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Preface

The Bethune Trail

M y involvement w ith  N o rm a n  Bethune began in a c lassroom  in the au tu m n  

o f  1969. Searching fo r  so m e th in g  to  s t im u la te  th e  interest o f  m y senior  

s tudents  in the h is to ry  o f  C a n a d a  in the  1930s, I had  decided to  show  them  

the d o cu m en ta ry  film B ethune. I knew  little m ore  a b o u t  the  m an  th a n  they 

did  -  on ly  th a t  he had  som eth ing  to  d o  w ith  C h ina .  We w ere  all stirred by 

the film, an d  a g ro u p  o f  s tudents  followed me back to  my office a f te rw ard ,  

peppering  me w ith  ques tions th a t  I w as  for the m ost p a r t  unab le  to  answer. 

M y  curiosity  p iqued, I set a b o u t  try ing to  learn m ore.  I read  the  on ly  then 

existing b iography  o f  Bethune, Ted Allan an d  Sydney G o rd o n ’s T h e  Scalpel, 

th e  S w o rd  (1952),  b u t  a l though  it w as  well w ri tten ,  it w as  undocum en ted  

an d  left me w ith  m any  ques tions  unansw ered . A nd so I decided to  d o  som e 

research myself. Little d id I k n o w  th a t  my life’s w ork  w as  a b o u t  to  unfold 

before me.

At th a t  t ime Bethune had  only been dead  for th ir ty  years; m any  people 

w h o  had  kn o w n  him well w ere  still alive an d  had  vivid memories o f  him  tha t  

they were  willing to  share . D uring  the  n ex t  four  years I located m ore  than  

tw o  hundred  such people, including m em bers  o f  B ethune’s family, university 

c lassm ates ,  s tuden ts  he h ad  ta u g h t ,  p a t ien ts  he had  t rea ted ,  medical co l

leagues, political associates, military com rades ,  friends, and  lovers. Some I 

corresponded  w ith, bu t m ost I travelled to  meet an d  interview, in C an ad a ,  the 

United States, M exico ,  E ngland , an d  Spain. It w as  also m y g rea t  good  for

tune to  be able to  go  to  C h ina  in 1972, even tho u g h  the  coun try  w as  still in 

the th roes  o f  the G rea t  Prole tarian  C ultura l Revolution. M y  hosts, the  China 

People’s A ssociation for F riendship  w ith  Foreign C oun trie s  an d  the  China 

Medical Association, provided me with a superb  interpreter, Chen Lomin, and  

arranged  interviews in several cities with people w h o  had  know n Bethune. As 

a result o f  th is research, my b iography  B eth u n e  w as  published in 1973, and



in 1974 I also w ro te  a second, brief biography, N o rm a n  B ethune , w h ich  w as  

in tended for secondary-school students.

But my involvement with the  m an  did n o t  end  there. N o t  long afte r  the 

pub lica t ion  o f  B ethune , Parks C a n a d a  asked  me to  ac t  as its ad v iso r  on 

B ethune’s life for its projec t o f  restoring to  period  the  house in G rav en h u rs t  

in which  he had  been horn . In this role I was able to  d o  further research into 

B ethune’s career, re turn ing  to  the  countries  I had  visited earlier. This  led to 

the  publication  in 1977 o f  T h e  M in d  o f  N o rm a n  Bethune; in this th ird  book 

I com piled  som e o f  Bethune’s writings an d  a large n u m b e r  o f  pho to g rap h s  of 

him, an d  w ro te  connect ing  text.  In th a t  sam e year the  C a n ad ian  B roadcas t

ing C o rp o ra t io n  purchased  the rights to  my original b iography  to  p roduce 

their  telefilm B ethune. Also, th rough  contac ts  in C h ina  gained in the  course 

o f  my research trips there, I w as  invited to  teach English as a foreign language 

a t  the  S ichuan Foreign Language Institute. D uring  the year I spen t living in 

C hongq ing  with my family, I was invited by the  C a n ad ian  Embassy in Beijing 

to  join a small delegation o f  C a n ad ian s  w h o  had  arrived in C h ina  to  partic

ipate in cerem onies  m ark ing  the fortie th  anniversary  o f  B e thune’s dea th .  M y  

wife, Sharon, an d  I subsequently  spent a year teaching in H arb in ,  in C h in a ’s 

far no r th ,  in 1983.

By this t ime I w as  convinced th a t  the  Bethune vein in my life had  been 

m ined o u t ,  bu t  I w as  to  be p roved  w rong .  A t the end o f  the  final year o f  my 

teaching career  in June  1999, the publisher o f  T h e  M in d  o f  N o rm a n  B ethune  

a n d  N o rm a n  B eth u n e  asked me to  revise bo th  books ,  an d  new  editions were 

published th ree  years later. T h e  new  round  o f  research I conduc ted  for these 

revisions revealed th a t  m uch  fresh in fo rm a tio n  w as  n o w  availab le  a b o u t  

B ethune’s life. O n e  source  w as  b o oks  a n d  articles pub lished  since I had  

com pleted  my original research. A no ther  w as  highly relevant archival m a te 

rial th a t  had  only recently been m ade  available to  researchers. In addi tion  

I w as  able to  access the  m em oirs  o f  tw o  persons w h o  had  w o rk e d  closely 

w ith  Bethune, one in Spain, the o the r  in C h ina ,  and  also discovered diverse 

sources o f  letters an d  reports  w ri tten  by Bethune in C h ina .  So g rea t  w as  the 

a m o u n t  o f  new  material th a t  I aba n d o n ed  my original plan to  revise B ethune  

an d  decided to  w ri te  a com pletely new  biography.

At this p o in t  Sharon  agreed to  join me as co-author.  T ra ined  in historical 

research, a professional ed i to r  an d  published au thor,  she had  been assisting 

me in my research and  had  helped me revise m y earlier books.  We decided 

to  go  to  C h ina  to  look  for m ore  in fo rm ation  on  B ethune’s life a n d  achieve

m ents  there. To this end w e app ro a ch ed  Ji Junm ei o f  the N o rm a n  Bethune 

In te rn a t io n a l  Peace H osp i ta l  in S h ij iazhuang , w hich  is the  m a in  C hinese  

repository  o f  docu m en ta t io n  on  Bethune. She invited us to  Shijiazhuang to
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carry  ou t  research in April 2005. We were  accom panied  to  Shijiazhuang from 

Beijing by D ong  C h u n ,  a d augh te r  o f  D ong  Yueqian, one  o f  B ethune’s inter

preters,  an d  Z h a n g  Yesheng, a form er medical s tuden t  o f  Bethune an d  the 

pre-em inent Chinese au tho r i ty  on  his w o rk  in China.  Together we spent ten 

days in the rem ote  m o u n ta in o u s  region sou thw es t  o f  Beijing w here  Bethune 

had  w orked ,  retracing som e o f  the rou tes  he had  followed in 1938 and  1939. 

D uring  the w riting  o f  this b ook  we m a in ta ined  frequent con tac t  w ith Z h an g  

Yesheng a b o u t  details o f  B ethune’s life an d  w o rk  in China.

Back in C a n ad a ,  we travelled to  m o s t  o f  the  places w here  Bethune had  

lived dur ing  his you th .  In the a u tu m n  o f  2005 w e visited O w en  S ound, then 

drove w est a long  the  n o r the rn  shore o f  Lake H u ro n  to  Blind River an d  on 

to  Sault St M arie ,  before re tu rn ing  east to  end  o u r  journey a t  G ravenhurs t .  

We visited the  houses in w h ich  B ethune had  lived a n d  the  schools  and  

churches he h ad  a t tended  an d  also saw  for ourselves som e o f  the  wilderness 

o f  forests, rivers, an d  lakes th a t  w as  so  dear  to  his heart.

In 2 006  w e w en t  to  Spain. In M a d r id  w e located the  build ing th a t  housed 

B ethune’s b lood transfus ion  headquar te rs ,  followed rou tes  he had  taken  to  

deliver b lood to  hospitals, visited the  C iudad  Universitarfa w here  he ventured 

in the m idst o f  the  m ost  intense fighting in N ovem ber  1936, and  the G ran  Via 

H otel w here  he had  stayed in the early days after his arrival in Spain and  

w as  nearly a rrested  as a supposed  fascist fifth colum nist .  In Salam anca we 

a t tended  a Bethune sym posium  a t  the  city’s venerable university, then w ent 

sou th  to  M a laga .  We d rove  p a r t  o f  the w ind ing  coasta l rou te  w here  Bethune 

an d  tw o  co m p an io n s  struggled to  aid panic-stricken refugees fleeing fascist 

m ilitary units in F eb ruary  1937 , an d  we met Jesus M a jad a  Neila, the  lead

ing Spanish scholar  on  B ethune’s w o rk  in Spain. H e  is the latest,  bu t  far from 

the least, o f  all those  w h o  have helped us so m uch  over the  years. W ith o u t  

their  aid w e could  n o t  have w ri tten  such a detailed accoun t  o f  B ethune’s life 

-  an d  it is a tale w o rth  telling.

T h e  trail has been a long one,  and  som etim es w e have asked each other, 

“ Is there  life after Bethune?” O n ly  time will tell.
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A Pain in the Neck

Childhood and Early Youth, 1 8 9 0 -1 9 0 у

In  1935 N o rm a n  Bethune w ro te  to  a w o m a n  he loved, “ I com e o f  a race of 

m en violent, unstab le ,  o f  passionate  convictions an d  w rong-headedness ,  in 

to lerant,  yet w ith it all a vision o f  t ru th  and  a drive to  carry them on  to  it even 

though  it leads, as it has done in my family, to  their  o w n  des truc tion .” ' It was 

his credo , sum m ing  u p  his ch a rac te r  as he saw  it an d  the  sense o f  destiny 

th a t  lay a t  the  co re  o f  his being. D escended from  dist inguished  an d  often  

co lourfu l ances tors ,  he revelled in the  family h istory as a personal fairytale; 

from  his you th  o n w a rd  he believed th a t  he w as  except ional ,  an d  destined 

like his forebears  to  achieve no tab le  things.

T h e  B ethune saga w as  p a r t  o f  the  family cu l tu re .  T h e  n am e  itself, y o ung  

N o rm a n  w as  to ld ,  o r ig ina ted  in the  province o f  Arto is on  the  no r thw este rn  

border  o f  France and  first appeared  in recorded  docum en ts  in the  n in th  cen

tury.1 In the fourteen th  cen tury  a Bethune had crossed the N o r th  Sea to  begin 

a new  life in Scotland, and  for the next three centuries some o f  his descendants 

p rospered  as h igh-ranking  clergy; o the rs  becam e renow ned  prac tit ioners  of 

m edicine, hereditary  physicians to  the  clan M a cd o n a ld  in the Isle o f  Skye. 

T h e  Bethunes could  even claim  a herald ic badge: the head o f  a snarling  o tte r  

above  a shield, w ith  the  m o tto  “ D eb o n n a ire .” 5

In the  la tte r  p a r t  o f  the  e igh teen th  cen tu ry  th e  B ethune th rea d  becam e 

w oven in to  the  tapestry  o f  N o r th  America. Soon after em igrating  to  N o rth  

C a ro l in a ,  th e  Reverend  J o h n  B ethune (1 7 5 1 -1 8 1 5 )  w as  c a u g h t  up  in the  

A m erican  R evo lu tion ,  jo ined a  loyalist  reg im ent,  an d  w as  ca p tu re d  an d  

im prisoned  by the  rebels. O n  his release he headed  n o r th  to  British-occupied 

te rr ito ry ,  found ing  M o n t r e a l ’s first P resbyterian  co n g re g a t io n  a n d  then 

a n o th e r  in W ill iam stow n in w h a t  is n o w  O n ta r io .4 H is descendants  d ist in

guished themselves as no ted  clergymen, respected educa to rs ,  an d  successful 

medical p rac tit ioners  in T o ro n to  an d  M o n tre a l .5 M a n y  o f  them  also m ade  a 

lo t  o f  m oney  in business.



But there were wild cards am o n g  the Bethunes too. For instance, N o rm a n ’s 

great-grandfather  Angus (1783 -58 ) ,  eldest son o f  the Reverend John  Bethune, 

had  left the security o f  W ill iam stow n for the  hard ,  dange rous  life o f  a fur 

trader. H e w as  a t  first em ployed  by the N o r th  West C o m p an y  an d  m ade  tw o  

fur-trading trips to  C a n to n  between 1814 and  1816 on  behalf  o f  his em p loy 

ers, du r ing  w hich  his adven tu res  included “ trad in g  fo r  silks, go ld  lace, and  

artificial flowers; ea ting  gulls’ eggs an d  young  sea lions an d  dealing in exotic 

em pires with Russian an d  Spanish governors,  H aw ai ian  royalty, an d  officials 

o f  the E m pero r  o f  C h in a .” 6 After help ing to  negotia te  the takeove r  o f  the 

N o r th  West C o m p an y  by the  H u d s o n ’s Bay C om pany ,  Angus had  risen to  a 

well-paid position as a  chief factor, and  m arried  Louisa McKenzie, the  d a u g h 

te r  o f  a Scottish t r a d e r  a n d  a fu ll-b looded  W o o d lan d  Cree. So the  b lo o d  o f  

“ M iss  Green B lanket” ran  in N o r m a n ’s veins to o .7

T h e  boy ’s hero ,  however, w as  his g ran d fa th e r  N o rm a n  B ethune ( 1 8 2 2 -  

92), w h o  studied medicine and  surgery in T o ro n to  an d  then w on  fu rthe r  dis

t inc tion  in L ondon  an d  E dinburgh , qualifying as a fellow in the  colleges o f  

surgery o f  bo th  capitals. H e had  built a thriv ing surgical p ractice in T o ron to  

and  had been a professor o f  surgery in Trinity College. Respected for his p ro 

fessional skills, he w as  also a gifted ar t is t  an d  achieved a certain  repu ta tion  

for his accom plished d raw ings  an d  the literary quality  o f  his writing.

Such w as  the  family history, an d  you n g  N o r m a n  to o k  it deeply  to  hear t ,  

co m m it t in g  himself to  ho ld  high the  n am e  o f  Bethune. H e  w o u ld  m a k e  it 

his pe rsona l  ques t  to  p e r fo rm  d a r in g  deeds: it w as  on ly  a q ues t ion  o f  w h a t  

k ind  o f  d ra g o n  he w o u ld  slay. H ow ever ,  w h a t  his p a re n ts  d id  n o t  dwell on  

w as  a d a rk e r  side to  th e  B ethune story, w hich  h ad  m o s t  recently  ap p e a red  

in the  life o f  th e  b o y ’s g ran d fa th e r ,  N o rm a n .  Brill iant d o c to r  th o u g h  he 

w as ,  he h ad  tw o  fatal flaws: he w as  in c o m p e ten t  in m a n ag in g  m o n e y  an d  

he abused  a lcohol.  Because o f  these failings, his wife had  left h im , ta k in g  

the ir  fou r  d au g h te rs  an d  o lde r  son ,  A ngus,  back  to  E d in b u rg h  to  live with 

h er  bro ther .  O n ly  M a lc o lm  N ico lson  ( 1 8 5 7 -1 9 3 2 ) ,  the  yo u n g e r  so n ,  re

m ained  w ith  his father. T h e  fo llowing year, w hen  N o rm a n  B ethune received 

w o rd  th a t  his wife had  died  o f  tube rcu los is  o f  the  lungs,  he p e rsuaded  his 

s is te r- in -law  to  ca re  fo r  th e  ch i ld ren  in E d in b u rg h .  As his  d r in k in g  in 

creased , his f inancial m eans  d w ind led ,  an d  he reneged  o n  his p rom ise  to  

p ay  fo r  his  c h i ld re n ’s s u p p o r t .  H is  o u t r a g e d  s is ter-in -law  w e n t  so  fa r  as 

to  launch  a law su it  aga in s t  h im . M e a n w h ile  his surgical p rac tice  declined, 

a n d  he lost his universi ty  a p p o in tm e n t .

In this s ituation ,  M alco lm  Bethune found  it impossible to  con t inue  to  live 

w ith  his father. In his early twenties he left hom e to  w o rk  his w ay  a ro u n d  the
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w orld .  But n o t  long after he set ou t ,  the  plan  w en t awry. After quarrelling 

w ith  the  cap ta in  o f  the ship he w as  o n ,  he w as  p u t  ashore ,  destitute,  in A us

tralia. U nable  to  get w o rk ,  he un d e rw en t  a  long period  o f  misery an d  finally 

had  to  sw allow  his pride an d  write  hom e for help. H e  eventually  received 

som e m oney  f rom  his father, p a r t  o f  a bequest  from  M a lc o lm ’s fur- trader  

g rand fa the r  Angus, w hich  a l low ed him to  m ake  his way back to  C an ad a .  It 

w as  a t  th is time th a t  he m et Elizabeth Ann G o o d w in  (1 8 5 2 -1 9 4 8 ) ,  w h o  had  

em igra ted  from  England. H o w  an d  w here  the  tw o  m et is n o t  k n o w n  p re

cisely, a l though  a family s to ry  says it w as  in H aw aii ,  w here  M alco lm  had 

supposedly  s topped  on  his w ay  h o m e to  look in to  investing in o range  groves 

an d  w here  Elizabeth w as  a missionary .8 T hey  m ay have found  each o ther  

sym pathe tic  in pa r t  because they shared  a  m u tua l  m isfortune ,  a father  w ho  

w as  unab le  to  con tro l  his d r ink ing .9 E lizabeth’s h o r ro r  o f  alcohol w en t  even 

deeper than M alco lm ’s, for it had  also ruined the lives o f  tw o  o f  her b ro thers .10 

As solace for her family troubles ,  she had  become a fervent Chris t ian  evan 

gelist. A strong-willed w o m a n  with a proselytizing nature , she soon  converted 

M alco lm , w ho  becam e a born-again  Chris t ian .’A nd it w as  no  lip-service co n 

version: he had  indeed undergone  a p ro fo u n d  religious experience. In later 

years he often  spoke o f  how, shaken  to  the  dep th s  o f  his soul by a conviction 

o f  his personal  sin an d  guilt ,  he had  abased  him self sp ir i tua lly  before his 

Creator.  T h en ,  em brac ing  Chris t  as his saviour, he had  felt a  r a p tu ro u s  sense 

o f  peace.

M alco lm  p roposed  m arriage to  E lizabeth, bu t  she replied th a t  she w ould  

accept only if he vow ed to  renounce the pursu it  o f  m oney  an d  w orld ly  pleas

ures an d  pledge himself to  a life o f  service to  God. A nd so the  g lobe-tro tt ing  

vagabond  agreed to  becom e a Chris t ian  evangelist and  dedica ted  himself  to 

leading o the r  souls a long  the  holy p a th  he himself had  recently d iscovered ."  

To carry  o u t  this com m itm en t ,  he decided to  fo llow  in the  footsteps o f  his 

g rea t-g rea t-g randfa ther  Jo h n  Bethune: he w ou ld  be a Presbyterian minister. 

In Septem ber 1884 he en tered  the  University o f  T o ro n to  to  ob ta in  the ac a 

dem ic qualifications for adm ission  to  K nox  College, w here  tw o  years later he 

began to  s tudy theology.

In April 1887, near  the end  o f  his first year a t  K nox  College, he an d  Eliz

abe th  were  m arried ,  an d  the following M ay  the ir  first child , Jane t  Louise, 

w as  born .  T w o  years later, a f te r  com plet ing  his religious studies, M alco lm  

Bethune answ ered  the  call o f  the congregation  o f  K nox  Presbyterian C hurch  

in the  to w n  o f  G ravenhurs t ,  150 kilom etres n o r th  o f  T o ron to .  O n  the  edge 

o f  the  M u sk o k a  District, the  to w n  o f  a b o u t  tw o  th o u sa n d  w as  an  im p o r ta n t  

cen tre  in the  th r iv ing  logging industry  in the  1880s. K now n  as “ Saw dust
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City,” G ra v en h u rs t  boas ted  seventeen mills w ith in  its m unicipal boundaries .  

Logs from  the thick forests su r round ing  Lake M u sk o k a  w ere  tow ed  across 

the  lake to  be rough-milled there before being shipped o u t  by train.

T h e  Bethunes moved in to  the  green c lap b o a rd  m anse on  John  Street, tw o  

sh o r t  blocks from the church .  A lm ost one  in every th ree  citizens o f  G raven 

h urs t  w as  Presbyterian, so a new  pas to r  an d  his wife were  objects  o f  avid 

curiosity  an d  gossip. O n  M onday ,  10 Ju n e  1889, a large c ro w d  ga thered  to 

greet them  an d  look them  over. M o s t  agreed th a t  the  tall, serious-looking  

gentlem an w ith  the heavy m oustache  seemed like an  ideal m inister  a n d  his 

smiling  wife the  perfect he lpm ate .  A fter  a series o f  w e lcom ing  addresses ,  

M alcolm  rose to  thank  the congregation fo r  their w arm  wishes and  to  express 

“ his intense desire th a t  they m ight g ro w  in holiness an d  Chris t ian  ch a rac te r  

under  his ministry .” 11

T h e  congregation  soon  learned exactly  w h a t  the ir  new  minister  m ean t.  

