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MAY 2, 1996
CAPITOL ROTUNDA
WASHINGTON, D.C.

The Hendersonville High School band, of western North Carolina fame, played on the lawn, cool air warmed by the sun, while Secret Service watched. Celebrities and senators and old friends like Tricia Nixon Cox and Lynda Bird Robb, and Paul Harvey, and a crime novelist whose first book had been Ruth Bell Graham’s biography, took seats inside. They assembled in good spirits amid oil portraits and marble, on this National Day of Prayer, when the Reverend Billy and his wife, Ruth, were to receive the Congressional Gold Medal. George Washington had been honored thus in 1776. Two hundred years later, the first clergy couple followed.

I was there, in truth, to take notes. It had been suggested that I update the biography I had decided to write long ago when I was twenty-four and too young to have any business asking. As I sat in a section near the front, among Ruth Graham’s vast relations, I was struck by how time has spent itself. I was sweetly sad, and amazed that some people are never a disappointment, no matter where journeys take us or how well we finally know those we chose to emulate and love.

Neither Billy nor Ruth had shifted in a way that counts. He was still tall and a bit befuddled by all the attention. His eyes were no less blue, but they were not as much here as there, and most of all they were kind. Hers typically didn’t like being noticed and didn’t miss a trick. She still plotted practical jokes and would rather chat with ushers and housekeeping staff. Vice President Al Gore gave her a chair when she was escorted to the front. When Billy was led in, he gave Ruth a kiss.

I sneaked ahead of Newt Gingrich to hug Ruth in all her magenta. She thought I was sweet to come all this way from Richmond, Virginia, and hoped I might find time to stop by the Renaissance afterward and visit. She asked me if I were still doing my work in morgues, and I assured her I was and all was going fine. She would get room service, something Chinese, if the hotel had it, she promised. If that would suit?

She did not know if the Gold Medal was really gold or something else, but she suspected something else when a granddaughter persisted in knowing a little later in a room of the Renaissance, where she and Billy briefly rested. I was certain Ruth did not care about the medal’s composition, nor was she especially impressed when the four major television networks let the world know that the Grahams would be dining with the Clintons at the White House this night.

That’s interesting, Ruth commented from her bed, as she dipped into a dish of Chinese food. “Honey?” she called out to her husband, who was stirring cream of broccoli soup, wondering if it was cool enough. “Did you agree to something you didn’t tell me about?”

“What’s that?” He cupped a hand behind an ear, from his couch.

A striking teenage boy, who wore a small earring, pointed a camera, intending to take another photograph of his legendary grandfather. “I don’t have a good picture of you.” The grandson was having fun.

“You can get one in my coffin.” Grandfather Billy leaned forward and dipped into his soup.

“What?” The grandson guffawed.

“Bill!” Ruth chided her husband as misinformation on the evening news went on. “What a dreadful thing to say!”

   The journey that led us here, or at least my humble few miles of it, opened with rain. The night was cold and interminable and blew over eaves and in billowing sheets through an open stadium, shrouding lamps in milky light, on June 5, 1982. I was still young and newly married, and unknown, and on a budget. I had attended but one Billy Graham crusade prior to this, in Asheville, when I was too young to precisely remember the decision I made.

At one end of Boston’s muddy Nickerson Field was the wooden platform, this moment occupied by four rows of empty folding chairs and several tall amplifiers and a baby grand piano enveloped in heavy plastic. Bundles of thick cable snaked across the wet plank floor. The podium was covered with a small square awning flapping loudly like a wind-ripped flag. It was 7:00 P.M. I had never been so cold and wet and hungry in my life, and I let my then-husband know this more than once.

For the past hour some thirteen thousand people cocooned in slickers, trench coats, hats, plastic bags, and galoshes had trickled through the field house for the 7:30 service. It would not be televised because of the weather. Wide wooden boards bridged puddles leading to tiers, and rainwater was an inch deep on the seats. The Reverend Billy Graham had been urged to cancel and as usual had refused, leaving his hotel with plastic-laminated sermon notes and his large-print black leather Bible. Wearing a Greek fisherman’s cap, a khaki trench coat, and tinted glasses, he arrived in the flashing blue of a light attached to the roof of his rental car.

No one seemed to notice the figure slipping out of the backseat. She left him at the field house door and skated across the muddy tile floor, Sheraton trash can liners over her feet and fastened at the ankles with rubber bands. She wore black kid gloves and a fuchsia plastic rain cloak with a matching cap that was an umbrella from her crown to the tip of her nose. Looking like a psychedelic version of the Morton Salt girl, Ruth gave me a wet hug.

In no hurry to file outside to find a seat as there would be plenty to choose from this raw, dreary night, we sat in folding chairs against a cinder block wall, watching the crowd slog by. Outside, propagandists were passing out tracts accusing Billy Graham of being a Communist sympathizer, and buildings and buses near the stadium boasted anti-Graham signs and banners. A deranged man less than ten feet from us loudly asked a security guard if he was Billy Graham disguised as a cop.

Ruth seemed impervious to it all, unaffected by the confusion that seemed to eddy around her husband everywhere he went. She missed little. An amused smile tugged at her lips from time to time as her brain processed images, expressions, snatches of conversations here and there. With dignity, she sat. Her Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee disappeared at intervals beneath her voluminous hat.

At close to 7:30, she slogged through the mud, dragging her trash bag-covered pumps over makeshift boardwalks and puddled artificial grass. She chose an empty row on the playing field, several hundred yards from the platform, in front of the back tiers. She tilted a gray metal folding chair to spill rainwater from it, and demurely seated herself, tucking her skirt and bright pink rain cloak around her. She proceeded to remove her wet black kid gloves one finger at a time, and wormed her hands up her sleeves, kimono-style.

Regal and unflinching in the bone-chilling downpour, she sat erect, the steady thrumming of rain muffling her husband’s voice as it echoed off the stands. Swathed in a heavy khaki trench coat and now hatless, Billy preached, slightly bent against the blustery wind and rain. The awning flapped wildly above him. He could see little but the hazy white glow of the lights clustered on poles bordering the field high above him. He was oblivious to the bird that had alighted on a nearby lamp to sing lustily for the duration of the service. From Billy’s vantage, the crowd was dark and formless.

