Welfare Agencies, and the Department of
Social Services was where battered wives and children went. I have to admit it didn’t do me any good.
They did send round a social worker to interview Bill. He was none too pleased as he had to take the
day off work. He was, of course, the model husband and father at the interview and he put me in a
very bad light.
“Even the doctor said I was unstable and I was not a fit mother,”
Bill complained to the social worker that I cried when the sky was dark. I cried when it rained. I cried
when the fog descended, mornings and nights when I would weep. He went on and on with his
mother backing up what he was saying.
In the end, the social worker said I should take the doctor’s advice and go to see a psychiatrist. After
that I knew better than to go to the authorities for help. I was at very low ebb at this time of my life.
Even my in-laws said that he was never so quick-tempered before he went to Hong Kong. So it must
all be my fault.
I wrote to Ah Sum.
“Life is so hard,” I wrote. “England is not like we see in the films, everyone well-off with big cars
and I do miss our Chinese food.”
Ah Sum sometimes sent me parcels. She would send salt fish in a tin of sugar. Or dried shrimps for
our Chinese pancakes. Once she sent me a small bucket of rice—proper rice for cooking Chinese
style. One time she sent me a tin of sugar with four moon cakes inside. Moon cakes that you couldn’t
get in UK at that time. Inside one parcel were Chinese sausages. Besides the touch of home these
parcels brought me, I had the feeling that there was someone out there who still loved me. I always
felt so close to home when her parcels arrived.
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Well, the gods did say our stars would clash. And so they did, every single moment of every single
day. And yet, there was still a lot of love in our relationship but we had to work so long and so hard
that there was no time to converse and show how we felt. Finding the money to feed the kids and buy
them socks and shoes was a mountain to be climbed and so small differences grew into gigantic
quarrels.
Return to Table of Contents
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22 Going Home to Hong Kong – Great Sadness at Having to Leave My Daughter Behind
Somehow I still managed to make jokes about the situation in my letters home to Ah Sum. I told her if
I tried to throw myself into the Thames I would only crack my head and not drown because the
Thames would be frozen. If I tried to put my head in a gas oven, even if I had one, I would have to put
a shilling in the meter and the gas would run out before it had done the job. The favourite suicide in
Hong Kong was to jump off a tall building but there were no buildings over two storeys high within
walking distance, so that was no good. I tried to convey to Ah Sum in a funny way that life is hard but
that I am coping.
Susan and Stephen jabbered away to themselves in Chinese and we were not the flavour of the
month in Home road, Princes Head, Battersea. The neighbours were not very friendly although we
borrowed tea and sugar from each other. We were all trying to make ends meet. Even so, they were
not friendly—remember, no children, no dogs, no cats, no Irish and certainly no Chinese! The Rothers
were commonly referred to as the Rotters, not exactly the toast of the road.
And so November came with its heavy smog and early dark nights. When I walked out with the pram
even in the daytime I could see scarcely two feet ahead. Coming from Hong Kong where the winter
was full of bright sunshine, the gloom of the winter days and the darkness descending at 4pm; the
English weather depressed me to the depths of my being.
We were counting every penny and budgeting for enough shillings to put in the electricity meter was a
challenge. Often I had to rob Peter to pay Paul. (as the saying goes.) We had a coal cooking range
in the kitchen which kept us warm. But sometimes I would have to wait for Bill to come home with a
shilling for the meter so we could turn on the lights in the house. I developed such homesickness
during this time that I cannot possibly describe it. It was all enveloping, all consuming. It coloured my
entire life. There is no cure for homesickness but to go home. At this time, I was so depressed that
when darkness fell I wept uncontrollably. When the grey sky drizzled with rain, I wept helplessly. I
longed for home, for the blue and sunny skies of Hong Kong where I could see the sun, feel its
warmth on my back and eat a bowl of real Chinese rice or Chinese noodles.
Would you believe that I didn’t even know that a Chinatown existed in Soho, not five minutes from
where Bill worked? How to comprehend that Bill did not tell me about a place where I could buy some
Chinese food; Chinese vegetables, Chinese noodles and Chinese long grain rice? I longed for these
foods. Maybe even if I had known, I would not have been able to afford the bus fare or the time with
my job and three small children to look after to go there. It was an extremely unhappy time and the
straw that broke the camel’s back came after Christmas. I was falling sick, throwing up at the sight of
food.
The doctor confirmed my worst fears. He gave me the good news. I was a fertile woman like a lot
of women at this time. Two babies in three years was the norm. I broke down completely. I wept
and wept. I told the doctor,
“I can’t have another baby. I have to work. I have got to work. I haven’t the time to have a baby. I
can’t be pregnant. I have to work to survive.”
The doctor started me on a course of pills for the morning sickness. They were the new wonder pill
and were German made. All the women praised them to the skies. They certainly cured the sickness
or kept it at bay.
There was still a lot of loving in my relationship with Bill. How else would I be having another child?
But the thought of having four children and having to work to bring them up was depressing me
terribly. The thought of ending it all did come to me but when my Patricia smiled at me and my little
Susan came home from kindy I wrapped them both in my arms with love overflowing from my heart.
And once again when the alarm went off at 4am next morning I would wake up afresh and give the
first feed to my beautiful Patricia. The smile would come from deep within me and I’d think to myself,
“I could never do what my mother did to us. I would never leave my children, no matter what.”
And somehow I could face the day anew. But in those days I felt I was in a vicious circle, like little
white mice on their treadmill, running like mad and never getting anywhere.
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About four months into my pregnancy and much to my relief, I began to have complications and was
taken into hospital. I was there for ten days. I went home with a large scar on my stomach from the
Caesarian operation but the scars on my heart and in my mind grew larger and larger. I was plagued
with guilt. I hadn’t wanted the baby and now God had taken him away. Yes, it would have been a boy,
another to carry on the Rother blood line. My mother-in-law would never forgive me and my relations
with Bill were also deteriorating. After losing the baby I would not have body contact with Bill. I blamed
him and he blamed me. Both of us were suffering from guilt. After my ten days in hospital the Council
came to me with help for the children. They were sent to a holiday camp for children in Littlehampton.
Susan can still remember the time there. They stayed for one month to give me time to recuperate.
Bill insisted that I go to a psychiatrist; I went but told him,
“I don’t need a new head, I need a new husband.”
This went down like a lead balloon with Bill’s family. I also kept telling them I was filled with
homesickness for Hong Kong. I longed for sunny Hong Kong. It was an impossible dream and the
more impossible it seemed, the more obsessed I became.
While the kids were in Littlehampton I went down to see them. They had grown so much. They looked
different. And I loved them so much. I vowed to be a good mother. I compensated by showing them
more love and even spoiling them. I felt how precious their little lives were. Every time they
misbehaved I’d protect them from the anger of their father whose temper was very quick. Sometimes
he would hit them. It cut through me like a knife but I would keep my mouth shut and go away and cry
in private because when I intervened it only made things worse,
The winter slowly passed and I was looking forward to the summer when the sun would shine again. I
felt rejuvenated then but I still felt weepy on the dull days. But things at home were improving. The
doctor certified that I was at a low ebb and suffering from depression and I managed to get Stephen
into day care from 9am -3pm.
I started looking for another job. To my delight the Battersea Fun Fair was about to start up and so I
went there in my search. I found a job in the canteen for the workers on the Fairground. The boss was
extremely nice and I was able to arrange to forfeit half-an-hour’s pay so that I could deliver and collect
Stephen to and from the Day Care Centre. I used to run with the pram all the way from Prince’s Head
to Battersea Park. The neighbours used to see me every morning and christened me the Flying Push
Pram. They could tell the time by the Flying Pram! I would park the pram by the back door of the
canteen and start on morning tea, baked beans on toast or bacon butty which was bacon on a bread
roll. After the first rush when the Fairground workers went to their posts, I would look at Patsy who
was about six months old and pretty as a Gainsborough painting from being in the fresh air all day.
She would glug away all day and had a smile for everyone. She was everybody’s baby and during the
holidays the Fairground workers’ children would queue up to take her for a walk. She was their real
live doll. Susan came with me to work, too, during the holidays and played with the other children at
the Fairground. She ended up with a real Cockney accent quite different from her brother and sister. I
was happy there for the first time in England.
The Fairground folks would buy baby Patsy new clothes and at the end of the day she would often be
in a different dress. On top of my wages I was entitled to lunch at the canteen, a steak sandwich or a
bacon and egg butty or such. I always declined my lunch. There was never much time for lunch
anyway. So the boss himself would pack my lunch in a big brown paper bag for me to take home. It
was packed full of goodies like bacon, eggs, spam, all kinds of things that would feed the family for
tea. The family had never been so well fed. I would also take home a bottle full of milk for Patsy. The
family budget never looked healthier.
When school started again one of the Fairground workers, Mick, saw the Flying Pram Pusher running
her marathon. He had a boy who went to the same school as Susan near Home Road. He stopped
his van and offered me a lift to Battersea Park, Stephen and the pram and all. He used to stop by and
pick us up at the house. After all, we were going to the same place for work. I was so grateful for his

78

A Leaf in the Wind

Pamela A Blackie

kindness but, alas, his kind action almost got him into serious trouble. Bill’s Aunt, quite by chance,
saw me one day get into a van with a strange man. She jumped to the conclusion that 2+2=5.
One morning Bill didn’t go to work as usual. I asked him if he was ill but no, he said he would go to
work later. How was I to know then that he was waiting for a knock on the door? I carried on as usual
getting Stephen and Patsy ready for the day. I was upstairs when I heard Bill’s loud, angry voice
shouting,
“I know what your game is. Do you want your teeth punched in?”
I raced down the stairs and missed the last two steps and fell on to Bill. I said,
“That’s Mick coming to take us to work.”
Bill didn’t see reason and sent Mick on his way. I was so apologetic. I couldn’t understand how
someone so kind could be treated like that. Then Bill told me what his Aunt had seen and that all the
neighbours would have seen it too and that they would think I was a loose woman. Really the whole
thing was laughable in retrospect. Bill stood just under six feet tall and weighed in about 175 pounds
and was threatening poor kind little Mick who was, at the most, five feet tall and ninety pounds in
weight. He never offered me a lift again.
Once again, the Flying Push Pram was on its marathon way along the streets of Battersea. But, I was
happy. The sun was shining and the music played all day long at the Fairground. All the folks there
were a happy lot - no miserable
faces to be seen.
One day I was offered a kind of mechanical bicycle, a bicycle with a small engine attached, for sale at
the Fairground.
“Ah!” I thought, “Bill could ride to work on this and save the bus fare.”
I remembered Bill in our early courting days when he looked so handsome on his motor bike. The
thought was father to the deed so I bought it on the proviso that the seller would deliver it to the
house. It cost me about a week’s wages. I had the bike delivered. I couldn’t contain my excitement at
giving Bill a present. But my joy turned to horror. All he did was accuse me of trying to get him to ride
a bike in the busy, dangerous London traffic.
“Besides, the bike isn’t worth two bob and you can take it right back and get your money back,”
he went on. Imagine my humiliation when I had to ask the seller to come and collect it. I made the
excuse that my husband couldn’t ride a bike and I didn’t know. He very quickly sold the bike and for
more than I had paid.
This lovely summer drew to a close and on
the second Sunday in September the
Fairground closed. Once again, I thought of
getting another job. But where could I get
work between 9am and 2pm? I could not
visualise going back to the office cleaning and
getting up at 4am. Once again the November
smog descended on my spirits. My
depression returned with a vengeance. I went
to the doctor often if only to have someone to
talk to. He explained to me that if the eyes do
not weep the other organs do.

I made dresses for Susan with the off-cuts of curtain
material. She was the best dressed child in the block
with her colourful dresses with velvet ribbons and
scalloped edges to the skirts and sleeves.

In the early sixties there was no cure for
depression. There was no Prozac 20 (happy
pills). When my depression got on top of me I
felt as if the whole world was against me. I
was trapped in a prison of my own making.
The doctor suggested I see a psychiatrist.
Years later Bill would use that episode
against me and accuse me of being a nut
case. But the feeling of being trapped is very
real and had it not been for the three children
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I would have taken the doctor’s advice and been admitted to Tooting Bec Hospital (the local funny
farm). Somehow I felt very sane at times and could rationalise my feelings and put my emotional life
into its separate compartments. Why should I feel trapped and unhappy when I had three beautiful
children? Even Patsy was dressed the same and Stephen had pants made from the lovely woollen
samples from Bill’s work.
In the meantime I went for a job as a night telephonist at the local hospital but I was turned down. My
accent would not be understood by the callers. This was not the first time I encountered racial
prejudice towards my Oriental background. I found a job as a night cook for the nurses instead. I
cooked their dinner in the middle of the night and their breakfast in the early morning before I left for
home. In the meantime, I kept to the Chinese tradition of sending home money to Ah Sum for Chinese
New Year and the other Chinese festivals; sometimes thirty pounds and sometimes fifty pounds. In
those days there were sixteen HK dollars to the British pound. We could ill afford the cash but Ah Sum
called me Ah Nui (Little Daughter) and so I had to perform these filial duties.
One day, out of the blue I had a letter from Ah Sum telling me that my brother was getting married;
and that as his only sister, I was invited to the wedding. It was more an order than an invitation. It is
the custom for Chinese relations to attend weddings and all important family gatherings. Here was my
lifeline. I was desperate to accept but we had no spare money. How could I possibly go to the
wedding? I wrote to Ah Sum explaining how hard life was for us. I would like to come home but it was
not possible. To my surprise, Ah Sum sent me a cheque for the fare for me and the three children. But
there are conditions. My husband must write a letter to her asking her to look after me and that he is
willingly sending us to the wedding.
I mentioned before that Ah Sum knows men and how fickle their decisions are.
“What was she protecting herself against?” I wondered.
I was to learn, but not for a few months. More conditions followed. I was to abide by her decisions on
where I was to live and, most important of all, I was to pay back every penny of the huge sum of £120
she had sent plus 10% interest. It seemed an enormous sum to me at the time.
I jumped at the opportunity that had been presented to me. After all, my family had sent me the
money to attend my brother’s wedding in Hong Kong. I set about looking for the cheapest flight.
Someone told me to go to Eastern Travel as they had charter flights to Hong Kong for the special
Chinese festivals. Going to Eastern Travel was one of the best decisions I ever made. (In later years I
went to them again and got a job and stayed with them for many, many years). The tickets for me and
the three children cost less than £100.
After giving his permission for us to go, Bill began to have second thoughts. His family must have said
that I wouldn’t come back because I wouldn’t spend another winter in England. So first he said that
Susan would miss too much of her schooling if she went. Then Stephen should be left behind
because he could go to Day Care. Besides, Bill hadn’t the money to run two homes but most of all he
would be too lonely without his family. Little by little, my dream of returning home was being eroded.
And I could see that I would end up in the Funny Farm. I promised him that as soon as the wedding
was over I would be back.
Bill relented and we got to the airport. I was so happy. Suddenly, he took Susan’s hand and said that
she was staying behind with Daddy. I panicked. How could he do this to a little girl? He was a
monster. But he was adamant. If I went, my Susan would stay behind. There we were in front of a
whole lot of Chinese, about fifty or sixty people. I didn’t know what to do. There was no choice. I either
stayed behind with them all or I went without Susan. She was screaming and crying, wanting to come
with us. He held her hand tight and would not let go. Even as I recall this I am weeping at the memory.
My relations with my daughter have never been the same. I went on my bended knees and begged
for him to change his mind; in front of all those people. Think of the humiliation.
“Please,” I begged, tears streaming down my cheeks and Susan wailing in the background,
“please, don’t keep my little girl. Let her come.”
The flight was being called. Susan was still screaming, but what could I do? My closeness to her was
being jeopardised. Her little heart knows that I left her behind while her sister and brother went with
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her Mom. I had never left the children even for a day except when I was in hospital. My heavy heart
reproached me for going. I shouldn’t have gone but my mental anguish at not going would prejudice
the one last thread of sanity left within me.
Thus did I leave, going through immigration with Susan’s cries tearing my heart apart and the joy of
going home torn to shreds. I cried all the way to Hong Kong—just when I had expected to be so
happy.
My brother’s wedding was a lavish affair with many friends and relations from both families attending. I
was happy for them but when the children from our family sat for a photo session, my heart was
heavy with sadness. My little girl had missed out on the occasion - Oh! How I missed her!