Believing as he did in fundam entalis t  evangelism, he set o u t  to  oppose  a lib

eralizing trend th a t  had been grow ing  in P ro tes tan t  circles. G od ,  he believed, 

w as  everywhere, saw  everything, an d  rew arded  o r  punished every individual 

act. Therefore, as G o d ’s servant,  his minister had a sacred obligation  to  d raw  

atten tion  to  sinful acts an d  to  criticize sinners openly an d  firmly. T hose  w ho  

were  lax in the ir  religious observances in everyday  life he c o n d e m n e d  as 

“ Sunday C hris t ians .” Even w orse  were those w h o  did n o t  strictly observe the 

Sabbath: for him , Sunday was a day  on  w hich  no  form o f  activity beyond rest 

an d  w o rsh ip  m ight be pursued . G o o d  C hris t ians  m ust  n o t  indulge in any 

“ am usem ents ,” a te rm  th a t  included playing sports ,  reading novels, dancing, 

an d  playing cards and  games o f  chance. In his fervour, he even w aged  a s tren 

uous bu t losing cam paign to  s top  trains from runn ing  on  Sundays.

However, the greatest evil o f  all, in M alco lm  B ethune’s eyes, was the d r in k 

ing o f  alcohol.  Again an d  again  he denounced  the  practice from  the  pulpit ,  

saying th a t  it w as  the  grea test scourge, the  m ost pernic ious evil th a t  tem pted  

G od-fea r ing  C hris t ians.  Both he an d  his wife belonged to  tem perance  o r

ganizations, and  he preached fiery se rm ons against drink. D uring  a cam paign 

for a  plebiscite on  the liquor question, he left his congregation  tem porar i ly  to  

go on a speaking  to u r  to  encourage  people to  vote aga inst  the  sale o f  a lco 

h o l . '3 M o s t  Presbyterians a t  the  time rejected a lcohol,  b u t  M a lco lm ’s o p p o 

sition to  it w as  deeply personal ,  roo ted  in its d isas trous  effect on  his father. 

T h e  new  minister soon  gained  a repu ta t ion  as a pow erfu l  speaker, no t  only 

in his ow n  pulpit  b u t  a t  revival sessions held in churches, public  halls, and  

sum m er  c a m p  meetings. H e w o u ld  m ake im passioned pleas, urging his lis

teners to  open their  hearts,  give up  their sinful ways, and  take the path  he had 

fo llowed th ro u g h  h um il ia t ion  an d  ex a l ta t io n  to  G od .  N e w sp a p e r  repo r ts
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praised him: in one, he w as  described as “ a fearless an d  ou tspoken  preacher  

I w ho] never fails to  a t t ra c t  large congrega tions .” ' 4

But M alcolm  also had  his critics. People noticed th a t  he often found  it dif

ficult to  accept o the rs ’ op in ions ,  especially on  ques tions o f  the in te rpre ta t ion  

of G o d ’s w ord , an area where he regarded his views as incontrovertible. O thers  

were  taken  aback  by his practice o f  launching  th u nde rbo l ts  from the pulpit. 

“ I c a n n o t  u n d e r s ta n d  w hy  people  co m e  to  c h u rc h  to  s leep !” he once  e x 

cla im ed in the middle o f  a se rm on ,  having noticed a church  elder nodd ing  

o f f . '5 H is  forth r igh tness ,  inflexibility, an d  in tensity  w o u ld  eventua lly  tu rn  

som e of  his flock against him. Im patient an d  w ith a tem per th a t  he controlled 

on ly  by considerable  effort ,  he felt the  physical effects o f  his tem peram en t  

and  show ed  it. “ H e will w ea r  fast an d  w eary  as he w e a rs ,” a fellow clergy

m an  com m en ted  perceptively. '6

While the  Presbyterians o f  G ra v en h u rs t  were discovering just w h a t  kind 

o f  p reacher  they had  called to  the  pulpit ,  the Bethunes w ere  expecting  an 

add i t ion  to  their  family. N ea r  the end  o f  the ir  first w in te r  in the G ravenhurs t  

m anse ,  on  Tuesday, 4 M arch  1890 , E lizabeth sent for the  family physician 

a few d o o rs  u p  the  s t r e e t . '7 W ith in  m inu tes  D r  C ornel l  a n d  the  m idwife 

w h o  regularly assisted him in deliveries arr ived a t  the  m anse,  and  later th a t  

day  Elizabeth Bethune gave birth to  her first son. They  nam ed  him  afte r  her 

father, Henry, an d  M a lco lm ’s father, N o rm a n ;  all his life he w ou ld  prefer to 

be called N o r m a n . '8

A hea lthy  baby, he had  wisps o f  light b row n  hair  on a ra the r  large head 

and  a nose th a t  show ed  a prom ise  o f  becom ing ra the r  long. H is aler t  blue 

eyes were  slightly crossed, which gave h im an in ten t look th a t  in m aturity  

w ould  becom e a piercing gaze . '9 F rom  the m o m e n t  he began to  c raw l,  his 

paren ts  realized he w ould  bear w atching. Hyperactive, highly intelligent, and  

insatiably curious, he explored  every nook  and  cranny  o f  the  house an d  yard 

the  m o m e n t  his p a re n ts ’ backs were tu rned .  G azing  eagerly ab o u t ,  he w ould  

notice som eth ing ,  exam ine  it intently, then d ro p  it a n d  m ove on  as fast as he 

cou ld  go. It w as  a pa t te rn  o f  a t ten t ion  th a t  w ould  prove to  be lifelong.

F rom  the beginning he w as  the  k ind  o f  child to  w h o m  things happened . 

W hen  he w as  less th a n  a year old, his nurse lost hold o f  the handle  o f  his car

riage, which careered d ow n  a  steep hill, s truck  a fence, an d  overturned . With 

the  g ood  luck on  w hich  he w o u ld  later com e to  rely, N o rm a n  em erged u n 

h a rm ed .10 Tw o years later, on  a sultry A ugust  day  in 1892, a to r n a d o  roared  

d o w n  o n  Elizabeth  as she s to o d  w ith  N o rm a n  by a lake, his new  baby 

brother, M alco lm  G oodw in ,  in her arms. Seizing N o r m a n ’s hand ,  she dashed 

to w a rd  a shanty  a t  the  end o f  the  w harf.  T hey  were barely inside w hen  the 

w ind  r ipped  the build ing from  its founda tions  a n d  flung it and  its occupan ts
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ten metres o u t  in to  the  lake. N o r m a n ’s h an d  w as  yanked  from  his m other 's ,  

and  he d isappeared  in to  the chu rn ing  water. C linging to  the baby, Elizabeth 

m ade  her w ay  to  shore scream ing  for help. Fortuna te ly  several cam pers  on  

the beach saw  N o rm a n  bob  to  the  surface an d  rushed  to  rescue h im .11

O n the eve o f  N o rm a n ’s th ird  birthday, his father decided to  leave G raven 

hurs t  to  answ er  the  call o f  the  congregation  o f  K nox  C h u rch  in the  village o f  

Beaverton som e sixty k ilom etres to  the  sou th  on  the easte rn  shore  o f  Lake 

Simcoe. T here  is no  evidence o f  any  co m p la in t  aga inst h im  by the  G ra v en 

hurs t  congregation ,  b u t  M alco lm  had  certain ly  ru b b ed  som e m em bers  the 

w ro n g  way, an d  there  m ay  have been a  tacit  ag reem en t  th a t  he m ove on. 

W hy  he chose Beaverton, a  m uch  smaller m unic ipa lity  th a n  G ravenhurs t ,  is 

n o t  clear. It cer ta in ly  w as  n o t  m o n e y  th a t  a t t r a c te d  h im , fo r  the  an n u a l  

s tipend o f  $ 8 5 0  offered in Beaverton w as  slightly less th a n  w h a t  he had  re

ceived in G ra v en h u rs t  in 1892 .12 This w as  the  first o f  a series o f  moves d u r

ing N o r m a n ’s early  life th a t  w o u ld  eventually  create  in him  a deep-seated  

feeling tha t  he never really belonged anywhere. Always the outsider, he w ould  

seek to  define himself  by opposit ion  to  m uch  th a t  he encoun te red ,  try ing  to  

impress o thers  w ith  his o w n  poin t  o f  view. This  ingrained co n tra r ian  a t ti tude 

becam e one  o f  his defining characteristics.

But the  boy w as  delighted by this first m ove because, beh ind  the  w ooden -  

fram e m anse  high on  a hill over looking  the village an d  the lake, s tretched 

four w ooded  acres o f  land belonging to  the  church.  A nd a t  the back o f  the 

house w as  a stable th a t  housed  the  horse an d  ca n op ied  four-wheel buggy 

th a t  M alco lm  used to  travel to  G am ebridge ,  a tiny co m m u n ity  ten k ilom e

tres to  the  n o r th ,  to  minister  to  a second , sm alle r  co n g rega t ion .  N o rm a n  

loved na tu re  an d  anim als,  especially dogs an d  horses, and  a t  Beaverton he 

spent hours  exp lo ring  the w o o d s  an d  hang ing  ab o u t  the  stable. O n e  day  his 

father  found  him  unconscious just ou ts ide  the  stable door, a b loody  gash in 

his forehead; p resum ably  he had  been kicked by the  horse .23 But this m ishap 

did n o t  affect the  boy ’s fascination  w ith  the  anim al.  In the  earlies t-know n 

p h o to g ra p h  o f  th e  family, N o r m a n ’s sister an d  b ro th e r  a re  seated  in the 

buggy, the ir  m o th e r  s tand ing  beside them . M alco lm  is in f ron t,  ho ld ing  a 

harness strap . O n  the horse’s back , head  cocked, sits N o rm a n .

T h e  move to  Beaverton did no th ing  to  relieve the stress M alco lm  im posed 

on  himself. By the spring o f  1895 he w as  beginning to  “ w ea r  fas t ,” show ing  

signs o f  ex t rem e  m en ta l  fatigue. H o p in g  th a t  a b reak  f rom  duties  an d  a 

change o f  scenery m ight help, he an d  Elizabeth decided to  spend  the  sum m er  

visiting relatives in G re a t  Britain. H e left in early  June ,  an d  several weeks 

la ter the family followed on  the  s s  Vancouver.
Here w as  a w ho le  new  w orld  for five-year-old N o rm a n  to  explore ,  an d  it
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did n o t  take h im long to  get in to  trouble .  T h e  voyage w as  barely underw ay  

w hen  Elizabeth w as  horrified to  see a s tew ard  a p p ro a ch in g  w ith  the  limp 

body  o f  her son in his arm s. “ H ere  is your  dead boy, M rs  Bethune," the m an 

announced  dramatically. Tearing a b o u t  at to p  speed, N o rm a n  had  tripped on 

som e coils o f  rope  a n d  fallen, s tr ik ing  his head  on  the  deck. Luckily, the 

“ dead  b o y ” soon  revived, bu t  the sh ip ’s d o c to r  p u t  h im  to  bed in the infir

m ary  until he w as  pas t  danger. A nd there  he s tayed, protest ing , for m ost  of 

the  voyage.14

T h e  family spen t a p leasan t  su m m er  in th e  U nited  K ingdom , b u t  the 

change did  M alco lm  Bethune no  good . A t the beginning o f  Novem ber,  suf

fering from  “ an  en larged  hear t  an d  o v e rw o rk ,” he w as  urged by his congre

gat ion  to  give up  his duties for six m o n th s .25 It w as  agreed th a t  he should  do  

no th ing  bu t rest an d  read from  his grow ing  library o f  books  o n  theology and  

philosophy. But by late winter, w ith  no  change  in his health , he decided th a t  

he w o u ld  no t be fit to  re tu rn  to  pas to ra l  w o rk  a t  the end o f  his leave an d  felt 

he ow ed  it to  his congregation  to  a l low  them  to  find a replacement.

Shortly  after N o r m a n ’s s ixth birthday, in April 1896, M alco lm  subm itted  

his resignation and  moved the family to  Toronto . It w as  the city where he had 

g row n  up and  still had  som e friends, bu t  in choos ing  it he w as  likely th in k 

ing o f  his children. W ith  Ja n e t  a b o u t  to  en ter  th ird  g rade  an d  N o rm a n  first 

grade ,  being near  a  g ood  school w ou ld  be im por tan t ,  an d  T o ron to ,  w ith  its 

popu la t ion  o f  2 0 0 ,000 ,  offered plenty o f  choices. T h e  family first settled a t  

136 R o b e r t  Street, bu t  before the  school year w as  o u t  they had  m oved  to 

217 Pape Avenue -  their  fourth  h o m e in six years.

Little is k n o w n  o f  the  Bethunes’ th ree  years in T o ro n to ,  excep t for one 

d ram a tic  incident. O n  a br igh t sum m er  m orn ing  N o rm a n  slipped o u t  o f  the 

house, telling n o  one  w here  he w as  going. For m uch  o f  the day  the  eight- 

year-old boy explored the  city, w andering  all the  w ay  across its no r thern  edge 

before tu rn in g  back. M ean w h ile  his pa ren ts  frantically  searched his usual 

haun ts  an d  canvassed every ne ighbour  in an  effort to  find him. W hen  he had 

n o t  re tu rned  by evening, they repor ted  their  son missing to  the police. Just 

as the last light w as  fading, N o rm a n  w alked  noncha lan tly  in to  the house and 

ann o u n c ed  he had  been from  one side o f  the  city to  the  other, a d istance o f  

abou t  ten kilometres. And, he added  plaintively, he had had nothing to  eat since 

breakfast.  H is father  exploded  an d  in a voice o f  th u n d e r  to ld  the  cu lpri t  tha t  

he an d  Elizabeth had  been beside themselves w ith  anxiety  for hours  an d  tha t  

the  police w ere  com bing  the  streets for him. Did he no t realize how  wickedly 

he had  behaved? H e w as  to  go  directly to  his room  w ith o u t  supper  an d  stay 

the re  until m orn ing .  D isappo in ted  th a t  no  one had  praised his adventure ,  

N o rm a n  t ro t ted  off  to  bed .16
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D uring the time in T oron to  the family continued  to  struggle financially. Al

though  his health  rem ained  poor, M alco lm  began searching for an o th e r  c o n 

gregation  soon  after they  settled in the city, bu t n o t  until the  end  o f  the  th ird  

year in T o ro n to  did he find one. T h e  call cam e a t  last f rom  K nox  C h u rch  in 

the tow n  o f  Aylmer, a b o u t  250  kilom etres sou thw es t  o f  T o ro n to ,  an d  from 

Cha lm ers  C hurch  in the  nearby village o f  Springfield. Aylmer w as  a s top  on  

the  G ra n d  T ru n k  R ailw ay  line an d  a com m ercia l cen tre  for the  rich agricu l

tu ra l  a rea  th a t  s u r ro u n d e d  it; w ith  a  p o p u la t io n  o f  a b o u t  2 ,2 0 0 ,  it w as  

slightly larger th a n  G ravenhurs t .  After nearly  fou r  years w i th o u t  a salary, 

M a lco lm  B ethune w elcom ed  the  financial relief o f  the  new  posting ,  even 

th o u g h  the  annua l s tipend w as  on ly  $400 ,  less than  half  o f  w h a t  G ra v e n 

hurs t  had  paid  h im  ten years earlier.17

A few days after N o r m a n ’s n in th  b ir thday  in M arch  1899, the  Bethunes 

left T o ron to  for Aylmer by train . T h e  small to w n  m ust have seemed dull to  

the  boy afte r  the  bustle o f  the  city, an d  as a m in is te r’s son an d  an  ou ts ider  he 

w ould  once again  have to  prove himself  to  his peers. H e set o u t  to  do m in a te  

every new  situation ; eager  to  a t t rac t  a t ten t ion ,  he revelled in tak ing  dares, 

an d  the  bo lder  the  challenge, the better he liked it. In his second  su m m er  in 

Aylmer, he an d  a g ro u p  o f  school friends com peted  aga inst  each o th e r  ch a s 

ing an d  netting  butterflies. While o thers  hung  back ,  N o rm a n  cl im bed  the  

tallest trees, risking his neck by venturing  o u t  o n  the  th innes t  b ranches  to  

ca p tu re  his specimens; he ended  the  season w ith  the best collection.18 H is  e n 

joym ent o f  derr ing-do  seemed based on  an  instinctive belief th a t  no th ing  bad 

w ould  happen  to  him. T h o u g h  in later life he ra tionalized  this as a  sense of 

family an d  personal destiny, it seems to  have been p a r t  o f  his m a k eu p  from  

the  beginning.

T h e  following w in te r  he again  p roved  his boldness. H e  w as  ska ting  w ith  

a g ro u p  o f  boys on  a frozen p ond  w hen  one o f  them  fell th ro u g h  the  ice. The  

o thers  sc ram bled  for shore,  b u t  N o rm a n  w en t  to  the  aid o f  the  f loundering 

boy. Craw ling  on  hands  an d  knees across nearly  ten m etres o f  treacherous 

ice, he clutched the  boy ’s ou ts tre tched  hand  an d  m anaged  to  pull h im  from 

the  water. But to w a rd  shore the  ice gave way, an d  bo th  boys fell in. Rescuers 

soon  reached them , bu t  N o rm a n  stayed in the  w a te r  until the o th e r  boy was 

pulled to  safety.19

N o w  ten years  old , s t ro n g  an d  wiry, N o r m a n  w as  a g o o d  a th le te .  His 

favourite  spo r ts  were  sw im m ing  an d  runn ing ,  an d  he a lso  par t ic ipa ted  in 

team  sports .  H e  w as  intensely com peti tive; w inn ing  w as  very im p o r ta n t  to 

him. Already he seemed to  equa te  failure w ith  hum il ia t ion  an d  loss o f  self- 

w o rth ,  and  this spurred  h im on. In his first year in Aylmer he w as  p ro m o ted  

in to  the  fifth year  o f  e lem entary  school,  s tand ing  twenty-first  in a class of
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tw enty-four.30 In his later s tudies he w o u ld  ea rn  respectable grades in m ost 

subjects,  except foreign languages. Like his g ran d fa th e r  before him, he was 

gifted in a r t  -  he loved to  sketch  -  and  he also  enjoyed read ing .3' H e  had  a 

nimble, intuitive m ind , an d  while  o thers  pondered ,  he w o u ld  leap to  c o n 

clusions. Intensely self-absorbed, he failed to  notice th a t  no t  everyone agreed 

w ith  h im ; like his father, o p p o s i t io n  to  his op in io n  on ly  m a d e  him m ore 

s tubbo rn ly  convinced th a t  he w as  right. And there  w as  an o th e r  distinctive 

pa t te rn  in the  w ay  his m ind  w o rk ed ,  an  echo  o f  his baby  curiosity. C a u g h t  

up  in som e new  interest, he w o u ld  d ro p  everything else, of ten  exaspera ting  

his paren ts  o r  friends by forgetting errands,  arr iv ing hom e late, o r  missing 

meetings. T h en ,  just as suddenly, he w o u ld  com pletely  lose interest in the 

subject an d  fly to  a  new  at tract ion .

His charac ter  w as  also shaped by a strong sense o f  justice, an  ou tcom e of 

his religious upbringing. In A ugust 1900 the  family rented a cottage near Port 

Burwell, a shor t  d istance from  Aylmer on  Lake Erie. O n  arrival they were 

to ld  th a t  the  lawn su rround ing  the building w as  o u t  o f  bounds  unless they 

paid $5 in additional rent. Forbidden to  ro m p  on  the  grass, N o rm a n  w as  o u t

raged. The  o w n er  had  no  right to  impose such a condition ,  he protested , and  

railed against his father  for subm itt ing  to  w h a t  he considered to  be robbery.31

D uring  these years N o rm a n ’s relationships w ith  his family settled into life

long  pa t te rn s .  H e  never  g o t  on  well w ith  his yo u n g e r  bro ther ,  M a lco lm  

G o o d w in ,  a m uch  m ore  placid boy. As a  middle child, N o rm a n  m ay  have 

resen ted  the  a rr ival o f  a younger  b ro th e r  to  c la im  his m o th e r ’s a t ten t ion .  

Even in later years, w henever  his b ro th e r ’s nam e w as  m en tioned ,  he w ou ld  

re spond ,  “ O h ,  th a t  M a lco lm ,  b r r r r ! ’’33 How ever,  N o rm a n  a n d  his sister, 

J a n e t ,  w ere  n a tu ra l  allies, a n d  she su p p o r te d  h im  in v a r io u s  p ra n k s  an d  

projects .  O n e  su m m er  S unday  afte r  church , he ta lked  her in to  help ing him  

rea rrange  the furniture . Their  paren ts  re tu rned  hom e to  find the m anse’s liv

ing room  tu rn ed  ups ide -dow n .34 Brother  an d  sister also began a cam paign  to 

convince their  paren ts  to  call them  by different names. N o rm a n  hated  being 

called Henry, an d  hoped  a t  least to  be called Harry , an d  Jane t  w a n te d  to  be 

called Jean . W hen  their  paren ts  rejected the ir  ideas, they lobbied in vain for 

N o rm a n  an d  J u n a .35 N o rm a n  had  to  w ait  until la ter  in life to  rid himself  of 

the ha ted  Henry.