To Ruth he was a faraway figure, sometimes obscured by umbrellas tilting in her line of vision. Soberly she listened, her eyes riveted straight ahead. She smiled when he leaned close to the microphones and began teasing her about the bright new rain outfit she had just purchased, cracking the usual jokes about wives and their outrageous shopping habits, adding that she was sitting “somewhere out there among you, but I don’t know exactly where.”

   That was the way she liked it, in the middle of the masses and invisible. The pathos, the motion interested her. Anonymous, she became animated like a child. She became pensive and reverent, relieved to keep her public self folded up and in her pocket like a dime-store rain bonnet.

“And if people start recognizing me after this book,” she let me know in 1981 when this research began, “I’m going to dye my hair and move to Europe.”

Not long before she made this threat, on a January morning, I telephoned to ask if I could drive up for a visit. She was in bed with the flu but said to come anyway since it seemed I had something very important on my mind. It was bitterly cold, and the sky was lead as I made the two-hour trip from Charlotte, North Carolina, to Montreat, where she lived on the side of a ridge in a house built of century-old logs.

She was alone, split wood smoldering quietly in the fireplace in front of her hand-built bed. She was propped against several pillows and surrounded by letters, stationery, books, pens, cassette tapes, napkins, Kleenex, and her large black leather-bound King James Bible. She smelled faintly of Rose Milk. A woman of regal beauty, she was thin but shapely, her features flawless, as though chiseled with love. She was intense and soothing, like the fire on her hearth. Her movements were graceful, her presence hypnotic, even on this day when her bones ached and her eyes were glazed with fever.

“I want to write a book about you,” I said to my hero.

“You want to do what, honey?” she asked in a voice distracted and weary.

“You know, I want to write your biography,” the twenty-four-year-old police reporter announced.

“Well, sure. That’s fine,” she said with a weak smile. “But I don’t think it would be very interesting.”

Several days later, Ruth and Billy flew to Mexico and rested for a month. Her health and senses restored, she telephoned me one afternoon at the Charlotte Observer, where I was working on my latest crime story.

“Patsy,” she said, “no way you’re going to write a book about me.”

   I met Ruth through her parents, Nelson and Virginia Bell, whom I grew to love shortly after my mother moved my two brothers and me from Miami to Montreat in 1963, when I was seven. Homesick for my own grandmother, I visited Mrs. Bell several times each month, entering without knocking through the screened-in back porch that led into the warm, fragrant kitchen. Beneath a layer of wax paper on top of her refrigerator there were always cups of homemade custard, generously sprinkled with nutmeg and deliciously moist.

I’d find her in the same place each time, sitting in her favorite chair beside the living room couch, a pink baby blanket over her knees, a battery-powered magnifying glass in her lap.

“Go get a custard,” she’d chirp before I could sit down. For the next hour she’d spin colorful and exotic tales about her missionary days in China while we played games like Rook or Scrabble. She always won or made me think I had.

It was during these visits that I became acquainted with Ruth, when she would glide in with dinner for her parents, or perhaps for a chat. I was struck with her beauty, her gentleness, and her spontaneous laughter. Other encounters came when I was in the local red brick grammar school and would spot her car idling out by the endless line of orange buses wrapped around the school. She was there to pick up her younger son, Ned. I would conspicuously walk back and forth in front of her Oldsmobile, searching with mock gravity for bus #91, until Ruth noticed me and asked if I wanted a ride. It was a shame if Ned, much less empathetic than his mother, spied me first. Once he rolled down his window and said, “You can quit walking around the car ‘cause we’re going to Asheville.”

When I was nineteen, Ruth and I began to become friends. In April of 1976 she invited me out to lunch. Invitations to her house, which was two miles up the mountain from mine, followed. Usually she was alone. Husband Billy was delivering lectures at major universities and preaching throughout the world. After three decades of international acclaim, his pace was more, not less, frenetic. My earliest memories of him are when he sat with his family near the back of the Montreat Presbyterian Church on the infrequent Sundays when he was in town.

Back then I wasn’t aware of who he was, but I surmised, based on all the head-turning and ogling, that he was very important. After the service, people flocked around him to shake his hand, ask him to autograph their Bibles or bulletins, or wonder if he might pray for them. I remember a woman pointing out that the price tag was still dangling from his suit jacket. She asked if she could keep it as a souvenir.

In later years, when I would see Billy in his own home during my visits with Ruth, I was surprised that he did not seem affected by the adulation and criticism. He just seemed tired. She would attempt to shield him when anyone else appeared. “Bill, why don’t you go sit up there in the sun and rest,” she would say as he greeted people, a slightly bemused expression in his eyes when she repeated the suggestion two or three times.

More often than not, he would amble out onto the lawn or into the living room with Ruth and the guests. At home, he didn’t look so austere. He usually wore a tennis sweater, jogging shoes, and baggy blue jeans. Sometimes his socks clashed with his shoes or half his shirt collar was crumpled inside. His eyes didn’t have that steely gleam. They were soft, far away in thought. They became softer when they looked at her.

Ruth seemed virtually untouched by the pressures of living in his wake while conducting a significant ministry of her own. Her eyes were vulnerable. After all these years of being exposed to the public, she had not slammed and latched the door to her emotions. She had always been an excruciatingly private woman, sensitive to others and fiercely protective of her family. She could not see what good could come of my writing her biography. It was difficult convincing her.

“Ruth,” I told her in May of 1981, after she had repeatedly rejected my idea throughout the spring, “I haven’t changed my mind.”

“I know you haven’t,” she said, discouraged.

“If you don’t let me write this biography, it will be the only selfish thing I’ve ever known you to do.” I was out with it.

“That’s really hitting below the belt,” she fired back.

“Not because you’ll be denying me the privilege,” I was quick to add, “but because you’ll be denying those who have never met you and never will.”

Several days later she telephoned me.

“OK,” she said.

“It will be painless,” I promised.

It wasn’t.

“We’ll have fun.” I was sure.

We didn’t.

“What a great way to spend time together,” I encouraged.