A happy gathering of the Ip clan at my brother, Alex’s wedding, in
front of the double good luck symbol

Another Ip gathering. Susan was sitting on my lap. Uncle Philip is
on the right and his son Peter in the front next to his uncle Donny
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23 A Demand From My Husband to return to fulfill my wifely duties
The journey to Hong Kong was long and exhausting with two small children to look after. I was feeling
sad and when I met Ah Sum and Ah Suk at the airport it didn’t get any better. They were full of
reproaches when they saw only two children and not the three they were expecting.
“Why did you not bring Susan? We were looking forward to seeing her. Bill promised she could
come to Hong Kong.”
What could I say? How could I explain it? It was worse when we got home. I knew now that I had
made a big mistake in coming. Ah Sum sat me down and began, as ever, to lay down the law. She
began to tell me what she wanted done. In the few years since I had left she had done well for herself.
She had moved from Third Lane where the developers paid her compensation when they moved her
out of her old place. She now lived in a new one bedroom flat with a toilet and a proper kitchen no
bigger than a square of Tofu but now she told me,
“There is no room for you all here.”
I was completely taken aback. Once again I was her little Ah Nui (Little Daughter). She continued,
“I have made arrangements to rent a room next door.”
In those days all the three doors of the three flats faced each other.
“That way,” she told me, “I can fulfill my duties of looking after you and I can report to Bill that you
are under my scrutiny in every aspect.”
She had also engaged the services of her Aunty who usually worked as an amah (like a Nanny) and
who would help me look after the children. She was the seventh sister on her father’s side called Chat
Goo.
Ah Sum said she would advance me the first month’s rent and to pay Chat and when Ah Bill, as she
called Bill, sends money she will take it and manage my finances! She had also got Stephen into a
Chinese kindergarten across the road from our front door. Stephen was only three but conversing in
Chinese presented no problem and soon he knew his name in Chinese - Law Dat Sing - and soon he
was learning to write his name. I was very proud of him. Ah Sum was in her element telling all the
neighbours that although I have a home in England I have come out to spend a few months with her.
To Ah Sum’s surprise (but not to mine) the first payment that Bill made didn’t cover even half of my
outlay even though, at that time, one pound sterling bought $HK16. Bill was simply not able to keep
up two households on his salary and I was not there to contribute. After a while nothing at all came.
At first, Ah Sum didn’t believe the situation but after a while she deduced the truth. The only address
that Bill had was hers and letters were coming through but no money. There was only one thing to do.
I had to get a job.
Luckily my bilingual status stood me in good stead. Salesgirls jobs were always easy to get. I found
work with a prestigious pharmaceutical company that had a wine and spirit department. The hours
were good, 8.30 - 5.30 and finished at 1pm on Saturdays. The pay was sufficient to sustain my family
life of wages for Chat, the fees for Stephen’s kindy and food for the four of us. But there was no extra
cash to pay back Ah Sum, so I went looking for a second job. Once again, my linguistic skills got me
into teaching—me, a little orphan girl who hadn’t passed Form Two, a teacher! I had received no
more than four years of formal education in my entire life. I loved the idea of teaching and I became a
valued member of the staff at the Fu Lui Bo Jap Hock Hau (The Evening Tutorial College for Women).
This was an organisation started up by some kindly soul to give an opportunity to girls who had to
work during the day to support their families. They were learning English from scratch; from ABC to
conversational English which would help them to progress from being a factory worker, which was
very poorly paid to being a salesgirl. With limited but adequate English maybe from there they could
go on to being a copy typist. Many of the students were hoping to go into domestic work with
European families which paid relatively well with living quarters and food provided. They would give
their entire wage packet to their parents to support the family, and to educate the boys.
Contraceptives were not heard of in Hong Kong then so most poor families had 3-5 children. The
boys were given the chance of schooling and the girls, especially the older sisters, had to bear the
burden of the school fees.
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I instilled in my students that if they learned only one English word each day, that was 365 words in a
year and advancement could not be far away. The College was at North Point, only a short bus ride
from my home. I was staying in Tai Hang, now no longer a village; and so I taught practical
conversation from 6.30-9.30 in the evenings.
After a time these girls would know the alphabet and read well enough to read a shopping list. I really
loved the work. I felt akin to these young girls who wanted so badly to better their lives. Also when
teaching I learned a lot myself. I learned the discipline to prepare my work for the next day so I could
give an answer to any question I might be asked. In later years when I returned to Hong Kong I took
up teaching again.
There was also a section in the college which taught Chinese. Of course, all the girls could speak
Chinese but they could not read or write the language. So I learned the Chinese characters by getting
one of the Chinese teachers to teach me one Chinese character every day. Every penny I earned at
the evening school went to Ah Sum to pay back my debt. My everyday living was getting on track but
my heart was heavy with worry about my little Susan. Bill was writing less and less. Worse still, no
money was coming. I told him in my letters that I was earning enough to keep body and soul together
but I cannot return till I have paid the debt to Ah Sum and saved up enough for the fare back to
England.
After experiencing the first Hong Kong summer of ninety degrees in the shade I knew the children
were finding the heat and humidity uncomfortable. Of course, we did not own an electric fan and
the room was so small. We had a bunk bed and I slept on the top and the two children top to toe
in the bottom. Chat slept on a mattress on the floor. Many a time in the summer evenings Chat
Yee or I would fan the children with a large Chinese straw fan till they went to sleep. During these
hot evenings Chat Yee and I would chat comfortably as we fanned the children. It was then I
learned about her life and how she had become a vegetarian.
In those days of her youth women were confined to home duties because if she had been
educated she would no longer be content to be just part of the goods and chattels of her
husband. Long ago, in her youth, she was betrothed to a rich young man from Shanghai. She had no
say in the matter nor did he. She was only a village girl with no education who could not read or write,
a typical village girl of the early Twenties.
The wedding took place and the celebrations went on for the customary month. The marriage was
never consummated and the young man returned to the city; Chat Yee stayed behind to fulfill her
filial duties. She was extremely unhappy and in the end she left the household and decided to
devote her life to Buddha. She visited the temple every Sunday to pray and promised Buddha that
she would never eat meat. Like I did when I was at the convent and made a bargain with God if
He would grant me my wishes. All this she told me as we fanned the children to sleep.
So we talked companionably as we fanned Patsy to sleep in the hot summer evenings. I would
stroke Patsy and soothe her. How I loved these quiet moments but how sad I was that my Susan
was not there to receive the same attention from me. By now the children were developing heat
rash and I began to think it was time for me to go back to Bill and England. I had lost my
depression and coming back to Hong Kong had cured my homesickness. But I was trapped once
more. Where was I going to get the money for the fare to go back? Bill must have been feeling
lonely as well.
While he was at work Susan was being looked after by a very nice lady in Goulding Street, the next
street to Home Road. Dolores had four little children and the two girls went to school with Susan. After
school she would give Susan her tea. Bill was full of praise for her: how kind she was and what a
good mother she was to her four kids.
Out of the blue there came a letter from a solicitor writing on Bill’s behalf. He was demanding, in so
many words, that I was to go home and fulfill my wifely duties and give him his conjugal rights (I’d
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never heard of these before, but apparently it meant his right to bed me). If I refused, then there
would be grounds for divorce. I must answer this letter by a certain time. Well, when I told Ah Sum the
contents of the solicitor’s letter she told me to write back and say that I was in Hong Kong with his
consent. How clever she had been to extract such a letter from him before I left England.
As I have said so often before, Ah Sum was a very intelligent woman. I could tell him that I had always
lived under the guidance of Ah Sum and that I had never committed any indecent act. Anyway, he
was not supporting me and the children and so he had no rights; (no money, no bed!)
“Who does he think he is?” she demanded angrily.
By then I had been away nine months. It seemed like a century away from my daughter. I longed for
my own home so I put my best foot forward and went to a lawyer to say for me that I would willingly
come home if only my husband would pay for the fare. Bill obviously thought that I was living in the lap
of luxury in Hong Kong with an amah to look after the children. On the other hand, maybe he had met
someone else he wanted to be with. Or, like me, he was filled with so much disillusion and wanted
out. But ours was not an arranged marriage and there was still an element of love there. However, is
not love an illusion which only the very young and the old can afford? The young like us look out with
starry eyes towards a rosy future.
Bill must know that when an ultimatum is given the woman will take the easy way out; but the easy
way - what is that? Living in a one-room apartment, sharing my every move under the scrutiny of Ah
Sum’s strict regime of what the conduct of a married woman should be, was not the best of worlds.
Not that I had the opportunity, the time or the energy to pursue anything but work, 8:30am-5:30pm
working at the wine store and 6:30-9:30pm at the Tutorial College for Women in the evenings.
I had not always been unhappy in England. In the beginning I had loved the country. Often, during
the summer, we would go to Battersea Park when Stephen was just a toddler. It was just a short
walk from the house. I could remember other happy times when Bill and I strolled round Victoria
Park in Hong Kong. I also recalled one particular idyllic day at Kew Gardens. It was a brisk, cool
day and I had packed a picnic lunch. It was not a lunch of sandwiches like any English housewife
would have taken. I had brought flasks of hot rice and boiling hot soup. My main thought was that
we must have a hot lunch because the day was so cool. There we sat in the middle of a lawn with
a tablecloth spread out before us, Susan, Bill and I tucking hungrily into the hot rice with
chopsticks. It wasn’t quite the norm for an English park but then I didn’t worry about things like
that. I remember looking across the lawn and seeing an Indian family bringing out their flasks and
the pungent hot curry smell drifting over to us. I don’t know why I packed such a picnic but maybe
I was going back to when we used to visit the graves in Hong Kong during the Cheung Yeung and
Ching Ming festivals. After we paid our respects to the ancestors and had cleaned and swept the
graves (Shu Mo), we had a proper meal.
Sandwiches were not a picnic food as far as I was concerned. How can a child or toddler survive the
day without a full meal? Yes, there were happy times when we enjoyed our little family but the happy
times, sadly, had not lasted. As I pondered my lawyer’s letter back to Bill, I dared to hope that we
could find them again.
Return to Table of Contents
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24 Happy Reunion with my Daughter – A Family Once More
I wasn’t exactly living a life of luxury in Hong Kong. I didn’t even have the children to myself on
Sundays when Chat Yee went to the Buddhist Temple to pray, I had to take the children to Ah
Sum for the day.
I thought again of the letter from Bill’s lawyer which had arrived totally without warning. It was
obvious that he expected the answer that no way would I come home. But, as I have said before,
there was a sparkle of love that never quite died no matter how hard life was. Absence does
make the heart grow fonder and I did miss Bill – terribly. As the months had gone by I longed for a
discussion with him or even an argument. So I put my best foot forward and had my lawyer write
an extremely nice letter explaining that when I left England it was with his permission. And due to
the fact that he did not send any money to help with the support of the children while we had been
away I did not have any spare money out of my earnings to save for my air fare home. So, if he
wanted me back in Britain he had to get me my ticket. How he achieved that was his affair.
Once again, my in-laws came to the rescue. We were constantly indebted to them helping us out of
one emergency after another. I packed up my jobs, giving thirty days’ notice which was the minimum
requirement and once again said Goodbye to Ah Sum and took the BOAC plane out of Hong Kong.
This time I knew what lay ahead of me and I was determined to make a go of my marriage, make a
home for the children and be content with my home and family. When Bill met us at the airport I
behaved as if it were only yesterday that we had parted and that nothing had happened in between.
I did try very hard to revive our love and said how much I had missed him. But the first thing that I
noticed when I went into our house was that Patsy’s cot and blankets were not there any more. They
had been given away. Bill said that someone else was needier and he thought we wouldn’t be back. I
took every little mishap in my stride.
I was back with my little girl who was by now very independent and treated me like a stranger.
Susan was quite grown-up now and not a little girl any more. When I left for Hong Kong, like all
children from Chinese families, she had had everything done for her, even having her face
washed at night, being dressed and having her shoes buckled for her. I remember Dolores telling
me how independent she had become. She was too shy to come to me and who could blame
her? She had grown very close to Bill all those many long months which was as it should be.
After all, he was her whole world. But I felt like an intruder into her private world. It saddened me
to see it.
While I had been away she had spent most of her days with Dolores, the lady in the next street. She
played with her two girls and went to school with them. So, to get into her world I made a very good
friend of Dolores and accepted her children into our family. I would have her over most days after
school and we would play Happy Families till Bill got tired of coming home to so many children and
suggested that we should not be so chummy. Nevertheless, I have to say this was a happy time in the
household.
Dolores and I would give each other days off by looking after each other’s children. It was a real treat
to be able to go shopping without all the children and the push pram. We used to spend some of our
time together – sometimes at her place and sometimes at ours. One day we decided to tint our hair.
The tint was very runny that day and in the middle of the performance the doorbell rang. We looked
round for something to put over our heads. We couldn’t use the towels because the black from the tint
would have ruined them. So I went and got four sanitary towels and we held two each over our hair as
we answered the door. We were laughing so much we couldn’t speak and didn’t make a lot of sense.
These were the good times. The house would fill with the laughter of children as we pounded on the
piano in the sitting-room. Dolores and I and the kids would all sing nursery rhymes at the tops of our
voices and be so happy. Oh! Yes. I had got myself a piano.
About this time I sent Susan to learn to play the piano. I had always wanted to play the piano, ever
since my days at the Sacred Heart Boarding School, when the rich boarders had piano lessons and I
was not able to. So when Susan was about five or six, off she went for her lessons. But the teacher
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said that if she was to practise she had to have a piano so I set about looking for a piano, a piano we
could afford. One day I saw an advertisement on the board at the local chip shop – only four pounds.
“Just the job,” I thought. I was always very impetuous; never thinking of the consequences. I bought it.
But how was I to transport it to our house? The cost of transporting the piano was to be three times
what it cost in the first place. I noticed there were wheels on the piano so I took matters into my own
hands.
I was to learn quite soon that although the piano had wheels they did not always want to go in the
same direction! I remember getting the seller of the piano to help me push it through his door and out
on to the street. With Susan and Stephen helping, I tried to manoeuvre it. I started pushing and the
wheels started rolling. It seemed to have a mind of its own and I screamed,
“Runaway piano! Runaway piano!”
I screamed at Susan and Stephen to come behind me in case I ran them over. I tried to guide it.
Some kindly people must have heard my screams and the doors of the houses opened and people
stepped out and helped this crazy foreign woman. People helped each other in those days. Well, I
tried to have Susan practise but she wasn’t interested. I took her religiously once a week for her
lesson at two shillings and sixpence a time but she did not excel. It was one way I had of showing her
my love that I went to all this trouble just for her.
While the teacher was telling her about the different notes, EGBDF and so on I was taking it all in. I
used to learn the notes when there were a few spare minutes at home. But we had a lot of fun with
that old piano. After Susan decided she didn’t like learning the piano, I found she had a schoolmate
who was into ballet lessons. I indulged her again and stopped the piano lessons and she started ballet
lessons but she found that too hard too. I suppose she was really too young to be disciplined enough.
I wanted her to have everything I had yearned for in my youth but never had. I probably pushed her
too hard and she, in turn, went against my wish for all those things for her.
Another of my regrets was that none of the children spoke Chinese any more at home. They were
self-conscious and being teased at school. Susan’s nickname was Chinky Chong. Stephen in his first
year at school took a bicycle chain to someone who called his sister a name. Poor Stephen was
punished for losing his temper but how can you punish a child for the same thing his father practises?
My first Christmas on my return from Hong Kong was not an easy one. As usual we looked around for
Christmas presents. I am not really one for presents being very Chinese in that respect. Every
present, as far as I am concerned, comes in a little red lucky packet, be it only a few shillings. The
child should be allowed to choose but we had to keep on with the English tradition. Bill’s family were
very hot on Christmas; the tree, the presents under the tree, the plum pudding and the turkey.
Christmas has always been a bad time for me to get through. This stemmed from the time I was at the
Sacred Heart Boarding School. I used to remember how sad I was that I had no family with me. This
year was no different. I was sad again, but I shouldn’t have been. After all, I had my own little family
now. Bill and I went looking for little tricycles for Susan and Stephen. I remember him telling me that
there may not be a bonus that Christmas. I knew then that I would have to find the money somehow
or other.
I heard that if I got a job at the Post Office they were paying £40 for ten nights’ work sorting the mail. I
went for the test which was very easy. You just had to remember the post codes. This was before the
post codes became widely used. I had to remember the suburbs and put a postal code to the
suburbs, E 1, SE 1, SW 1 for the postman. I can still remember the codes. In those days only inner
London had post codes. Most letters were just addressed ‘Battersea’ not SW 11. True to their
promise, the Post Office, after nine nights of work, on Christmas Eve, the tenth day, there was £40 in
my pocket. Bill came home early that day and we went to pay for the presents we had set aside a few
weeks ago at Harden & Hobbs, the big shop at Clapham Junction.
I didn’t have time to make new dresses for the girls so I turned one of my knitted dresses into two little
