
Revolution Simba!

Bopepe was a unique place to live, as all the adults who lived there were
committed Christians. Situated in the jungle of northeast Congo, not
far from the equator, it was hot and steamy with lush vegetation and

trees. It was also very peaceful. In the village we had a small boarding
school, a very busy dispensary and maternity unit and a large brick-built
church.

July 1964 was a busy month for us at Bopepe, for in addition to our
normal activities, we were preparing for a conference of our church
leaders—both nationals and missionaries. At the time none of us envisaged
that our corner of Congo would be plunged into a bloody revolution within
three weeks.

Having said this, Pastor Asani—one of identical twin brothers who were
both pastors—did have a premonition of a terrible time coming. He often
talked to us about the unrest in Congo, and said he had dreamt that a time
was approaching in which we would witness terrible things and much
bloodshed. In fact, he did not really want the conference to be held at all, as
it would mean a large number of people being together in one place.
Although he was the senior pastor of Unevangelised Fields Mission and
president of the Congo Protestant Council, his objections were overruled.

All the travel permits came through in time, and we were even promised a
goat to eat by the local chief—although he later changed his mind. The first
day of the conference duly dawned, and a good number both of Congolese
and missionaries made their way to Bopepe from every one of our stations.
It was a wonderful time of fellowship and making new friends. Our little
house was packed; in fact I think most homes in Bopepe were bursting at the
seams.

Each station was equipped with a transceiver—a radio on which we
could contact each other on a fixed wavelength at a pre-arranged time each
day. It was amusing to watch the behaviour of our men folk. On the one
hand, they were trying to appear so terribly independent away from their
wives, but on the other, they crowded into our little office so they could talk
to them at their respective stations, and there would be a gleam of
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satisfaction and relief on their faces when all was reported well. It was a
happy week; we ate together for every meal, mostly African food prepared
by the ladies of Bopepe and nearby villages.

Looking back, it stands out to me as a very precious time spent with
others of like faith. It was to be the last time we would all meet in that way
again, and for some it was the last conference they were ever to attend.

The week culminated in a very solemn but challenging service. Bob
McAllister from Northern Ireland preached on ‘If it be possible let this cup
pass from me, nevertheless not as I will but as thou wilt.’ I do not think any
of us came away from that service without being moved by the stirring and
soul-searching message we had heard.

The aim of the conference had been to plan the way forward for various
aspects of the work, both in the immediate future and longer term. Once the
week was over, everyone left and went their various ways, some on
vacation, others back to their stations, hoping to put these ideas into
practise. God, however, had other plans.

At Bopepe our stores were understandably depleted and a trip to
Stanleyville (now called Kisangani) ninety-two miles away, would be needed
very soon. Owing to the pressure of work over the previous two years I was
very tired, and reluctantly agreed with Mary Baker, my senior missionary
co-worker, that I needed to get right away for a rest. So we decided that I
should leave on 1 August for a month at our mission station of Banjwade,
which was on the road to Stanleyville about forty miles from the city. While
there I could go into town at some stage and stock up with supplies.

It was further arranged that Mary would come down during the third
week, pick up her new Volkswagen Camionette, which was due from
Belgium in August, and then drive me and the shopping back to Bopepe on
30 August.

As a mission with a medical ministry, we were perpetually short of
nurses, and with vacation time many stations were having to close down
their dispensaries and maternity units. Although this decision caused much
soul-searching, there was no alternative as there were simply no spare
nurses to relieve us. I often thought of the many Christian nurses at home
and wished that some would come out and help us. Surely they too would
find it a rich and satisfying ministry.
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In such circumstances, I was naturally reluctant to be away from Bopepe
for a whole month. However, the day for my departure soon arrived, and I
completed the final preparation to hand over to Mary, leaving her with a
well-equipped first-aid box and instructions on how and when to give
various pills. We knew patients would still come hoping to find someone to
meet their needs. We also arranged to be in radio contact every day in case
anything alarming happened.

I had hoped to have a lift to Banjwade by car, but this fell through, so it
was decided I should go on the bus, which passed our village twice a week.
As usual, it was late, and I decided that if it did not turn up by 5.30pm, it
would be a sign that the Lord did not want me to go. The bus had to take the
ferry across the river at Banalia, thirty minutes away, which closed down
every evening at 6.30pm when it got dark. Anyway, it came at 5.25pm
precisely and practically the entire village came to see me off. The bus was a
boneshaker if ever there was one, and the driver, who was well known to us,
must have thought he was a pilot flying a jet aircraft judging by the way he
drove  We covered the fifteen miles to Banalia in twenty minutes; very fast
for a large bus full with a laden trailer behind, especially considering that
the roads in Congo are full of large pot-holes.