After it was finished, we did not speak for eight years.



1
CHAPTER

Before Ruth
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THE YOUNG COUPLE IN CHINA



North Jiangsu, China, December 5, 1916. The Grand Canal meandered through the frozen lowlands like a muddy snake and carried the launch and its barge past dozens of sampans, tugboats, and junks.

Nelson Bell was a twenty-two-year-old medical doctor. He buried his chin deeper inside the flipped-up collar of his wool coat, buffering himself from the cold air and the sour smell of dirty feet on the deck outside a window that had no glass. His wife, Virginia, wrote letters at a small table behind him, glancing up each time her husband briefly retreated from frigid air. He was captivated and repulsed as he watched their arrival into a new life. Across murky water rose an ancient city surrounded by high gray brick walls, and heads of criminals impaled over the gate stared with dull, blind eyes.

Lemuel Nelson Bell was a witty, intelligent young man with a character as sturdy as his Scotch-grain leather shoes. Handsomely built, he had wavy brown hair, even teeth bright as a blade, a square jaw, and a patrician nose. He was six feet tall, a solid hundred and ninety pounds, and looked more like a matinee idol than a missionary. Bell was a professional baseball recruit when he forsook his dream because he longed to share the Gospel with those who had never heard it. As he stood in his cabin, it seemed the Grand Canal beneath his feet and the faith of his forebears were moving together, carrying him to his destiny.

He was born July 30, 1894, in the iron-laced Allegheny Mountains near Clifton Forge, Virginia, where his father, James Bell, headed the commissariat at the Longdale Mining Company. Nelson Bell’s ancestors were Scotch-Irish immigrants who had begun farming and lumbering some eight hundred acres of fertile land in the Shenandoah Valley in the early 1700s. He was probably most like his great-great-grandfather John McCue Jr., whose father had immigrated to America from Northern Ireland around 1731. Young McCue, born in 1753, was educated at Liberty Hall, which would later be renamed Washington and Lee University. He set his heart on becoming a Presbyterian minister and briefly wavered when Thomas Jefferson offered to train him as a lawyer and let him live at Monticello, as legend has it. But McCue refused and set about evangelizing the territory. By 1791 he was ordained and settled in the small parish of Tinkling Springs in Augusta County, Virginia.

A flamboyant man, McCue galloped through the countryside in his two-wheeled gig, his long brown hair streaming back from a high forehead. He spoke his mind from his hogshead pulpit and was subsequently chastised from time to time at the presbytery meetings he was consistently tardy in attending. During heated arguments he was known to threaten to remove his parson’s coat and resort to his fists, and “he could tell comic stories in a manner irresistibly ludicrous,” wrote an acquaintance. He died Sunday morning, September 20, 1818, when he was thrown from his horse on his way to preach. He left eleven children. A son, William, one of the county’s first physicians, died soon after, and William’s widow, Ann Barry McCue, married pioneer John Allen in 1821. Three years later, Allen and Elisha Rumsey, who also had a wife named Ann, founded a small settlement on the Huron River in southwest Michigan Territory which they christened “Ann’s Arbour,” now Ann Arbor, Michigan.

Nelson Bell’s maternal great-grandfather, a classmate of John McCue, was the Reverend William Wilson.1 His daughter Elizabeth married John McCue’s grandson Thomas, and they built a plantation in Augusta County which they named Belvidere. The modest, two-story brick house, where Nelson Bell’s mother, Ruth Lee “Cora” McCue, was born, was used as a Confederate hospital during the Civil War. In 1864 when Sheridan stormed the grain- and cattle-rich Shenandoah Valley to burn the Confederacy’s breadbasket, Elizabeth McCue slipped a gold coin from her shoe and paid the Union officer in charge to leave the property without burning the barn.

Family lore has it that thirty-three years later Elizabeth McCue saw a photograph of this man and recognized him as the new president of the United States, William McKinley. Her daughter Betty immortalized herself in the valley when another band of Union soldiers appeared at Belvidere and an officer moved from room to room dropping lighted matches in the closets. Betty followed close behind, stamping them out. When the officer then demanded the brooch she was wearing, she slapped it into his palm, pin first.

“Madam!” he exclaimed as he returned the brooch and bowed, “I admire your spunk!”

Elizabeth McCue’s daughter Cora was a strong-willed, practical woman who as a child had a bit of a temper. The living room door at Belvidere still bears the scars young Cora inflicted when she beat it with fire tongs after spats with her brother William. In 1882 Cora married distant cousin James Bell, as handsome as he was impractical, with more of a penchant for spinning colorful yarns than minding his store. Cora handled the family finances. She supervised their three children and indulged her interest in world affairs and foreign missions through reading and entertaining furloughed missionaries.

A bit of a daredevil, Cora decided on one occasion when a missionary was visiting to make an impulsive visit to Belvidere. Since her husband had taken the horse-drawn wagon to work, she had no transportation to the train station at the foot of the mountain. Cora recalled that there was a handcar at the mine, and she and the missionary, who knew nothing about such contraptions, hopped aboard. The track ran past the store and James Bell looked up just in time to see the runaway car streak by, its handle seesawing madly.

“That looks like my wife!” he exclaimed as the car derailed, propelling both Cora and the missionary into a thicket.

When Nelson Bell was six, his mother moved the children to Waynesboro to begin school. Her husband joined them later and began working as a salesman at a local shop. From the start, young Nelson showed that he had inherited the best qualities of his ancestors. He was a devout Christian and unshakably loyal to the Presbyterian tradition of his family. He was a talented athlete, whose intelligence and agility produced maddening spins and intricate strategies on the tennis court and baseball field. As he matured, his fondness for baseball grew into a passion, and by age sixteen he was the captain of his high school’s champion team.

He quickly distinguished himself as a pitcher with his own version of the knuckleball. The ball was gripped firmly in his fingertips, and he stood perfectly straight and still, the shadow of his cap hiding his eyes as he cut them left and right, checking the bases. Slowly, he cocked his body like a catapult and snapped forward, sending the unspinning cowhide sphere floating toward the plate where it either jumped over or dove under the befuddled player’s bat. In every cheering crowd, a willowy, gray-eyed blonde watched, her milky complexion flushed beneath a sweeping hat.