skirts, picked up the stitches and continued to knit little vests on to the skirts. I did this by using some
cheap ‘end of line’ balls of wool in pink, powder blue and white. I also knitted little berets to go with the
dresses. Stephen had a new pair of trousers that I made with ‘off-cuts’ from Bill’s work. But they were
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pull-ons with elastic because I didn’t know how to make the fly. He was only a small boy so that was
all he needed till he went to school and needed ‘proper trousers. The girls made a beautiful picture
come Christmas morning. We went through the holidays a very happy family. And I was so delighted
to have contributed to a happy Christmas even though Bill had no Christmas bonus.
A few weeks later I was sorting through Bill’s suits for the dry cleaners. Although he sold expensive
woollens to big companies, Bill bought his suits at John Colliers, the popular menswear shop at the
time. Whilst I was sorting through his pockets I took out a pile of dirty handkerchiefs, crumpled pieces
of paper and lo and behold a wages slip! What wife doesn’t look at her husband’s wages slip? I knew
he didn’t earn a lot but I had to look twice. £31 was clearly written as a Christmas bonus. And he
hadn’t let me know. I felt that crack on the cup. That was how my marriage was going. All the niggling
little arguments like little cups crashing into one another and the hairline cracks grew to larger cracks
and eventually the cup would break. Now I can put the episode into its own compartment. He must
have had commitments. Maybe he was paying his parents back for lending him the money to pay for
my flight from Hong Kong. But I was resentful that he kept it secret from me. Of course, we were not
communicating like a married couple should and the struggle of making ends meet had not been
easy. I remember that the first holiday we ever had was paid for by Bill’s parents
The high season for holidays in England was from June to August although I remember one summer
it snowed at Lord’s Cricket ground in June. That says something for the English weather in the early
sixties where it was cool in the summer, freezing in the winter and drizzling in between. If the sun
came out for three days running then you had a lovely summer. But in 1998 and 1999 my daughters
who live in England got a tan. The world climate has certainly changed. Despite the weather in the
early sixties everybody plans for a holiday once a year. And my in-laws who were goodness itself
gave us a holiday as a Christmas present. They planned to go to a guesthouse in Eastbourne and we
went with them.
The week was for late April because the rate increases every week from Easter, the start of the
holiday season, to the end of May. June to August was the high season, so going at the end of April
was still the low season. The rates drop everywhere after the beginning of September. The
grandparents booked into one room and we were booked into the family room with the toilet along the
corridor. Here we were, with three little ones, so you can imagine the kind of holiday we had. The
weather was still very cold. I was still wearing my winter coat and I had packed winter clothes for all
the children. We went in the coach from Victoria Bus Station which was cheaper than going by train
and arrived, all excited, in time for dinner to start our holidays. The rate was for dinner, bed and
breakfast and a cup of morning tea in your room. Once breakfast was over the guests were not
encouraged to return to their rooms during the day as they had to be cleaned.
Patsy was old enough to go in the water so all the kids were running in and out of the water. I was in
my bathers but wore my overcoat to keep out the chill. The kids were having a marvellous time but I
had to follow them into the water despite being frozen from top to toe. I suppose we were lucky that
the sun shone for two days that week. The worst times were when it was drizzling and entertaining the
little ones was not easy. The only entertainment in Eastbourne in those days was the ‘Penny Arcade’
which cost shillings. I remember that even the deck chairs on the beach had to be paid for.
Another bad memory was lunch which the guest house did not supply. We were on a tight budget.
The first day of our stay we went to a restaurant for lunch and it blew the budget for the week. In
future I bought rolls and spam which was the cheapest meat and we sneaked back to our room to eat
it. There wasn’t even a TV to look at as the television was in the communal lounge. The children could
not understand why we never went back to the restaurant again.
Nevertheless the breakfast and dinner we had at the guest house were very adequate and made me
feel as if we had been on holiday. Oh the shock of returning home after that holiday with the pile of
dirty washing and no washing machine! Getting it all dry was another nightmare. I needed another
holiday more than before we went away. Another holiday we had was in a caravan at Whitstable
when Bill’s brother got married and thereby hangs another tale. Bill needed a new suit but there was
no money to buy one. I used to do the football pools every Saturday. The pools man came round and
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collected my coupon and took my shilling. Lo and behold three weeks before the wedding I won £95!
– a very large sum at that time. So I proceeded to buy Bill a suit from John Colliers (“John Colliers,
John Colliers, the window to watch” was their slogan), a well-known menswear store, for £9 (a week’s
wages) and gave £30 each to Bill’s brother and to his parents. That still left us with enough money to
pay for a caravan for a week.
Once again, we took the coach from Victoria and arrived next morning full of excitement at the
prospect of exploring the Whitstable coast by bus. But, Patsy, the youngest, began to get sick, then
Stephen, then Susan, all three of them. I spent the entire time tending them and going to the
Laundromat. Well, you cannot control where and when children will get sick so I put my foot down
after those two episodes to any holiday where I cannot sleep in my own bed and cook my own food.
After the Whitstable experience we compensated the children by buying them a lovely kite each, large
and colourful in the shape of a butterfly or bird.
We had not even had time to take the children to the park to fly them when Bill came stomping in at
breakfast on the Sunday morning. He roared that someone had ruined his shaving brush. These were
the days when shaving soap was put into a cup and the brush was lathered to create a shaving
cream. He demanded,
“Who has dared to cut the brush?”
The three little ones, aged 3, 5 and 7 and I were all marched upstairs to the bathroom to see the
ruined brush. Obviously a child, curious with the object, must have taken a pair of scissors and, like
experimenting with cutting one’s own hair, cut the bristles of the brush. The three children were
petrified and knew very well the hiding that would be the result of owning up and didn’t say a word. I
found the cut brush very funny and stumpy-looking and commented,
“It’s time you had a new brush.”
That only angered Bill more than ever and he said,
“You ruin my things. I will ruin yours. “
He went into their room and took the kites and started tearing them apart. The action was so swift
and unexpected that I could only stand rooted to the spot and stare while the children began howling.
Bill insisted that someone own up. As usual, my responsible daughter, Susan, who, being the eldest,
always accepted the blame said she did it and said,
“Please, leave the other kites for the little ones.”
But no, all the kites were torn apart. To this day I am sure it was the curious mind of a five-year-old
boy who wanted to find out about shaving. But I can only give more loving to my Susan for owning up.
I can’t remember when I loved her more for being like me wanting to defuse the situation and help to
calm things down.
As I have said before Bill was very quick with his temper – like the Emperors of China, ‘Heads off first,
ask questions later.’ But it was back to the daily round, to keep the family fed, clothed and housed.
Life goes on.
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25 Happy Times – I am Foster Mother to My Many International Children
I still could not find a day-time job so I made use of my mothering skills and joined the official foster
mother scheme with the Council. I was only allowed two full-time children (day and night) at one time
but I could have children come for a few hours while their mothers went shopping or to do some other
chore. My two official babies were a lovely little Ethiopian boy, Dojo, whose parents were well-off and
studying Law in London and a beautiful Indian baby girl, two-year-old, Ulga, whose parents were
studying Architecture. I called Ulga my little Princess. Those two little ones were keeping me busy fulltime and I also had an American girl of six during the school holidays. She was a delight to have. So
there was our international family; my own three, a little Ethiopian baby, a little Indian princess and
very often the family would swell by four from Dolores when she was sick and needed hospitalization.
Added to this little crowd, sometimes, were the children of an Irish friend of Dolores’ who had two Irish
children and four beautiful bronze-skinned children.
Now, in writing this, I hope my readers will not think me racist in
describing the skin colour of the children. My own are a United
Nations if you analyse the family tree. This is just to illustrate
how unbiased I was towards the race of anyone. I have always
maintained that only the best of any race goes into the gene
pool of the children. Well, I have to admit that I excelled with all
those children although Bill was not exactly thrilled when I was
still doing the dishes as the last little one was put to bed. But he
was very happy the budget was being maintained. For my part,
I put this period into an idyllic time in our lives.
It brought out the best, the gentle side in Bill. He helped with
the children when there was a fight between the six-year-olds
and he boiled the water for their baths and lined them up for
their ablutions. During the colder months we divided the
children into two troupes, one was bathed on Monday and the other on Tuesday and so on. But
everyone was topped and tailed every night before going to bed. No-one went to bed dirty.
One Christmas we had an outing to the cinema. I had four four-year-olds, three eight-year-olds and
quite a few little ones. We went to the Odeon at Kensington and saw “Dumbo,” the Little Elephant that
could fly. It was so sad and the kids were crying their hearts out so I had to keep telling them that it
would be all right in the end! Looking back, these were the good times. Of course, the parents paid
me. I won’t say I was overpaid but paid I was. Can I say now, that I fostered all those children for the
love of the children, for the love of the pound notes and because I simply could never say, “No” to a
parent in need of a helping hand. But my mother-in-law used to put it,
“How can you have a happy marriage with so many children about?”
I can say categorically that we were happier with all those children around. There were fewer
arguments. We were both kept busy getting on with our lives and quite often I thought the children
encouraged the kinder side of Bill.
Bill was very much happier, too, at this time in his work as he was promoted from despatch clerk to a
clerk, which gave him the chance of advancement in the firm. At this time, also, we had enough
money coming in to pursue the purchase of the freehold of the house. In those days almost every
street in the vicinity was the property of the Church so we approached the Church authorities to buy
the property. Not long after buying it another stroke of luck came our way. The Council wanted to buy
the whole of Home Road to build Council flats, high-rise, as we put it, about four or five storeys to
house more families.
By now my in-laws had moved to another Council house in Morden and the journeys for their
Saturday visits were long and tedious. They had to take a train from Morden to Clapham Junction and
then a bus to us. So they had to leave early to get home before it got too dark, especially in the winter.
We took the advice of another family in the same street. He was a Jamaican and told us to do the
house up and get an estate agent who would negotiate a better price for us. While the builders were
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fixing the front of the house they were splashing coloured cement everywhere. It was during the
Spring and after a few days I was struck down with an asthma attack. I didn’t know what had hit me at
the time. All I felt was that I couldn’t breathe. I was taken to hospital by ambulance and they did a
series of tests and decided that the coloured cement dust aggravated my system and I had developed
an allergy.
My friend, Dolores, very kindly took over the children till I came back from hospital and resumed my
duties. Next year I had the same problem with my breathing and the doctor told me that I had hay
fever and it turned into acute asthma attacks. We sold the house to the Council and moved to Merton
which was the next suburb to Morden where Bill’s parents lived.
We bought a very nice house with the name of Rotherslade. The name appealed to us because our
last name was Rother. Imagine buying a house because the name fitted. It’s a bit like buying a car
because you like the number plate! We did that in another life in Australia many years ahead. But, for
now, a whole new way of life lay ahead of me.
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26 Upgrading to Merton – Our New House Rotherslade
I gave up all the foster children and by now all our own children were going to school. I could get a
job, or so I thought. I started applying to the different local businesses for a 9-3 job but the minute a
prospective employer heard of three young children he visualized you taking time off for one
childhood illness after another. I just could not find a position during school hours. But I was not
deterred.
I applied further afield and found a job as a telephonist at the Kensington Hotel where I stayed for a
while, after which I moved to the Grosvenor House Hotel because of the extra money. I took the night
shift so that I could be with the children during the day.
Things went along smoothly till the school holidays started and the children were at home all day.
Susan and Stephen fought like cat and dog. Stephen was a real bully in his younger days. He had the
example of being the boss from his Dad. And I would be trying to sleep during the day whilst all this
commotion was going on. I must admit that the children must, quite often, have thought that I was
insane. I would jump up from a deep sleep and scream at the three of them that I would kill them if
they continued to fight. My nerves were raw with getting so little sleep but, somehow, we muddled
along. The only sleep I really had was when Bill came home from work and I would kip for a couple of
hours before catching the Tube (Underground) for work.
Quite often I would miss my station for alighting and when I went home at seven in the morning I
would sleep soundly till the last stop on the Northern Line which was Morden. Many a time someone
would wake me up to tell me we had arrived.
The children were getting older by now and I needed help. I let a room off to a Welsh lady who
worked in the Public House (the off license) nearby during the evening and who needed a home. She
looked after the children when they came home from school. But she neglected the children and I
found that not only had I an extra mouth to feed but an extra room to clean. She was not a cleaner as
she pointed out to me many times. She had the habit of taking a whole bottle of milk to bed and she
left the empty bottles there to go sour, so she didn’t last long.
I got a job with the P. & O. shipping line in Gravel Lane in the East End of London. I was told that after
five years with them I would get a free passage to Hong Kong. This offer really enticed me and I
would love to have stayed but the travelling took its toll. I had to leave at 7.30am to be at work by
8.30. I had to walk to the station, take the Underground to the Bank station, then a bus to the East
End. I really enjoyed working there. All my colleagues were kind and nice to me and Petticoat Lane
was right there. Each lunchtime I would go into the Jewish shops and have a salt beef sandwich once
a week when I could afford it. If not, I would buy a lacker which was a potato pancake deep fried – the
original hash brown – made with the fat cut from the salt beef. That was before the word cholesterol
was invented.
Two eggs for breakfast in those days was the norm for a healthy man. In loving my man I loved him to
death by giving him two eggs with bacon every Sunday. Even the Egg Marketing Board would
advertise “Go to Work on an Egg.”
I enjoyed my work but there was little time for anything else. The week-ends were filled with planning
the meals for the week ahead, washing, ironing and housework. Once again my mind went to making
money, I realized that I couldn’t cope with the travelling so I had to give up my work in the East End.
My health suffered during the hay fever season and during the winter I developed bronchitis and my
asthma wasn’t getting any better. Nowadays there are all sorts of relief to be gained by managing the
disease. Then, it was a constant battle just to keep breathing. I pressed on. Money was the primary
motive.
The local papers were advertising for host families to take in Belgian students for a fortnight at a time.
The advertisement was very impressive and said that the children from Belgium would be speaking
French while learning English. We moved the children into one room and took in two Belgian boys,
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both fourteen years old. I was still working at the hotel during the night but managed to plan the meals
for them because they were living as family. Somehow we muddled through. We had three
successive lots of students and I put my name down for next year. For this we needed extra room and
I was adamant that we convert the loft into a fourth bedroom. We did this when I was working nearer
home at a company called Boiler Makers, eight stops on the Underground and right by the station. I
was working there as a clerk.
It was only a small firm and I did all the clerical duties but no typing, thank God! I had not really
learned to type by then. I always thought that typing would be a piece of cake and I proved this in later
years when I was living in Australia and went for a job interview. They asked me if I could type. I
needed the job and said I could. I hired a typewriter for the week-end, bought a Pitman’s Teach
Yourself Typing book and started work on Monday as an Invoice clerk. Yes, I could type by then!
Working at Boiler Makers, I did a bit of everything. I answered the phone, took messages, made
sense of any complaints, tried to pacify the caller and did the small payroll using the Kalamazoo
system, which was very easy. You just followed the system.
During lunchtime I would go to the café down the road and have a cup of coffee just to speak to
another lady. At the office it was only men and most of them worked outside. I needed the company
and after a couple of weeks I got very friendly with the café owner and when she was short-handed I
helped out for that hour. It was a very good arrangement. I was paid, about £2 per week in tips and
got my coffee and a sandwich to take back to the office for my afternoon tea.
Still I was not satisfied with the extra earnings and my mother-in-law was right when she said I could
not have a happy marriage. I was never there. I helped a friend out a couple of evenings a week at
the Wimpey. The Wimpey was like the Macdonalds of today, very famous and the first of the fast food
chains. Wimpeys was the frankfurter of today made into all sorts of meals; Wimpey with chips,
Wimpey with eggs and bacon and chips and they were presented to appeal to children. They were
made into little designs with the frankfurter turned up at the edges like a smiling mouth and two eggs
for eyes. The desserts were really good and had great names like Banana Splits, Sundaes,
Knickerbocker Glories, all kinds of exotic names.
I went to Wimpeys three evenings a week and most Sundays because it was double time on
Sundays. Because the Wimpeys was nearby, within walking distance, I opened it in the mornings and
counted the takings every night. The boss would come along about 10.30pm collect the takings and
leave me to lock up about 11 o’clock. You never heard of burglaries back then. Today I would be
afraid to be left there so late on my own. Every so often I would take home my dinner instead of eating
it there and the children were never short of a frankfurter in the house.
In no time at all we saved up enough to bring in the builder to convert the loft into a beautiful room.
We had to cut off a little of the girls’ bedroom to make way for the lovely staircase and that room paid
for itself many times over. When I went into full-time work we rented it out to an extremely nice Italian
boy, Mario, who had come over from Italy as a young barber. You would call him a hairdresser
nowadays. I treated him as one of the family and I learned how to cook Italian food to please him.
At that time in England Spaghetti Bolognese was not on everybody’s lips and Pizzas were virtually