Between fa the r  an d  son  a dee p -ro o te d  conflict developed . M a n y  c o n 

f ro n ta t io n s  resulted  from  M a lc o lm ’s d e te rm in a t io n  th a t  his ch i ld ren ,  and  

N o rm a n  in particular,  n o t  becom e “ Sunday C h ris t ian s .” H e  required  them 

to  accept faith as an  everyday m a tte r  th a t  to o k  precedence over all interests, 

shap ing  the ir  d ep o r tm en t  an d  regulating  the ir  activities.  Elizabeth belonged 

to  various congregational o rganizations,  an d  she an d  M alco lm  held business
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meetings an d  social gatherings in the manse. O n  such occasions the  children 

had  to  be on  the ir  best behaviour. T hey  were  also expected  to  join you th  

groups ,  run  e r ran d s  on  church  business, an d  on  occasion deliver baskets  o f  

food to  needy families. But for N o rm a n ,  Sunday observance w as  the w ors t  

o f  all the  restric tions on  his freedom. First he h ad  to  a t ten d  Sunday  school, 

an d  as he grew  older, chu rch  service too .  In the  a f te rnoon  his m o th e r  g a th 

ered  the  children  in the living room  an d  read to  them  from  the  Bible o r  in

sp ira t iona l C hris t ian  li te ra tu re  such as B u n y a n ’s Pilgrim 's Progress. T hen  

she sent them  to  their  room s to  read an d  meditate.  T h e  only read ing  allowed 

was o f  a religious na tu re ,  an d  to  ensure  this , she locked all new spapers  and  

m agazines away. T h e  ch i ld ren  w ere  never  a l low ed  to  leave the  m anse  on 

Sunday, unless on  a church-re la ted  activity. T he ir  m o the r  even p repared  the 

S unday meals on  S aturday  so as to  avoid w ork ing  on  the  Sabbath ,  the  day  

o f  the  L ord .36

For m ost children o f  ministers a t  th a t  time, particularly  evangelicals, these 

w ere  norm al restrictions, bu t  N o rm a n  found  them  unbearab le .  H e  longed 

to  be free to  choose his o w n  reading material o r  to  go  sw im m ing o r  take  soli

ta ry  w alks  in the  w oods .  T h e  m ore  his paren ts  a t tem p ted  to  cons tra in  him, 

the  m ore  he broke  the rules. C onfounded  by his rebelliousness, they resorted 

to  punishing him. For his par t ,  N o rm a n  could  n o t  un d ers ta n d  his p a re n ts ’ 

deep  anger  a t  his m isbehaviour. To ad d  to  his perplexity, a f te r  receiving a 

tongue-lashing from his fa the r  an d  being sent to  his ro o m ,  he w o u ld  often 

hear  a knock  on  his d o o r  a t  n igh t  an d  M alco lm  w ou ld  enter, kneel by the 

bed, an d  apologize for having lost his temper. Bewildered an d  em barrassed  

by this tu rn a b o u t ,  N o rm a n  lost respect for his father.

So he to o k  his pun ishm en t w hen  he had  to  bu t  con t inued  to  s ta n d  u p  for 

his rights. H is rebellious na tu re  an d  easily triggered tem per  led to  frequent 

bitter a rgum ents  w ith  his father. A nd from the beginning, there w as  one par t  

o f  his father’s religious tra in ing th a t  he utterly refused to  accept. O n  occasion 

his father would  o rd e r  h im  d ow n  on  his knees to  ea t  a handful o f  earth . This, 

he explained, w as  to  teach him humility, so th a t  he could be born  again. N o r 

m an  refused: humility  was n o t  p a r t  o f  his na tu re .  This  struggle did  n o t  end 

with  his you th ,  an d  in som e ways he never recovered from  the  h a rm  inflicted 

on  his young  ego by his fa the r ’s overbear ing  ways. As late as 19Z9 he w ro te ,  

“ F ather  an d  I had  o u r  usual hate  together .” 37 T he ir  duel shaped  his lifelong 

o p p o s i t io n  to  au th o r i ty  a n d  deeply  affected his pe rsona l  re la tionsh ips .  In 

la ter  life he to ld  friends th a t  in his c h i ld h o o d  he had  n o t  felt im p o r ta n t  

e n o u g h .38 H e  w o u ld  act o u t  to  get the  a t te n t io n  he craved ,  an d  no  o n e  -  

professional superior, friend, lover, o r  wife -  w ou ld  ever be a l low ed  to  gain 

em otiona l  ascendancy  over him.
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Elizabeth B ethune w as  an  even stric ter disc ip linarian  th a n  her husband ,  

an d  N o rm a n  and  his siblings feared her w ra th  m ore  than  th a t  o f  their  father. 

Unlike her husband ,  she never raised her voice w hen  chastising  her children. 

Instead, she w o u ld  fix culpri ts  w ith  a pene tra t ing  stare, freezing them  to  the 

spot. T hen  she w ould  mete o u t  punishm ent,  often sending them  to  their room  

to  m em orize  a long scrip tura l passage. N o rm a n  in part icu la r  becam e th o r

oughly  acquain ted  w ith  the  St Jam es version o f  the  Bible.19 Fearful th a t  his 

s tubborn  na tu re  w ou ld  lead him to  stray  from the  true faith, his m o the r  took 

special pains w ith  h im, p lacing religious trac ts  u nder  his pillow an d  inside 

books he w as  reading. O nly  years later, when he was a t  university, did he dare 

to  str ike back. Discovering a trac t  inside his copy  o f  D a rw in ’s T he O rig in  o f  

Species, he playfully tucked  the to m e under  his m o th e r ’s pillow. She w as  not 

am used  an d  burned  the  b o o k .40 Despite her strictness, N o rm a n  always loved 

her an d  w as  eager to  please her. It w as  she w h o  encouraged  him to  express 

the family ideals o f  service an d  du ty  to  hum an ity  in a career  in medicine. In 

the first year o f  his life she had  placed som e o f  his g ra n d fa th e r ’s surgical in 

s trum ents  near  his cradle, an d  w hen  he w as  g row ing  up  she presented  them 

to  h im along  w ith  a  brass nam ep la te  bearing  the  inscription “ D r  N o rm a n  

B ethune .” This he p roud ly  tacked to  his bed ro o m  door.4'

A lthough  he struggled against the  restrictions o f  his p a re n ts ’ religious be

liefs, N o rm a n  did n o t  reject Chris t ian  teachings. Som eone w h o  k n ew  him 

du r ing  his early  teens rem em bered  him as “ lively, intensely religious, an d  a t  

t im es vehem ently  rebe ll ious .”41 W hile he rem a ined  a t  hom e ,  he a t tended  

church  services, an d  even m uch later in life, after he a b a n d o n e d  his faith in 

Christianity , he w ou ld  still be m otivated  by concepts  ta u g h t  by his parents.  

H e assimilated their  belief th a t  the  w orld  con ta ined  only tw o  forces, good  

an d  evil, a n d  he in te rna lized  the  ob liga t ion  o f  the  evangelical to  c rusade  

aga inst evil. This  b lack-and-w hite  view o f  the  w orld  an d  the belief th a t  he 

had a du ty  to  destroy evil never left him; neither did his paren ts’ teaching tha t  

it w as  on e ’s du ty  to  assist the  sick, the  needy, a n d  the  underprivileged. The  

need to  serve becam e as ingrained in his ch a rac ter  as his rebelliousness: they 

were  the tw in  poles o f  his being an d  w o u ld  rem ain  so th ro u g h o u t  his life.

As N o r m a n  w as  nea r ing  the  end  o f  th e  fifth g rade ,  his fa the r  becam e 

involved in a con troversy  th a t  forced the family to  m ove yet again. It was 

re la ted  to  “ a m u s e m e n ts , ” th e  p as t im e s  t h a t  M a lc o lm  B e thune  so  often  

preached against. W h a t  particu lar  form o f  am usem ent tr iggered his w ra th  on 

this occas ion is n o t  k now n , b u t  a f te r  he had  denounced  it f rom  the pulpit, 

m embers o f  the congregation  continued  to  misbehave. H is response was d ras 

tic. D uring  a S unday  m orn ing  service he announced  th a t  for h im  to  con t inue  

preaching  to  the  congregation  on  this subject w o u ld  be “ like casting  pearls
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before sw ine .” Offended, several m em bers  o f  his flock later app ro a ch ed  him, 

dem anding  he w ithdraw  his rem ark . H e refused, telling them he w ould  prefer 

to  resign as their  preacher, which he did. Later, cooler  bu t  resolute, he offered 

to  w i th d r a w  his rem a rk  b u t  n o t  his res igna tion .  At a p resby te ry  meeting  

called to  investigate the  conflict, he explained  his conduc t:  “ I have simply 

tr ied to  elevate the  congregation  to  the  ideal set by the M a s te r  an d  failing to  

succeed, I desire to  resign.” 4’

So in early July 1900 M alcolm  took  the family back to  Toronto ,  renting a 

house a t  132  Yorkville Avenue. O n  2 Septem ber N o rm a n  entered  G rade  Six 

a t  W inchester Street Public School, moving tw o  weeks later to  Jesse Ketchum 

Public School on  D av e n p o rt  R oad . N o  records o f  his s tudies survive, b u t  a 

family anecdote  show s he was already giving though t to  a career in medicine. 

H is m o th e r  arrived hom e on e  day  to  find him in f ron t  o f  the  coal stove, m a l

o d o ro u s  steam rising from  a large pot.  Inside it, to  her horror , she discovered 

a dead  dog th a t  N o rm a n  had  carried  hom e, sk inned an d  w as  now  boiling to  

str ip  the flesh from  the  skeleton. H e explained  th a t  he w an te d  to  s tudy the 

c re a tu re ’s ana tom y.44

M o s t  o f  his pastimes were less original. H e loved physical activity, p a r 

ticularly if it involved risk-taking, an d  w as  a lw ays look ing  for op p o r tu n i ty  

to  test himself. D ow nhill  s ledding w as  a favourite  spor t ,  an d  one day  after 

he an d  his friends had  m ade  several descents o f  lesser hills, he ann o u n c ed  he 

w as  going to  challenge the  steepest slope in the  Rosedale ravine. Careering  

d o w n ,  he lost contro l  o f  his sled an d  crashed  in to  a tree. O n e  metal runner  

pierced the  calf  and  thigh o f  his left leg, causing serious w o u n d s  th a t  left tw o  

long scars w hen  they healed.4’

Another  adventure  occurred dur ing  a sum m er holiday. W atching his father, 

a strong swimmer, m ake a long swim across an  inlet in Georgian Bay, N o rm an  

decided he could do  it too . T h e  following day  he set o u t ,  as usual telling no  

one w h a t  he w as  up  to. However, his fa the r  saw  him swim aw ay  from  the 

shore an d  followed in a  ro w b o a t .  Par t  w ay  across the  inlet N o rm a n  began 

to  flounder, an d  his father  rescued him just as he was going under. N o th in g  

d au n ted ,  the  boy vow ed to  a t tem p t  the  swim again  the  following summer. 

T h a t  t ime he m ade it.46

M eanw hile ,  M a lco lm ’s a b ru p t  d ep a r tu re  from  the church  a t  Aylmer had  

w recked  the family’s finances, for no  new  congregation  h ad  called h im to  

their  pulpit. To bring  in a little money, Elizabeth began tak ing  in boarders ,  

and  N o rm a n  go t an  after-school job  selling new spapers .  How ever,  as had  

been the case w ith  his grandfather, m oney  always slipped th rough  his fingers, 

and  w hatever  he ea rned  he spent o r  gave away.47
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T w o years later, as N o rm a n  w as  ab o u t  to  en ter  his eighth an d  final year of 

e lem entary  school, M alco lm  w as  still w ith o u t  an  income. In desperation  he 

tu rned  to  the  h o m e mission field. This w as  m ade up  o f  small congregations 

in rem ote ,  lightly p opu la ted  areas  th a t  were  unab le  to  pay  a m in is te r  and  

relied on  suppo r t  from the  presbytery an d  the national church. T h e  mission 

field w as  shunned  by m any ministers because the congregations were d is tant 

from u rb an  centres, living conditions were often barely adequate ,  an d  the pay 

was m uch less than  in other  areas o f  the ministry. But M alcolm  had  no  choice. 

H e w as  appoin ted  to  minister to  the congregation  o f  the First Presbyterian 

C hurch  in Massey Station on the  N o r th  C hannel o f  Lake H u ro n .  H e w as  also 

to  preach in ano ther  church in Walford, and  in a third in The  Mine. These tiny 

com m unities  were m ore  than  six hund red  kilom etres no r thw es t  o f  Toronto ,  

in the sou thern  fringe o f  the  thickly forested area  kn o w n  as the  Algom a Dis

trict. This thinly popula ted  area was in the early stages o f  an econom ic boom , 

caused prim arily  by A m erican  d em and  for C a n ad ian  timber. A lm ost every 

municipality on  the C anad ian  Pacific Railway line between Sudbury an d  Sault 

Ste M arie  had a lum ber  mill. T h e  largest o f  these com m unities .  Blind River, 

had  a popula tion  o f  just under  tw o  thousand  an d  boasted  several sawmills.

T h e  Bethunes arr ived in Blind River in Septem ber 1903. T hey  had  chosen 

to  live there  because the  tow n  had  a high school, which w ould  a l low  Janet  

to  con tinue  her educat ion .  The  d ra w b a c k  w as  th a t  M alco lm  w o u ld  be 75 

kilom etres aw ay  by rail f rom  his congregations in an d  a ro u n d  M assey Sta

tion. Each Sunday he took  the  early train  for the hour-and-a -ha lf  tr ip  east

w a rd  to  preach in M assey Station, W alford, an d  The  M ine .48 For the  first six 

m o n th s  he w as  aw ay  from  h o m e every Sunday an d  occasionally  on  M o n d a y  

as well. This  inconvenient a r ran g e m en t  ended  in the spring o f  1904 w hen  

the congregation  o f  St A n d re w ’s Presbyterian C hurch  in Blind River asked 

h im to  be their  pastor.

In Blind River the  Bethunes lived in the fo rm er  Baptist parsonage  on C e n 

tre Avenue. T h e  tw o-and -a -ha lf  s torey building w ith  w hite  c lapboa rd  siding 

w as  one o f  the  largest in the  com m unity .  F rom  the  parsonage  N o rm a n  and  

Jane t  had  a sh o r t  w alk  d o w n  M ichigan  Street to  a t ten d  the  newly opened 

th ree -room  school. T h e  “ high schoo l” w as  a  single room  in the bu ild ing’s 

second  floor, w h ere  s tuden ts  f rom  the  e igh th  g rad e  o n w a r d  were  taugh t.  

N o rm a n  an d  Ja n e t  joined fifteen o thers  w h o  were  being ta u g h t  all subjects 

by the  school principal.

After living in T o ron to ,  M alco lm  an d  Elizabeth Bethune m ust have seen 

Blind River as a terrible com edow n . But N o rm an  was fascinated by the busy 

little village, w here  cow s w ande red  a lo n g  the  n a r r o w  unpaved  streets and
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bears som etim es ventured into tow n. T h e  a ro m a  o f  w ood  sm oke h ung  heavy 

in the  air, and  the saws o f  the lum ber mills screeched from  m orn ing  to  night. 

D uring  the  frigid winters the little com m unity  was often sn o w bound  for days. 

M an y  o f  the residents were single men a t tracted  by w o rk  in the  lum ber trade ,  

w h o  lived in hastily th ro w n  up ta r-paper  shacks. Rootless and  lonely, they 

spent m uch o f  their  spare time brawling in bars; the  m ost po p u la r  o f  these, 

located in the Blind River H otel ,  w as  kn o w n  as the “ Bucket o f  B lood .”4',

N o rm a n  m ade  the m ost o f  his new  surroundings .  It w as  a  tou g h  c o m m u 

nity, and  he soon  learned to  handle  his fists.$° H is love o f  the  o u td o o r s  da ted  

f rom  his Beaverton days, an d  it w o u ld  deepen du r ing  the nex t tw o  years of 

his life, for the  physical setting o f  Blind River w as  w ilder  an d  g ra n d e r  than  

a n y th in g  he had  yet seen. T h e  shores  o f  Lake  H u r o n  w ere  ca rpe ted  w ith  

dense forests o f  w hite  pine, an d  the  swiftly flowing Mississagi River carved 

its w ay  sou th  th rough  the rocky cliffs o f  the C a n ad ian  Shield near  the  tow n 

in cascades o f  w h ite -w ater  rapids. N o rm a n  learned to  paddle  a  canoe  on  the 

river's low er reaches, an d  he soon  m aste red  an o th e r  p o p u la r  local sport: log

rolling. At the  boom  c a m p  a t  the  m ou th  o f  the  river, th o u san d s  o f  logs were 

assembled af te r  having been floated d o w n  from  the h in ter land . O n  holidays, 

large crow ds w ou ld  ga ther  to  cheer  on  ch a m p io n s  o f  rival logging camps. 

T w o  com peti to rs  w o u ld  spring o n to  opposite  ends o f  a huge pine log, sp in

ning it by runn ing  on  it in their  spiked boots ,  s topp ing  an d  s ta rt ing  to  try to 

th ro w  each o the r  off into the  water. Thrilled by this test o f  skill and  strength , 

N o rm a n  began to  practise log-rolling on his o w n  an d  soon  becam e adept.

T h e  wilderness was his refuge, and  he needed one, for his conflict w ith his 

father w as  growing ever m ore intense. Things had  gone better over the w in ter  

with  M alcolm  aw ay  a t  M assey Station on Sundays, but once he began p reach

ing a t  St A ndrew ’s and  w as  a t  hom e m ore ,  he and  N o rm a n  began quarrelling 

again. To avoid these con fron ta t ions ,  N o rm a n  to o k  to  leaving h o m e Friday 

nights to  spend w eekends  w ith  a f r iend .51

Despite changing schools so often, he m anaged  to  d o  well academically. In 

Ju n e  1904 he took  the  tra in  to  Sault Ste M a rie  to  sit for a series o f  eleven 

provincial exam ina tions  th a t  w ou ld  a llow him to  en ter  Form  O ne, the  first 

year o f  high school. Tw o weeks later he eagerly scanned the list o f  the seventy- 

six successful exa m in a t io n  cand ida tes  in the  Sa u lt S tar  an d  discovered his 

nam e ranked  fourteenth  in the  entire Algoma D istric t.51 But his success cre

ated fresh problem s for the  family, because the tiny high school in Blind River 

d id no t  offer the science courses he w ould  need to  en ter  medical school. H e 

w o u ld  have to  a t tend  a larger high school, and  the closest w as  in the  bustling 

lum ber an d  steel centre o f  Sault Ste M arie ,  150 kilom etres to  the west. So the
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fam ily m ade yet a n o th e r  m ove, the seventh in eleven years. T he life N o rm an  

had  m ade for h im self in Blind River w ou ld  have to  be left behind.

T h e  B ethunes m oved to  S ault Ste M arie  in  A ugust an d  ren ted  a room y 

tw o -an d -a -h a lf  storey  house o f grey concrete  b rick  set on  a spacious lo t a t 55 

W oodw ard  Avenue. It w as on ly  a ten -m inu te  w alk  to  the high school, w hich 

occu p ied  several ro o m s o n  the  second  floo r o f th e  Beck B lock, ab o v e  a 

p lum bing  an d  tinsm ith  business. T w o teachers ta u g h t all subjects to  fifty s tu 

dents. N o rm an  m ust have p u t his m ind  to  h is stud ies, because a t the end  of 

the year he ob ta in ed  an  h o n o u rs  s tand ing  an d  w as p ro m o ted  to  F orm  T w o.53 

M eanw hile  he had  taken  a  pa rt-tim e  job  a t th e  local b ranch  o f  the  Y oung 

M e n ’s C h ris tian  A ssocia tion , w h ich  ren ted  acco m m o d atio n  to  young  men 

an d  a lso  offered  a read ing  ro o m . W h a t N o rm a n ’s job  w as is n o t k n o w n , bu t 

he m ay have w orked  as a room  clerk  o r in the  read ing  room .

O nce again he had to  prove him self in a new  s itu a tio n , and  the only  w ay 

he knew  w as to  assert h im self an d  go his ow n way. T his b rough t a b o u t m ore 

c o n fro n ta tio n s  w ith  his father. F ortunate ly , M alco lm  in tended  to  con tinue 

preaching to  the congregation  o f his church  in Blind River, so he had  to  return  

to  the rou tine  o f tak in g  the tra in  every Sunday. T axing  though  th is w as for 

him , his absence on  Sundays m ust have been a relief to  N o rm an . T he boy was 

n o t so close to  the  big w oods as he had  been a t Blind River, b u t w henever he 

cou ld , he w o u ld  escape to  th e  shores o f Lake Superior. H e loved sw im m ing 

there , in the largest an d  co ldest o f th e  G re a t Lakes, an d  div ing afte r turtles. 