   Virginia Leftwich was born April 12, 1892, in Richmond. She was the oldest of four children, two boys and two girls. Her father, Douglas Lee Leftwich, was a traveling salesman and an expert cabinetmaker with a magnificent baritone voice. Shortly after Virginia’s birth, her family moved to Charlottesville, then to Waynesboro, where she lived five blocks from the Bells’ three-story house.

Her ancestors included high-ranking military officers, scholars, and physicians. She was descended from William Wertenbaker, whom Thomas Jefferson had appointed in 1826 to head the library of the University of Virginia. Her uncle was the prominent Princeton University historian Thomas Jefferson Wertenbaker. Another relative was novelist and foreign editor for Time magazine Charles Christian Wertenbaker, who would scandalize the family when he was told in 1954 that he had incurable cancer. Rather than suffer the physical and mental ravages of a slow death, Charles Wertenbaker slashed his wrists in his home off the Bay of Biscay in southern France. He watched himself bleed to death while his wife, Lael Tucker, dripped morphine into his wounds to dull the pain. She published several accounts of her husband’s suicide.

Though Virginia Leftwich and Nelson Bell had been acquainted as children, it wasn’t until high school that they fell in love. Fragile in body, Virginia was stubborn and valorous in spirit, with a sensitivity to stress that would make pain an integral part of her life. After graduation, Nelson entered Washington and Lee University while she studied nursing in Richmond. He had intended to study law, but his plans were dramatically altered by a seemingly insignificant event. On a winter’s evening in 1911 when the air was sharp and stars shone like pin pricks in black, Nelson and a friend strolled across campus spinning their career plans as young people do. Abruptly, his companion slowed his pace and turned a shadowed face to him.

“Nelson,” he asked, “did you ever think of becoming a medical missionary?”

As the two figures paused on the frosty grass, words emerging in smoky puffs, Nelson knew without equivocation that come morning he would switch from law to premedical. He had been caught in the wake of the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, launched by American evangelist Dwight L. Moody in 1886. Since that time, thousands of America’s most intelligent and attractive young men and women had enlisted to achieve the evangelization of the world in their generation.2

Nelson had heard his mother’s missionary friends tell of their experiences in China, a land of mystery on the dark side of the world, polarized by squalor and opulence. Few Westerners had dared go there, save the importers of opium or Christianity. Nelson had his mind made up, but baseball would almost scotch his plans. In 1913, while a student at the Medical College of Virginia in Richmond, he signed a baseball contract with the professional Virginia League after it was agreed that he wouldn’t have to play on Sundays. Two years later the team was sold to the Baltimore Orioles. To play in the major leagues had been a passion he had held in his heart since childhood.

For weeks his conscience and ambition waged a silent struggle, and he resigned from the league. In May of 1916 the executive secretary of the Southern Presbyterian Foreign Mission Committee cabled him, inquiring if Nelson could leave for China immediately. One of the two American doctors at the Qingjiang General Hospital in North Jiangsu had died after a few months of service. Nelson and Virginia agreed to accept the offer, providing their departure could be delayed three months to give him an opportunity to get at least a little experience as a physician.

Virginia abandoned her Baptist heritage and became a Presbyterian. Nelson received his medical license, and on June 30, 1916, they were married. They began their lives together in the coal fields of West Virginia where he served a residency. In early November, they hauled their few belongings to Seattle, Washington, and sailed to the Far East. Two of the dozen Southern Presbyterians to join the China mission field that year, they docked in Shanghai’s International Settlement after nineteen days of turbulent waters and horrendous seasickness. They were met by Jimmy and Sophie Graham, veteran missionaries who would become two of the Bells’ closest friends.3

“Poor Virginia Bell,” muttered one missionary woman to another as they eyed the slender blonde standing on the quay beside a small mountain of boxes and trunks. “She won’t last a year.”

Dressed in tailored woolens, hats, and gloves, the Bells gripped the sides of the rickshaw and squinted in the late morning sun. Tins of cheese, a Virginia ham, bolts of cloth, and medicines were secured by ropes on all sides, and the couple bounced through the crowded streets to the train depot. From Shanghai the train clattered slowly a hundred and fifty miles northwest of Zhenjiang, where a ferry carried the newly weds across the muddy Yangtze River to the Grand Canal.

On December 5, the Bells boarded a launch that took them the remaining one hundred and twenty-five miles north to Qingjiang. Traveling this distance along the Grand Canal would take as long as two weeks when the water was low or choked with ice. But their sail lasted a brief forty-eight hours, the dank cabin below the deck full of Chinese chattering like magpies until dawn. Wretched on their slivers of sleeping shelves, the Bells had spent the noisy night hours stretching out and tucking their legs as they vacillated between being cramped and being cold.

They disembarked at the Qingjiang quay and were surrounded by bartering rickshaw coolies tugging at their baggage to the shrill music of foreign tongues. Women nursing infants eyed the Americans with mild suspicion, and other Chinese squatted on the shore washing rice in the filthy water.

   The 170-bed Qingjiang General Hospital had been built two years earlier by Dr. James Baker Woods, a medical missionary in China since 1894. The small gray brick complex occupied a six-acre tract of land less than a mile from the canal and, as was true of every other settlement and city in China, was surrounded by a wall. Absalom Sydenstricker, father of Nobel Prize-winning novelist Pearl Buck, had founded the mission station in 1887.

Beyond the north wall of the compound were barren fields where peanuts and sweet potatoes had been harvested two months earlier. In every direction, the expanse of bleak earth was interrupted by thousands of tan, conical grave mounds, kept clear of grass and weeds by filial caretakers who feared the wrath of the ancestors they worshiped. In this land of too many people and too little food, thousands of cultivatable acres were sown with only bones and veneration.

During summers in Jiangsu, temperatures rose to 106 degrees and monsoon rains poured from the heavens until the Grand Canal rose from its bed like a watery beast and coiled over the earth, devouring the peasants’ mud dwellings. Fields flowed together into lakes as the farmers fled in crude boats and rafts or climbed the few trees, clinging to branches like tattered birds. As brightly colored paper and pottery idols washed away with livelihoods, the people wondered what they had done to arouse the malevolent spirits.

