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Thank you to my brave and courageous wife Elizabeth and my children Rachel, Lois, Megan, Anna, Joel and Joshua, who were equally called by God for the journey to China. We could only have gone to China together, all sharing the risk, challenges and sacrifices. Together we received rich blessings from our Father who continues to lead us on an exciting, exhilarating life of faith and prayer. 

Lots of love Dad
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Preface

___________

‘Look up at the sky and count the stars – if indeed you can count them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’

(Genesis 15:5)

This is a story about many things, about many people. But above all, it is about the father heart of God. It is a story that shows that God has a plan for each of us and an adventure into which he calls those who are willing to risk – well, everything. 

If you go outside one night under a clear sky and gaze up at the stars, could you begin to count them, as the Lord charged Abraham to do? Would you even try? This is a story about stars, too, and fathers, and those without them. 

I was one of those. 

My father left his family when I was two. I never knew him. I don’t remember anything about him from that time. Maybe God has a sense of irony – in fact, I’m sure he does – that he should take a man who had no father and make him a father to so many. Or maybe it takes a man who had no father to know the value of surrounding every child with a loving family. 

It’s been my privilege to play a part in a story that God wanted to tell, in a plan he intended to execute, in China. This is the story I want to tell you. Why he called me, a lad from Norfolk, to help bring about a revolution in childcare on the other side of the world, I can’t say. But he did. And to a nation with a one-child policy he chose to send Liz and me, who had six children: that brought many laughs with officials in China. And now that multitude of orphans, whom he has placed in the care of loving fathers and mothers all over that teeming nation, number as many as the stars …



1: First Contact

___________

In their hearts humans plan their course,

but the Lord establishes their steps.

(Proverbs 16:9)

Even now, in the twenty-first century, you would be hard pressed to think of two places more different than Shanghai and Norfolk. One with its thronging multitudes and dusty exhaust-clogged air, every day sprouting another towering spike of steel and glass; the other with its sleepy market towns and flint-stone villages, its big, clean skies and pale, windswept beaches. But in the 1960s, there really was no comparison. They were different worlds.

I was thirteen years old when, for me, these two worlds first touched. At the time, my mother, my two sisters and I were living in a small semi-detached house on Denton Road in Norwich. I was attending a school called Alderman Jex – a place I had dreaded as a younger boy walking home from my junior school down the road because the older kids from Alderman’s would chase us and beat us up if they caught us. I had passed my 11+ examination, which in those days meant I had an open ticket to one of the grammar schools on the south side of Norwich. But, even having cleared that hurdle, my family couldn’t afford the daily bus fare across town, so it was Alderman Jex and its bullies for me. Swallowing my fears, I settled into life there as best I could. 

Then, one day, a new boy turned up in class. He was Chinese. The teacher said he came from Hong Kong and that his name was Yuk Leung Yau. One of the children at the back of the class made retching noises, thinking he was being funny, and was told to pipe down. Then our new classmate was invited to say something about his home city. It was soon pretty clear that he didn’t know much English. 

I felt sorry for him, though some of the other lads sniggered at his halting efforts and his accent and pulled faces behind his back. In the late 1960s, anything but a white Caucasian was a rare sight in Norwich. I remember a set of triplets who were the mixed-heritage children of a local Norfolk girl who had fallen for an African–American GI stationed there in the 1950s. But faces from the Far East were unknown. 

Children being children, the teasing continued after class and I could see on the Chinese boy’s face how the jibes were hitting their mark. I guessed he must have been feeling pretty lonely as it was, and the other boys were only making it worse.

‘How would you like it if you were the only white kid in a Chinese class?’ I said, squaring up to the ringleader. I was still pretty skinny myself at that age, so I think it was probably surprise that I had stood up to him more than a sudden pang of conscience that made the bully back off, and I was left standing alone in the corridor with the Chinese kid.

‘Thank you,’ he said, ducking his head of jet-black hair.

‘What d’you say your name was?’ My own Norfolk accent was pretty broad in those days.

‘Yuk Leung Yau,’ he replied.

I frowned. ‘Hmm. How about I just call you Jimmy?’ And so Jimmy he was to us, ever after.

Jimmy and I became good friends. It turned out his family had moved to Norwich to start the first Chinese restaurant in the city. Even at that time, Britain was still recovering from the effects of the Second World War, and rationing had only ended a few years before, so the idea of Chinese cuisine in Norfolk seemed impossibly exotic. 

I would visit Jimmy often. His house was full of pots of bean sprouts that his dad used as ingredients in his restaurant. He would give us banana fritters as snacks, for which I soon developed quite a passion. After all, bananas had only been available in England for a few years, but no one ate them fried like that.