A rm ed w ith  a tr id e n t, he w ould  paddle his canoe n ear the  m ou ths o f  stream s 

feeding the lake to  spear the  huge stu rgeon  th a t cam e there to  spaw n. In the 

w in te r he w ou ld  d rag  an  ice-hut far o u t on  the  lake’s frozen surface to  fish 

th rough  a hole by lan tern  light for herring , perch , and  pickerel.54

But bad  luck co n tin u ed  to  dog  the  fam ily, fo r no  so o n e r had  they  settled 

dow n in Sault Ste M arie  th an  tro u b le  erup ted  betw een M alco lm  Bethune and  

his co n g re g a tio n  in Blind River. In F eb ru ary  1905 th e  ch u rch  elders a n 

nounced  the ir decision  to  becom e independen t o f the H om e M ission Board 

a n d  choose  th e ir  o w n  m inister. T hey  p lan n ed  to  inv ite  a p p lica tio n s  from  

o th e r  P resbyterian  c le rgym an .55 M alco lm  trea ted  this decision as a snub , and  

only  seven m on th s afte r tak in g  the fam ily to  Sault Ste M arie he resigned from  

St A ndrew ’s. O ne m on th  la ter o n  Sunday, 26 M arch , he preached  his farewell 

se rm on  in Blind River.56 As before, his m in istry  had  ended  on  a sou r note: 

th e re  w as no  farew ell p a rty  w ith  gifts as in B eaverton, an d  the local new s

pap e r d id  n o t p r in t the  cus tom ary  w o rd s  o f p raise fo r a d ep a rtin g  m inister.

O nce  aga in  unab le  to  su p p o rt his family, M alco lm  had  a lready  urged the 

H om e M ission Board to  find him  a new  ap p o in tm e n t as so o n  as possible.



Fortunate ly , there w as a vacancy in the ru ra l congregations o f  Jo h n s to n e  and  

C aven  in the  P resbytery  o f O w en  S ound , on  the  so u th  sho re  o f G eorg ian  

Bay. H e accepted  th e  p o sitio n .57 W hen he d isem barked  from  the  steam er th a t 

had  b ro u g h t h im  from  S au lt Ste M arie , he w as d riven  tw en ty  k ilo m etres  

no rth  o f O w en Sound to  a build ing know n  as the  L ivingstone farm house, the 

on ly  residence ava ilab le fo r the new  m in ister.58 H e p reached  his first serm on 

on  16 A pril an d  fo r the  n ex t ten  w eeks, until his ch ild ren  finished school and  

th e  fam ily could  join h im , he lived a lone  in the  iso lated  farm house.

E lizabeth  an d  th e  ch ild ren  follow ed him  to  O w en  Sound in la te Ju n e . T he 

to w n  itself looked  lively enough , b u t even the  ebu llien t N o rm an  m ust have 

been ta k en  aback  w hen  he saw  his new  hom e. O n  a dusty  side ro ad , su r

ro u n d ed  by b ro ad  fields, the  old house had  no  in d o o r p lum bing  o r cen tra l 

heating . It w as w ith o u t electricity  as w ell, as th is service d id  n o t reach m any 

ru ra l areas a ro u n d  O w en  S ound un til m any  years later. T h e  on ly  redeem ing 

fea tu re  o f th e  place w as the  sw eeping view  over the  so u n d  an d  G eorg ian  Bay 

beyond . N o rm an  m ust have been relieved to  h ear th a t he an d  his b ro th e r  

w ere to  b o ard  in tow n  in S eptem ber an d  a tten d  school un til his fa the r could  

find ac co m m o d atio n  th e re .59 In early  O c to b e r  th e  fam ily m oved in to  a tw o- 

sto rey  red  brick  house on th e  D ivision S treet hill, only  a few b locks from  the 

high school. But th is stay  to o  w as brief. W orn o u t by long  jou rneys am ong  

his th ree w idely  sep ara ted  congregations, M alco lm  gratefu lly  accep ted  a call 

from  the new ly form ed cong regation  o f  St P au l’s in the  ham le t o f  B rooke on 

O w en  S o u n d ’s o u tsk irts .60 A nd the fam ily m oved yet aga in , to  a house on 

S tandish  A venue, the ir te n th  residence in fou rteen  years.

W ith  a po p u la tio n  o f just over ten  th o u san d , O w en  Sound w as la rger than  

any  o th e r  co m m u n ity  they  h ad  lived in since leav ing  T o ro n to . T h e  w h ea t 

trad e  w as boom ing  in the early  years o f th e  tw en tie th  century , and  the tow n 

h ad  becom e the  receiving cen tre  fo r g ra in  from  the p rairies carried  by ship 

across Lake H u ro n . T h e  to w n  w as p rospering , an d  its p o p u la tio n  w as g ro w 

ing. W hen N o rm an  entered  the O w en Sound C ollegiate and  V ocational Insti

tu te  in S eptem ber 1905 , w o rk  w as nearing  com pletion  o n  a six-classroom  

ad d itio n  to  th e  school. W ith  a s ta ff  o f ten  teachers, all o f them  specialists in 

th e ir  sub jects, the  colleg iate  p rov ided  a higher quality  o f ed u ca tio n  th a n  he 

had  ever h ad .6*

It did n o t ta k e  him  long to  m ake his m ark . In his first y ea r he w as elected 

class rep resen tative on  the s tu d en t executive, and  he w as a keen player o n  the 

schoo l b ask e tb a ll te a m .61 H e a lso  jo ined  a Bible c lass, w h ich  m u st have 

w arm ed  the  cockles o f his m uch-tried  p a re n ts’ h ea rts .63 In his spare  tim e he 

carried  o u t various scientific experim en ts a t hom e an d  bu ilt up  an  im pressive 

co llec tion  o f insects, c a p tu r in g  som e o f h is best specim ens by scaling  the
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to w n ’s stree tligh t s ta n d a rd s .64 A lthough  th e re  a re  n o  detailed  school records 

o f his m arks, the  U niversity  o f T o ro n to  la ter ad m itted  him  on  the basis o f an 

h o n o u rs  s tan d in g  g ran te d  on  receiving his Ju n io r  M a tricu la tio n  certificate 

from  the  C ollegiate in 1907 .65 H is  g rad u a tio n  w ith  h o n o u rs  w as rem ark ab le  

because, busy w ith  his ex tra cu rricu la r  activ ities an d  hobb ies, he ap p aren tly  

spen t little tim e on  his studies.

D espite his fa th e r’s new  positio n , fam ily finances w ere still shaky, so once 

again Elizabeth decided to  take in a boarder. N o rm an  and  his younger b ro ther 

had  to  share  a bed ro o m , an d  th is  proved  d isastro u s. N o rm an  resen ted  the 

loss o f his privacy, and  the  b ro th ers  frequen tly  c lashed .66 A fter som e o f the ir 

fights N o rm a n  w o u ld  sto rm  o u t o f the  house an d  stay  aw ay  fo r h o u rs .67

So th e re  w as p ro b ab ly  relief as well as reg ret in th e  fam ily w hen N o rm an  

left hom e shortly  after g rad u a tio n  in June  1907. As his m other lam ented long 

afte rw a rd s , “ H e w as my bad  boy. H e w as a  pain  in the  neck w hen  he w as 

hom e an d  a pain  in the heart w hen he w as aw ay .”68
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2  *

Tempering

Work and War, September lyoy-F ebru ary  1919

G iven his fam ily’s ch ron ic  lack o f  m oney, the young  N o rm an  Bethune knew  

th a t he had  to  find w o rk  if he w an ted  to  a tten d  university, because he w ou ld  

have to  pay  his tu ition  fees an d  m ost o f his living expenses him self. H e spent 

the sum m er w ork ing  as a busboy on passenger ships on  the O w en S o u n d -P o rt 

A rth u r rou te. H is sister, w ho  kep t his m oney fo r h im , recalled th a t he often 

q uarrelled  w ith  th e  sh ip ’s crew  w hile  asserting  his righ ts an d  independence .’ 

W hen the to u r is t season  ended  in Septem ber, he headed  to  the  A lgom a 

D istric t, the area  he had  fallen in love w ith  d u rin g  th e  years in Blind River 

an d  S ault Ste M arie . T h ere  he found  w o rk  in co n s tru c tio n  cam ps betw een 

S ep tem ber 1907  an d  D ecem ber 1 9 0 8 , likely bu ild in g  ra ilw a y s .1 H e so o n  

d iscovered  th a t  bush  w o rk  w as to u g h . T h e  m en w o rk e d  six  days a w eek , 

ten  hours a day, an d  lived in log bun k h o u ses in a fug  o f  sw ea t an d  tobacco  

sm oke. A t night they slept on  straw  m attresses, huddling under coarse w oollen  

b lankets. M any  o f them  w ere im m igran ts, for the m ost p a rt p oo rly  educated  

an d  un ab le  to  speak  m uch  E nglish . F o r th e  seven teen -year-o ld  so n  o f  a 

p reacher, the  rough  language an d  th e  stress o f com m unal life w ith  o ld er men 

in a sm all b u n khouse  m ust have com e as a shock . H e h ad  to  p rove h im self 

all over again , and  in a  m ore  difficult s itu a tio n  th a n  he had  ever faced before. 

But he rose to  the  challenge. T h o u g h  only  o f m edium  heigh t, he w as b ro ad - 

shou ldered  an d  well bu ilt, fast on  his feet an d  g ood  w ith  h is fists; he d id  n o t 

look for fights, b u t if challenged, he never backed dow n , no  m a tte r the size of 

h is o p p o n e n t.' C am p  life to ughened  h im , an d  he learned  to  en joy  rough ing  

it an d  being w ith  “ the  boys.” T he ruggedly  m asculine w o rk  su ited  h im , and  

he loved living in the forests near lakes w here he could sw im  an d  fish, revelling 

in th is  first ta s te  o f  real freedom . Likely it w as a t  th is  p o in t th a t he developed 

an  abrasive rudeness, am o u n tin g  a t tim es to  crud ity , w h ich  he w o u ld  de lib 

erately  use la te r in life as a w eapon  to  pun ish  those  w h o  o ffended  him .



D uring  th e  sum m er o f  1908 he w o rk ed  o n  the  lake b o a ts  again  an d  then 

returned  to  construction  w ork  in Algom a in the au tum n. Just before C hristm as 

his sister Ja n e t heard  an  insisten t rap p in g  a t  th e  back  d o o r  o f the  Bethune 

house in O w en  Sound. O p en in g  it, she faced a seedy-looking  bearded  fellow 

in shoddy  w o rk in g  clo thes, his h a t pulled low  over h is eyes. H e dem anded  

food in a g ru ff voice, and  she began to  close the door. T hen  the m an chuckled 

an d  sa id , “Ju n a , d o n ’t you recogn ize  m e?"4 F o rtu n a te ly  fo r fam ily  peace 

an d  harm ony , Bethune stayed  on ly  a few days. U nable to  find o th e r  w ork  

th a t w inter, he had  accepted  a teach ing  assignm ent in Edgeley, a sm all village 

in V aughan T ow nsh ip  n o rth w est o f T o ro n to .

O n  M o n d a y  m orn ing , 4 Ja n u a ry  1909 , he faced his first class. H is task  

w as to  teach  all the  sub jec ts in each  o f  th e  eigh t e lem en ta ry  g rad es. T h e  

school w as a sing le-room  brick bu ild ing, n ine by fifteen m etres, packed  to  

bu rsting  w ith  nearly  a hun d red  farm  boys an d  girls rang ing  in age from  six 

to  the  m id-teens. In the cen tre  o f the  room  w ere row s o f  desks, a t each of 

w hich sa t tw o  pupils; o th e rs , squeezed to g e th er on  benches lining the side 

walls, had to  use their laps as w riting  surfaces. A w ood stove occupied a corner 

n ear the door, and  a t the  o th e r  end  o f the  ro o m  s tood  the  te ac h e r’s desk on 

a raised  p la tfo rm  in f ro n t o f the  slate b lack b o ard .

T here  w as a buzz o f su rp rise w hen the  pup ils g o t th e ir  first look a t  their 

new  teacher, w h o  w as inform ally  dressed in an  open-necked  sh irt instead o f 

the  high w ingback  c o lla r  a n d  jack e t an d  tie  th a t  w ere  s ta n d a rd  fo r m ale 

teach ers  in th o se  d a y s .5 “ M y nam e is M r B ethune. b - e - t - h - u - n - e . ”  H e 

w ro te  it on  the b lack b o ard . T hen , m uch as his fa th e r w as w o n t to  d o  from  

the  p u lp it, he crisp ly  laid  d o w n  a se t o f ru les, m ak in g  it c lear th a t he ex 

pected them  to  be obeyed. Som e o f the  o lder boys w ere bu rly  fellow s w ith  

m oustaches, only  a  year o r tw o  younger th a n  the ir eighteen-year-old  teacher, 

and  they  w ere p ro v o k ed  by his a ir  o f  co m m an d . A fter a few days o f his iron 

ru le, th ree o f  them  decided to  te s t him  an d  began to  ac t up. U ntil m om ents 

before dism issal tim e Bethune ignored them . T hen  he sum m oned  the row dies 

to  the fro n t o f the  room  an d  lined them  up  aga inst the  b lack b o a rd  facing the 

class. G etting  o u t a long black leather s trap , he o rdered  them  to  tu rn  their 

palm s up w ard  an d  m oved a lo n g  the line w allop ing  each  o u ts tre tch ed  hand .

T his p roduced  a b rief effect, b u t several days la ter tw o  o ld er boys again 

began to  ac t up , and  w hen  B ethune o rd ered  them  to  s to p , they defied him . 

Ju m p in g  dow n from  his p la tfo rm , he g rabbed  one o f the boys’ shoulders and 

shoved  him  in to  h is seat, h ard . H e s ta rted  to w ard  the o ther, w ho  quickly  re 

trea ted  to  his place. T h e  fo llow ing  m o rn in g  he found  the  w o rd  “ S p itto o n ” 

crudely  sp la tte red  in red p a in t across the  school fence, b u t aside from  this
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m ute p ro test, no th ing  else happened for several days. T hen , as he w as leaving 

school late one afte rn o o n , he w as set upon  ou tside  the school gate  by a h u lk 

ing fellow  w ho  th rew  a punch a t  him . B ethune dodged  and  landed  a punch 

o f  his o w n , fo llow ing  it up  w ith  a ra in  o f b low s th a t k nocked  th e  m an to  the 

g ro u n d . S tand ing  over him  w ith  cocked  fists, B ethune challenged  him  to  get 

up  an d  fight, b u t his o p p o n e n t g rabbed  his ca p  an d  fled. B ethune’s tro u n c 

ing o f the  boys’ cham pion  m ark ed  the  end  o f  his p rob lem s w ith  discipline. 

W hen the school year cam e to  an  end and  he left Edgeley, he had earned  $269 , 

m inus the  cost o f his room  an d  bo ard . A dded to  the sum s he had  ea rn ed  on 

the lake sh ips an d  in co n stru c tio n  w o rk , it w as enough  to  a llow  him  to  begin 

his university  stud ies.6

A t the beginning o f O c to b e r 1909, Bethune enrolled  in the U niversity o f 

T o ron to . H ow ever, he w as unable to  en ter the  Faculty o f  M edicine, because 

to  do  so he required  either G reek o r G erm an , an d  although  these subjects had 

been offered a t the O w en  Sound C ollegiate, he h ad  taken  neither. So he en 

tered  the Physiological an d  Biochem ical C ourse  an d  chose to  s tudy  G erm an 

to  m eet his language req u irem en t. But he d id  n o t do  well in his stud ies. H is 

best g rade w as а в in English, and  although  he m anaged  to  pass his science 

and  m athem atics courses, he failed n o t only the  requ ired  G erm an  b u t French 

an d  L atin  as w ell. It is n o t know n  how  he spen t the  fo llow ing  sum m er, b u t 

he m ay have w orked  in logging cam ps again . Back in T o ro n to  in Septem ber

1910, he w ro te  his supplem ental ex am inations, b u t again  the  results w ere d is

courag ing . H e passed French th is tim e, b u t aga in  failed Latin and  G erm an .7

H is second  year a t  un iversity  w en t little b e tte r th a n  th e  first. T h is tim e 

he op ted  to  study  scientific G erm an  to o , no  d o u b t hop ing  th a t it m ig h t be 

easier to  g rasp  th a n  literary  G erm an . But w hen he learned  his resu lts in M ay

1 9 1 1, his g rad e  in G erm an  w as an  abysm al 10 per cen t. A fter this second 

fru stra tin g  failu re , he m ust have sp en t the sum m er fre tting  a b o u t w hether 

o r  n o t he cou ld  m ake up  the  language course  he needed . In S eptem ber he sat 

fo r th ree supp lem ental exam ina tions. H e failed literary  G erm an  yet aga in , 

b u t m anaged  to  pass Latin  and  scientific G erm an , w hich w ould  have allow ed 

him  to  en ter the  Faculty  o f M edicine  in O ctober.

But he did n o t, an d  the  likely reason  fo r th is is lack o f  m oney. H e had 

a lready  used up  m ost o f his savings, an d  his fa th e r cou ld  n o t help h im , being 

o n ce  aga in  w ith o u t an  incom e. H av in g  resigned  from  o r  o th e rw ise  lost 

several m ore  con g reg atio n s in the in te rven ing  years,8 M alco lm  B ethune had 

m oved the  fam ily to  T o ron to . T he p lan  w as th a t N o rm an  w ould  live a t hom e 

w hile in m edical school, and  E lizabeth w ould  again opera te  a board ing  house. 

M alco lm  expected  to  ea rn  sm all a m o u n ts  from  filling in fo r m in iste rs on  

ho liday  an d  in th is  w ay  h oped  th e  fam ily cou ld  m ake ends m eet. In N ovem -
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her 1910 they had  b o ugh t a large, sem i-detached , th ree-s to rey  house a t 19 

H a rb o rd  S treet n ea r the un iversity  cam p u s, p ro b ab ly  using  m oney from  a 

bequest recently  received from  th e  esta te  o f  M alco lm ’s g ran d fa th er, A ngus 

B ethune.9 T he second floor had  bed room s fo r the  family, an d  the  floor above 

had  space to  accom odate  fou r boarders, w h o  w ould  take  their m eals w ith  the 

fam ily in the  first-floor d in ing  room .

Even w ith  his lodging taken  care of, N o rm an  still needed m oney for tu ition  

and  tex tbooks. W orking for an o th er year before en tering  m edical school m ay 

have seem ed the  only  answ er, an d  th e re  w ere o th e r  reasons to  delay  his re 

tu rn  to  university. H e had  lived aw ay  from  hom e fo r m ore  than  th ree  years 

before m oving  in w ith  the  fam ily again  in N o v em b er 1910  and  likely m issed 

his in dependence . Because the  b o a rd e rs  req u ired  th e  e x tra  b ed ro o m s, he 

aga in  had  to  share  a ro o m  w ith  his b ro ther, an d  the  th o u g h t o f do ing  so for 

the  rest o f his years in m edical school did n o t appeal to  him . H e w as also  rest

less a fte r tw o  years o f  struggling  w ith  cou rse  w o rk  an d  ready  fo r a change 

o f scene. So w hen  he saw  a chance to  re tu rn  to  his beloved A lgom a D istric t, 

he decided to  p u t o ff  en tering  m edical school. T h e  o p p o rtu n ity  w as p rovided  

by the  R ead ing  C am p  A ssociation , to d a y  k n o w n  as F ro n tie r C ollege, w hich 

provided education  to  w orkers in rem ote cam ps. It offered Bethune an  assign

m en t as lab o u re r-teach er in the  A lgom a D istric t. T h e  job  w as a perfect fit 

w ith  his passion for the  w ilderness and  m ust also  have appealed  to  his deeply 

ro o ted  sense th a t it w as his du ty  to  help o thers.

O n  the  m o rn in g  o f i z  O c to b e r 1911 he to o k  the  tra in  n o rth  to  Sudbury. 