When the land was dry, winds roared through the Gobi Desert and swept billowing sheets of yellow dust through Inner Mongolia, over the Great Wall, and fifteen hundred miles south into Jiangsu. Grit blotted out the sun and seeped under doors and through window frames and every other crevice. The people’s gods turned furies, ranging the earth to unleash all manner of terrors. Hailstorms battered tender life to death. Droughts scorched, and black clouds of locusts ravaged grain fields and gardens like a billion demonic buzz saws.

It was during these times of tragedy that the Chinese turned to the missionaries and clung to them, seeking refuge in their compounds and begging food for their starving children. For a while, the people forgot prejudices and resentment and swallowed the foreigners’ religion and medicines.

“God is not an idol,” the Westerners explained to a people who had more gods than they could count. “There is only one true living God who loves you and sent His Son to die as a sacrifice for your sins,” they’d say to the ragged prisoners as they brought bread and bandages to them in wretched prisons, where the whistling of the guards announcing an execution was as constant as the wind.

   Some Chinese understood. They believed what the missionaries told them. Others did not, and wondered what this Jesus had done to anger His Father so.

The Chinese thought the foreigners a curious people, with hair and eyes the colors of wheat, sky, soil, and grass. Men had teeth like mules and women had feet as big as boats. They came from a cradle in the West where the sun, they said, rose while it set in China. The missionaries in North Jiangsu called themselves Southern Presbyterians, and the ones in the southern portion of the province called themselves Northern Presbyterians. The superstitious Chinese, who reckoned themselves one year old at birth, decided that these strange visitors must be at least one hundred years old when they were delivered from their mothers’ wombs.

To many, the missionaries were yang gui zi, or foreign devils, who had been disgorged from East India Company ships along with the opium traders during Queen Victoria’s reign. The people of God and traders of “foreign mud,” as the drug was called, fell under the same anathema. The missionaries were no different from those who forced opium down China’s throat. Many Chinese believed that the missionaries were ambassadors of a wicked imperialism and devoid of respect for Chinese government and culture.

The Bells could not have entered China at a more politically unstable time. The Manchu dynasty had become increasingly corrupt since the beginning of its rule in 1644, and in 1911 had been overthrown. The Chinese had turned to the West for hope, believing that they too could enjoy power, affluence, and advanced technology if China became a democracy. The Republic of China was born, founded by Western-educated Sun Yat-sen. His successor, Yüan Shih-kai, appointed chieftains or warlords to govern the eighteen provinces, believing that he could exercise central control over them and their armies.

“Official bandits,” as the peasants called the soldiers, roved about raping, pillaging, and murdering while warlords fought among themselves for dominance. Wealthy landlords fled the countryside for the safety of city walls, leaving irrigation and flood control systems unattended. The fruits of democracy were marauding, flooding, and droughts. For the peasant once oppressed by the empress dowager, the new republic embodied a more formidable randomness and terror. For some intellectuals, it was time to study other foreign ideologies, such as Marxism.

What the official bandits left in their wake the local criminal element crept in like rodents to devour. The “dirt bandits,” as they were called, were civilians who tilled the soil by day and, disguised, raided their neighbors by night. Dirt bandits were fond of kidnapping children and selling them into slavery or prostitution. If ransom was the objective, notes would arrive in small bundles containing a severed ear or finger. Another gory reminder would follow if payment was delayed. Though missionaries were not immune, they made it known that they would not pay ransoms under any circumstances.

Final disillusionment with the West came with the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, when the West gave Japan former German concessions in China’s mountainous Shandong peninsula. It was a gift that was not the West’s to make and symbolized to the Chinese that China was perceived as inferior, unworthy of the rights that other nations enjoyed. Less than a year later the Comintern sent three members of the Bolshevik party to China. Within months the official Chinese Communist Party had been organized.

In describing the political and economic scene in China, the missionaries used the word chaotic repeatedly in their letters and diaries. At night, rifles cracked in the countryside beyond the Bells’ compound wall, shattering smooth silence like firecrackers. In the hospital, Dr. Bell did not always know whether he was treating a bandit or an innocent peasant. On one occasion, he recognized his bandages on a criminal’s head impaled over the city gate. None could predict when Chinese sentiments would turn antiforeign, as they had in the 1900 Boxer Rebellion, when churches were burned and Christian missionaries and their Chinese converts were murdered. Life and death, the Bells believed, were as much a part of God’s Providence as their traveling to China had been.


1. William Wilson became of interest to his descendants in 1912 when Staunton-born Woodrow Wilson became the twenty-fifth president of the United States. Family legend has it that he was a descendant of William Wilson, but intensive study of family pedigrees has never been able to verify this claim. Woodrow Wilson’s biographer, Arthur S. Link of Princeton University, observes that when Woodrow Wilson was elected president of the United States, all of his relatives came out of the woodwork. William Wilson and kin were not among them.

2. Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), 2:1019.

3. Jimmy and Sophie Graham are not related to Billy Graham.
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CHAPTER

A Second Little Nuisance
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RUTH



Ruth was a very normal child but above the average in spirituality. I’d say she was rather deep in her feelings. She was a very thoughtful little girl, and she was pretty, with curly hair and big hazel eyes.

—Margaret Sells, former missionary to China

   In late spring 1920, wheat and barley fields in the North Jiangsu lowlands burgeoned with the most promise in forty years. Chinese peasants in shapeless gray-blue trousers worked silently as the earth warmed to imminent summer. The collectors of night soil wove through the crowded streets of Qingjiang, stinking buckets swinging from bian dans across their shoulders as they headed to replenish fields.

The Qingjiang General Hospital was filled with Chinese suffering from cholera, tuberculosis, and venereal disease. Doctors treated burns and knife and gunshot wounds inflicted by bandits who frequently tortured victims into revealing where the family money was hidden. Domestic beatings and shootings had dramatically increased since the fall of the last Chinese dynasty nine years earlier, when Chinese men had been cutting off their queues. It was speculated that squabbles once settled by the painful yanking of the long braids now found more violent expression.