There were other vehicles there when we arrived so we had to take our
place in the queue. The ferry took them over one at a time, but when it was
our turn darkness had fallen and they refused to come back for us. They said
it was 6.30pm and work was through for the day. The Africans travelling
with me accepted the overnight delay with patient resignation. I was not so
patient, and eventually found two men who were willing to take me over in
their canoe—for a fee of course. On landing I made my way to the
Government doctor’s house. He was a Belgian and a friend of ours who
frequently visited us with his delightful wife and children, so we always
called in whenever we found ourselves that side of the river in Banalia.

They were very hospitable and housed me that night. The nine o’clock
news from France did not mention Congo at all, but the BBC at ten o’clock
told of various trouble spots, which were springing up throughout our
North East Province. We talked about the possibility of any trouble coming
our way, but could only speculate as to what might happen.

On Sunday morning the bus eventually crossed the river on the ferry
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and once more I was on my way. The driver sang excerpts from the
Requiem Mass all the way. He had a beautiful tenor voice but in view of
my conversation with the doctor the previous evening, it was hardly a
comforting theme song as the bus and trailer bounced along at an
incredibly hair-raising speed. It was impossible to hear anyone speak
above the singing of the driver and din of the rattling bus, so I was more
than glad when we arrived at my destination at midday. Most of my
fellow travellers were well-dressed young men carrying briefcases. I often
wondered what happened to them subsequently, as they were all bound
for Stanleyville.

On arrival at Banjwade, I made my way past the church which was not
only packed inside but had a crowd standing outside each window and
doorway. Had I arrived the evening before I would have been part of the
congregation but, although I felt rather guilty, I soothed my nagging
conscience firstly by blaming the ferry and secondly by reflecting I had
arrived at midday hot, sticky and dusty.

It was wonderful to meet up again with Doctor Ian Sharpe and his wife
Audrey, with whom I had been friends since our days in the same hospital
and church in London. We had also studied together in Belgium. With them
was Ruby Gray, an Irish nurse who worked with the Sharpes at Bongondza
station, and a missionary family, Chuck and Muriel Davis with their two
children who had only arrived a week ago. Chuck was going to teach in the
Seminary at Banjwade. They had come to Congo three months ago from the
United States.

The only permanent residents of Banjwade at this time were David Grant
and his nurse-wife Sonia from Canada. They had only arrived back from
furlough (now called Home Assignment) the month before and were living
in the house of our American seminary director, Marshall Southard, who
was in Leopoldville (now Kinshasa) attending a conference. His wife
Thelma and five year old son Larry were, we hoped, en route to Banjwade
after a vacation in Kenya. They were due on 5 August. Also absent were the
Muchmore family, who had just gone home to America on furlough the
previous Friday, the Artons from England, who were away up country to
meet their daughter Heather, a teenager who was coming out for her
summer vacation from school, and finally, the Morris family, who were
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home in England on a month’s vacation paid for by the Congolese
government’s education department.

This was the situation when I arrived on what seemed to us a perfectly
normal Sunday morning. War was far from our minds; yet although we
were unaware of it at the time, it had already affected two of our mission
stations.

The Grants extended the already large table, and somehow in the
evening, we all managed to sit round it—the five Sharpes, four Davis’s, two
Grants, Ruby Gray and myself. Four nationalities were represented:
American, Canadian, English and Irish.

After the meal, we gathered for a service. Ian Sharpe played the little
organ, and Chuck Davis gave us a message from the Word of God. It seemed
a perfectly normal, happy Congo Sunday, but it was the last we were to
experience.

The following morning, the Sharpes and Ruby Gray left for Bongondza,
which was a medical station with a hospital and about two or three hours’
drive further on from Bopepe. Arrangements were made to follow their
progress over the radio, as we expected them to be at Bopepe by midday. All
stations made radio contact with each other every day at noon, except on
Sundays.

Midday came, and when we tuned into our Headquarters at Stanleyville,
we heard our field-leader, Al Larson, say that our station at Wanie Rukula,
forty miles the other side of Stanleyville, had been off the air since Saturday,
and they were very worried by news of rebel advances in that area. It was
decided to call all the stations again at 4pm. In the meantime we would pray.
At 4pm there was still no news, and reports coming in to Stanleyville were
not very reassuring. We were told to have a bag packed in case we had to be
evacuated out of the area.

That night as we met for prayer before going to bed, David read the Daily
Light portion for the evening of 3 August, ‘Fear none of these things which
thou shalt suffer. Be thou faithful unto death …’ It was with heavy hearts
that we separated, though not to sleep. We thought and prayed for the folks
at Wanie Rukula—the Gscheidles, a German couple in their first term. We
also remembered all our Congolese friends there too and wondered …

By next morning, several Congolese were standing in little worried

CHAPTER 1

20 MISSING:  BELIEVED KILLED

Missing Believed Killed New v 2 Q6.qxp  22/10/07  17:23  Page 20



REVOLUTION SIMBA!