W ith  him  w en t tw o  big boxes o f books and  m agazines. A fter a brief stopover, 

he co n tin u ed  w est by rail to  the  village o f W hitefish. T h e  rest o f the  tr ip , a 

d istance o f  fifteen k ilom etres, w as by w agon  on  a  n a rro w  ro ad  th a t w ound  

th ro u g h  th e  w o o d s  a lo n g  th e  n o r th e rn  sh o re lin e  o f  L ak e  P an ach e  to  its 

w estern  end  a n d  then  tu rn ed  sou th  to  M a rtin ’s C am p , one o f five on  the lake 

o w ned  by the  V ictoria H a rb o u r  L um ber C o m p an y .10 B ethune p resen ted  his 

le tte r o f in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  fo rem an , R. R ob in so n , w ho  exp lained  the  cam p 

ro u tin e  an d  then  to o k  him  to  the R ead ing  R oom , a sm all log bu ild ing  th a t 

w ould  serve as bo th  B ethune’s living q u a rte rs  and  a lib rary /c lassroom . In his 

first re p o r t to  the  R ead ing  C am p  A ssocia tion , he w ould  w rite  th a t  he spent 

th e  first w eek “ lay ing  in a su p p ly  o f w o o d , p la s te rin g  a n d  a rra n g in g  the  

c o m fo rts  o f  an  effete civ ilization  in con fo rm ity  w ith  the stric t m ission-style 

furn ish ings o f my b u ngalow .” 11

T h en  he s ta rte d  to  w o rk . H is first jo b  w as as a “ sw am p er,” the  low est 

ran k  in the bush w o rk  h ierarchy; he joined a gang  repa iring  an d  levelling the 

m ain  ro a d  a long  w hich tim ber w o u ld  be hau led  a fte r snow  fell. H is e n th u 

siasm  a n d  his ab ility  to  learn  qu ick ly  m u st have im pressed  th e  fo rem an ,
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because he so o n  gave B ethune m o re  d em an d in g  assignm en ts . H e w o rk e d  

n ex t as an  ax em an , blazing a tra il by ch opp ing  gashes in the  trees to  be felled 

la te r by saw m en; he then  jo ined  a g ro u p  o f  sk id d e rs , w h o  d rag g ed  felled 

tim b er a lo n g  th e  ice-covered ro ad s. It had  been th ree  years since B ethune 

had  w o rk e d  in  the  bush , an d  a lth o u g h  in a re p o r t to  th e  secre ta ry  o f  the  

R eading  C am p  A ssociation in T o ro n to  he claim ed th a t he w as used to  ro ugh 

ing it, he a t  first found  the  six ty -h o u r w eek pun ish ing . C onfessing  th a t the 

w o rk  o f the  first th ree  w eeks h ad  p ro d u ce d  “ b lis ters a n d  fully developed  

sym ptom s o f a k ink in my vertebral co lu m n ,” he added  in his op tim istic  way, 

“ how ever, I enjoy it, an d  am  sure I shall like it im m ensely la ter o n .” 11

H is w o rk  in th e  bush  w as on ly  p a r t o f  h is d u tie s , fo r in  the  evenings he 

becam e a teacher-lib rarian . H e gave classes to  his fellow  w o rk e rs  in English, 

C an ad ian  h isto ry  an d  geography, arithm etic , le tte r w riting , an d  hygiene, and  

he a lso  m anaged  a  sm all lib ra ry  o f books an d  m agazines. D isap p o in ted  by 

its scan ty  ho ld ings, he w ro te  to  th e  secretary  o f th e  R ead ing  C am p  A ssocia

tion  requesting  copies o f  the Illu stra ted  L o n d o n  N e w s  an d  offered  to  pay  for 

a subscrip tion  to  the  Sa turday E ven in g  Post, one o f  the m en’s favou rite  m ag 

azines. H e a lso  asked fo r a d ic tionary  and  som e book le ts  in G erm an , F rench, 

Polish, an d  H u n g arian  fo r use in teach ing  English. As w ell, he needed “ a few 

Bibles an d  . . .  a  dozen  paper-covered  A lexander’s H ym n b ooks, used by the 

revivalist com m ittee , con ta in in g  ‘‘W here is M y  W andering B o y  T on igh t} ' and  

all those k inds o f  songs, you know .” T hen  he added : “T h is is n o t a jo k e .” 13 

In an  a ttem p t to  reduce the boredom  o f cam p life, he also  led the  m en in g roup  

singing, an d  he conduc ted  relig ious services o n  Sundays. H e w as no  d o u b t 

am used  th a t, like h is father, he w as n ow  m in iste ring  to  a flock.

As he h ad  p red ic ted , once he had  to u g h en ed  up  he began  to  en joy the  

w hole experience. H e loved being back in th e  C an ad ian  N o rth  an d  felt deep 

sa tisfac tion  a t  p rov ing  h im self as g ood  a lum berm an  as any  o th e r  m an . H e 

w as also  en thusiastic  a b o u t the m ission o f the  R ead ing  C am p  A ssociation  

an d  his o w n  ro le  in it. O n  N ew  Y ear’s Eve, m o re  th a n  tw o  m o n th s  a fte r 

a rriv ing  a t the  cam p , he w ro te  to  the associa tion  th a t all w as go ing  w ell. Still 

w orried  a b o u t the  dozen  o r  so m en in the cam p  w ho  cou ld  n o t speak  Eng

lish, he said  th a t it w as “ ex trem ely  desirab le th a t they  kn o w  som eth ing  a t 

least a b o u t the  language w hen  they leave the  cam p  in the  sp rin g ,” an d  asked 

fo r m ore  language in s tru c tio n  books. In th e  sam e le tte r he a lso  described  

using his skills as a param ed ic , perh ap s fo r the  first tim e, sta tin g  th a t he w as 

a b o u t to  leave cam p  w ith  a fellow  w o rk e r “ w ho  h ad  his leg b roken  yester

d a y - a  sim ple fracture o f the tib ia. A dm inistered first-aid-splints etc. Will haul 

him  to  W hitefish &c te leg raph  fo r am bu lance  to  m eet the  tra in  to  S udbury .” '4
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E njoying o u td o o r  life an d  look ing  o u t fo r his fellow  w o rk ers , he w as in his 

elem ent. A p h o to g rap h  taken  six  w eeks later show s h im  posed fro n t an d  cen

tre am ong  a g roup  o f loggers, all o lder th a n  he. H an d s on hips, his ha t cocked 

a t a rak ish  angle, he is clearly  in charge o f the  situa tion .

W hen th e  cam p b roke  up  fo r the season  in m id -M arch , he sen t a telegram  

to  the  R ead ing  C am p  A ssociation  ask ing  fo r a  ra ilw ay  pass to  a llow  him  to 

re tu rn  to  T o ro n to . D iscovering th a t it cou ld  n o t a t once pay  him  the  en tire  

sum  o f $ 1 0 0  ow ed  to  him  fo r his five m o n th s’ w o rk , he stayed a t  hom e for 

a sh o r t tim e an d  then  set o ff on  a tr ip  to  the w estern  U nited  S ta te s .'5 A fter 

trave lling  th ro u g h  M ich igan  a n d  M in n e so ta , he ran  o u t  o f  funds in  F o rt 

W illiam , O n ta rio ; on  4 Ju ly  he sen t a te legram  to  the  R ead ing  C am p  A sso

cia tion  w ith  the  u rg en t m essage, “ K indly te leg raph  a t once $ 5 5 .0 0  balance 

d u e .” '6 Tw elve days later he w as in W innipeg, w here he had  found  a job  w ith 

a local new spaper, T h e  Telegram, as a cub  rep o rte r.'7 But after only  a few days 

he q u it, p e rh ap s  feeling to o  confined by w o rk in g  a t a desk an d  w earing  a 

sh irt and  tie. L onging fo r the o u td o o rs , he asked  the R eading  C am p  A ssoci

a tio n  fo r an  assignm ent as in struc to r in a railw ay o r construc tion  cam p so he 

cou ld  “g e t o u t in the  open  aga in  fo r th e  n ex t th ree  m o n th s .” '8 But n o  posi

tions w ere available, so by the beg inning  o f O c to b e r he w as back in T oron to , 

ready  to  re tu rn  to  un iversity .'9

O n  3 O c to b e r 191Z he finally registered  in the  F aculty  o f M edicine, tw o  

days la te  fo r the  beg inn ing  o f the  session . Because he had  p icked  up  one 

cou rse  in m a th em atics  an d  tw o  in science du ring  h is p rev ious tw o  years, he 

w as allow ed  to  en te r the  second  year o f m edicine, b u t w ith  the prov iso  th a t 

he ta k e  a first-year course  in em bryo logy .20 Free a t last o f d au n tin g  language 

courses, he ended  th e  year w ith  a cred itab le  70  per cen t average. Som etim e 

a fte r the  end  o f ex a m in a tio n s in M ay  1913 , he w en t back to  the N o rth , th is 

tim e to  join a  w o rk  gang  fo r the  N a tio n a l T ran sco n tin en ta l Railw ay.

W hen  he re tu rn e d  in S ep tem ber fo r his th ird  year o f  m edical schoo l, 

Bethune had to  find lodgings in T o ron to  because the  fam ily had  m oved to  the 

N iag a ra  reg ion , his fa th e r  h av in g  fo und  a p o stin g  w ith  co n g reg a tio n s  in 

B lackheath  an d  East Seneca. B ethune to o k  a job  in a re s ta u ra n t n ear the  u n i

versity to  supp lem ent his lim ited savings and  pay fo r his room  and  board . O n 

his ow n in the city for the  first tim e, he began to  d rin k  a lco h o l.21 O n  his vis

its to  his family, he insisted on  bring ing  liquor, flaun ting  his new  h ab it before 

his stern ly  abs tem ious p aren ts . Surprisingly, they eventually  agreed  th a t he 

cou ld  d rin k , on  co n d itio n  th a t he d o  it in the  b a th ro o m . O ver th e  n ex t few 

m o n th s  the  long  ho u rs  he sp en t on his job  allow ed  him  to  m ake ends m eet 

b u t cu t in to  his s tudy  tim e. In M ay  1914 his academ ic average had  slipped
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to  66  p e r cen t. But th e  dash  an d  decisiveness o f clin ical su rgery  stro n g ly  

appealed  to  h im , an d  in th a t cou rse  he achieved a g rad e  o f  85.

W h a t he d id  to  ea rn  m oney over the sum m er o f  1914 is n o t k n o w n , bu t 

by the beg inn ing  o f A ugust he w as in T o ro n to , an d  his a tte n tio n , like th a t 

o f  m o st peop le , w as focused  on  the  rap id  u n fo ld ing  o f  even ts in  E u rope . 

T h e  assass ina tion  o f the  A ustrian  a rc h d u k e  F ran z  F erd in an d  by a Serbian  

n a tio n a lis t had  led to  the  A u stro -H u n g arian  invasion o f Serbia on  28 July. 

O n  2 A ugust the om in o u s new s th a t G erm any  h ad  declared  w a r  on  S erb ia’s 

ally, R ussia , reached  T o ro n to . O u ts id e  the  offices o f  each  o f  the  six  daily  

new spapers, c row ds ga th ered , w aiting  fo r bulletins. O n  3 A ugust, G erm an  

tro o p s  m arch ed  in to  n eu tra l Belgium  on  th e ir  w ay  to  F rance . T h e  n ex t 

evening B ethune jo ined  the huge th ro n g s  o f people in d o w n to w n  T o ro n to  

w aiting  fo r new s. Shortly  a fte r seven o ’clock , banners began  to  ap p e ar o u t

side new spaper offices an n o u n c in g  th a t G rea t B ritain  had  dec lared  w a r  on  

G erm any. B ethune s tood  am o n g  the cheering  crow ds w hile m en th rew  the ir 

hats in to  the a ir  an d  o thers  b roke in to  “ R ule B ritan n ia” an d  “ G od Save the 

K ing .” 12 Soon hastily  assem bled m arch ing  bands a rrived  an d  led the  w ay  to  

the arm ouries on  University Avenue, w here the m ilitia regim ent head q u arte rs  

had  th ro w n  open  its doors to  sign up volunteers. P roud  o f his British heritage 

an d  ca rried  aw ay  by the th rill o f  ad v en tu re , B ethune w as o n e  o f the  h u n 

dreds o f m en w h o  rushed  to  form  long lines th e re  th a t evening. A ccord ing  to  

the B ethune fam ily story, he w as the eigh th  m an in T o ro n to  to  e n ro l.13

C alled  up  a t the beg inn ing  o f  Septem ber, he left T o ro n to  by tra in  fo r Val- 

cartier, Q uebec, w here  the C an ad ian  E xp ed itio n ary  Force w as assem bling. 

O n  8 S eptem ber he passed his m edical ex am in a tio n  and  seventeen days la ter 

signed the  A tte s ta tio n  Paper, the  fo rm al co m m itm e n t to  en lis t.14 Because 

o f his m ed ica l tra in in g , he w as assig n ed  to  th e  S econd  F ield  A m b u la n ce  

o f  th e  C an ad ian  A rm y M edical C orps, a n d  on  4 O c to b e r  he b o ard ed  the  ss  

C assandra  a t  Q uebec  C ity ; the  sh ip  cro ssed  th e  A tlan tic  in  a th ir ty - tw o  

vessel convoy  bou n d  fo r E ngland.

T h ere  B ethune an d  his fellow  recru its  lived in ten ts  on  S alisbury  P lain 

sou theast o f L ondon w hile they w en t th rough  basic train ing. It w as a w retched 

experience: doub le the no rm al a m o u n t o f ra in  fell, an d  they  slogged ab o u t 

under leaden skies.15 T he enlisted men slept on the sodden  g ro u n d  an d  had no  

choice b u t to  w ear w et clo th ing , hop ing  it w o u ld  d ry  on  the few rain less days. 

M eanw hile  they perform ed m ind-deaden ing  ro u n d s o f  drill ca rried  o u t in a 

sea o f  m ud . B ored, m iserable , an d  itch ing  fo r ac tio n , B ethune com plained  

long  an d  loud. A fellow  recru it claim ed th a t his an tics ensured  th a t everyone 

in the un it w as well aw are o f his presence. O n  one occasion he insisted on  test

ing a new  am bu lance issued to  the un it. H e revved it up , then  careered  o ff  a t

2 6  P H O E N I X



high speed; rou n d in g  a co rn e r to o  fast, he lost con tro l. T h e  resulting  crack- 

up  destroyed  the am bulance, b u t Bethune em erged u n h a rm e d .26

In early  F ebruary  1915 he g o t to  see ac tion  a t  last. T he British H igh C om 

m and  o rdered  the F irst C an ad ian  D ivision to  join British forces in France and  

Belgium. O n  9 F ebruary, B ethune’s un it boarded  a tro o p  sh ip  on  the sou th  

co ast o f  England for the trip  across the  English C hannel. By early  M arch  they 

had  been m oved in to  position  on  the W estern F ront, a line th a t s tretched  from  

the English C hannel to  Sw itzerland , a d istance o f m ore than  seven hundred  

k ilom etres. T hey w ere based o n  the o u tsk irts  o f the  to w n  o f Y pres, no rtheast 

o f the Belgian city o f Lille. To the left o f the C anad ians w ere French territorial 

tro o p s from  Senegal and  Algeria; on  their right w as the British Second Army. 

Facing them  in the ir p o rtio n  o f the line w as the G erm an  F o u rth  Army.

F or several w eeks there w as little action . T hen , on  z i  A pril, G erm an  heavy 

artillery suddenly  began an  intense b o m bardm en t o f the French trenches, co n 

tinu ing  w ith o u t le t-up th ro u g h  the  n ight and  in to  the follow ing afte rn o o n . In 

the  lull th a t  fo llow ed th e  shelling, so ld iers in the  F rench  secto r o f th e  line 

looked  o u t across N o  M a n ’s Land an d  saw  a yellow ish-green cloud  drifting  

tow ard  them  close to  the g round , carried by a light w ind. As the cloud  reached 

them , m any o f the  F rench tro o p s  began to  w rithe  in agony, chok ing  to  dea th  

on  the ir ow n vom it; o thers staggered from  the trenches, try ing  in vain to  es

cape the  enveloping sh roud  o f  d ea th . Survivors ran  pell-mell to w ard  the rear, 

an d  w ith in  m inu tes a huge g ap  yaw ned  in th e  Allied lines. T he c lo u d  w as 

deadly  ch lo rine  gas, used in w arfa re  for the  first tim e a t Ypres.

As th e  G erm an s  ad v a n ce d , the  B ritish c o m m an d e r o rd e re d  C a n ad ian  

tro o p s  to  m ove n o r th w a rd  a t to p  speed. T h is w as th e  beg inn ing  o f  the  Sec

ond  B attle o f  Ypres, an d  the  C a n a d ia n s’ first te s t o f  streng th . R ush ing  in to  

the  area  vacated  by th e  F rench, w ith  m any o f them  pressing u rine-soaked  

pieces o f  c lo th  to  th e ir  m o u th s  in an  a tte m p t to  n eu tra lize  th e  effects o f 

the po iso n o u s gas, the  C a n ad ian s  th rew  them selves ag a in st the num erically  

su p erio r G erm ans an d  halted  the ir advance. T heir ac tion  p reven ted  a m ajo r 

enem y b rea k th ro u g h .27

As the battle  co n tinued , C an ad ian  w ounded  w ere carried  back in a steady  

s tream  to  th e  m ain  dressing  s ta tio n  a t V lam ertinghe. F or ten  days Bethune 

had  been assigned to  a m obile lab o ra to ry  a t N o . 1 H o sp ita l, b u t on  2.6 A pril, 

the  six th  day  o f  the  b a ttle , he received o rd e rs  to  re p o rt to  N o . 2 G eneral 

H o sp ita l. H is new  assignm ent w as ex trem ely  d angerous. H e w as p a r t o f  a 

team  o f  s tre tcher-beare rs  sum m o n ed  to  the  fo rw ard  trenches, o ften  u n d er 

enem y fire, to  adm in ister first aid  an d  then tra n sp o rt the w ounded  over shell- 

pocked  te rra in  to  a reg im ental aid  p o st tw o  k ilom etres to  th e  rear. Snatching 

only  b rief periods o f  rest fo r the n ex t th ree  days, B ethune’s team  ferried the
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w o u n d ed  to  safety. H ow ever, o n  29 A pril, his luck ran  ou t. A piece o f s h ra p 

nel to re  th ro u g h  his left leg below  the knee, an d  he fell to  the  g round , tw isting  

in pain .

H is m ates ca rried  him  to  th e  reg im en ta l aid  p o st an d  th e n  to  V lam ert

inghe, w here  his w o u n d  w as trea ted  a n d  he received an  a n ti- te ta n u s  sh o t 

before being m oved the  fo llow ing  day to  a  casua lty  c learing  s ta tio n . F rom  

there he w as transferred  to  the  British H osp ita l Ship S t A n d rew , w hich sailed 

to  Dover. A fter nearly  th ree  m on th s o f convalescence in N o . 1 E astern  G en

eral H osp ita l in C am bridge, he w as released on  furlough  on  23 July. H e spent 

the tim e in L o n d o n , stay ing  a t the  U nion  Jack  C lub  across from  W aterloo  

S ta tion .18 H is tim e on  the  tow n  w as brief, for his fu rlough  lasted  on ly  a  week. 

O n  2 A ugust he rep o rted  fo r du ty  a t Shorncliffe, an d  afte r nine days he w as 

sen t to  a special h o sp ita l fo r C a n a d ia n s  in  th e  h is to ric  v illage o f M o n k ’s 

H o rto n  n ear the  coasta l tow n  o f F o lkestone in K ent. T here  he rem ained  for 

tw o  m o n th s , un til the  dec ision  w as m ade  to  dec la re  h im  m edica lly  unfit 

an d  to  a llow  him  to  re tu rn  to  C an ad a  to  com plete  his m edical studies. O n  1 

N ovem ber he arrived in Q uebec City on board  the s s  Scandinavian. Tw o days 

la ter he received his d ischarge papers, w hich described his m ilitary  cha rac te r 

as “exem pla ry .”

Back in T o ron to , he retu rned  to  m edical school in a special accelerated p ro 

g ram  created  by the  m edical faculty a t the C an ad ian  g o v ern m n en t’s request 

to  qualify  young  d o c to rs  to  en ter the a rm ed  services.19 As usual he did his 

best to  m ake an  im pression. By th is tim e he had  recovered from  his w ou n d , 

though  he still had  a lim p, w hich a t least one fellow  s tu d en t felt he ra th e r ex 

aggera ted .30 H av ing  been s ta tioned  n ear the  F rench to w n  o f  B ethune, he now  

insisted th a t everyone p ro n o u n ce  his nam e “ Вау-tu n e” as it w as in F rench .3' 

A ccording to  a classm ate, “ H e m ade h im self k n o w n  in the class, by being a 

bit od d , a b it peculiar. Everybody knew  th a t B ethune w as in the  c lass.” 31 A n

o th e r  classm ate recalled him  as a “g ood  stu d en t, lw h o | dressed well an d  a l

w ays seem ed to  have o th e r  th ings on  his m ind besides m edicine . . .  H e had  a 

rep u ta tio n  fo r being a d istinct ind iv idualist, an d  m ost o f us felt w e d id  n o t 

kn o w  him  really well . ..  We felt he w as a bit o f an  en ig m a ."33 B ethune m ade 

no  close friends, and  his sister Jan e t rem em bered th a t he did n o t a ttend  dances 

o r o th e r  social functions w hile he w as s tudy ing .34 H is fo u rth  year ended  in 

A pril 1916; fifth-year classes began im m ediately  an d  con tinued  until D ecem 

ber. Bethune did well academ ically , averag ing  70  per cen t fo r the tw o  classes. 

In th e  late a fte rn o o n  o f 11 D ecem ber 1916, eigh ty -four stu d en ts  gathered  in 

C onvocation  H all on the  U niversity o f T o ro n to  cam pus fo r a  special g ra d u a 

tion  cerem ony. A m ong them  w ere Bethune and  forty-six  classm ates w ho  re

ceived the  degree o f B achelor o f M ed ic ine .35 In the  U niversity  o f T o ro n to

2 8  P H O E N I X



y earbook  for 1917 the cap tion  under his pho to g rap h  read , “ D eath  predicted , 

b u t d a te  uncerta in , will p robab ly  live ag a in .” 36

T hough he alw ays told anyone w illing to  listen th a t every healthy  C anad ian  

m ale belonged in un ifo rm , B ethune seem ed in n o  h u rry  to  re-en ter the  arm y 

n ow  th a t his m edical tra in in g  w as com pleted . T ired  o f lectures an d  labs, he 

w as eager to  p rac tise  m edicine. H is chance cam e w hen  D r Jam es R obertson  

an d  his son L om e, tw o  d o c to rs  from  S tra tfo rd , O n ta r io , co n tac ted  th e  Fac

ulty  o f  M edicine fo r the nam e o f a p rom ising  you n g  g rad u a te  w ho  m ight be 

w illing  to  m anage th e ir  jo in t p rac tice w hile they  w ere aw ay  on  ho liday  from  

m id-F ebruary  to  the  end  o f  A pril. L earn ing  th a t B ethune m ight be in terested , 

they ap p ro ach ed  him . B ethune accepted .