There were the usual cases of attempted suicide, when Chinese lost face or hope and swallowed match heads or arsenic. Children carried into the hospital manifested scalps eaten to the bone from home treatments of arsenic for that “heavenly thing,” as the Chinese called malaria. Doctors removed long needles from torsos and faces and battled other home remedies for meningitis and for kala-azar, or black fever.

Most Chinese did not trust the Western doctors. Healers from far away were monsters who made medicines from dead Chinese baby eyes and bones. The missionary physicians were alchemists who changed Chinese marrow and other bodily elements into gold. Often the superstitious Chinese did not visit the hospital until no hope was left, and tumors weighing ten, twenty, forty pounds and more were removed. A one-hundred-eighty-three-pound woman arrived at the hospital gate, pushing her tumescent belly ahead of her in a wheelbarrow. After Dr. Bell removed the tumor, she weighed ninety pounds. Untreated fractured bones healed at bizarre angles and were rebroken and set. A local peasant finally resorted to alchemy at the Western hospital when his broken ankle fused and his foot pointed backward.

   By 1920 Dr. Bell was the superintendent of the growing hospital. He was known for his compassion, humor, and long hours. Often he performed as many as nine operations in the morning, leaning over a sea of white in the glow of a low, tin-hooded lamp while nurses with towels wiped sweat from his face. At meals he frequently teased Virginia and the children by describing that day’s procedures in graphic, gory detail. A highly skilled surgeon, he was versatile enough to remove cataracts or fill a tooth. He could amputate a leg and fashion a prosthesis from a beam of wood. He made house calls fifty miles into the countryside, his black Harley-Davidson motorcycle with sidecar bumping over the rutted, six-foot-wide dirt roads. He sometimes gave his own blood to patients, because the Chinese would not donate theirs, not even for money.

Blood, the Chinese would explain, “is handed down from our ancestors. He who loses it in this world will not have it in the world to come. Who would willingly spill or waste a drop of it?”

What mattered most was souls, and Dr. Bell would later say that the hospital existed “primarily for the preaching of the Gospel.” Ambulatory patients were required to attend daily chapel. There was a full-time evangelist on the hospital staff to work with the male patients and a Bible teacher to work with the women. To Dr. Bell, the spiritual gifts were more significant than athletic or surgical skills. On a slip of paper under the glass covering his rolltop desk, he had scribbled the fruits of the Spirit, a reminder of the Love, Joy, Peace, Long-Suffering, Gentleness, Goodness, Faithfulness, Meekness, and Self-Control that he aspired to manifest in his own life.

He was renowned for his courage. Once two hundred corrupt militiamen began looting the nearby home owned by the Grahams, then on furlough in the United States. When a houseboy rushed to the operating room to alert everyone, Dr. Bell raced to the scene. He kicked down the locked gate and chased off the thieves, then pursued them to their camp, where he retrieved a stolen bicycle.

On another occasion, while he was traveling by barge, a Chinese man who could not swim fell into the Grand Canal. Dr. Bell dove into the muddy water after him while other passengers watched in amazement, not understanding why this foreigner would risk his life for a coolie. In an environment where the most formidable mental enemy was the feeling of futility, Dr. Bell’s colleagues knew him as a man who was never tormented by discouragement. To many Chinese, he was Chong Ai Hua, or “the Bell who is lover of the Chinese people.”

   On Thursday, June 10, 1920, Dr. Bell ran upstairs to his bedroom in the family’s gray brick Chinese house on the compound. He rolled up his sleeves, scrubbed his hands, and filled a pan with steaming water. His heart thudded harder than it normally did when he delivered a baby. This was his own. No one recalls what time she arrived, but it was in the year of the monkey, which, according to Asian astrologers, spawned multitalented, adventuresome, and witty people. Ruth McCue Bell, named for her paternal grandmother, would fulfill those prophecies.

She began life rather unceremoniously. Her parents’ Chinese friends did not pass out red-dyed eggs or ignite strands of firecrackers to celebrate the birth of a girl. Now, the Chinese thought, poor Chong Ai Hua had two little nuisances. Rosa Wertenbaker Bell had been born two years earlier. Ruth’s birth certificate was registered in the Nanjing consulate, which would be destroyed in 1927, leaving no official proof of Ruth’s arrival in this world.

In 1922 the Bells built a two-story gray brick house on the compound to accommodate their growing family. Their modest new home had a corrugated red tin roof, a two-level porch, and three dormer windows. It was less than a hundred yards from the hospital operating room where Dr. Bell began work at 8:30 each morning, after breakfast and family devotions. As was true of most missionaries, the Bells were determined to Westernize their children in preparation for their one day leaving for American colleges, husbands, and homes. Ruth’s parents worked to make what could have been Spartan living conditions comfortable. After the hospital acquired a generator, Dr. Bell equipped his house with electric lights and a refrigerator. Later he installed a telephone system in missionary homes within a mile radius of his compound, more than a decade before lines would connect Shanghai to the smaller cities.

Perhaps the most troublesome inconvenience, and one that could not be remedied, was the absence of indoor plumbing. Bathrooms were nothing more than two cubbyholes, one off the upstairs porch and another off the kitchen. Each featured a square wooden box with a hole in the middle and a five-gallon bucket underneath, which was emptied daily by a collector of night soil. Though there was a well on the compound, the water was too hard and contaminated for drinking or cooking. Each day, water was carried from the Grand Canal and emptied into the large earthen jars, or gangs, outside the kitchen door. Half a cup of crystal alum was stirred into the murky water with a long stick, until impurities settled.

Most canal water was used for cooking and was deemed suitable for drinking only after it was boiled in a large kettle in the kitchen and filtered twice through cotton in Dr. Bell’s homemade galvanized tin water cooler in the pantry. What was left in the gang was heated each week and carried to an upstairs bedroom for bathing. In the winter, the water was poured into a tub set before a trash burner stoked with soybean stalks and bits of trash to thaw a narrow margin of air. Usually Rosa would take her bath first.