unheard of. It was even a novelty to serve cold mortadella or proscuttio or pastrami instead of ham,
spam or Devon slice. But Mario was the source of another of our family arguments. He was going
back to Italy for two months and left us the money for eight weeks to cover the cost of keeping the
room. His rent and board, all inclusive, was three pounds a week. For this I cleaned his room once a
week, did his laundry and provided his meals. I mean, he was just part of the family and he was very
young, eighteen years old, I think. Back in the late sixties that was young to be so far away from
home for the first time. I know so well the heartache of homesickness and to make his life more
pleasant I offered him my family. I like to say he was very happy with us and stayed till our whole
family moved to Hong Kong.
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To return to Mario and his holidays; he duly paid his £24 in advance, which was three pounds a week.
Bill used to give me thirty shillings (which was half of £3) a week for his food allowance. But when
Mario departed Bill didn’t give me the £12 as I expected so I asked him for it. He said,
“Mario isn’t here to eat his food so you’re not entitled to the money.”
I, in turn, replied, “I budget for the food every week with the thirty shillings in mind so I am entitled
to it.”
Bill turned round and said, “Sue me for it, then.”
I retaliated, “I will not sue you for the thirty bob (shillings). I will sue for divorce.”
Although I said it in jest, tongue in cheek, Bill took me seriously and kept on asking me,
“Where is your solicitor’s letter?”
As usual, I didn’t like his challenging tone, as if I was scared, so I went and got a solicitor and sent a
letter. He, in turn, sent a solicitor’s letter accusing me of being unstable and saying that I had
threatened suicide. My solicitor asked me to frame a reply to the accusations. So I wrote that if I were
a man and went to work and left my wife to look after a four-bedroom house, three children and a
lodger and three meals on the table every day and managed to bring in more wages than myself, I
would not dare say my wife was unstable. I would call her a superwoman.
Well, after being silly, as I put it, someone has to give in and solicitors’ letters were not free so I did the
usual. I apologized for being stupid and forfeited my twelve pounds. I may have backed down but I did
not forget. I knew it would be foolish to contemplate divorce. After all, the children needed a stable
home life. Although the rows were getting more and more frequent, people meeting us would never
guess at the conflicts at home and somehow I still say we were happy.
Bill and I were really very nice people but we were not nice to each other. Put us together and the
atmosphere was explosive, the tension palpable. We were both hotheaded and blew up too often. I
am sure it was not a happy setting for the children. When the children grew older and became
latchkey kids, although I had the neighbours and a lady who came in for a couple of hours to look
after them, I was longing, once more, to go back to Hong Kong. I had not been there since returning
to UK in 1963. Life was going on and the struggle to survive was enough to wake up each day feeling
pressed down by the humdrum existence we were living.
Just then, two things happened. I remembered that when I had gone to Hong Kong before, I went with
a charter company that used a Scottish airline for the charter. I wrote to them with a resume in which I
didn’t exaggerate my education but rather stressed the fact that I was fluent in both Cantonese and
English. In the late sixties most of the Chinese in London came to work in the Chinese restaurants or
in market gardens. When they travelled they needed all the support they could get because of their
lack of English.
The airline did not have a place for me because they were based in Scotland but I was advised to get
in touch with Eastern Travel in London. I did that and started there as a receptionist/ telephonist and
with the help of an English/Chinese dictionary I made most of the Chinese translations as well. I
remember going to every Chinese restaurant I could think of and dropping in pamphlets of the next
flight for Hong Kong to celebrate a Chinese festival. So the company did very well with student flights
to Singapore, Bangkok and Hong Kong and I became a valued member of the company.
I would pick up the passengers in a bus in Chinatown, go to the airport at Stansted or Southend and
take a flight across the Channel to Ostend or Amsterdam for the passengers to pick up the long
distance charter to Singapore or Bangkok and from there transfer to a commercial flight to Hong
Kong. I took care of all the formalities like passport documentation and returned to London after 48
hours away to start work the next day. By being away for the extra time, I was paid £20 each trip
which was more than my weekly wage of £18. In addition, I was able to bring home a bottle of Black
Label Whisky and two hundred cigarettes. Bill loved his Whisky Mac which is whisky diluted with
Stone Ginger wine. His father shared in the cigarettes. I only needed a trip every so often and the
budget would be in the black again.
But I must admit that Bill was a great help and Susan was by then a real young lady. I would have
organized the dinner in the automatic oven (my one and only luxury) and Susan was such a great
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help with putting on the rice cooker when she came home after school. I still didn’t have a washing
machine but the Laundromat was only five minutes’ walk away and my push pram would be
scheduled for a busy time with very often three washes at the week-ends. I must confess that I didn’t
change the sheets once a week as I should have but everyone had a bath every night – oh, the luxury
of having a bathroom and a pot belly stove to warm it. And the pajamas were changed every three
days and the sheets would be whipped off every two weeks and fresh sheets put on. This is a ritual I
have kept on till today.
The children were, I have to say, the best in the world because I can’t remember them being so
naughty that I had to smack them. Maybe they knew too well by now that good children were
rewarded and naughty children were smacked. We gave the children pocket money, one shilling for
Patsy, one shilling and sixpence for Stephen and two shillings for Susan so they could buy any small
thing their hearts might desire. So they bought sweets every Saturday despite the fact that I didn’t
approve. Bill’s teeth were all rotten by the time he was grown up but children are children. If you don’t
give them sweets they only want them more. In my young days a piece of chewing gum given me by
a friend would be chewed for a week so I didn’t feel left out.
The only mishap in my happy routine was that Stephen mixed with a naughty crowd of boys and one
day I found some little rubber balls lying around that he didn’t buy. I found out that Stephen pulled the
little balls from the small bats that were sold at the Woolworth’s that was just around the corner of our
street. I got to the bottom of the matter and went across the street to another parent’s house to let
the boy’s mother know that, during the school holidays, their boy, a year older than Stephen, was
going shopping in Woolworth’s without money. The boy’s mother, instead of thanking me for trying to
point the boy along the right path, scolded me for not minding my own business. I didn’t let it rest
there. I rang up the manager and told him I was taking my boy in to see him. The agreement was
reached that Stephen would take his pocket money every week to pay off, not just the balls, but the
bats as well because the bats were useless without the little balls. Stephen was humiliated because
he thought that all the sales staff knew of his wrongdoing. I only hope that I did the right thing to instill
in a young boy that, no matter how small the wrong, it had to be righted and paid for. Stephen was at
an impressionable age and I should have been paying more attention to him. But of what use is it to
blame myself now?
Lots of families bring up their children to the best of their ability. Some turn out to be excellent citizens
and a credit to society. Others fall by the wayside but manage to pick themselves up and get back on
the straight and narrow path. I like to say that I could not have done more to instill in my children the
will to grow up to be the best they could be. I could have done no better.
At this time, we were into all sorts of activities with the community. We had a club called the AngloChinese Family Association. Bill was the Vice-President and we helped with a lot of needs. In the
sixties there were a number of men who had served in the Forces and had brought back from
overseas postings Chinese wives from all walks of life. Many of the women were not educated in the
English language and the culture gap was very wide. Both Bill and I, being bi-lingual, were called on
very often to help out with applications for housing, health and social security. We also tried to sort out
the difficulties encountered in mixed marriages. The Association met once a month and it gave them a
sense of belonging. And I, being with Eastern Travel, asked for sponsorship and managed to get
them as official Travel Agents for our large group, which was beneficial to both parties. We had a
genuine association and everyone who travelled as an associated member got special discounts and
in turn Eastern Travel contributed to the Club funds. Both sides prospered, with more activities and
more charter flights for members.
The most beneficial effect on our family was that both Bill and I curbed our arguments because he
was Vice-President and we had to be good examples for the rest of the members. Thinking back now,
I realize that many of us wives were not happy at all. My point that homesickness was incurable was
all too true. For most families with young children, travelling home was an unattainable dream, at
least, till the family grew up. Both Bill and I were getting on quite well when he was offered the chance
of a lifetime.
Return to Table of Contents
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27 Good Fortune Smiles on Bill with the Chance of a Lifetime
Good fortune smiled on Bill – but not on me. Bill’s good fortune, sadly, was my misfortune. He was
moving up in the world and forgot the hardships we suffered to get there. As I put it, I had waited for
the clouds to part to see the moon but the clouds parted and the moon shone on someone else much
younger than myself. Or as the Chinese proverb says, I dug the well (laid out all the groundwork) but
someone else drank the fresh spring water. I had kept him speaking Chinese at home, grooming him
for better things. He did, of course, contribute to his success in many ways. He had learned all about
the products of the woollen mills and knew when something was not up to scratch.
The first we heard of the good news was that one of the woollen mills had learned that Bill could
speak excellent Chinese and knew Hong Kong and its culture. He was offered his own agency in
Hong Kong, his job was to woo the customers of the rival company to his own agency. I couldn’t wait
to accept. I know it was not my decision but Bill’s so we sat down and had a discussion. I did so hope
his parents would not feel too bad especially as they would be lonely after so many years when we
had lived so close by. In the end we reached the most satisfactory solution. I was still working and my
boss had come up with a really good offer. If I was to return for the students’ flights during the summer
holidays for four months between June and September I would get five free tickets for the family,
subject to availability.
I straightaway accepted and decided that the children should not change school in mid-term. We
would leave them behind, which would be good for the grandparents. Susan was going on fourteen at
the time and old enough to help out at home. Bill would be working hard to get himself established
and hopefully get somewhere in life. He would be his own boss and answerable only to his company
boss in Scotland. He knew it wouldn’t be easy. The pay offered him was not what I would call a good
ex-patriot pay and the contract a bit dubious as well but we were so keen that I would have pushed
him into it even if I had to get a job.
My company agreed to take me on for the students’ flights over the busy period. The others would be
Christmas and Chinese New Year. Bill’s company, in its infancy would not be able to absorb the air
fares for the whole family so the free tickets were ideal for the three children and the grandparents. I
would travel free as an employee and Bill’s fare would be paid for in the company expenses. But
when my in-laws did finally visit Hong Kong, as I had always wanted them to do, it was not to my
place they came, but to Bill’s new family.
We worked out that, though Bill’s pay was not fabulous, we could do very well using the rent
allowance which was generous to send to Bill’s parents for the children’s expenses. Instead of renting
a whole flat for ourselves we could rent a room en suite for a third of the cost. This we did in the
beginning until we assessed the whole situation of this move. Little did I think that our plans, like most
well thought-out schemes, were not to work the way I envisaged.
This I was not to know when we rented out our house at Merton to the staff of a local Chinese
restaurant. They promised to keep it neat and clean and tidy. I thought that I could do worse. The
rent comfortably paid for the mortgage which was the princely sum of £31 a month as well as the
rates. Thinking that there would be no cooking to dirty my kitchen or my beloved automatic cooker
because who would be cooking if they worked in a restaurant where the staff were usually fed? I left
the place in full confidence all would be well.
In reality things didn’t work out as planned. When I returned a few years later, a divorced woman with
three children, I had to use brillo pads to scrape the grease off the window sills before we could paint
the woodwork. My beautiful oven was burned and the neighbours took great pains to tell me that we
were lucky the house wasn’t burned to the ground. In place of my expensive cooker with the double
ovens was a tiny, cheap oven I wouldn’t give houseroom to. How many families lived in my house I
wouldn’t like to guess but the neighbours told me in later years that the house was home to many
children and as many as five families lived there at the same time. The neighbours didn’t like to
interfere and as the Chinese families didn’t speak English, they didn’t mix with the rest of the
neighbours.
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The day I gave them notice to leave they were still burning papers in the two holes they had made in
my garden. All my flowers had gone and vegetable patches in different stages were planted. This is
very Chinese. Their stomachs come before their eye for beauty. I don’t really blame them. I had a
small patch for my Chinese vegetables as well. But my love of flowers, despite my acute hay fever,
came first.
In those days, in the early seventies, Chinese vegetables were rare as gold dust and only available in
Chinatown and very expensive. Even in the year, 1999, a bunch of Kai Larn, Chinese broccoli, to take
to a friend cost me £4. It costs $A1 in Australia and in Hong Kong $HK15 so you can see how
precious Chinese vegetables would have been thirty years ago. Chinese broccoli is like broccoli
spears but very crunchy when lightly cooked with soy sauce, ginger and a little sugar. But it was
unforgivable that they did not keep the place clean at all.
Let us return to the heady days when I went back to Hong Kong with Bill. I would like to think I was a
great help in helping him to get established there. He had an office in the prestigious Mandarin Hotel.
His Head Office picked up the rent. It was a splendid arrangement because all his messages were
taken by the switchboard and he could take his customers for tea and coffee on the premises without
having to pay for staff.
Bill was a very fast two-finger typist. I think it was because he had had so much practice with the
reports he had to make in the army and in the police. The business was going well and he engaged a
sales representative and then another until in the end, after ten years in the job, he was getting the
overall commission with five sales reps.
Back in Hong Kong, we both felt we were somebody again and we were even getting along well
without the distraction of always having to discipline the children, coping with the lodgers and the tight
budget which was a constant source of argument. When we were in the UK Bill used to keep pointing
out to the children how hard money was to come by. He would not hesitate to start,
“We can’t afford this. We can’t afford that.”
That is a man’s outlook. Most men go through that stage. I would say to the children,
“Whatever you need, you only have to tell me the reason. If you can justify it, we can always
afford it.”
When Patsy was in her music class learning the violin, she had to borrow a violin every time she had
a lesson. At the end of each lesson she had to hand the violin back to the teacher. I thought that in
order to learn properly she should be practising so I went to the West End and bought her a violin for
which I agreed to pay £2 a week for goodness knows how many weeks (seemed like forever to me).
So now she had her own violin and became very musically minded. Her father kept saying I was
extravagant and that he would not pander to her like that. How can you say to a seven-year-old that
she cannot have what she needs?
Another incident with the family was when Susan was chosen for an educational trip by sea for a few
weeks to Italy. I thought it would be a tremendous experience for an eleven-year-old. I have to admit
that, although Susan was extremely bright, she was not at the top of her class in reading and writing
but she had other attributes. Immediately I set about budgeting for her trip, which was very expensive
if we sat down and thought about it. But I remembered how little I had had in my younger days and I
insisted that she was to go. It would be beneficial. She would mix with other children and make some
lasting friendships. So she did go on the trip and had a wonderful time.
Because I lacked motherly love in my young days, I was unable to show much emotion in hugs and
cuddles and kisses towards my children. I showed my love for them by giving them, in my actions, all
the things I never had the chance to have. My mistake was that I was too busy chasing the almighty
dollar to afford to give them more so that I cheated myself.
Back in Hong Kong, Bill and I were getting along very well but as usual I could not stay idle for long. I
just could not spend the days looking at the shops and drinking coffee so I took a job as a telephonist
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in a big hotel. Again, there was shift work involved and I realized that leaving Bill alone in the evenings
was not the best way to mend a marriage. I decided to stop full-time work and started on my English
tutoring again. Tutoring adults who wanted to improve their spoken English was a good way to help
with the budget. I managed to contribute a lot to the budget with my tutoring.
I remember particularly one young lady I taught who could speak English but who could not even read
the alphabet. I started with the letters and gradually progressed putting simple words together. She
did well and was my star pupil. Most of my students had jobs in the evening and so my days were
occupied and the money came in handy for extras. Everything went well until I returned to the UK in
June to fulfill my promise to work for Eastern Travel.
When I went back I found things did not turn out as planned. I couldn’t stay with the children as I had
envisaged. I was not invited to stay with them as there was no room. So I had to rent a tiny room in
Bayswater which was all I could afford. Rents in London were very high. To add to my troubles I had
to move a few times and so Bill’s letters were not reaching me. I was also sent to Frankfurt and
Holland to try to generate more business from the people working in the Chinese restaurants there.
For two months Bill’s and my letters were crossing in the post and so I had not heard from him in all
that time. In the end he sent a letter to my work place and what a letter that was.
I could not believe it when I read it. It was full of nasty
accusations:
“I was gallivanting round the countryside: I could
be earning a living walking the streets of
Bayswater: it would be better if I didn’t come
back to Hong Kong.”
It was a dreadful shock.
Communications, as they were in those days, were
not so easy. I had been writing him diligently with
news of all my activities. I knew he had a very short
fuse but to put in writing such thoughts as these. I
could not understand it. I wrote back saying I was
committed to my work contract till the end of
September and, yes, it was true that I hadn’t spent too
much time with the children as I had planned to do. It
just hadn’t turned out that way because the company
kept sending me outside England to drum up
business. I could also understand the in-laws did not
want me interrupting the children’s lives and unsettling
them.
The last family photo before the break-up of
our marriage