Som etim e a fte r C h ris tm as he left T o ro n to  to  visit friends in the  A lgom a 

D istric t. Back briefly in T o ro n to  in F eb ruary  before go ing  on to  S tra tfo rd , he 

w as sto p p ed  on  the  s tree t by a w om an  d em and ing  to  k n o w  w hy a  healthy  

young m an like him  w as w alking dow n the street in civilian dress. W hy w asn 't 

he in un ifo rm , serving his co u n try  as th o u san d s o f patrio tic  m en w ere doing? 

W ith  a ste rn  g lance she slipped  a w h ite  feather, a sym bol o f cow ard ice , in to  

h is lapel b u tto n h o le  an d  m arched  aw ay. B ethune’s first reac tion  w as likely 

anger, fo r he had  been am ong  the first to  vo lun teer and  d o  his p a rt. But, stung 

by her rebuke , he decided th a t as soon  as he finished his ob liga tion  to  the 

R obertsons in S tra tfo rd , he w ou ld  join the  R oyal N avy .’7

H e m u st have ca rried  o u t his first p ro fessional du ties to  the  R o b e rtso n s’ 

satisfaction , because tw o  years later they w ould  ask him  back to  replace them  

for a second tim e. A fter the  tw o  d o c to rs  re tu rn ed  to  S tra tfo rd , B ethune left 

by tra in  for T o ro n to  on  M onday , 23 A p ril.’8 O n  the fo llow ing  T h u rsd ay  he 

w as in O tta w a  com pleting  his en listm en t papers a t  the  R oyal N avy rec ru it

m en t ce n tre .39 Less th a n  a m o n th  later, o n  25 M ay, he a rrived  a t th e  R oyal 

N av a l H o sp ita l in C h a th a m , E n g land , w here he u n d e rw en t tra in in g  until 

early  A ugust. It appears th a t he did n o t relish navy discipline, for Royal N avy 

records reveal th a t on  tw o  occasions d u rin g  th is b rief period  he had  run-ins 

w ith  su p erio r officers. In o n e  o f them  he “ incu rred  ‘severe d isp leasu re’ [for] 

ind iscree t rem ark s m ade  in p u b lic .” H is h a b it o f sp eak in g  his m in d  w as 

clearly  n o t considered  a m ilita ry  virtue.

T hree  w eeks la ter he w as on  his w ay  to  the Jo h n  B row n L im ited sh ipyard  

o n  the  C lyde R iver n ear G lasgow  to  join the  crew  o f h m s  Pegasus w ith  the 

ran k  o f tem porary  surgeon-lieu tenant. T h e  Pegasus, originally  bu ilt as a ferry, 

w as in the final days o f rem odelling  to  becom e one o f the  th ree  first a irc ra ft 

carrie rs in the Royal Navy. Tw o days after B ethune’s arrival, he and  his fellow 

crew  m em bers s to o d  a t  a tten tio n  on  the deck as C o m m an d er W .D. Phipps 

raised the  R oyal Ensign to  signal com m ission ing  o f the  ship . A fter several
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days o f testing  on  the C lyde, Pegasus jo ined the  fleet in Scapa Flow  on  23 

A ugust 1917. Serving as p a r t o f the  Flying S q u ad ro n  o f the  fleet, it patro lled  

the N o rth  Sea betw een the F irth  o f  F orth  and  Scapa Flow  for the n ex t fifteen 

m on ths. T h e  sh ip  joined the  G ran d  Fleet fo r exercises from  tim e to  tim e b u t 

d id  n o t take  p a r t in any  naval engagem ent w ith  the enem y. Its on ly  m om ent 

o f danger cam e in M ay 1918, w hen it suffered slight dam age in a collision w ith  

h m s  O a k le y  in th ick  fog in the  F irth  o f  F o rth . N o  o n e  a b o a rd  the  Pegasus 

w as injured .

So B ethune had  no  o p p o rtu n ity  to  te s t his skills on  b a ttle  casua lties. But 

a n o th e r  cha llenge cam e so o n  e n o u g h . In ea rly  O c to b e r  1918 he d iag n o sed  

several crew  m em bers w ith  a severe form  o f  influenza an d  consigned  them  to  

the sick bay. In the fo llow ing  days the  co n tag io n  sp read  quickly. Eventually, 

107 o f  the  crew  o f 207 cam e d o w n  w ith  the  illness; th irty -fo u r w ere b ed rid 

d en .40 A m ong th e  sick w as B ethune, w ho  had  c o n tra c te d  the disease from  

his patien ts . O n 28 O c to b e r w hen the  Pegasus w as a t  Scapa F low  un load ing  

its p lanes, C o m m an d er P hipps a rran g ed  fo r a su rgeon  to  com e ab o a rd  to  re 

place B ethune, w h o  w as to o  w eak  to  p erfo rm  a scheduled  hern ia  o p era tio n . 

D esp ite  his w o rsen in g  co n d itio n , B ethune co n tin u ed  to  tend  th e  seam en 

stricken  w ith  influenza, w ho  lay in beds in the  h an g a r th a t w as being  used 

as an  em ergency sick bay. Five days later, o n  2 N ovem ber, he co llapsed ; he 

rem ained  in sick bay until 7 N ovem ber, w hen  he w as transfe rred  to  the  hos

p ita l sh ip  h m s  China. By this tim e he w as suffering from  b ronch ia l p n eu m o 

nia as well as influenza and  w as desperately ill for the follow ing eighteen days. 

O n  25 N ovem ber he w as sent forty  k ilom etres sou th  o f E dinburgh to  Peebles, 

a qu ie t tow n  in the M o o rfo o t H ills in the rugged Scottish  U plands. T here  

his co n d itio n  g radua lly  began to  im prove, an d  o n  16 D ecem ber he w as d is

charged , w ith  o rders  to  rest until called for a subsequen t m edical ex a m in a 

tion . In Ja n u a ry  he w as declared  m edically  fit and  a llow ed  to  re tu rn  to  duty. 

H ow ever, his long  convalescence h ad  given him  tim e to  th in k  th ings over, 

an d  he n ow  su b m itted  his req u est to  leave the  navy. H e w as dem obilized  

th ree  w eeks la te r on  9 F eb ruary  1919.

Bethune now  stood  on the th reshold  o f life. In the  rough-and-tum ble  o f the 

C an ad ian  w oods, he had  a lready  p roved  th a t he cou ld  live as a m an am ong  

m en, and  desp ite  his nearly  th ree  years o f m ilita ry  service he had  still m a n 

aged to  qualify  in his chosen  profession . H e had  experienced  the  W orld  W ar 

in all its h o rro r  an d  w o u ld  never fo rge t it. Years later, a t  a  low  p o in t in his 

life, he w ou ld  w rite , “ |I  am ] to o  m uch the p ro d u c t o f  my gen era tio n  to  c o n 

ceive m y s itua tion  as trag ic -  th e re  has been n o  tragedy  since the  w ar.”4' And 

he alw ays treasu red  a sm all lead s ta tu e tte  o f a  F rench  p o ilh u  as m em ento  o f
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his experiences. U nlike countless o th e rs  w ho  h ad  been killed o r  physically  or 

em otionally  crippled  in the conflict, he had  escaped w ith  no  m ore th a n  a scar 

o n  his leg from  the w o u n d  received a t Ypres. T h e  deadly  Spanish influenza, 

the  g rea test pan d em ic  in m odern  history, had  struck  him  dow n , b u t he had 

surv ived  th a t to o . L ike a  p h o en ix  he h ad  em erged from  the  fire and  w an ted  

only the chance to  sp read  his w ings.

Tempering  3 1



Vanity Fair

London,  1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 4

A new  w orld  now  opened  before B ethune. H e h ad  no  in ten tion  o f  im m edi

ately  re tu rn in g  hom e to  C a n ad a , fo r he h ad  a lw ays hoped  to  fo llow  in his 

g ra n d fa th e r’s foo tsteps and  qualify  in surgery  in E ngland. N ow , th ro u g h  a 

s tro k e  o f  g ood  luck, he had  a chance to  do  so. Possibly th ro u g h  R oyal N avy  

connections, he w as offered  a  surg ical in te rn sh ip  in L o n d o n ’s fam ous H o s

pital fo r Sick C h ild ren  in G rea t O rm o n d  S tree t.1 O n  1 F eb ruary  1919, eight 

days before his official dem ob iliza tion  from  the  R oyal N avy , he began  a six- 

m o n th  ap p o in tm e n t as a house surgeon.

B ethune had  h ad  his first g lim pse o f L ondon  on  his fu rlough  in A ugust 

1 9 1 5, an d  he h ad  a lso  visited E dinburgh  on  various occasions w hen  his ship 

w as m oored  a t  R osy th , a few  kilom etres aw ay. A lthough  he loved the  so li

tu d e  o f  the  C an ad ian  w o o d s, the  noise an d  bustle  o f  these tw o  g rea t cities 

w ith  the ir fine bu ild ings an d  rich cu ltu ra l life appealed  to  a  d iffe ren t side o f 

his n a tu re , an d  w ith  cham eleon  qu ickness he ad a p te d  to  his new  su rro u n d 

ings. Before th e  w ar his favourite  g a rb  had  been b righ t flannel sh irts, trousers 

w ith  suspenders, an d  w o rk  boo ts, b u t n ow  he began to  dress the  p a r t o f the 

d e b o n a ir  m a n -a b o u t- to w n  in m ad e-to -m easu re -su its , po lished  shoes, an d  

bow ler hat.

A fter four an d  a ha lf years o f w ar an d  d ep riva tion , L ondon  th ro b b ed  w ith 

life. H av ing  had  his o w n  b rush  w ith  d ea th , B ethune w as ca u g h t up  in the 

c ity ’s ce le b ra to ry  m o o d . Free a t  last from  co m m an d in g  officers, fa r aw ay 

from  d isapp rov ing  p aren ts , he p lunged  in to  life w ith  gusto . A fellow  C a n a 

d ian  in te rn  a t  the  H osp ita l fo r Sick C h ild ren , D r G ra h am  R oss, rem em bered  

th a t he w as d e te rm in e d  “ to  ge t the  best o u t o f  ev e ry th in g  in life th a t  he 

w an ted  . . .  he seem ed to  breeze in to  the  place ra th e r  like a b rea th  o f fresh air 

from  the  sea, an d  one w as im pressed  a t th e  tim e by his . ..  confidence, in his 

o u tlo o k  o n  the w orld . O ne felt th a t he h ad  n o  w orries , th a t the  w orld  w as 

his oyster ...  an d  th a t he w as th e re  to  get i t .” 2



T h ro u g h  fam ily connections Bethune w as in troduced  to  L ondon social life, 

and  his young cousins, Jan et and  A lexandra P aterson, sw ept him  into their cir

cle o f fash ionable friends.3 H e learned  to  w ear w h ite  tie and  tails, and  w ith  a 

p retty  cousin on  each arm , a ttended  th e  theatre , R ussian ballet, and  concerts.4 

But he soon realized th a t his g reatest passion w as going to  a r t  galleries an d  ex

h ib itions. Like his g ran d fa th e r N o rm an , he had  alw ays been good  a t a r t, bu t 

he had  never stud ied  it, con cen tra tin g  instead on  the subjects he w ould  need 

to  en ter m edical school. N o w  in L ondon this long -d o rm an t in terest sp rang  to  

life. H e began to  read  books a b o u t a r t  and  to  delve in to  aesthetic theory. But 

he w as learn ing  a b o u t m ore  th an  a r t -  he w as learn ing  how  to  be, d iscover

ing in h im self a  sensuous app recia tion  o f  m any aspects o f life, from  the feel 

o f rich fabrics to  the scent o f sophisticated  perfum es.5 H is education  had  been 

bo th  shallow  an d  narrow , and  now , as the w orld  began to  open  before him , 

he experienced  an  intense joie de vivre. It w as likely a t th is tim e th a t he read 

W alter P a te r’s T he Renaissance: S tudies in A r t a n d  L iterature. In its conclu 

sion B ethune encoun tered  a w orld  view  th a t he instan tly  m ade his ow n: he 

w ould  q u o te  it for the rest o f  his life. P ater w ro te , “ N o t the fru it o f experi

ence, b u t experience itself, is the  end  ...  To bu rn  alw ays w ith  this h a rd , gem 

like flam e, to  m ain ta in  th is ecstasy, is success in life.”6

These w ords becam e B ethune’s m a n tra , the  perfect expression  o f th e  flam 

b o y an t p e rso n a l style he set a b o u t c rea tin g . Insp ired  by P a te r’s c re d o , he 

w o u ld  try  to  live h is ow n life as an  a rtis tic  c rea tio n , p a in ted  in bo ld  strokes. 

H ow ever, he w ished n o t only  to  bu rn  b u t to  be seen to  be burn ing . Intensely 

narcissistic, he w ou ld  la te r go so far as to  w rite , “ As far as I am  concerned , 

I am  the  on ly  person  alive in the  w o rld . O th e r  people -  m en &  w om en , are 

to  m e canvas, in teresting , an im ated  ‘th in g s’ -  b u t n o t m ore  im p o rta n t o r n o t 

read ily  d is tingu ishab le  from  rocks, trees, w ind , ra in , sun  &  w ate r.”7 Yet he 

w o u ld  spend the rest o f his life seeking the reflection o f h im self in the  eyes 

o f o th e rs , his show y self-confidence cro ss-cu t by an  insecurity  th a t he h im 

self m ay  never have fully recognized. Its o rig ins lay in his ch ild h o o d  as an 

o u ts id e r an d  in h is struggle ag a in st his fa ther to  defend his identity. But his 

experiences in E ng land  c o n trib u te d  to  it to o . H is w ell-off English cousins 

h ad  w elcom ed h im , b u t they  lived in a style fa r beyond  an y th in g  th a t  his 

fam ily in C a n ad a  had  ever kno w n . H e had  h ad  to  find his foo ting  qu ick ly  in 

an  alien social m ilieu. M igh t it have been h in ted , ever so delicately, th a t  his 

m anners cou ld  stand  a  little po lish , th a t his flat C an ad ian  accent w as a touch  

uncou th?  C erta in ly  his co lleagues a t  the H osp ita l fo r Sick C h ild ren  m ade it 

c lea r to  h im  th a t  he w as m a rk e d  by his “c o lo n ia l” o rig in s, th a t  he cou ld  

never “ pass” as an  E nglishm an.8 T h is feeling o f  exclusion w as hum ilia ting  to  

h im  a n d  c o n trib u te d  to  th e  re se n tm e n t he w o u ld  a lw ays d isp lay  to w ard

Vanity Fair 3 3



w ealth  an d  social privilege. A nd so  he began  to  bu ild  h im self a g litte rin g  

ca rap ace , becom ing  ad e p t a t ac ting  a  p a r t, using ch arm  o r  vu lgarity  as the 

m ood  to o k  him  to  d raw  the a tten tio n  he so desperate ly  needed .9 H is n a rro w  

gaze w as challenging  -  he w ould  sum  som eone up  afte r a m o m e n t’s in tense 

scrutiny, an d  his m ost d am n in g  ap p ra isa l w as, “ H e  belongs to  the  h e rd .” 10 

Few  people w ou ld  ge t th ro u g h  his defences -  on ly  p a tien ts , those  w ho  w ere 

w o u n d ed  e ither physically  o r em o tiona lly  an d , alw ays, ch ild ren .

In his eager q u es t fo r experience, B ethune m ade  c o n ta c t w ith  a r tis ts  in 

L o n d o n ’s C helsea d istric t, falling in easily w ith  the  bohem ian  lifestyle o f the 

a r t  com m unity . H e adm ired  the  a rtis ts ’ unconven tional behaviour, d ress, and  

speech, co n tra stin g  this w ith  the rigid restric tions o f m ilita ry  life an d  the  n a r

row  views o f the  m iddle-class people he w o rk ed  w ith  a t the H o sp ita l fo r Sick 

C hild ren . M o st o f  his co lleagues th e re  he found  stiff an d  boring ly  d iscreet, 

w illing  con fo rm ists  to  stuffy pro fessional an d  social conven tions. T hey  soon 

form ed op in io n s a b o u t him  too . T hey  ap p ro v ed  his focus on  his w o rk  -  he 

seldom  engaged in sm all ta lk  w hile on  du ty  -  b u t his m an n er w as com m ented  

on . O ne  docto r, w ith  a to u ch  o f  condescension , described  him  as “very  u n 

o r th o d o x , even for a C an ad ian  ...  a  trifle bum p tio u s an d  s lap d ash  [bu t a lso | 

refresh ing  an d  am u sin g .” "

In h is sunny  m oods Bethune cou ld  be w him sical an d  hum o ro u s. L earn ing  

th a t a  m em ber o f  the  s ta ff  h ad  been p ro m o te d , he d ashed  o u t, still in his 

w h ite  co a t, an d  re tu rn ed  w ith  a bo ttle  o f  ch am p ag n e  u n d er each a rm , his 

co n trib u tio n  to  a ce leb ra to ry  dinner. R epo rts  o f h is b o h em ian  lifestyle soon  

began m ak ing  the ro u n d s o f hosp ita l gossip. T h e  up w ard ly  m obile  d o cto rs , 

to o  prim  to  party  m uch  them selves, w ere shocked  a t  h ow  often  he spen t his 

evenings and  early  m orn ings revelling w ith  h is a r tis t f r ie n d s ."  H is flair fo r 

d ram a  w as a lso  view ed w ith  susp icion . D r R oss described  him  as a  “ n a tu ra l 

a c to r” an d  sa id  he never knew  w h e th e r  B ethune w as ac ting  o r  being  sin 

c e re .'3 C ertain ly  he craved  an  audience; ab le  to  ta lk  fluently  on  a lm o st any 

sub ject, he m ade h im self the  cen tre o f a tten tio n  a t social gatherings. But a t 

tim es he sim ply en joyed being a pain  in the  neck. H e w ould  in tro d u ce  a  su b 

ject and  launch in to  an  argum en t in tended  to  provoke. T hen , having annoyed  

his listeners sufficiently, he w o u ld  b u rs t in to  laughter, en joy ing  the ir chagrin  

w hen  they  realized he had  been fooling  them .

As R oss p u t it, B ethune “ s tirred  th e  p lace up  a b it .” ' 4 N o t all h is per

form ances w ere playful, how ever. H e loved to  m ock a ttitu d e s  o r  ind iv iduals 

he d isliked , an d  n o th in g  m ade  him  b ristle  m ore  th a n  som eone p u ttin g  on  

airs. In the  rigidly stratified  English society o f  the 1920s, he fo und  m any ta r 

gets. D eterm ined  n o t to  be trea ted  as an  in ferio r from  th e  co lon ies, he w as
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often  aggressive, using his rap ie r-sharp  tongue  to  p u t p om pous individuals in 

the ir p lace. Som e fo und  th is am using , b u t m any m ore did no t.

H is co n tra c t a t the H o sp ita l fo r Sick C h ild ren  expired  a t the  end  o f  July 

19 1 9 , a n d  a lth o u g h  he w as g a in in g  v a lu ab le  p ro fessio n a l experience an d  

en joy ing  h im self in L o n d o n , he decided to  leave E ng land  for a tim e. H e had 

n o t seen h is p a re n ts  in m ore  th a n  tw o  years, b u t perh ap s m ore im p o rta n t 

w as h is rea liza tio n  th a t  even if he renew ed  his c o n tra c t o r  found  a n o th e r  

hosp ital positio n , his incom e w o u ld  still be to o  little to  su p p o rt his ta ste  for 

fine c lo th ing  and  expensive restau ran ts. A nd so he had  co rresponded  w ith  the 

R obertsons in S tra tfo rd , O n ta r io , an d  agreed to  ten d  th e ir  m edical p ractices 

w hile they  w en t on  holiday, as he had  done tw o  years before.

R etu rn ing  to  C an ad a  in early  Septem ber, he visited his p a ren ts  an d  then  

took  the train  to  S tratford. For the nex t tw o m onths he lived in the R obertsons' 

stately V ictorian house on A lbert Street. W ith its tw o  large cast-iron dogs flank

ing the steps to  the fron t en trance , “T he E lm s” w as a local landm ark , and  D r 

Jam es R obertson 's  practice w as the m ost successful in the area. Bethune knew  

he w as being tru sted  w ith  considerable responsibility  and  lived up to  it. The 

patien ts he trea ted  told the R obertsons ' nurse-receptionist, R uth  P atton , th a t 

they highly approved  o f him . P atton  found him  “ devoted to  his p ro fession” 

and  said he gave “ as m uch a tten tion  if n o t m ore to  the hum blest patien t than  

he w ould  to  one perhaps m ore im p o rta n t.” ' 5 She also  no ted  w ryly th a t he w as 

“ b roke as usual. M oney m ean t no th ing  to  him  except to  sp en d .” '6

As an  a ttrac tiv e  an d  eligible bachelor, Bethune w as m uch sough t a fte r and  

becam e a social lion a t  g a th erin g s, never lack ing  fem ale co m p an io n s . He 

to o k  deligh t in  shock ing  the  locals. O ne  girl repo rted  th a t he arrived  on  her 

doo rstep  w earing  a pow der-b lue su it, vivid red tie, an d  yellow  shoes and  th a t 

he tho ro u g h ly  enjoyed the effect his o u tre  o u tfit created  w hen they arrived  a t 

a d a n c e . '7 But despite his u n conven tiona l w ays, a g ro u p  o f m en ap p ro ach ed  

him  n ea r  th e  en d  o f  his s tay  to  p o in t o u t th a t  D r Jam es R o b e rtso n  w as 

so o n  to  retire  an d  S tra tfo rd  w ou ld  w elcom e a ta len ted  young  doctor. T hey  

offe red  financial su p p o r t to  a llo w  him  to  set up  a p rac tice  in the  city.'* 

B ethune politely  declined. A fter the  b righ t lights o f L ondon , th e  low  lights 

o f  S tra tfo rd  d id  n o t appeal.