Young Ruth would follow, slipping gingerly into the tepid water and spending the next few minutes rotating in the tub as the fire scorched one side and icy air froze the other. After a brisk scrubbing, Ruth hurried into a flannel gown and crawled into bed with a hot water bottle. Trash burners were the only source of heat in the bedrooms. Downstairs, the fireplace and the kitchen stove were stoked with some of the fifteen tons of Shandong coal Dr. Bell purchased for forty-five dollars each winter.

Mrs. Bell began furnishing their new home with the half-dozen Empire maple, oak, and mahogany pieces her father had crafted for her not long before she married. Other items were made by a local Chinese carpenter. The living room was decorated in shades of blue with Mandarin rugs on polished hardwood floors. A coal grate was in one corner, an upright piano stood between two windows, and flowered paper covered the walls. The Bell children were schooled in the strictest of manners, with dress clothes required at dinner and no elbows on the table. Tardiness at morning devotions meant no sugar on porridge, and sassing was unthinkable. The Bells ate Chinese food, a cuisine that would always be Ruth’s favorite. The family also enjoyed fried chicken, biscuits, apple pie, and other southern fare.

Tomatoes, lettuce, asparagus, and other vegetables were grown in the small garden behind the house, which Mrs. Bell shared with the other missionaries. Through constant attention, Mrs. Bell turned the family’s bleak patch of earth into a lush space shaded by mulberries, Chinese elms, locusts, and fruit trees that rustled like starchy petticoats with each stir of air. Chrysanthemums, geraniums, lilacs, irises, and roses bordered the porch and the compound wall.

Like most missionaries, the Bells hired Chinese helpers and paid each of them two American dollars from their combined seventy-five-dollar monthly salary, an amount that tripled when converted to Chinese currency. Wages and working conditions in the Bell household were superior to those endured by other Chinese peasants. The cook was the head of the housekeeping staff, and without his prowess at bartering in the marketplace, Mrs. Bell would have had to contend with merchants tripling their prices the minute her foreign face appeared.

She taught the cook to prepare American dishes, though some of his early attempts at making biscuits, for example, were disastrous. She supervised him closely to ensure that he washed all vegetables in boiled water and practiced other sanitary measures. Other housekeepers did the laundry and cleaning. In the gatehouse lived Liu Er, an affable sentry who monitored all who entered and left the compound and carried water from the Grand Canal each day.

   The family’s most important helper and the one dearest to Ruth was her amah, or nanny, Wang Nai Nai, who lived in a small room in the Bells’ house. She had been a procuress of “little flowers,” or child prostitutes, before missionary Sophie Graham had converted her to Christianity.

Wang Nai Nai was barely five feet tall and weighed ninety-six pounds in her thickly padded winter clothes. Her face was broad and flat, with deep, cheerful wrinkles radiating from small dark eyes. Her thinning gray-streaked hair was always in a bun, and because she was of peasant stock, her feet had never been bound. Wang Nai Nai doted on Ruth and was sometimes less than affectionate with Rosa. To the superstitious Chinese, it was a shame for the first child to have been born a girl instead of a boy.

A housekeeping staff was not the luxury one might suppose. The help bickered among themselves and needed constant and close supervision. On two occasions, the amah forgot to wash Ruth’s hands before bed and the child awoke screaming and bleeding after a rat bit her finger. Scorpions scuttled into laundry baskets, and bedbugs and lice stowed away on freshly laundered linen and clothing. The house would soon have been infested had Mrs. Bell not stood guard at the door to inspect each article the servants carried in from the hospital laundry.

Despite all precautions, illness was accepted as the norm. Scarcely a month passed without one of the Bells contracting flu, a cold, a viral infection, or unexplainable low fever. Mrs. Bell was plagued by daily headaches that ran through her temples like a white-hot iron and sent her blindly retreating to her bedroom, where she lay with the curtains drawn until the throbbing and ringing in her ears subsided. Home treatments of narcotics and soaking her feet in hot mustard water offered little relief. Though their cause would never be known, it was suspected that the headaches were malarial and triggered by stress.

The threat of death by disease was very real to missionaries, and foreign graves were plenteous. In December 1924, the Bells were given their first son. Nelson Jr. died ten months later of amoebic dysentery. His mother slipped his small body into a fresh white baby dress and lined his coffin with white linen. He was buried in the brick-walled foreign cemetery in Qingjiang where many other American children had been laid before him. Missionaries formed a dark knot beneath the bleak winter sky as they stood by the tiny raw grave and sang the Doxology.

“Praise God from Whom all blessings flow…,” little Ruth sang at hip level beside her parents, her round face swallowed by a coarse woolen cap.

Dying for Christ was part of the Christian tradition. Ruth was familiar with believers who had been persecuted and murdered during the Boxer Rebellion. She knew other stories of Christians who had suffered for the glory of God. The martyrs were Ruth’s childhood heroes. To become a martyr was to weave one’s story into the fabric of legend, the highest and most noble expression of faith.

To little Ruth, God was an all-powerful, heavenly Father. She so dearly loved Him for His loving her that at the end of each day, just before she sank into a heavy sleep, she would kneel beside her bed and pray that He would let her die for Him. Rosa, the pragmatist, countered her sister’s prayer with one of her own: “Please, God, don’t listen to her!” The difference between the sisters’ requests was significant. Ruth was imaginative and tended to romanticize. To her, a death by bullet or long knife was appealing. Rosa was more grounded and fantasized about being kidnapped by a band of bandits. They would carry her off to the black hillside, where she would proceed to convert them around the campfire.

Ruth was an unusually spiritual child, but behind brown curls and innocent eyes crouched a mischief maker who chased Rosa around the yard with dead bugs and, on one occasion, a pair of scissors. Spats were small typhoons, the sisters’ tiny bodies disappearing into a whirling cloud of flailing feet, fists, and tangled hair. Rosa and Ruth shrieked and pummeled with such ferocity that the household help gathered round and placed bets.