Once again, I went to my mother-in-law and got her to
agree for the children to go back to Hong Kong with
me earlier than planned. I left the company in August

and took the children home to their father.
Now that Bill had established himself in the business world, I thought that things would work out. We
had a nice flat which the company paid for, so we could be a family again. But Bill didn’t want the
children in Hong Kong and after a few weeks holiday with him he sent them back to his parents. He
said I had no say in the matter because, by then, he did not want either me or the children around any
more. He had found himself a young lady, a Taiwan Miss.
In my wisdom, I did a very Chinese thing. I approached a friend, a kind of a cousin on Ah Sum’s side,
who used to help Bill out with the typing when he was busy. I asked her to mediate and to tell Bill the
only thing I knew to say, “I will take her into the family.” Lots of Chinese husbands had second wives
or third wives. Even my own grandmother, an Englishwoman of Scottish ancestry, was not her
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husband’s only wife. At that time I didn’t have a single jealous bone in my body, or so I thought. Later
my unconscious jealousy and envy made me into a person I was not proud to be.
An incident happened a couple of years later after the divorce and when the children were settled
down. I was driving along the streets of Hong Kong when Bill stepped on to the zebra crossing right in
front of my car. I let go of the brakes and the car moved forward. A vision of the children flashed
through my brain. As if in slow motion that I couldn’t dismiss I could see the headlines in the evening
papers, “Ex-wife drives over ex-husband and drags him to his death.” It was all over in a split second
and I applied the brakes but I had to stop near the kerb right there and then to recover my composure.
I was shaking all over. “What has become of me?” I asked myself. Yes, I did say I hadn’t a jealous
bone in my body but I had fury in my blood and in my heart.
The mediator took the message to my husband. There could be a happy family with two wives and a
new set of children. It would be nothing new in Chinese culture. Oh! No, Bill would not think of that. He
wanted to marry her because she was an illegal person in Hong Kong, holding a Taiwanese passport
and working illegally. I seized on this last point and pondered to myself, “So I have the upper hand. I
could have her deported.”
In my wisdom, I knew I needed help, but where to go? What I did next would affect a lot of lives. I
went, in the end, to the only person who could help me. No, I did not go to the Church although I
prayed that this was not really happening. No, nor to Ah Sum, nor to my brother although I did move
in with his family. He had the space but he had his own family and could not really help me with my
problems. I had never been close enough to him to discuss family problems. It is only in later years
that I discuss family problems with my sister-in-law, thus getting closer to my brother. So, to whom
did I turn? I went to the fortune-teller, of course. This was the second time I have consulted my ‘head
doctor’ as I called him.
The first time was when I was having other marital problems with Bill, the time when we had the
argument over the thirty shillings and he asked me to sue him for it. At that time the fortune-teller had
told me that, although we were never destined to grow old together, we were not destined to part then
and there. So I climbed off my horse and decided to reconcile with Bill. So amidst my indecision I went
to the fortune- teller.
As in the past, I did not tell him about what had happened and strangely, as at the last visit, he treated
me as a stranger. He asked me for the date, time and place of my birth. As on the last occasion, I told
him that I did not know the time of birth and, as usual, he looked at his blank book, flipped over the
blank pages and started to talk. He used his monotonous voice,
“If you were born between the hours of midnight and two o’clock, you would be without a mother
from ten years old. Between this hour and that you would be an orphan.” So he continued as if
reading from the blank book. “The reason you are here is because your husband is walking the
Peach Blossom Fortune and that is not all bad.”
The Peach Blossom Fortune means that a person is being pulled by the magnet of the opposite sex. I
asked the crucial question,
“What shall I do?”
“I follow the path of the Buddha,” he began, “and I cannot give advise on the separation of
husband and wife. It is a sin in the Buddhist teachings but I can tell you that your two stars will
clash again and again. One of you will die to avoid old age together. I cannot see him being with
you beyond his middle years.”
I was still uncertain when I left my fortune- teller.
“How,” I asked myself, “can one, in this modern world, live one’s whole life to the tune of a
fortune teller who reads from a blank book?”
I returned to my brother’s home. I noticed the weather was turning chilly so I went back home to Bill’s
and my place to collect an eiderdown. I still had the keys of the flat and thought that Bill would surely
be at work. It was after 9 o’clock. I forgot he was his own boss now and his office could be anywhere,
any time. I turned the key in the lock. It gave way but the chain was on. I thought the servant must be
cleaning so I rang the bell. There was Bill, large as life. It gave me quite a jolt. He was getting to look a
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real wealthy businessman. He must have weighed over two hundred pounds. He looked well-fed,
well-dressed and rich.
“What do you want?” he barked sharply at me.
This was our first conversation since the mediator told me he wanted a divorce because his lady
friend was an illegal immigrant. I immediately went into my defensive mode. I was worried he would
strike out at me in his short temper. I took in the scene before my eyes. It was all in slow motion. The
dining-room was right at the front door and breakfast was laid out. Sitting there was this Taiwanese
woman, a plain looking girl, turning green and trembling. No wonder she was afraid.
In France there is the crime passionelle which allows a measure of tolerance for murder as a result of
an affaire of the heart. The Chinese wife is famous for “Tak Dowe” which is to kick the nest. That is, to
catch her husband in his new nest and beat the other woman as ferociously as she likes. And in such
a case the other woman has no defense in law. It is maybe not surprising that this young woman was
green and shaking all over. I was really at a loss for words meeting her face to face like this. I had
seen her before but only from afar. She was short and dowdy and I was surprised that my husband, a
successful businessman, would even look at someone so plain and ordinary. I felt I was a much
better looking girl at her age. Seeing her trembling there I felt some sort of pity instead of anger but
the sympathy vanished with Bill’s next words.
“Don’t,” he said to me in English, (Taiwan Miss can only speak Mandarin and a little Japanese
and Cantonese) “don’t say anything to upset her. She is with child.”
I knew this, of course, but to hear my own husband say it outright in a protecting way, I did feel pity
but the pity was not for her but for myself. She had got not only his body but his heart as well.
Practical as I have always been, I said very calmly, “Well, breakfast is on the table. What about a cup
of tea?” It seemed the civilised thing to do and I did it then and there.
My mind was made up. While
we were having the cup of tea my husband said the words that were to remain imprinted on my mind
today and will remain so till the day I die. He said,
“She is having my baby and I want to marry her. If you don’t give me a divorce, I will go to Taiwan
with her and neither you nor the children will ever see me again and you won’t get any support
from me either.”
Confronted with such a decision, I am only a woman and a mother, my mind was made up for me.
“Fight me and I will fight dirty.”
These were his own words. Why fight for a man whose heart has been stolen away? What good is his
two hundred pound body to me without a heart? Am I going to be the one to deprive my children of a
father’s love and presence? Reluctantly I came out with,
“In all my years of marriage to you I have never heard you say a single sentence of kindness or
protection towards me.”
Were there too many hardships in our time together? Did we try too hard? Was it the lack of money
that was our constant companion through the years? Lack of money in a family will always multiply to
lots of quarrels. Was it the children? Disciplining them had always been another shaft in our
everyday family life. Yes, I decided, we both deserved another chance. I would not stand in his way.
I packed up my eiderdown and went back to my brother’s place. I could not stop crying. I cried as if
my heart would break. I was alone in the world. I was so scared of the empty future. What would
become of me? It was one thing threatening divorce when things were bad between us. It was quite
another matter being left on my own. I never, in my wildest dreams, expected to be cast aside like
this; swept by the wind of fortune and fate to an unknown future.
Return to Table of Contents
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28 A Big Rift in our Marriage – Enter a Taiwan Miss
Bill needed a divorce quickly so that the child would be born within marriage and so that his new wife
could be legally married to a British passport holder. After I had made up my mind about the divorce,
we both agreed that the less money spent the better. I even trusted Mr Rother and took his advice to
use the same lawyer to minimise cost. I must have needed my head read when I look back on this
decision. But I was in a fragile state of mind and all I could think was, “Let’s get it over with.”
Dates were set due to the urgency of the impending birth of a little Rother. I did caution Mr. Rother,
“Why not wait and see if the little one was round-eyed or slant-eyed,” (a bit of Ah Sum’s mind and
tongue had penetrated into my brain after all?) “Or if it was red, white, black or yellow?”
My exact wording. I somehow hoped that a delay would give me a breathing space. But a man in love
insisted on a quickie divorce. Now I know that fear of the unknown and lonely future made me clutch
at straws.
At the time of the divorce the Judge said,
“Let the agreement made between the two parties be incorporated into the proceedings.”
This one word, this one little word ‘incorporated’ instead of ‘implemented,’ led me into a limbo of
uncertainties for a very, very long time, far into the future, long after he got married again and had his
new family. The word ‘incorporated’ haunts me still because he was able to flout his obligations of the
upkeep of the children, according to the agreement, because of the use of that one little word. Worse
still, he was, also, later, able to flout his agreement about giving me his half-share of the house so that
I could take over the mortgage. Had the judgement been that the agreement be ‘implemented’
instead, I could have forced him to stick to the agreement we had made. And because I was in
England with the children and because the divorce had been carried out in Hong Kong, I could not
enforce the agreement without spending forever and buckets of money as well. I can only curse my
own stupidity in not having had my own lawyer to safeguard my affairs.
When I agreed to the divorce I moved out of the marital home and went to live at the home of my
brother who, under Ah Sum’s command, was responsible for giving me a home and looking after me.
In the same circumstances, I wouldn’t have welcomed myself but my Chinese readers will know why I
had to stay with my family. And my European readers will ask,
“Why should her brother be responsible?”
My brother and his whole loving family welcomed me. I would like to think that it was out of love and
not just because of Ah Sum’s command. She said,
“It is shameful that we have a divorce and we cannot allow rumours to smear our reputation.”
Although we were in the modern world of the early seventies, after all, divorce is disgrace enough.
She even said that I should be staying in Bill’s house that the company was paying for. But, where
would he go? I felt for him that he had no family in Hong Kong and he and his Taiwan Miss needed a
love nest!
No matter how quick the divorce, the time of waiting was traumatic. My thoughts swung from,
“Why is this happening to me? What is happening to the children in England?” to thinking good
thoughts like, “I am free. I can do what I like.” And the next minute desperately thinking, “I am
going to be all alone.”
I alternated between elation and deep depression. As for the children, they were studying in England
and living with their loving grandparents. Mr. Rother and I agreed that the children should not be told
about the divorce. I was all for protecting them from the trauma and not involving them at all. I tried to
put myself in their shoes. Would they want to know? But the decision was not mine to make. The
loving grandparents, in their wisdom, thought it better to inform them and taking sides would be a
priority. Even now, I continue to reproach them in my mind though I have never put it into words.
By making children take sides one has to have a smear campaign towards one of the parents in order
to have the children say, “I want to stay with Daddy and live with Grandma in England where all my
friends are.” Little minds can be moulded like putty. After all, they had been home with the
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grandparents for over a year and grandparents are always ready to shower love and presents on their
grandchildren.
But because the divorce was in Hong Kong I was oblivious to the stress being laid on my children till
long after the divorce. I had visions of a happy home life after the divorce. I would go back to work at
my old job. Their father would be working overseas like a lot of other fathers. There would be fewer
quarrels. Life would be so tranquil and I could even rent a room out to some poor desperate soul
waiting for a divorce. She could help with the children after school and do some light housework like a
lot of advertisements I saw in the local paper;
“Single mother willing to do anything for room and board.”
Oh! I had all these visions but visions are only visions. I was not to know that when I came home after
the trauma of the divorce, going to Grandma’s to collect the children was to be a far greater trauma to
my system. My fifteen-and-a-half-year-old daughter said,
“We don’t want you here. You go to your fancy man.”
They had been told that I had left home with a fancy man and that was why their Daddy had found
comfort with someone else. I was shocked beyond words at the enormity of the lie. Even as my mind
refused to believe what I was hearing, my inner self was expecting rejection. But coming from my own
children, I just didn’t know what to do.
For one brief second, just one second, when I heard those words from my daughter, I heard my inner
voice say,
“Be strong. You have to be strong because if you are not strong it will break up the whole
situation and it will get out of hand.” I stood firm, saying, “You don’t have to love me. You don’t
even have to like me but you are making your way home to me.”
In front of the grandparents, I said very, very sternly,
“Look at this piece of paper. It says that the children were awarded to me at the time of the
divorce. If I don’t see them back home at 6 o’clock sharp, I will send the Police car for the three of
them. This piece of paper from the court says they have to live with me.”
How I could have said that all while keeping cool, calm and collected I will never know but I was
trembling all over for the entire twenty minute walk home. After being called names and being told
they didn’t want me, the children came home at 6 o’clock and we started to adjust.
Apparently Susan had already moved out of Grandma’s house and had a job selling shoes. She lived
in digs and I couldn’t persuade her to come home but, at my insistence, we met once a week at
home. We started being a family again but the little ones, especially the boy, were trying their best to
make life difficult by saying,
“Gran let us do this and Gran let us do that …”