‘I think I’d like to visit China when I’m older,’ I announced to Jimmy one morning in an art class. ‘You reckon you can teach me some Chinese?’ 

Jimmy was busy on his drawing. ‘Some other time,’ he said, concentrating on a particularly delicate detail. He was by far the best artist in class.

‘Go on,’ I persisted, jogging his arm. ‘Teach me something.’

He threw down his pencil and scowled. ‘Okay, okay. Say moho te sing.’

‘Mo-ho … tay … sing,’ I repeated in my flat Norfolk tones. ‘What’s it mean?’

‘“Shut up” in Cantonese,’ he replied. I guess that told me. Even so, I walked around school the next few days muttering ‘moho te sing’ to myself, trying to get it right, much to Jimmy’s amusement.

I can’t say why exactly, but something about China and the Chinese people fascinated me from early on, although they had nothing to do with my life in Norfolk. And for a long while I cherished a secret promise to myself that, one day, I’d visit there. One day … 

But all that lay some distance in the future. Meanwhile, the focus of my teenage years was not China, not faith, but – like a lot of young boys, I guess – football. 

When I was a small boy, my mother’s long-standing friend Ted, who eventually became her husband, often took me to Carrow Road. This was the home of Norwich City Football Club, better known as The Canaries, and I used to adore watching them play (I still do). At the time, they were one of the top teams in the country, playing in the nation’s First Division. The players were like gods to me – men like Kevin Keelan, the ‘greatest goalkeeper not to get an international cap’ (as he was born in India), and the brawny Scottish defender Duncan Forbes. So when I was a bit older and four of us lads from Alderman Jex first eleven were invited to try out for the Norwich City squad, I thought my moment of destiny had arrived. 

For a few sweet months, I trained at Norwich City training ground at Trowse. I was still skinny, but what I lacked in bulk I made up for in enthusiasm. Despite our young age, we trained with the senior players two evenings a week. I remember, at a few sessions, Kevin Keelan would take a ten-bob note off each new youth player and invite us to shoot penalties at him for practice. If he saved more than five penalties out of ten, he got to keep all the money. If not, he would give us back our note and pay each of us ten bob out of his own pocket, whether or not we had scored. Needless to say, we never won a farthing. Still, I loved it. This was my future, I was sure of it. But then the new season came around and the coach told me I was still too slight to be of any use to them. ‘Come back next year,’ he said, trying to sound encouraging, ‘after you’ve done some growing.’ 

I was heartbroken. Tears streamed down my face as I cycled home from the ground that day, my dream of playing for The Canaries crushed beyond repair.

There was another brief glimpse of hope when the coach of Colchester United, Ray Crawford, invited me to train with them. But Colchester were only a Third-Division side and it took me an hour on the train to journey south to play with them each session. My heart wasn’t in it. It was The Canaries or nothing for me, and when Ted pointed out that I wasn’t going to make a living playing for second-rate teams like Colchester United anyway, I knew he was right. I needed a real job.

The best Plan B I could come up with was to join the Royal Navy. I craved adventure. It was time to see the world, and the recruitment posters promised that I surely would. But first, it seemed, I had to have another dream shattered.

I had decided that, since I stood on the threshold of manhood, the time had come to meet my father. I was sixteen and I had questions that I wanted answered. The older I got, the more questions I had. Why had he left us? Why had he and Mum divorced? And, more fundamentally, what sort of a man was he? Yet, although I was curious for answers, I think some deeper part of me recognised that even having them wouldn’t make a real difference and couldn’t fill the hole he had left behind.

At the time, he was living in the market town of Ormskirk, near Liverpool. He had another family by then – two more sons, both quite young. He came to pick me up from the station. I watched an average-looking man in a raincoat with greying hair get out of a car and approach me. It was a strange, hollow feeling. Underwhelming. I wasn’t angry. In fact, I didn’t feel any emotional connection to him at all, although I had thought I would. 

The visit was pleasant enough. He tried to make me feel as comfortable and welcomed as possible. His new wife, Rhona, did the same. His two boys – my half-brothers, aged six and four – rode in the car with us. They were wide-eyed when I pulled out a carton of cigarettes and lit up on the drive to their home, thinking I was impossibly grown up. But I was just a kid like them.

For all my father’s kindness, it turned out that the years apart from each other couldn’t be bridged. He wasn’t the hero of my boyish daydreams. He wasn’t the missing piece in my heart, after all. I’d have to look for that elsewhere – if it existed at all.

That doesn’t mean this realisation wasn’t painful. Every boy needs a father, and anyone who tells you otherwise doesn’t understand the truth. There had been many occasions on the football field when I had longed to hear a father’s voice cheering me on, even though Mum did her best. And I couldn’t fail to notice how often the other children’s fathers had a word in the coach’s ear on their behalf. I’d had no one like that to speak up for me and, at that stage, I certainly didn’t know how to speak up for myself, because no father had ever taught me how, or given me the confidence I needed to do so.