In th e  last w eek o f N ovem ber 1919, he m oved on  from  S tra tfo rd  to  Inger- 

soll, O n ta r io , to  m anage the  p rac tice o f D r R alph  W illiam s w hile he w en t 

on  a w in te r h o lid ay .'9 C areering  a ro u n d  to w n  visiting pa tien ts  in W illiam s’s 

M odel T ,  B ethune soon  becam e a w ell-know n figure.10 People liked his easy 

m an n er an d  a ir  o f confidence. O ne fem ale p a tien t, ra th e r  sm itten , recalled , 

“ I w alked  in D r W illiam s’ office an d  the re  w as a serious, cocky, no-nonsense
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d o c to r  dressed in a beautifu l h an d -k n it sw eater, tw eed  tro u se rs , argyle socks 

o f red  plaid  an d  heavy ox fo rd s. I can  still see him  w ith  feet on  the  desk in a 

relaxed position  as if he d id n 't c a re .” 11 Bethune soon began to  rom ance M ar

ion T h o m as, the p re tty  d au g h te r o f the  to w n ’s m ost successful businessm an. 

T h e  tw o  spen t m any  evenings together, an d  M a rio n  som etim es w en t w ith  

him  on  calls in ou tly ing  d is tr ic ts ."  But Bethune had  to  m ove on , an d  n ear the 

end  o f  Ja n u ary , w ith  D r W illiam s so o n  to  re tu rn , he inv ited  p a tien ts  and  

neighbours and  the ir ch ildren  to  th e  house fo r a  farewell p arty  o f sandw iches, 

cake, an d  m ilk. H e also  left a cheeky p artin g  to k en  for D r W illiam s -  a large 

collection  o f  em pty  gin bo ttles in th e  b a th tu b .2’

L acking the  m oney to  se t h im self up  in p rac tice in a s itu a tio n  he fancied , 

Bethune decided to  try  m ilitary  life again . H av ing  a lready  served in thq arm y  

an d  the navy, it w as p ro b ab ly  inevitable th a t he w ould  n ow  join the new ly 

form ed C an ad ian  A ir Force. In fact, he w as am ong  the first to  sign u p .14 H e 

m ay have g o t the  idea from  his tim e ab o a rd  h m s  Pegasus, w h ere  he had  

served w ith  r a f  pilo ts w ho  flew the seap lanes carried  o n  the ship . H is co m 

m an d in g  officer’s n o ta tio n s  on  B ethune’s R oyal N avy  service record  ind icate 

th a t he had  exam ined  p ilo ts  to  determ ine the effect o f  flight on  th e ir  physi

cal co n d itio n .25 H e p ro b ab ly  hoped  to  ca rry  o u t sim ilar investigations in the 

c a f . T h e dash  an d  exc item en t o f th is  new est b ran ch  o f the  m ilita ry  services 

w ould  a lso  have appealed  to  him .

In fo rm a tio n  a b o u t his ten -m o n th  s tin t in the  c a f  is sketchy .26 In the  a f

te rm a th  o f th e  w ar, co s t-c u ttin g  w as th e  o rd e r  o f th e  day  in the  m ilita ry ; 

B ethune, like o th e r  a ir  force personnel ta k en  o n  in 1920 , w o u ld  have been 

offered  a p rov isional ap p o in tm e n t an d  been on  du ty  only  period ically .27 T he 

first tra in in g  season  began  o n  7 Ju n e  w hen  S q u ad ro n  L eader F.G. F inder, 

six teen  officers, an d  th irty -five a irm en  o f N u m b er 1 W ing  a rr iv ed  a t C am p  

B orden , n o rth  o f T o ro n to .28 B ethune, w ith  the  ran k  o f fligh t-lieu tenan t, w as 

th e  u n it’s m edical officer.29 H e m anaged  to  persuade his superio rs th a t s tudy 

ing the physiological effect o f flights u pon  pilots w as essential. O n  an  undated  

p o stca rd  w hich  he en titled  “T h e  C o m p lea t A viator,” th e re  is a p h o to g ra p h  

o f him  in a heavily  padded  un ifo rm , w earing  goggles. O n  it he w ro te : “ D ear 

M o th e r  -  T h is is a p ic tu re  o f  m e ju s t before I w en t up  fo r a ‘flip’ the  o th e r  

m o rn in g  to  te s t a p ilo t’s b lo o d  p ressu re , pu lse &C re sp ira tio n  a t  d iffe ren t 

heigh ts up  to  1 0 ,0 0 0  feet. Even so dressed I w as cold! Love to  all. Y ours a f

fectionately , N o rm a n .” ’0 Soon, how ever, find ing  he w as spen d in g  m o st o f 

his tim e o n  the  g ro u n d  in ad m in is tra tiv e  ta sk s, he g rew  restless. P erhaps, 

to o , he felt the  pull o f  his o rig ina l goal to  becom e a su rgeon . H e asked  for 

a leave o f  absence w ith o u t pay, an d  on  23 O c to b e r 1 920  served his la s t day  

in th e  c a f .’1
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As soon  as he cou ld  tidy  up  h is affairs an d  say goodbye to  his paren ts , he 

re tu rn ed  to  E ngland . By m id -N ovem ber 19ZO he w as in L o ndon  w here he 

saw  friends before hurry ing  n o rth  to  E dinburgh . H is  in ten tion  w as to  enro l 

in classes a t the R oyal In firm ary  to  p rep a re  fo r the  Ja n u a ry  ex a m in a tio n s 

to  qualify  as a Fellow  o f the  R oyal College o f  Surgeons (E d inburgh). But he 

arrived  to o  late an d  learned  th a t the n ex t classes w o u ld  n o t be offered  until 

th e  fo llow ing  sum m er. H e w ou ld  have to  re tu rn  to  L ondon  to  find w ork .

A t th is  p o in t fate stepped  in. Before he had  left for E d inbu rgh , a L ondon 

friend  had  a rran g e d  an  in tro d u c tio n  to  a  S co ttish  girl th e re , a n d  she had  

offered to  take Bethune as her esco rt to  a d in n e r party. In im peccable evening 

dress, a w hite  ca rn a tio n  in his bu tto n h o le , he w en t to  pick her up , only to  d is

cover she w as under q u a ra n tin e  w ith  m easles.31 But she had  asked  a friend 

to  accom pany  him  instead . Years later, th a t friend , F rances E leanor C a m p 

bell Penney (1 8 9 2 -1 9 6 4 ) , described  her first reaction  to  him : he w as “ suffi

ciently  p resen tab le , d istingu ished , ugly, a m an o f the w orld  -  an  unh ap p y  

one , p resum ably  rich ...  H e w as n o t p u ttin g  on  an  ac t fo r anyone b u t h im 

self. H is d inner conversation  w as good . H e pleased my hostess. M y d u ty  w as 

d o n e .” 33 Typically, B ethune’s reaction  w as m ore intense. H e w as sm itten  w ith 

Frances Penney, an d  as alw ays w hen he w an ted  som eth ing , he w en t a fte r it. 

Scottish  cus tom  requ ired  an  asp iring  su ito r to  hover in the back g ro u n d  until 

the  g irl’s fam ily deigned to  ex tend  him  an  inv ita tio n , b u t Bethune brushed  

co n v en tio n  aside. Im m ediately  a fte r th e ir  first m eeting  he sw ep t Frances off 

to  d in n e r a t  a fash ionab le  E d inbu rgh  re s ta u ran t w here he o rdered  a lavish 

m eal an d  plied her w ith  ch am p ag n e.34

Frances Penney cam e from  an upper-m iddle-class E d inbu rgh  family. H er 

father, Jo seph  C am pbell Penney (1 8 5 1 -1 9 2 0 ) , had  been a p ro m in en t E d in 

burgh  lawyer. H e r  m other, M a rg a re t G ourlay , w as the d au g h te r o f a w ealthy  

D undee sh ipbu ild ing  family. Born in 1892 , F rances w as th e ir  first ch ild  and  

o n ly  d au g h te r . E d u c a te d  by a g o v ern ess  a n d  th e n  a t  L an sd o w n e  H o u se  

School, she had gone on  to  finishing schools in D resden and  Paris.33 She spoke 

F rench, w as well read  in English, F rench , an d  R ussian  lite ra tu re , and  knew  

a good  deal ab o u t a r t  an d  theatre . She w as also  strikingly good-look ing , w ith 

a porcelain  co m plex ion , thick  ch estn u t hair, an d  long-lashed velvet b row n  

eyes u n d er d a rk  eyebrow s. O f  m edium  heigh t an d  slight bu ild , she carried  

herself well and  dressed stylishly. P erhaps her m ost distinctive quality  w as her 

voice: there w as a husky  th ro b  in it th a t gave it a p a th e tic  no te . But beneath  

her e legan t ex te rio r she w as shy an d  uncerta in , her diffidence the resu lt o f 

her re la tionsh ip  w ith  her dom ineering  m other, a no ted  beauty  w ho  preferred  

her five sons an d  w as highly critica l o f  h er d au g h te r.36 By co n tra s t, F rances’s 

father, w hom  she ad o re d , had  been fond  o f  her and  h ad  alw ays given h er a
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generous a llo w an ce .37 But the  young  w om an  had  no  idea how  to  m anage it, 

an d  her finances w ere alw ays s tra in e d .38

W ith  his keen ability  to  sum  people up , Bethune likely sensed the  painful 

inner uncerta in ty  beneath  F rances’s poised exterior. T h a t m ay have been p a rt 

o f her a ttrac tio n : all his life he w as m ost ab le to  express tenderness to w ard  

those w ho  w ere in som e w ay vulnerab le. H ow ever, he said  it w as F rances‘s 

lilting E d inbu rgh  accen t th a t  appealed  to  him : “ It w as love a t  first so u n d ,” 

he la te r w ro te .39 Soon a fte r th e ir  first d a te , F rances persu ad ed  her m o th e r to  

invite him  to  tea. M rs Penney suspected  the  young  “co lo n ia l” o f being  as 

m uch in terested  in her d a u g h te r’s social s ta tu s  an d  w ealth  as in her beauty, 

an d  her h ea rt sank  w hen  she m et B ethune. She la ter said  th a t he w as exactly  

the  k ind  o f m an th a t her d au g h te r w as likely to  fall fo r a n d  she felt helpless 

to  stop  th is from  hap p en in g .40 As fo r his w an tin g  m oney, Frances soon  d is

covered  for herself th a t Bethune w as n o t rich, as she h ad  a t  first th o u g h t. A 

few days a fte r the tea party , he te lephoned  to  say  th a t he had  to  re tu rn  to  

L ondon  a t once. She g a th ered  th a t his sudden  d ep a rtu re  w as caused  by lack 

o f m oney, so she m ailed him  a cheque -  an d  he cashed  it. But from  L ondon 

the  fo llow ing  w eek he sen t her a silver u rn  w o rth  a  g ood  deal m ore  th a n  the 

a m o u n t she had  lent h im .4'

B ethune h ad  found  a position  as house su rgeon  in the W est L o ndon  H o s

p ital in H am m ersm ith . O n  i A pril 1921 he began a six -m on th  co n tra c t a t  an 

an n u a l sa lary  o f £ 5 0 .42 A lthough he co n tin u ed  to  w rite  to  Penney, he also  be

cam e involved w ith  a n o th e r  w o m an . She w as Isabelle R osalind  H um phreys- 

O w en  (1 8 8 5 -1 9 6 5 ) , the  th ird  ch ild  o f Sir E dw ard  Elias Sassoon , a m em ber 

o f  the  w ealthy  fam ily o f Iraqi o rig in  th a t had  extensive business ho ld ings in 

India an d  C h in a .43 Isabelle had  been p riva te ly  ed u ca ted  an d  a t  th e  age o f 

tw en ty -tw o  had  m arried  in to  a n o th e r  m oneyed  fam ily, the  H u m p h rey s- 

O w ens o f M on tg o m ery sh ire  in W ales. H er h u sb an d , A rth u r Erskine O w en 

H u m p h rey s-O w en , w as a successful lawyer, an d  they h ad  tw o  ch ild ren . H e 

w en t to  F rance in 1914 , w here he served w ith  th e  ran k  o f  m a jo r w ith  the 

British E xped itionary  Force. M eanw hile , w ish ing  to  d o  som eth ing  socially 

useful, his w ife tra ined  as a physio therap ist an d  near the end o f the w a r  began 

to  practise in L ondon. A t ab o u t the  sam e tim e A rth u r H um phreys-O w en  was 

invalided hom e. H e had  been w ounded  in France an d  w as a p p a ren tly  suffer

ing from  shell shock . T ragedy  soon  fo llow ed. S om etim e in 1919 he left the 

Sassoon residence a t 7 D ra y co tt Place in C helsea just afte r tea an d  w as never 

seen ag a in .44

In O c to b e r 1 920  Isabelle H u m p h rey s-O w e n  en te red  K ing’s C ollege in 

L ondon . A t th e  age o f th irty -five, she had  decided to  becom e a su rg eo n .45 

T h ere  is no  w ay o f know ing  exactly  h ow  she an d  B ethune m et, o r w h en , b u t
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it ap p ears  to  have been a fte r h is re tu rn  to  L ondon  from  E d inbu rgh  in  early  

1921. T h o u g h  m edicine w as a link , th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  m ay well have begun 

w ith  a shared  in te rest in a r t, an d  they likely m et in C helsea artistic  circles 

w here Bethune had  m any friends. H um phreys-O w en , a poised, clever w om an 

w ith  d a rk  h a ir  an d  large b ro w n  eyes, becam e one o f them .

T his friendsh ip  w ith  a w ea lthy  w o m an  m ust have seem ed a godsend  for 

B ethune, w ho  w as rack ing  his b ra in s to  com e up  w ith  a w ay  to  supp lem ent 

his m eagre incom e. O n  his p row ls th ro u g h  seco n d h an d  shops in C helsea he 

had  seen piles o f dusty  pain tings stacked  in co rn e rs , an d , ever the  op tim ist, 

had  specu la ted  th a t there m ight be an  O ld  M aste r am o n g  them . So he began 

a sh o p -to -sh o p  search , an d  w henever he cam e across a p rom ising  canvas, he 

w ould  dash  o ff to  the N a tio n a l G allery  to  have it app ra ised . D espite his lack 

o f  tra in in g  in a r t, he w as a qu ick  study, an d  from  his gallery visits, co n tac ts  

w ith  a rtists , an d  voracious read ing  he developed a keen sense o f artistic  style. 

H e never found  his O ld  M aster, b u t he gained  m uch  insigh t in to  the  m ar

keting  o f pa in tings an d  ob je ts  d ’a rt. H e realized th a t these cou ld  be bough t 

a t  very low  prices in Spain an d  P ortugal an d  sold fo r a g rea t deal m ore  in 

L o n d o n . H e becam e conv inced  th a t  if he w e n t on  b uy ing  tr ip s  to  the  c o n 

tin en t an d  sold his pu rchases in a r t  shops in L o n d o n , he co u ld  tu rn  a tidy 

p ro fit.46 But he lacked  th e  m oney to  cover his trave lling  expenses an d  the 

costs o f  pu rchases ab ro ad .

H e discussed his p rob lem  w ith  H u m p h rey s-O w en . It is possible th a t he 

convinced  her th a t his schem e w as com m ercially  v iable, b u t m ore  likely she 

m erely w an ted  to  please th is  a ttrac tiv e  m an  w ho , th o u g h  a b it b rash , was 

overflow ing w ith  en thusiasm  an d  confidence. A t any  ra te  she offered  to  p u t 

up th e  cap ita l to  a llow  him  to  s ta r t his ven tu re , an d  he agreed  to  accep t her 

aid  on a business basis: he w ou ld  b o rro w  the  m oney he needed an d  repay it. 

But the ir re la tio n sh ip  w en t beyond  the  cash  nexus, an d  on  som e o f his trip s 

to  the  co n tin en t, she w en t along. She an d  Bethune had  becom e lovers.47

M eanw hile  he co n tin u ed  w ith  his hosp ital du ties, b u t his goal w as still to  

o b ta in  a fellow ship  a t the  R oyal College in E d inburgh . W hen his co n tra c t 

w ith  the  W est L ondon  H osp ita l exp ired  a t the end  o f  Septem ber, he re tu rned  

to  E d inburgh  an d  on  11 O c to b e r b o u g h t th e  ticket th a t allow ed  him  to  a t 

te n d  classes in th e  R oyal In firm ary  un til th e  end  o f D ecem ber.48 In early  

Jan u ary  1922 he sa t fo r a series o f exam ina tions, and  fou r m on ths later, back 

in L ondon , learned  th a t he h ad  been successful an d  w as n ow  a fellow  o f the 

R oyal C ollege o f Surgeons o f E d in b u rg h .49

H ow ever, he h ad  a lre ad y  dec ided  to  u n d e r ta k e  a fu rth e r  p ro fe ssio n a l 

qua lifica tion : a fellow ship  in the  R oyal C ollege o f S urgeons o f  E ngland . As 

a first s tep , in the  first w eek o f F eb ru ary  he en ro lled  in a special cou rse  in
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physio logy  w ith  P ro fessor Jo h n  F razer in  St M a ry ’s M edica l S chool in L on

d o n .50 To su p p o rt h im self w hile he stu d ied , he fo und  a position  as a ss is ta n t 

m edical officer a t  th e  N o rth -W estern  Fever H o sp ita l o n  Law n R oad  in the  

C am d en  section  o f L o n d o n .5' H e w as living in the  D uchess o f  C o n n a u g h t 

H oste l a t  14 B edford  Place in B loom sbury, a recently  opened  residence fo r 

v isiting  C a n a d ia n s .51

D espite his a ffa ir w ith  the  Sassoon heiress, he h ad  co n tin u ed  to  w rite  to  

F rances Penney from  L ondon , an d  w hen he re tu rn ed  to  E d inbu rgh  in O c to 

ber to  p repare  for his fellow ship exam inations, he had  resum ed his courtsh ip . 

Back in L ondon again  in early  1922, he w ro te  urging her to  com e to  London. 

H is ap p ea l m ade  h er th in k  a b o u t her o p tio n s . She a lread y  k new  L on d o n  

w ell, hav ing  w o rk ed  th e re  d u rin g  the  w ar years in the  British a rm y  pension  

b u reau , b u t she had  re tu rn ed  to  E d inburgh  w hen her fa the r had  becom e ill 

in 1919. A fter his dea th  in 1920 her m o th e r had  insisted th a t, as the only 

daugh ter, it w as her d u ty  to  rem ain  a t  hom e. A lthough  she w as then  tw enty- 

eight years o ld  an d  long ing  to  live her o w n  life, she had  agreed . N o w  she 

decided to  m ake the break : she cam e to  L ondon  an d  found  a position  as a 

vo lun teer social w orker.55 T h e  day  a fte r she began her du ties, a co -w o rk er 

to ld  her th a t a strange  m an h ad  been ask ing  fo r her. Puzzled, she w en t to  the 

m ain  recep tion  room  w here she cam e face to  face w ith  a  scruffily dressed fel

low, w ho  held o u t his hand  an d  begged fo r food. H is voice gave him  aw ay, 

an d  she knew  a t  once th a t it w as B ethune.54

N o w  th a t they w ere free to  see one an o th er as they pleased, Bethune began 

to  press Frances for a m ore in tim ate  re la tionsh ip . O ver-p ro tected  a t hom e, 

she had learned no th ing  ab o u t sex. A lthough she had  had  a su ito r a t one tim e, 

she had  never kissed him  on  the lips, believing th a t such in tim acy w ould  m ake 

her pregnant. O nly  w hen she la ter discussed the facts o f life w ith  an  E dinburgh 

physician did she learn  th e  tru th .55 N ow , in L ondon , it d id  n o t take Bethune 

long to  overcom e h er w orries a b o u t passionate  kissing. Im patien t for m ore, 

he began coaxing her to  go aw ay w ith him for a w eekend in the country. A t first 

she refused, b u t he persisted and  a t last she re luc tan tly  agreed. But B ethune’s 

lovem aking  w as o f the rough-and -ready  so rt. Insensitive to  Frances’s inexpe

rience he m ade no  a ttem p t a t foreplay and  sim ply th ru s t him self on her. O ver

com e by fear and  sham e, she froze, and  a fte rw ard s lam ented  th a t love w as 

n o th ing  afte r all. Bethune accused her o f hum iliating  h im .56

Som ehow  the ir re la tio n sh ip  survived th e  d isa stro u s tryst. But hav ing  only 

just escaped from  the ty ranny  o f her m other, Frances now  found herself u nder 

the  sw ay  o f  a n o th e r  c o n tro llin g  persona lity . B ethune called  h e r “T y k e ,” 

m ean ing  “ b u m ,” o r  som etim es “ R a b b it.” A lthough  he adm ired  her class and
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breed ing , he tried  to  reshape h er acco rd in g  to  his o w n  ideas -  he w as alw ays 

look ing , he to ld  her, fo r som eone “ to  w ear his silver g a rm e n t.” H e insisted 

on  help ing her choose her clo thes an d  som etim es even app lied  her m ak eu p .57 

If he d id  n o t like a h a t she w as w earing , he w ou ld  sna tch  it o ff her head  and 

toss it aw ay; once w hen  she left for a  b reak  from  the ir re la tionsh ip , he mailed 

h er th ree  “ in c o n s id e ra b le” h a ts  -  w h ich  he h ad  ch a rg ed  to  her L ondon  

accoun t. H e w as, she later recalled, “ a perfect a u to c ra t.” O n  a ho liday on  the 

co a s t o f F rance he to o k  a dislike to  a k n itted  dress she w as w earing  an d  to ld  

h er to  w alk  in to  the  N o rth  Sea. S tung by his critic ism , she did so, m uch  to  

his su rp rise .58

B ethune even tua lly  to ld  her a b o u t Isabelle H u m p h rey s-O w en , b u t he led 

her to  believe th a t the  re la tionsh ip  w as stric tly  a business a rran g em en t. N ev

ertheless Frances w o rrie d , co m p arin g  herse lf w ith  the  w ea lthy  o ld e r w om an  

and  feeling inferior.59 T hen , in the late spring  o f 1923, on the eve o f a ho liday 

visit to  friends in n o rth e rn  E ng land , she som ehow  discovered  th a t a g a rn e t 

ring  B ethune h ad  given her, te lling  her it w as a fam ily he irloom , w as a c tu 

ally a g ift th a t H u m p h rey s-O w en  had  b ough t fo r him  in B arcelona d u ring  

one o f th e ir  tr ip s  to  the C o n tin en t toge ther.60 F urious a t his decep tion , she 

th rew  the ring  aw ay  and  s to rm ed  o ff to  Y orkshire. B ethune began to  realize 

th a t how ever exquisite it w as to  have tw o  a ttrac tiv e  w om en in love w ith  him , 

he risked  losing bo th .