I was trying too hard, making rules like, “No playing outside after dark” and the boy kept breaking the
rules. I had taken a job at a chicken and chip takeaway shop and was only working during school
hours to try to give a more stable life to the children but, as ever, plans do not always go according to
clockwork. My expected cheque for the children’s upkeep did not come. I had to take legal advice and
this was when I learned, to my horror, that the agreement was only ‘incorporated’ not ‘implemented’
and that I would have to sue to get Mr. Rother to adhere to the agreement. In the meantime, my 9-3
job didn’t pay for the mortgage, electricity etc. I did the only thing available to me. I put the house on
the market, hoping to downgrade to a smaller place. Who needs four bedrooms when only two would
do?
Another bombshell exploded almost immediately. My mother-in-law heard of my intentions. In a
twinkling she got a lawyer’s letter telling me that the house was not mine to sell. It was the ‘intention’
according to the agreement, that I could only have the house if I lived in it. Anyway, the in-laws had
loaned us the money for the first purchase in Battersea back in 1961 and should have a say and a
share in the house.
Return to Table of Contents
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29 The Dreaded Divorce – Back to England and a Happy Occasion, My Daughter’s Wedding
Before all this took place I was living with my brother and his family in Hong Kong. He and my sisterin-law were very good to me but, somehow, I felt ill at ease knowing that I was upsetting the family
balance and harmony. Single Aunties should always be a visitor. I felt I was intruding and my brother
refused my small offer for food and rent. That is a very Chinese custom. One cannot accept money
for upkeep from family. I had become accustomed to living the English way where everyone paid their
own way. I remember a story of a father and son going on the bus and each paid his own fare. I have
seen with my own eyes people offering each other a cigarette and paying back an owed cigarette.
That was the English way in those days with some families, maybe a legacy of the war when
everything was extremely scarce.
Feeling that I was intruding into my brother’s life and uncomfortable about my situation, I took matters
into my own hands. I put an advertisement in the newspaper offering my housekeeping services in
exchange for accommodation, stressing the point that I would have to continue with my own job. I
would contribute to the household expenses and live as family. At that time, I was working as a car
saleslady, selling for a company that had the franchise for a new Japanese model. Having ladies as
sales people was very innovative at the time. Only men sold cars in those days. And being in sales
my time-keeping was not rigid. Little did I know but that advertisement brought me into a new life and
into another family fold.
Charles and Olive Old had come out from England for
Charles to take up a most responsible position as Director
of the new Hong Kong Polytechnic. He had a brilliant
career in both Industry and Education. He had been
Principal of a few Colleges and made a significant
contribution in the reform of the Higher Educational
System in England. He was sixty-three and was due to
retire.
He accepted the position in Hong Kong as a challenge
and did an excellent job despite a most difficult time with
the culture shock. He soon found that the way things were done in the West were quite different from
the ways of the East. To add to his difficulties, his wife, Olive, was frail and failing in health. The
diagnosis in England was that her brain was not getting enough blood and the brain cells were
starved of oxygen which lead to memory loss. She continued to get worse so that she was not
capable of running a household, let alone contribute to the social functions that were so much a part
of the job of the Director of the Polytechnic, Hong Kong.
Here is where destiny came into the equilibrium of two families, both of us in need. The Olds needed
a hand in running their household and I needed a home, oh, so desperately, where I was not
domestic help but family friend. The secretary of the Colonial Secretariat in Hong Kong saw the
advertisement and I met the Olds at the Secretariat for an interview. As a result I went to live with the
Olds as a companion to Olive when Charles went to meetings and evening functions at the
Polytechnic.
The first thing that attracted me to the couple was their caring attitude towards each other, Charles
putting her needs above his own. He had chosen to take her to Hong Kong to be with him despite her
memory loss for everyday happenings. I agreed to accept the position for a thirty day trial on both
sides with the understanding that I was not domestic help and I would have no remuneration in return.
In fact, I would contribute towards the cost of employing a young girl to keep the flat clean and also do
the washing and ironing. Her wages were shared three ways. These arrangements turned out to be
most satisfactory.
When my Ah Sum heard of my moving from my brother’s house, there was a round table family
conference! She was very much against the idea,
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“They are not family,” she objected, “and besides, what would the wagging tongues around Tai
Hang village say?”
It didn’t take her long to suggest what to do, according to Chinese custom.
“We will make them family,” she said firmly.
It was very easily done. There would be a big dinner for all members of the families, the Olds and the
Ips and there was an exchange of gifts on both sides. I still treasure the gold pin given to me in a lucky
packet meaning all will go smoothly, and now my Kai Yeh and my Kai Mah, (honorary connected
father and mother) and all of us were legitimately connected as a family. How could we ever have
guessed that day that the connection would last for thirty years? We were a happy household. I went
to my work each day and kept Olive company in the evenings and weekends. The maid’s husband
came to visit every weekend and in the end we let their little child come to live with us as well.
After my divorce, some months later, I left my new-found family to return to my own children and
home in England. The young maid stayed on and her husband and child came to live in a flat in the
Olds’ apartment. I bade my new-found family Goodbye knowing they would be well-looked after and
cared for. I looked forward to going back to England and my family.
But back in England, things went from bad to worse. I lurched from one crisis to another. Stephen was
misbehaving as usual, and always throwing up at me words like,
“Gran always lets us do this and do that. She lets us stay out late.”
I tried disciplining him but that didn’t please him. I knew his grandparents just saw what they wanted to
see and a grandson could do no wrong in their eyes. They failed to see that when a boy of twelve
doesn’t come home till late at night, sweaty and dirty, he has not been playing football – but up to no
good!!
Stephen was also having a lot of problems at school and I had to go and see the Principal who said
he would not tolerate such disruptive behaviour. It was only after I pleaded with him to allow for the
family break-up that Stephen was given another chance.
I was so totally absorbed by the misery of my failed marriage and divorce. I had the added agony of
always being short of funds and unable to meet the mortgage payments and Bill’s not paying the
allowance for the children. It all added up to such misery and desperation. The only sane thing in my
life were my letters to my Kai Yeh in Hong Kong where I could pour out my wretchedness and the
predicament over the legal web in which I was caught and from which there seemed to be no escape.
I could see no solution. All my actions and emotions were noted by the grandparents on the children’s
weekly visit to them.
One episode, in particular, is imprinted on my mind. A family friend who had heard that I was back in
England knocked on my door one evening. He said he was in the vicinity and dropped by for a cup of
tea. I was glad of the company and kept the children up as chaperons. I was still of the mind that a
married woman with young kids should not be alone with a married man. In the end I had to say he
had better go as the children had to go to bed to be fresh for school next day. Somehow, rumours
flew around that he had stayed till late and his wife gave him hell. Well, it ruined a friendship and I
have not kept in touch with this couple ever since.
Amidst all these happenings my daughter came one Saturday afternoon with a young man to
announce that she wanted to get married. She was not even seventeen. My first words were,
“Are you pregnant? If you are, you still don’t have to get married.”
That was very forward thinking in the early seventies. She blushed, to my joy, and held her fiancé’s
hand and told me,
“We live in the same building and have known each other for a long while.”
“A long while’” I thought to myself. “How long is long? But if I don’t give permission they will just
move in together.” What does a mother say? “You are too young.” “Married life is not a bed of
roses.”
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When I looked at the quiet young man who hadn’t said three words in that whole hour, I rose and
said, “Let’s have some pancakes.” Why pancakes? I couldn’t think of anything else to offer him. Why
not pancakes?
I needed time to put my thoughts together. I needed time not to say the wrong thing that might
alienate my fragile relationship with my, oh, so young daughter, the daughter who was the spokesman
who had said these words of rejection to me,
“We don’t want you. We don’t want to live with you. We love Gran and we want to stay with
Gran.”
The pancakes turned out to be lumpy and soggy at the same time. I must be the worst pancake
maker in the entire country. I give full credit to my son-in-law to be. He diligently sprinkled sugar on the
soggy mess on his plate and demolished the lot. Twenty-five years later Tom said to me,
“If your cooking was a model to go by, I would have had grounds for a non-marriage.”
In the course of the soggy pancake saga, I asked the crucial question,
“What do your parents think of you getting married so young?”
To my great surprise he said they were delighted and that led me to the next question,
“May I have a round table with them?”
The very next day I was invited to tea and I saw how well my daughter fitted into their family. She was
more at home there than with her own family, having spent many evenings with them. Her future
father-in-law praised the good virtues of my dear daughter.
“She is such a stabilising influence on our son and we love her as our own. Since you have
always been away why not let her join our family?”
How could one refuse such a warm-hearted offer from a future in-law?
In the meantime I thought, the sooner she is married the sooner she can get divorced if the marriage
does not work out. So the ground rules were that if she were not happy and wanted ‘out’ she should
be allowed to leave to come to me wherever I might be, England, Hong Kong or wherever. And I was
not to be blamed for interfering. What interference? At that time I didn’t know I would be moving from
England in a few short months.
At last, we became a mother/daughter again and went shopping together for a wedding dress. She
was so very young and looked quite ridiculous in anything
fancy but what bride does not want a fancy gown with frills.
However, I insisted on something simple. I refused to let her
have frills.
She looked like a little doll at the wedding ceremony and at
the reception afterwards, which we had at home. In the
evening we had a disco run by mates of the groom. The plan
was for the oldies and families to be at the luncheon and the
young ones at the disco but the oldies and the families stayed
on. I did all the catering but a couple of friends who were
staying with me helped. I was up all night baking and making
sandwiches and no, there were no pancakes! My daughter
said that pancakes nearly cost her her marriage!
We ran out of drinks but the groom’s family came to the rescue and saved the day. We ran out of
food, too, but the good old Wimpey where I worked part-time rescued the celebrations by throwing in
a lot of frankfurters and buns. Oh, It was such a happy occasion! I will never forget it but I could have
slept for a week or longer afterwards. The only grey cloud over the whole event was that so many of
Bill’s family members were “Unable to attend.” Was it loyalty to Bill because of the divorce?
Many months later Bill himself accused me of forcing my daughter to get married so that I would have
one less responsibility. I have been falsely accused of many things but this hurt me more than most. It
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was so small-minded and hateful that a husband could say such things even to his ex-wife. As if I
would do such a thing to my daughter.
Who would have thought that day, more than thirty years ago, that the marriage that started for one so
young would have endured to the present day? I give credit to my daughter and my son-in-law, Tom,
for their loyalty to each other and thank them for giving me three lovely grandchildren and now a
great-grandchild, named Alfred after my father. And so the circle of life continues on its inexorable
journey. I find it a comforting thought.
Return to Table of Contents
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30 Back to Hong Kong, But Not For Long. Where Do I Go Next? Africa?
The fairy tale was over. It was back to real life. Because my child support was not coming from Bill
and my part-time job was not adequate to support the family, I had to negotiate with the bank to
extend the mortgage. It was only thirty-one pounds a month but it was a large sum for me to find. My
efforts to sue Bill from England were unsuccessful so I wrote from my heart and asked very humbly
for him to resolve the matter. Bill wrote back saying that, due to the heavy expenses involved with his
new family, he was even unable to pay his own lawyer.
Once more, an agreement was made. I was to pay him £5,000 (yes, 5,000 pounds!) for his half share
of the house and I was to take over the mortgage, as well as forfeit the child support owed to me – a
sum of about two thousand pounds. The five thousand pounds was a colossal sum of money at that
time. It was particularly impossible because in those days the banks did not lend money for a
mortgage to single women, no matter how secure their jobs were. And my part-time job would offer
the banks no guarantee of repayment even of the monthly payments. I could not take a full-time job
because I had to be home for the children after they came out of school. I was in the depths of despair
but as the Chinese proverb says,
“The Heavens will not force you along an impassable road.”
All this time, in my misery and despair, I was writing back to my Kai Yeh in Hong Kong pouring out the
terrible misery of my life to him. It was someone to confide in and it helped me through times of black
despair. While in England I had been visiting his daughter, Juliette, who lived in Hampshire. She had
a young family and they opened their hearts to my children and I felt she was more than family to me.
In the midst of the black and threatening skies a glimmer of shining light came across the seas from
my Kai Yeh. After all the letters I had written, he opened his heart and his purse strings to me.
He wrote and said that I will be his family in Hong Kong. He invited me and my two children into his
family and offered me a loan of five thousand pounds. Oh! I was so grateful to him and thankfully
accepted his offer of a home and the loan. My Kai Yeh could not see bad in anyone. After all, I might
have absconded with his money and never paid him back. His trust in me touched me to the core.
We were flung together by fate when I went to help his transition into Hong Kong society. My initial
stay was about a year but this unique relationship, begun so much by pure chance, was to last for
thirty years till the day he left for his rightful place in Heaven with God in the year 2000, at the age of
ninety-two.
With the borrowed five thousand pounds, I bought Mr. Rother out and put the house up for sale,
packed up my things and said Goodbye to my newly-married daughter. I left, feeling that her in-laws