Fights in the Bell household, however, were the exception rather than the rule. Tense moments were usually defused by Dr. Bell’s sense of humor. He wasn’t the stereotyped Calvinist who disapproved of fun, but believed in working and playing equally hard. In the yard, he built a fifteen-by-twenty-foot brick swimming pool that held five thousand gallons of well water. A source of pleasure, the pool enabled the family to endure unbearably hot summers, when most missionaries fled to the cool mountains of Kuling or to Japan. The Bells did not take vacations, but stayed at the hospital compound, working as usual and taking frequent dips.

Dr. Bell and his missionary colleagues built a clay tennis court on the compound and made a golf course by sinking soup cans into the lawn. Perhaps Dr. Bell’s most curious creation was a corn popper he built from a trench mortar. When the pressure reached one hundred and eighty pounds and he pulled the trigger, popped kernels exploded into a cheesecloth bag. Liu Er, the gateman, was placed in charge of this contraption, and the first time he tried it, the blast knocked his chair over backward.

Rosa and Ruth’s playmates were Hampton and William Talbot, sons of missionaries living half a mile from the Bells, and Sandy Yates, whose missionary parents lived in nearby Huaian. During the school year, Sandy stayed with the Bells, and several afternoons each week the children convened in one of the yards, where they played kick-the-can, croquet, and tag. They capered in the sandpile, on the swing, on the monkey bars, and in the tree house Dr. Bell had built high in the arms of a mulberry tree. Ruth played with dolls and hung over the edge of the tree house until her brain swam in her head like an egg yolk. She balanced on the six-inch-wide top of the compound wall and often followed it to school.

Like most children, Ruth was curious. One afternoon she decided to investigate a large nest high in the tallest tree in the yard. Without a thought she shinnied up the trunk and discovered a brook of buzzard fledglings. Scarcely had she peered at their hungry maws when the parents returned and began dive-bombing her. Ruth walked along the top of the wall the next day and was smashed on the top of her head by one of the putrid, grudge-bearing birds.

Ruth’s greatest indulgence was her pets. Her menagerie included canaries, pigeons, ducks, turtles, and a goat. But her favorite was Tar Baby, a black mongrel quite attached to Ruth but notorious for grabbing Chinese women by their bound feet and dragging them off the walk. Ruth was perpetually rescuing guinea pigs from the hospital laboratory, picking up lost baby ducks, and discovering another flea-infested kitten to carry home and bathe in Lysol. In an early diary entry she wrote, “I found a baby mouse today, but it bit me and died.”

When one of these pitiful creatures, whether mouse or bird, died, she would assemble Hampton, William, Sandy, and Rosa and hold an elaborate funeral complete with hymns and eulogies. The deceased was buried in Ruth’s animal cemetery near the sandpile. She was so tenderhearted that she had a habit of picking up any dead animal she stumbled upon whether it was a pet or not. Her mother put an end to this when she noticed a rank smell coming from a closet one day and discovered a dead bird Ruth had forgotten in a sweater pocket.

   Two years after the Bells’ arrival in China, the Communists and Kuomintang, or Nationalists, had formed the first united front since the fall of the last Chinese dynasty. Chiang Kai-shek succeeded in unifying China, bringing many of the warlords under control and establishing himself in Nanjing, the capital of the republic. But in the spring of 1927, he turned on the Communists and ordered the assassinations of party members and labor organizers, precipitating a bloody civil war which would last until the late thirties.

The inland missions lay in the path of marching troops, and the missionaries kept their ears to their radios, listening for instructions from the American consul in Shanghai. In late spring, the order crackled repeatedly, “S.P.M. missionaries in Taizhou, Qingjiang… be on the banks of the Yangtze River tomorrow morning. The USS … number 245 will pick you up.” The Bells sailed to the United States and settled in Waynesboro for several months, where a third daughter, Virginia, was born. From Waynesboro they moved to Holden, West Virginia, where Dr. Bell headed the surgical department at a local hospital. A year later the family moved to Houston, Texas, where Dr. Bell served as a lay minister at First Presbyterian Church.

China reopened to missionaries the following year, 1928, and the Bell family set sail on the SS President Cleveland. They arrived in Qingjiang on December 15 to discover that soldiers had ransacked the hospital and smashed the X-ray machine and other expensive equipment. They had stolen doorknobs, locks, electrical fixtures, and blankets and had slashed window screens that kept flies and other insects out of wards. Groups of soldiers had occupied the Bells’ home but found little to steal, since shortly after the evacuation Chinese friends had hidden the family’s belongings in the attic and removed the staircase, plastering over the entrance. Soldiers were puzzled by this strange American-style home that appeared to have an attic but no way to get to it. They periodically questioned Liu Er.

“I have worked here many years,” the gateman would blandly reply, “and never heard anything about an attic.”

Other missionaries were not so fortunate. Addison and Katherine Talbot discovered that all of their belongings had either been stolen or destroyed. Soldiers uprooted rosebushes and shrubbery in search of buried valuables, until the once opulent yard looked as if a giant mole had gone on a burrowing spree.

After several weeks of repolishing floors and whitewashing walls, the Bells’ home was restored. Once again it was filled with the smells of baking bread and bubbling molasses candy and the sounds of the family singing hymns, accompanied by Mrs. Bell on the piano. Dr. Bell continued his hospital duties, and his wife worked in the women’s clinic, recording names and symptoms before patients saw the doctors. She taught her daughters to read and write, and when the occasional missionary barrel of secondhand clothing was shipped over from the United States, she rummaged through it with gusto and set about ripping and reshaping fusty old-fashioned garments into dresses and suits.

In this setting Ruth began to define her world. Family was a buffer, a refuge. Beyond it, on the other side of the compound wall, was nothing but suffering and death. In this setting she began to discover her tastes. She admired the delicate beauty of the Orientals with their almond eyes, ebony hair, and graceful manner. She felt awkward and unattractive by comparison. Beauty was the fresh flowers and ancient edifices that sprang from the earth, or seemed to.

Ruth admired rich red lacquers made of pig’s blood, and leathers, silks, satins, and the ornate calligraphy that she one day would pen. Wood was rare and old, and worn smooth, and she would always prefer flooring that had known a crowd and furniture that could tell a story. Ruth Bell would have been content to remain happily safe in her imaginative, warm little world, but the realities beyond the wall began to intrude.
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