MISSING: BELIEVED KILLED 21

Above:
The Arton Family. John Arton, aged 55, and Betty Arton (55), with Heather Arton (13). John was
brought up in Blackpool, Lancashire, and first worked in the Congo in 1945 as a village evangelist.
Betty Arton trained for missionary service at Mount Hermon College, and had a great burden for
the neglected and ostracised leprosy patients.
Both the Arton family and Jean Sweet were massacred on the river bank at Bafwasende on 27
November 1964.

Right:

Jean Sweet, aged 38. Prior to flying to the
Congo in 1962, Jean quoted the apostle Paul
on a prayer card, ‘For I am persuaded that
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor
principalities, nor powers, nor things to come
… shall separate us from the love of God
which is in Christ Jesus Our Lord’ (Romans
8:38).
Jean was converted while at teacher training
college in London before answering the call to
service with UFM
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groups outside the house. The BBC had announced that the rebels were
making rapid advances in all the areas around Stanleyville and we could
hardly wait for midday and radio contact with headquarters. Apparently
there was still no news from Wanie Rukula, but gunfire was reported to be
audible very near Stanleyville, about ten miles from the city. Al Larson then
said that those of us who wished to leave the country were to do so
immediately; those near to Stanleyville were to come immediately as there
were planes at the disposal of evacuees. Women and children were to leave
first. Al said that he himself would not leave the country while there was one
of us still there, unless he was forced to.

Quite frankly, we did not know what to expect, but we remembered 1960
when Congo became independent. Due to the general panic at the time we
were evacuated, but nothing much happened. We felt bad about this, for we
had been criticised by outsiders who stayed put in areas far removed from
political activity. We were therefore not too worried at this stage. It would
probably turn out like 1960, we thought, so we all decided to stay and carry
on our work. Even Mary Baker who was alone in Bopepe just as she was in
1960 shared our feelings.

However, as a precaution it was decided that we should all call
headquarters on the radio every hour. It is surprising how quickly an hour
goes by when you are busy; it seemed as though we had hardly put the
microphone down when it was time to listen again. By now, little groups of
worried Congolese would be either in the sitting room or outside the
windows, waiting for us to interpret the latest bulletin. It was far from
encouraging. Curfew in Stanleyville from 3.30pm to 7am. All roads closed.
Rebels advancing around Stanleyville. The big airport captured. Then the
national radio went off the air, only to come back again a day later in rebel
hands.

We felt right from the start that we should lay aside all unnecessary work
and concentrate on prayer, so we met to pray together five or six times a
day. These were times of great encouragement to us, and as we read the
Word of God it brought new peace to our troubled thoughts.

Al Larson then gave orders that nobody was to leave their stations, as
the national army was in flight and the rebels were right on their heels.
Knowing how we felt at Banjwade where there were seven of us, I began to
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Above:
Bongondza—a medical station with a hospital which was about two or
three hours’ drive from Bopepe. Nurse Ruby Gray (pictured) had  planned
to travel there by road, together with the Sharpe family.
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wonder about Mary Baker alone in Bopepe. The whole scenario was
becoming a nightmare and I did not think it fair to stay on at Banjwade
while Mary was alone. After all, Bopepe was my station. Finally Al granted
me permission to go back provided safe transport could be guaranteed.

By this time, various folk were stranded. Thelma and Larry Southard had
arrived at our Boyulu station, unable to get any nearer home. The resident
staff (Olive McCarten and Louie Rimmer, both teachers from England, and
Chester and Dolena Burke, evangelists from Canada) had several other
guests who were also stranded—Hector McMillan of Canada with four of
his six boys (he normally worked at Bongondza with the Sharpes), the
Arton family, Jean Sweet, a teacher from England, and Laurel McCullum,
an Australian evangelist.

Days went by, but still no news from Wanie Rukula, and Al Larson’s
news was not very encouraging. A cablegram was sent out to both the
American and British headquarters of the mission via a radio link to the
Africa Inland Mission (A.I.M) station, which was at that time unaffected by
all this. They received an answer and radioed it back to us. We were very
grateful to A.I.M. for their help in this matter. At least we knew that folk at
home would be alerted to our predicament and would be praying for us.
Eventually the time came when Al Larson advised the A.I.M. to get out
while they could, as the rebel movement was definitely anti-American, and
most of the A.I.M. missionaries were Americans. They were all able to
escape over the border without loss of life.

In order to keep a certain amount of secrecy about our conversations on
air, we called the rebel army ‘Robert’ and the National army ‘Louis’.
During those early days the rebels were an unknown quantity as far as we
were concerned. We hadn’t seen a single rebel yet, let alone a whole group of
them, but all the uncertainty made us tend to fear the worst. I can remember
the day when Al told us that if he went off the air suddenly it was because the
rebels were either in the house or the grounds. If this happened all the other
mission stations were to stay tuned in, but to stay silent. One day, right in
the middle of a sentence, he suddenly announced ‘Robert has arrived.’ A
weighty silence fell and we all held our breath at Banjwade, imagining all
sorts of terrible things happening to Al, his wife and their little daughter. We
were praying silently for all we were worth.
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