loved her as much as I did. Through the last thirty years I have been proved right.
I gave her the confidence that I was at the other end of the phone and if she was unhappy she was
not to put up with being unhappy as she always will have a home with me. I dared make this promise
even though I had no home, no husband and no money. My fears of her being unhappy were, thank
God, unfounded. Next time I visited her she presented me with my first grandchild. Despite being so
very young and her family being so far away in Hong Kong, she persevered. I am so proud of her.
I managed to get a quick sale for the house, paid back all my borrowed money, sent a telegram to my
ex-husband to tell him I was coming back to Hong Kong with the children and made my way to Hong
Kong to my new-found family, Charles and Olive Old. All this did not please Mr. Rother at all. But the
Olds welcomed us with open arms and treated the children as they would their own grandchildren.
I sent the children to school and paid the fees myself till a resolution could be reached with Mr.
Rother. He wanted the children sent back to England. He argued that the schooling was better over
there but there was the undertone that in England he need not pay school fees as was the custom in
Hong Kong. I had sent them to a very prestigious school and prestige did not come cheap.
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I was very lucky and got a job immediately I got back to Hong Kong, thanks to my multi-lingual skills.
Although my job was well paid it took all my wages to meet the expense of school fees and lawyers’
fees fighting to keep the children in Hong Kong with me. Children being children, they were easily
manipulated to say that they wanted to go back to Gran in England. It was really hard for my
youngest, Patsy, who was only nine years old. I would put her to school in the morning and her father
would take her out again. This went on, time and time again, and always the lawyers were involved.
I realised that my job was in jeopardy if this continued, especially after a particularly horrifying and
terrifying incident. It happened when my Kai Yeh was away in Singapore at a conference. He had to
go away from Hong Kong at times and I would be left in charge of the household. I looked like a
glorified housekeeper at times but I never felt that I was. I felt that I was needed and that was my
contribution to my home; but the children’s behaviour was really disruptive and my honorary
godmother, Olive, was the kindest, gentlest and most fragile person I ever met. How could I let her
suffer such hostile children? Yes, they were extremely hostile and one day I started to discipline
Stephen after he had eaten a whole packet of cornflakes and the only two cartons of milk left in the
house. His little sister was arguing that she had not eaten breakfast as yet. Stephen started shouting
at me. His sister got frightened and rang her father. As usual he rushed up in a taxi and into the
apartment. Between father and son I got such a beating that I ended up in Queen Elizabeth Hospital
overnight.
I can only say that sons hitting their parents will have the thunder and lightning of the gods strike them
for their unfilial act. In the Chinese way no child can lift a hand against his parent but Stephen lifted his
hand to me. At the end of this session I knew I could not discipline my son as a mother should be able
to do. I agreed that Stephen should return to live with his father and that I should see him at
weekends and holidays. Patsy was to stay with me. This solution was not ideal because when my
Patsy came home after a visit to her father she would compare the clothes bought for Stephen by his
father with the clothes I bought for her. Stephen had jeans with names like Levi and Lees and all I
could afford for Patsy was what I could buy at Stanley Market, cheap and with no brand names. Also,
with Olive in the house, we led a very quiet life, staying most evenings at home. All this, while Stephen
had meals out most nights. My girl was not happy and I could see why but what could I do to change
that?
I was still fighting for child support and the school fees were going up all the time. In the end, I
reluctantly agreed that both the children should live with their father but I stipulated that they must stay
in school in Hong Kong. I reasoned that there would be no work for early school leavers in Hong Kong
and I hoped that I was ensuring that both of the children would stay on to take ‘O’ or even ‘A’ levels.
Life settled down, at last, for the two families. Mine with Charles and Olive, living a quiet life, and the
children, I hoped, settling down to a harmonious household with their father. I liked to think that having
a little step-brother, Peter, would have been a novelty for them and then a little sister came along. Life
was not ideal but I was happy knowing that, at least, the children were a family now.
I spent the weekends with them and started studying Personnel Management in the evenings at the
extra-mural department of the University. The course was offered to me and subsidised by the
Personnel Agency I worked for at that time. I couldn’t have turned it down even if I had wanted to
because my one ambition of continuing my studies after twenty years was being fulfilled. Even if I had
had to pay for all the fees, I would have jumped at the chance of bettering myself.
I was happy in a very ironic way. I had a very happy home with the Olds. I was driving my own little
car, my first. I was living in a beautiful flat. I had a very good job although my salary was hardly
enough to pay all my expenses because I still had to pay each month towards the lawyer’s final bill.
And I didn’t get the child support because the children were no longer living with me.
I had forfeited my alimony. Mr. Rother had never supported me even when we were married and I
didn’t want his money now. But my lawyer insisted on a ‘peppercorn’ alimony of $HK1.00 per year.
Apparently if, God forbid, I were ever disabled and needed support I could sue Mr. Rother for it.
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After the traumatic divorce, Ah Sum used to reproach me every time we met,
“You are really good for nothing. Other people get divorced; they get money, house, children,
alimony. What have you got?” she would demand. I replied, very docile,
“I have peace of mind. I’ve got a chance to pursue my career and further studies. Life is good.”
But should life be this good? Ought life be running so smoothly for me? It was the first time in my life
that I was enjoying being on my own without too much responsibility.
I was keeping the Olds’ household running smoothly. There was so much loving in that house,
although Olive was getting more fragile as she advanced in years. She was getting more and more
confused and unable to look after herself. I never heard a harsh word come from my Kai Yeh. He
always said,
“You didn’t know her before she got sick.”
That is true love indeed and, to a cynic like me, he taught me what love is. It was so sad seeing Olive
deteriorate but he smiled through all her silly actions such as, one day, when she used her toothbrush
to clean the toilet. And I, in turn, adopted her and looked after her as if she was the mother I never
had.
It was a unique situation and I made the most of living happily with my family and having my own job
and having no other worries. I concentrated on my job and my evening studies. Every weekend I saw
the children. But I felt that they were getting more and more hostile towards me. Somehow they kept
their lives closely-guarded. They never told me anything. I felt I was losing them to an invisible enemy
that I could not overcome. I tried so hard to hang on to my family that I would meet my ex for coffee
once a week in an effort to capture my children’s home life and to learn how they were getting on at
school. That was when my best friend, Amy, would come along as chaperone and I felt that I could fall
in love with my ex all over again. He was still so handsome. He was really big now, over two hundred
pounds. Love is certainly blind and there is such a fine line between loving and hating. One minute, I
felt I was doing the right thing in letting him have the
children. Next minute, I knew that I would lose my children,
the longer they stayed with his new family.
Life goes on and Charles Old’s contract was coming to an
end. We were having a family conference about my future.
I said,
“Of course, I will stay in Hong Kong where my
children are.”
I would continue with my job but where would I live? Ah
Sum would gladly have me with her, safely back in the
family fold. I was on my own and had a relatively good job
that paid above average local wages. Or I could go back to
my brother who had opened his home and heart to me before but my being there, the unmarried Aunt
to his children, would disrupt their harmonious household.
I went to my boss and put a proposition to the company. I would take a cut in pay if they would pay my
rent as an expatriate like all the other expatriates in Hong Kong. Alas! Their company policy was
higher wages but no rent subsidy because rents were skyrocketing at the time. What I earned would
not pay for a one bedroom flat with parking, not even the servants’ quarters at the Olds’ apartment.
Even in Tai Hang village where Ah Sum still lived, the rent would take up to half of my wages. I was
on the horns of a big dilemma. What’s new about that?
In the meantime, Charles Old, sixty-six years old, but with plenty of knowledge, expertise and energy,
certainly did not want to return to England for a sedate retirement after his exciting and vibrant years
in Hong Kong. In addition, if he returned to UK, he would be separated from Olive as he certainly
could not cope with her on his own. While he had been in Hong Kong he had a servant and me to
share the caring, each of us taking responsibility for each other as a family unit.
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Just about now my hatred for my ex brimmed over. I was asked into my lawyer’s office to attend an
interview with a Police Officer and an Immigration Officer. I was told to bring my birth certificate with
me. Apparently, Mr. Rother (I hated him so much I called him Mr. Rotter) had dobbed me in saying
that I had bought my birth certificate – I who was born in Hong Kong, one of the Ip clan who had been
In Hong Kong for umpteen generations. Mr. Rother came to this deduction because he was applying
to stay in Hong Kong as a permanent resident on the grounds of being married to a Hong Kong
citizen. He had been along to the Births and Deaths Registry to get a copy of my birth certificate. Lo
and behold! He was unable to trace it for the very good reason that after the war most of the
certificates had been lost. Many people, including me, had to reapply with a statutory declaration and
be reissued with another certificate. This was so in my case and that of my second brother. My
number one brother, having been kidnapped during the war and taken to China for the rest of his life,
was in no such happy position.
After a gruelling interview I had to prove my identity and I was seething at the underhand way Mr.
Rother was treating me. If only he had asked me outright I just might have let him have it. But we had
been through a bitter and messy divorce so he could have been right in thinking I would not help him.
Would I? I doubt it.
Next day I was still harbouring this hatred towards him. I wondered what and where and when the
next hassle would be. It was then that I had the incident at the zebra crossing. I was turning into a
person I didn’t want to be. I had all the anger of a wife who wants to seek revenge. Where would it all
end? It was time for me to decide what I had to do. Hong Kong was not big enough for both of us; I
had to get away.
After the earlier episode of nearly running down my ex when he was on a pedestrian crossing, I went
to consult my Fortune Teller once again, as I did at all the important crossroads of my life. I drifted with
fate when decisions were too great for me to solve on my own. Once again the Fortune Teller looked
into the blank pages of his book as if he could see the map of my life. He said,
“You are to cross water. The further you go the further you go into the threshold of Luck. To be
with the elder family members of your new-found family will be your destiny.” And I said with
sadness, “Do you mean that I will never have a man of my own?”
“Oh no!” he said. “I can see your fate. You will have many gentlemen callers and it will be your
choice who you want to grow old with. If it is fated you will meet one another even if there are
oceans of water to cross.”
So, again my fate is sealed.
At the family conference with my new family, I said to Charles, “Why don’t you tour all the educational
institutes in the under-developed countries and see what is available? With your expertise you would
be snapped up!” Charles, shortly afterwards, left for Africa after sending letters to every single
university and college from the West of Africa to the East. He had a tremendous response from a
number of places in West Africa. In one of the phone calls he made to check on Olive, he told us that
he was quite keen to accept one of these offers. Nevertheless we decided that he should keep an
open mind.
Two weeks later he phoned, all excited. He was in Malawi. He had been welcomed by the Vice
Chancellor and treated like royalty. The town of Blantyre was beautiful, the weather was marvellous
and up in the mountains it was cold enough for growing strawberries—strawberries in Africa? Just
imagine that! He liked the people and had met the staff of the College and the contract was initially
for three years. In the event, he stayed for many years more. So we both agreed that he should start
to settle in then and there. I would pack up at the Hong Kong end and take Olive out to him. I gave in
my notice at work and began the task of leaving Hong Kong.
My plan was to stay for about three months in Malawi and settle Olive into her new surroundings as I
had done in Hong Kong when they arrived out there. I would arrange round-the-clock help as it was
very cheap to engage good help in Africa, I was told. In the meantime, there was a flurry of
preparations. Once Olive was settled, my plan was to set forth to Australia; one of my dreams from
way back.
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I secured a letter of introduction from the Personnel Agency where I worked and, because their Head
Office was in Sydney, I was confident of getting a job over there. I was also advised by immigration
that, being a British subject holding a UK passport, all I needed for entry to Australia was a chest Xray to prove I did not have TB or any other dreaded disease. That was before the affair when the UK
closed its door to Australians. And the Australian Government retaliated in similar vein. I, myself,
called this, the Earl’s Court Affair. Earl’s Court was the area of London where many young Australians
congregated when they first went to England for their working visit. It was lovingly called Kangaroo
Valley.
Those days, before leaving Hong Kong for Malawi, were so traumatic that even to remember them so
many years later, far less put the memories down on paper, is so painful to me that I can scarcely
bring myself to do it. All mothers will agree with me, there is no harder decision to make: leaving one’s
children and going to far away places … When will I see them again?
The worst days of my life were when I broke the news to Stephen and Patsy that I was saying
Goodbye to them, my two little ones. They seemed so matter-of-fact, so detached. I could not fathom
out their childish thoughts or how their little hearts felt. They seemed almost glad to see the back of
me. My heart was breaking. I boarded the plane, with Olive, for Nairobi and so on to Malawi. No
home, no job, no husband, no children, just my new family. And a few months after I got to Malawi the
shutters came down on my entry to Australia. I was stranded in Malawi. What was my destiny to be?
Where would it lead me now? Would the sunny uplands spread out before me?
I went forth to meet my fate, as ever, with hope and trust. A leaf tossed in the winds of life, spinning
forever in its vortex.
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Fire Dragon Master Fai Gor shares his tale of being a Tai Hang boy