Later, I found out more about him, which he didn’t tell me then. He had served behind enemy lines during the Second World War. He was gifted with languages and had spent years involved in secret operations in Belgium, Holland and France. He had seen some pretty shocking things, which he described in his memoirs. Discovering this helped me to understand the man and the choices he had later made, to understand that the notion of living a double life had been ingrained in him, so much so that when he came back to peacetime, why wouldn’t he carry on his intrigues? One life wasn’t enough for him.

For all that, perhaps my father did pass one trait on to me, after all: a longing for adventure. And that was what I was hoping for when I signed up for the Royal Navy. 

As a brand-new naval ‘rating’ – the lowest rank in the Navy – I was sent for basic training to HMS Ganges on the Suffolk coast in the village of Shotley, a so-called boys’ training establishment. When it came to the physical exercises, assault courses and so on, the intensity was a shock at first, but I soon got used to them and rose to the challenges, until finally I came to love them. As well as all the usual stuff, I was allowed to play football, first for a ratings side and soon, having been selected up the various levels, I found myself playing for the Navy against the other armed services. With this came a certain degree of respect. I stood out from the other ratings and became a known face among the senior officers. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy that. 

Things changed a bit after basic training, though. I was sent to HMS Pembroke, a naval base in Chatham, Kent, where I trained in the supply and secretarial trade. Not quite the adventure I had signed up for. Still, I hoped that when it came to my posting I would get something more exciting. My goal, of course, was still the Far East. My interest in China had not waned, and I thought that if the Navy would pay me to get out there, so much the better.

So, after my passing out, I put in a draft request for an aircraft carrier or a destroyer. A letter soon arrived from the drafting officer, saying, ‘Welcome to the Submarine Command as a volunteer.’ I quickly wrote back saying that there must be some mistake, that I certainly hadn’t volunteered for Submarine Command, and repeated my request to be posted to a destroyer. A terse reply followed, welcoming me to Submarine Command, this time as a ‘non-volunteer’. It looked like I was going to be a submariner whether I liked it or not.

And so, instead of cruising the balmy waters of the South China Sea, I resigned myself to the fact that I would be lurking in the freezing depths of the Baltic and North Seas, crammed inside a metal tube. Like Jonah in the belly of the whale. 

Out of the depths I cry to you, LORD.

(Psalm 130:1)

When I passed out into the Royal Navy, the world was still firmly in the grip of the Cold War. During the course of my service, I served on two different Oberon-class submarines – HMS Oberon herself and HMS Opossum. They were deployed to do essentially two opposite tasks. The first was to patrol British waters and locate, pursue and see off any Soviet submarines caught infiltrating friendly waters. The second was on reconnaissance in the Baltic, photographing Soviet naval movements in and out of the various naval bases they had positioned around the eastern rim of that sea, which often meant working in concert with the SBS, or Special Boat Service (the British equivalent of the US Navy Seals). In the latter case, we were the ones being chased away, usually with depth charges. And cold though the war may have officially been, the charges were real enough, and potentially deadly to any boat compromised six hundred feet below the surface. 

On each tour, we would spend several months at sea. The conditions were not designed for a man like me. By then I had grown into a strapping lad of six foot two. The highest point in the middle of an Oberon-class submarine was six feet. So you can imagine how I soon had a fine collection of cuts and bruises on the top of my head when I forgot to stoop low enough to pass through a hatch. 

Besides the confined space, there were seventy men living in our diesel-electric submarine, so conditions were not easy. Each rating had a locker assigned to him in which to keep his few possessions, but only the senior ratings were allocated a bunk. Junior ratings had to ‘hot bunk’. This meant when your duty shift was over and it was your turn to sleep, you simply grabbed whatever bunk was available. We couldn’t wash either, because after two weeks at sea, all water supplies were preserved for drinking. When the sub was on the surface, it ran on diesel and the whole place would fill with the fumes, so before long every man was coated with diesel grime and living on stale air that stank of body odour and cigarette smoke. It was grim.

The crew was pretty grim, too. The language was coarse, the jokes blue and the bullying relentless, especially for a junior rating like me, and on shore the drinking was harder than any I’ve known before or since. 

Despite all this, eventually I settled in, even if I didn’t exactly fit in. Living in close quarters with so many people beneath the ocean waves is intense. You learn what you need to do to survive. And I think this was where I learned a different approach to difficult people. I started to understand how they operate, to see what it is that makes different people react differently to the same situation. For example, not everyone could handle being cooped up with that many other men, unable to escape them, and a few of the new submariners faked claustrophobia to get out. I can’t say I enjoyed it much myself, but I stuck out my time.