24 September 2015
Chloe Lai

First featured on Urban Diary in 2013.

The idea of a group of people in bustling urban Hong Kong having a respected community leader
they turn to in resolving disputes – with even the police going to him for assistance- is almost the
stuff of fairytales. But that’s exactly what the residents of the Hong Kong Island community of Tai
Hang have. The community leader is Chan Tak-fai and he is also guardian of the community’s
most treasured tradition as commander-in chief of the famed Fire Dragon dance.
My acquaintance with Fai Gor (Brother Fai as Chan is
popularly known)
Fai made
Gor me realise that a tradition
supposed to have faded into history is still
enthusiastically practised in Hong Kong.
If this intimate community relationship sounds unusual
for a neighbourhood that is now best known for its mix
of trendy cafes, popular Japanese restaurants and
down-to-earth eateries serving authentic Hong Kong
fare just behind Causeway Bay, it survives because Tai
Hang, formerly known as Tai Hang Village, has a long
history.
Chan, 67, is a Tai Hang native. The only time he has not lived there was when, as a member of
the British colonial garrison, he resided in the military camp in Sham Shui Po. He earned the
residents’ respect through his services to the community, chief among these being his 40-year
tenure as chief of the Fire Dragon ceremony, performed every Mid-Autumn Festival. This service
means he remembers every face in Tai Hang.
The more I get to know Fai Gor, the more I like him. He has a strong sense of righteousness; fun
at heart but never an easy person. He gets grumpy when seeing people being rude to waiters and
waitresses, or when the topic turns to Hong Kong’s governance. He is very picky about food, and
when eating out must take a number of walks around the restaurant because he lacks the
patience to sit through an entire meal.
Tai Hang was named after two big water channels that
used to run through the village to Victoria Harbour.
Bounded by Tung Lo Wan Road to the north and Tai
Hang Road to the south, the village lay on the seafront for
generations until reclamation in the 1950s for the
development of Victoria Park pushed the shore away. A
neglected community in the 19th century, the multi-clan
Hakka village lacks historical records, even a genealogy.
Fai Gor said that in the old days, the male villagers relied on quarry work to earn a living while the
women did laundry – the reason that Tai Hang’s main street is called Wun Sha (washing clothes)
Street. But not even Fai Gor or his buddies were able to say when their ancestors first settled in
the valley.
With the kind assistance of local historian Tim Ko, I found a note in the 1970 Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch which shed light on the origins of the village. According to
James Hayes, the scholar and former colonial official who wrote the note, Tai Hang Village was
one of the oldest villages on Hong Kong Island. Hayes believed the earliest settlers probably
arrived in the area around the same time as the British takeover of Hong Kong in 1841. The
villagers farmed, fished and kept some of Hong Kong’s earliest dairy farms.
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Fai Gor joined the Fire Dragon team when he was only six, as one of the boys hoisting the cloud
lanterns to light up the sky for the dancing dragon. At the age of 12, he became a dragon dancer.
“We are Tai Hang boys. Being a dragon dancer was the most natural thing for each and every
one of us. It wasn’t about glory. We didn’t even think about terms like glory or vanity. It was facelosing if you weren’t participating.”
Tai Hang boy is what Tai Hang natives
call themselves, regardless of gender
and age.
Since he assumed the most important
position in the annual Fire Dragon dance
in the 1970s, Fai Gor has relaxed some
old rules and introduced new elements to
keep the century-old tradition in line with
the expectations of contemporary
society. For instance, all elders of the
community go to pray at the Lotus
Temple before the start of the dance and
the ceremony was, for more than a
century, a men-and-Hakka-language-only event. Fai Gor found these two rules impracticable. He
abolished them to allow women into the ceremony, which now also benefits from Cantonese
interpretation. But the community leader has no plan to relax the rule that prohibits women from
becoming dragon dancers.
The Fire Dragon procession started in the 1880s and is today a key part of the city’s Mid-Autumn
Festival celebrations. In 2011, it joined China’s third national intangible cultural heritage list.
Although Tai Hang was poor and unimportant in the early colonial days, thanks to its excellent
location it has gone through a reversal of fortune in recent decades. But the surge in fame and
importance also brings the inevitable redevelopment. It’s now much harder to maintain local
contributions to the Fire Dragon cause which have sustained it over the years.
Redevelopment means that many of the old six-storey walk-up buildings have given way to gated
residential blocks.
“In the past, we went straight to people’s homes, knocked on their doors and told them that it’s
time to donate to the Fire Dragon. Now many of the new buildings don’t give us access, though
some are kind enough to let us leave a donation box in their lobby,” Fai Gor said. In recent years,
the dance has been able to continue only with the help of donations from the Hong Kong Jockey
Club.
Redevelopment has also brought up the question of
who now qualifies as a dragon dancer. The
background of the dancers has changed over the
years. When Fai Gor was young and Tai Hang was
still a sleepy village, only native villagers were
allowed to dance. Gradually, the rule was relaxed to
include all residents as outsiders moved in.
This change came in the 1960s when traditional
one-storey village houses were pulled down and
replaced with six-storey tenement buildings. It was
the first wave of redevelopment in which developers would combine the land previously occupied
by three village houses for every one of these new blocks. This was how Fai Gor left his parents’
village house and moved into an apartment.
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In recent years, the once-quiet grid of streets has undergone another round of urban
redevelopment. Tai Hang boys now live in different parts of Hong Kong, from Tin Shui Wai to
Tsueng Kwan O, and from North Point to Sha Tin. They have moved to other parts of Hong Kong
because their old homes had to make way for redevelopment. Even Fai Gor’s younger brothers
no longer live in Tai Hang.
Fai Gor knows the compensation each family receives from real estate developers who have
bought out their homes. He knows very well the average amount is not going to buy him another
apartment in Tai Hang.
Constantly confronting problems created by redevelopment, Fai Gor is particularly annoyed with
the government’s decision to lower the threshold for compulsory sales in 2010. The decision was
made to facilitate private redevelopment. The highly controversial amendment allows anyone who
owns 80 per cent of the property rights of any building aged 50 years or above to put the entire
block to auction. He hates this because he sees how his buddies suffer under the law. “People
are forced to move out, they can’t fight the developers. Many are elderly people, they’re Tai Hang
native, and they suffer from depression after moving out and die very quickly.”

Tai Hang today
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In China, parents mourn children abducted by traffickers

World | Sun Jun 28, 2009 8:24pm EDT
DONGGUAN | By James Pomfret and Venus Wu
While China has made giant economic and social strides over the past few decades, the
number of abducted children remains alarmingly high in a nation whose wrenching onechild policy and yawning income disparities have fueled demand for children particularly
male heirs, trafficked by underground syndicates.
Human trafficking is widespread across China with kidnapping cases reported in
numerous provinces across the country, according to witnesses and postings on missing
child websites. Some children are abducted to serve as props for beggars and women
are also kidnapped and sold into prostitution or as forced labor in factories.
While many parents are aware of the problem and have bolstered supervision of their
kids in known blackspots, elsewhere, particularly in rural areas, a lack of publicity and
media exposure means parents are unaware of the problem and often let their children
play outdoors unsupervised.
Estimates are difficult to come by, though the China Ministry of Public Security reported
investigating 2,566 potential trafficking cases in 2008.
"Due to lack of information and the difficulty of tracing children in a vast country such as
China, very few children have actually been found," Kirsten Di Martino, UNICEF's Chief of
Child Protection in China told Reuters.
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