The hazards were real. Above all, there was always the risk of a breach in the hull, and we drilled relentlessly for such an eventuality. Speed was of the essence. If seawater were ever to penetrate the hull at depth, the crew would have only seconds to isolate the breach by closing the hatches either side of the compromised compartment if the vessel were to survive. Once secure, the procedure was to ‘blow’ the main ballast tank, the Q Tank. That meant forcing high-pressure air into the forward tanks, forcing out the ballast water and thereby instantly lightening the fore ends of the boat so that it would rise to the surface like the kraken, at a near vertical angle. At this point, we needed to be holding on to something tight, because everything not tied down would come raining down through the upended compartments. Any man who didn’t make it out of the isolated compartment would become a regrettable but necessary sacrifice in order to safeguard the lives of the rest of the crew. Needless to say, this sharpened our reaction speed to a fine point whenever an alarm – for drill or for real – was sounded.

Many times in the Baltic on HMS Oberon, we lay on the seabed in total silence while overhead Soviet gunboats and minesweepers on patrol searched for our position. They were times to fray a man’s nerves, I can tell you. The Russians would drop speculative depth charges to try to flush us out. We could hear them explode above us, or off at some distance, and feel the reverberations shake through the structure of the sub, and we would pray that the Russians wouldn’t score a more direct hit by sheer luck and cause us serious damage. 

But the most serious incident during my service wasn’t hiding from depth charges. It came at the end of my first week at sea. I was sound asleep when I was startled awake to find water gushing into my bunk. The tannoy blared out, ‘Safeguard, safeguard, safeguard, flooding in the after ends!’ The word ‘safeguard’ meant it wasn’t a drill. I scrambled out of the bunk, knowing that, because we were at depth and if the breach were serious, this could be it for all of us. Because I had been off duty and asleep, most of the other crew members were out of the after ends before me and the door was about to be sealed. If I was too late, I would be trapped: collateral damage, better left to drown than risk the lives of the entire crew. 

The atmosphere was fraught and I was moving as fast as I could, but I remember feeling an unearthly peace come over me like a shield. ‘Help me, Jesus! Help me!’ I murmured under my breath. Even as I said it, I had a sort of vision of him standing there beside me, and somehow I knew I would be all right. The water was rushing past at knee height, but I managed to squeeze out through the hatch before they closed it. I was the last man out.

It was only later that we discovered it hadn’t been seawater filling the submarine; rather, the fresh water tank had burst. A much less serious emergency, although we still needed to surface at once, and fortunately all turned out well. 

I suppose this is a fair indication of where my faith stood at this stage in my life. In mortal danger? Yep. Time to cry out to God. Anything short of that and my faith tended to take a bit of a back seat, especially among the crew. On leave back home in Norwich, I would still attend church with my mother and I would have called myself a Christian if anyone had asked. But no one did. And it never would have occurred to me to share my faith with anyone else, least of all the tough bunch of submariners I worked with. 

However, there was another crew member who took a different approach. His name was Brown. He wore his faith on his sleeve and talked about Jesus to anyone who would listen, and to quite a few who didn’t want to. As a result, he drew a lot of flak from the other crew members and he was bullied pretty badly. One trick I remember them playing on him was ‘blowing the slop’ while he was in the ‘head’ (toilet). Normal procedure is to shut down the valves on all the toilets before doing this or you’d be standing in a shower of sewage. But that was the point. Poor Brown. He was covered head to toe in human waste. And all for Jesus.

I told him to tone down his evangelising so that the crew bullies would leave him alone, but he wouldn’t listen. Even though I thought it foolish at the time, I could see his faith meant more to him than his reputation, and a part of me admired that. It would be a long time before my faith began to look anything like his.

I decided to leave the Navy when I was twenty-one, still harbouring dreams of somehow making it as a professional footballer. For a short while during and after working out my notice, I secured a position playing professionally for Portsmouth Football Club, thanks to connections with the coach, Ray Crawford, who knew me from my brief stint at Colchester. But the glimpse of a new career and new aspirations was short-lived. Playing at home at Fratton Park, I did a slide tackle and my left knee collided with the goalpost. The blow smashed my knee and left me in a full leg cast for the next three months. When it came off, the muscles were wasted and I was told it would be another full year before I could even play football again. 

That was it, the end of my footballing career, once and for all. In hindsight, I can’t say I deeply lament it, but at the time I felt crushed, and I returned home to Norfolk to regroup. But here again was a repeat of a recurring pattern in my life. I had grand designs to forge ahead on a certain path, only to find those plans thwarted and my course turned in another direction, heading towards where God wanted me to be. In this particular case, I’m very glad he did.
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