M arry in g  H um phreys-O w en  w as n o t an  op tio n , because even if she w ould 

have considered  such  a th ing , she w as n o t free. F our years had  passed since 

her husband  had vanished, b u t a lthough  various search  efforts had  produced 

no  resu lts, there rem ained  the  fa in t chance th a t he m ight reappear.61 T ho u g h  

she w as clearly  very fond  o f the a ttrac tiv e  an d  highly unusual B ethune, she 

h ad  alw ays seen to  it th a t the ir a ffa ir w as conduc ted  discreetly. For h is p a rt 

B ethune re tu rn ed  h er affec tion , b u t he found  her s tro n g  w illed an d  d o m i

neering, perhaps to o  m uch like his m other.62 H e m ust have w orried  to o  ab o u t 

the d eb t he ow ed  her, w hich he had  n o  w ay  o f  repaying . Buying an d  selling 

a r t  had  n o t tu rn ed  o u t to  be as p ro fitab le  as he had  hoped , and  n ow  it w as 

in te rfering  w ith  his a tte m p t to  p rep a re  for his English fellow ship.

T h e  crisis w ith  F rances Penney h ad  com e on  the  eve o f the  ex am in a tio n s 

fo r w h ich  he had  been p rep a rin g  fo r m ore  th a n  a year. W ord reached  him  

th a t Frances had  com e do w n  w ith  a  bad case o f scarle t fever, an d  he m ade 

an  im pulsive decision. T h ro w in g  up  his ex am in a tio n s, he ca u g h t a tra in  to  

H arro g a te  in Y orkshire w here she w as u n d er q u a ra n tin e , a n d  rushed  to  her 

bedside. H e to ld  her th a t he loved her b u t had  little m oney  an d  w as th in k 

ing o f re tu rn in g  to  C a n a d a . H ow ever, she to ld  him  th a t she h ad  recently
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com e in to  a legacy o f £ i ,Z 50.6} T h is w o u ld  be m ore th a n  eno u g h  to  su p p o rt 

them  fo r a w hile , shou ld  they  choose  to  m arry. C a u g h t up  in the  th rill o f 

the ir reu n io n , they decided to  ta k e  the plunge.

F rances knew  very well th a t Bethune w as unp red ic tab le  an d  q u ix o tic , b u t 

th a t only  added  to  the thrill o f her love for him . A nd m arriage offered her the 

chance to  b reak  free from  the  stifling fam ily life she had  k n o w n  for m ost o f 

her th irty -o n e  years. F or his p a r t  Bethune loved her an d  recognized her long

ing to  escape. T h e  ro m an tic  ro le  o f  the k n ig h t-e rran t ca rry ing  the  dam sel o ff 

to  a  hap p ier life appealed  strongly  to  h im , an d  F rances, w ell-bred  a n d  in te l

ligent, w ou ld  be an  ideal w ife fo r an  up -and-com ing  su rgeon . T h e  m arriage 

w ould  also  p rov ide a t least a tem p o ra ry  so lu tion  to  his financial difficulties, 

fo r the tiny  sa lary  he w as receiving as an  assis tan t m edical officer a t  the Fever 

H osp ita l h ad  never been enough  to  a llow  him  to  live well in L ondon .

As so o n  as F rances recovered , they  began  to  m ake  a rran g e m en ts . T h e  

fo rthcom ing  w edd ing  w as an n ounced  in the  T im es, and  M onday , 13 A ugust, 

w as the  chosen  day. Still in m o u rn in g  fo r her father, F rances w o re  a black 

frock fo r her w edd ing  an d  w as upset because she b ro k e  a m irro r  th a t m o rn 

ing, w h ich  she considered  a  bad  om en . W hen th e  w edd ing  p a rty  a rriv ed  a t 

the  reg istry  office in the St G iles d is tric t o f L ondon , the  clerk  w h o  w as to  

perform  the cerem ony insisted on dash ing  hom e to  fetch a p ro p er co lla r m ore 

ap p ro p ria te  for m arry ing  a lady an d  gentlem an. A nd so they  w ere w ed. A fter 

signing th e  reg istry  b o o k , B ethune tu rn ed  to  Frances an d  said , “ N o w  I can 

m ake you r life a misery, b u t I w ill never bore  you. It is a p ro m ise .” 64 It w as 

one he w ou ld  keep. T hey  then  w en t to  a nearby  p h o to g rap h y  s tu d io  for a 

w edd ing  p o r tra it,  b u t B ethune w as to o  im p a tien t to  w a it fo r the im age to  be 

p roperly  “ fixed .” In a q u irk  o f fo reshadow ing  the  p ic tu re  w ou ld  soon  fade, 

leaving F rances w ith  n o th in g  b u t “a sheet o f  b lack n ess .”65

T he w edd ing  p a rty  m oved on  to  a p u b  for a d rin k . W ith  them  w as the 

g ro o m sm an , C lifford  E llingw orth , a lanky  A ustra lian  doctor. O ne  d rin k  led 

to  a n o th e r  un til the  b rid e  an d  g ro o m  h ad  to  su p p o r t E llingw orth  as they 

m ade the ir w ay  to  V ictoria S tation . T hey  had  p lanned  to  catch  the  b o a t tra in  

fo r Paris b u t m issed it, so Bethune b o u g h t tickets fo r the  n ex t tra in  to  leave 

the  s ta tio n , w hich  h ap p en ed  to  co n n ec t w ith  G uernsey  in the  C hannel Is

lands. As the tra in  inched fo rw ard , the  coup le  d isen tang led  them selves from  

E llingw orth . H is last w o rd s  to  Frances w ere, “ H e really  is fond  o f y o u .” She 

found  the  rem ark  “ unreassu ring ly  rea ssu rin g .”66

It w as n o t long  before d o u b ts  a b o u t her cho ice  o f a h u sb a n d  began  to  

creep in .67 Bethune had alw ays tried  to  do m in a te  her, and  this b ehav iou r co n 

tinued . In G uernsey  they w en t fo r a long w alk  in the  hills. R eaching  the  edge
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o f  a n a r ro w  b u t deep  chasm , o n e  they  co u ld  easily  have w alked  a ro u n d , 

Bethune insisted  on  jum ping  across. W hen  F rances hung  back , he sa id , “ I 

w ould  sooner see you dead  th an  funk  th a t .” She leaped an d  landed  safely bu t 

never fo rgo t the  inciden t, saying m any years la te r th a t his co ld  w o rd s had 

m ade som eth ing  die inside her. She ch ided  herself fo r it, feeling she should  

have been stronger. But she had rem em bered a  sto ry  from  her childhood ab o u t 

a lady w h o  asked  her kn igh t to  retrieve a glove she had  deliberately  th ro w n  

in to  a den o f lions to  test his valour. H e b raved  the lions an d  p resen ted  the 

lady w ith  the  glove, b u t then  rode off, leaving her behind. F rances said  n o th 

ing to  B ethune a t  the  tim e, b u t he m ust have sensed her resen tm en t, fo r he 

la te r w arned  her, “ A lw ays look  a t m e th ro u g h  half-closed eyes.” 68

Several days later, a m ino r disagreem ent betw een them  escalated in to  a full- 

scale row. F inally Bethune shou ted  th a t he had  n o th in g  m ore to  say  and  w as 

going fo r a sw im . Frances silently po in ted  to  th e  w indow , for a tem pest w as 

raging ou tside . Ignoring  her, he p u t on  his b a th in g  su it an d  headed fo r the 

angry  sea. F urious, b u t now  also  frightened, she snatched  up  a co a t an d  fol

low ed him . H e plunged th rough  several w aves; suddenly  the un d erto w  seized 

h im  and  he d isappeared . She cau g h t one m ore glim pse o f him  before he van

ished under the  w alls o f black w ate r b a tte ring  the  coast. M om en ts later, by 

sheer luck, a w ave hurled  him  closer to  th e  beach an d  he m anaged  to  stagger 

ashore . Falling face dow n on  the sand , he lay still, then , gasp ing  fo r b rea th , 

g o t to  his knees. M ore  tim e passed before he could  stand . Frances later said 

th a t she saw  som eth ing  in his eyes th a t she had  never seen before: fear and  

sham e. W ith o u t a w o rd  they re tu rned  to  the hotel to  dress fo r dinner. In the 

d in ing  room  Bethune o rdered  a bo ttle  o f Im perial Tokay. R aising the ir glasses 

o f  golden w ine, they looked  a t each o th er and  b u rs t in to  laughter.69

Bethune had  p lanned  the ir honeym oon as a w ork ing  ho liday an d  arranged  

th a t during  their to u r  o f the C o n tin en t he w ou ld  undertake sh o rt stints o f sur

gical tra in ing . F rom  G uernsey  they w en t to  Paris w here for several w eeks he 

spen t p a r t  o f each day  in a b rief cou rse  a t the  H o tel D ieu; th e  rest o f the  tim e 

the couple spent sightseeing, visiting a r t galleries, din ing, an d  dancing .70 From  

Paris they w en t to  R om e and  n o rth  to  Florence, P adua, and  V erona, indulging 

B ethune’s passion fo r a rt. Between h u rried  early  m orn ing  b reak fasts  and  late 

evening dinners, he led them  o n  a w hirlw ind  to u r o f h istoric sights, m useum s, 

ca th ed ra ls , an d  a r t  galleries. In L ondon he had  preferred  the sensuously  rich 

style o f seven teen th -cen tu ry  B aroque a r t ,  and  in R om e h ad  m ade a p o in t o f 

seeing the w o rk s  o f som e o f  the  g rea t m asters o f  th a t period  including  C ar

avaggio  an d  C arracci. But in P adua he encoun tered  the w o rk  o f  the m edieval 

F lorentine pain ter G io tto  and  w as overw helm ed by the calm ness an d  serenity
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o f his frescoes. H e began to  question  his earlier aesthetic judgm ent, a process, 

F rances said, th a t m ade him  ex trem ely  prickly. M uch  o f  the  rest o f the ir tim e 

in P adua  they spen t s tudy ing  o th e r  w orks o f  the g rea t I ta lian  m aster.7'

F rom  Italy  they  h u rrie d  on  to  S w itze rland  an d  then  to  A u str ia , w here  

Bethune had  m ade arran g em en ts  to  spend six  m o n th s  tra in in g  in m edicine 

a n d  surgery  in V ienna.71 Isabelle H u m p h rey s-O w en  w as v isiting  her sister 

there, and  it w as n o t long before Bethune w en t to  see her. It seem s th a t he had 

in form ed her o f his m arriage only  a fte r the fac t, because th e ir  en c o u n te r  w as 

brief an d  bitter. She rejected his a t tem p t to  g reet h er w ith  a kiss an d  charged  

him  w ith  m islead ing  her, o f  w a n tin g  on ly  her m oney  an d  n o t h er love. 

B ethune assured  her th a t he w o u ld  find a w ay to  pay w h a t he ow ed  her, by 

th a t tim e a sum  th a t m ust have am oun ted  to  several tho u san d  dollars, b u t she 

p ro u d ly  refused his offer, say ing  th e  m a tte r  w as closed . B ethune re tu rn ed  

crestfallen  to  h is w ife.73

But life w as good  fo r the  new lyw eds in V ienna. W hen B ethune w as free 

from  his hosp ita l du ties, they  en joyed them selves, spend ing  freely. T hey  ate 

and  d rank  well, a ttended  concerts, an d  visited V ienna’s m any galleries. A t last 

they realized th a t they  only h ad  en ough  m oney to  pay th e ir  expenses fo r a 

few days m ore, an d  F rances cabled  her L ondon  b an k , ask ing  th a t funds be 

sen t im m ediately. Bethune w en t o u t to  co llect the re tu rn  w ire an d  on  his w ay 

back d ro p p ed  in to  an  a r t  shop  he knew  a n d  h appened  to  no tice an  exqu isite  

porce lain  s ta tu e tte . H is instinct to ld  him  it w as a  find. W hen his w ife greeted  

him  a t  the  d o o r  o f the ir ro o m , he sheepishly handed  her the  package , h o ld 

ing o u t his o th e r hand  w ith  the few schillings o f  change. Tearing o ff the w ra p 

ping, she to o k  one look  a t  the s ta tu e tte  an d  th rew  it a t  him . It s truck  a w all 

an d  sh a tte red . R epenting  her ac tio n , she w en t do w n  o n  h er knees an d  began 

to  co llect the  pieces, te lling  B ethune to  find som e glue. M u m b lin g  apologies, 

he ben t to  help her, an d  as so often  a fte r th e ir  q u arre ls , they looked  a t each 

o th e r  and  began to  laugh. C hecking the ir finances, they decided to  sp lurge on 

a la s t n igh t on  th e  to w n .74

N e x t m o rn in g  they  h ad  to  face th e  fac t th a t  th e  h o n ey m o o n  w as over. 

F rances w ired  her bank  fo r m ore  m oney, an d  they  so o n  re tu rn ed  to  L ondon . 

D uring  the ir con tinen ta l rom p  they had  gone th ro u g h  m ost o f her legacy and  

now  h ad  little left to  live on. In the  early  sp ring  o f 1924 Bethune tried  b u t 

failed to  find a su itab le  position  in a hosp ita l, an d  they realized th a t the  p it

tance th a t he cou ld  ea rn  an d  the sm all a m o u n t left o f  th e  legacy cou ld  n o t 

su p p o r t th e ir  lifestyle. H is  p rio rity  n ow  h ad  to  be to  m ake  m o re  m oney, 

an d  this m ean t g iving up his goal o f o b ta in in g  an  English f r c s  qualification . 

A lthough  he still yearned  to  fo llow  in his g ra n d fa th e r’s foo tsteps, do ing  so

4 4  P H O E N I X



w ould  m ean  beginn ing  aga in  the  long process o f p rep a rin g  fo r the ex a m in a 

tions. It w as a luxury  he cou ld  n o  longer a ffo rd .

L ondon  w as a  dead  end . D esp ite the g litter o f th e  life he had  led there , 

Bethune had rarely  felt com fo rtab le  in a society in w hich his accent an d  place 

o f b irth  m ark ed  him  as an  alien. H e had  been m ade to  feel an  o u ts id e r  in 

British society, an d  this had  stung  his p ride.75 H e knew  in his heart th a t, lack

ing sufficient social connections, his chances o f succeeding th e re  w ere slim , 

sim ply  because o f w ho  he w as. T h e  m ore he th o u g h t a b o u t it, the  m ore he 

w as sure th a t go ing  hom e to  C an ad a  w as the  righ t th in g  to  do. W ith  his ab il

ity an d  qualifica tions he w as certa in  he cou ld  easily  es tab lish  h im self there 

an d  m ake a g ood  incom e. Full o f  fresh en thusiasm , he set o u t his p lan  to  his 

wife: they  w o u ld  go to  C a n ad a , an d  w ith  the last o f  her m oney he w ou ld  set 

h im self up  in p rac tice and  m ake the ir fo rtune . At first she rejected the idea, 

hav ing  no  w ish to  leave L ondon  fo r w h a t w as to  h er a  d is ta n t colony, b u t a t 

last she gave in. F or B ethune th e re  w as n o  a lternative: the flight had  been 

fabu lous w hile it lasted , b u t n ow  he h ad  com e dow n to  earth .
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The Slough of Despond

Detroit and Saranac Lake, 1924-192-/

Eager now  to  begin life afresh  in the  N ew  W orld , B ethune b o oked  reserva

tions ab o a rd  the ss  A dania , w hich sailed from  S ou tham pton  on  27 June  1924. 

In  M o n trea l he and  Frances boarded  th e  tra in  to  T o ro n to , w here  his b ro th er 

picked them  up  and  drove them  a ro u n d  th e  w estern  end  o f Lake O n ta r io  to  

the  to w n  o f G rim sby  w here  B ethune’s p a ren ts  w ere living in  re tirem en t. T he 

sen io r B ethunes greeted  th e ir  so n ’s b ride  w arm ly, a n d  a t first all w en t well. 

But the atm osphere  soon chilled. Bethune h ad  w arn ed  Frances ab o u t her new  

in-law s’ in tense religiosity, b u t she had  never experienced  an y th in g  like it. It 

w as n o t long before E lizabeth  B ethune, w hom  Frances la ter described  as “ a 

h e llio n ,” s ta rted  sneak ing  relig ious trac ts  in to  the novels she w as read ing , 

an d  M alco lm  began insisting  th a t she and  his son  m ust each  ea t a hand fu l o f 

d ir t to  learn  hum ility .' As soon  as he cou ld , B ethune to ld  his p a ren ts  he had 

to  begin his search  for a place to  set up a private  practice , and  the new lyw eds 

left G rim sby  behind.

B ethune knew  th a t an  u rb an  p rac tice w o u ld  offer him  the  best chance of 

qu ick  financial success. But now  th a t he w as back  in C a n ad a , he began to  

yearn  fo r the N o rth . P erhaps h o p in g  to  conv ince his w ife th a t  they  cou ld  

settle in som e n o rth e rn  to w n , he to o k  her on a sh o rt trip  in to  the A lgom a 

D istric t an d  Q uebec. T he w ilderness m ay indeed have en ch an ted  her, b u t it 

is m ore  likely th a t she felt pan ic  a t  the  th o u g h t o f  living so far from  w h a t she 

regarded as civilization. Years later, referring  to  one o f the places they visited, 

B ethune w ro te  to  her, “ D o you rem em ber R ouyn  in 1923? [sic] It’s n ow  a 

m ining tow n  -  n o t o f 3 build ings -  b u t o f  2 0 ,0 0 0  people. We could  have been 

w ealthy, b u t oh  w h a t a life o f poverty .” 1

G iving up  the  idea o f  carv ing  o u t a p rac tice  in the  w ilderness, B ethune 

decided to  try  his luck in the  U nited S tates, so a t  th e  end  o f the ir A lgom a trip  

they w en t to  Rochester, M inneso ta , staying there fo r p a rt o f the sum m er while 

Bethune observed  various surgical p rocedures a t the renow ned  M ayo  C lin ic .5



H e w as  considering w he the r  he should  study brain  surgery; however, they 

were running  o u t  o f  money an d  he realized th a t  specialization w ould  have to  

wait .  So after a brief visit w ith his sister, Janet ,  an d  her husband  in Stratford, 

O n ta r io ,  he decided to  try his luck in Detroit .4 T h e  idea m ay have com e from 

Albert R obe r t  Ernest C o lem an ,  an Englishm an he had m et du r ing  his service 

in the  Royal N avy  an d  w ith  w h o m  he had  kept in touch . C o lem an  had  e m 

igrated to  the  United States w here  he found  a job w ith  the Bell Telephone 

C o m p an y  in Detroit .  In writing to  Bethune, C olem an m ay well have touted  

the  oppo r tun i ty  to  be found in the boom ing  city. Detro it ,  n icknam ed  “ M o to r  

City, u s a , ”  was growing rapidly. Its population  had increased by m ore than 50 

per cen t since the  beginning o f  the  World War, an d  it w as  n o w  the fourth 

largest urban  centre in the United States, a noisy, congested metropolis spraw l

ing a long  the no r th  bank  o f  the D etro it  River.5

T h e  Bethunes a rr ived  in D e tro i t  in early  O c to b e r  1924. T h ey  ren ted  a 

large high-ceilinged a p a r tm e n t  a t  411 Selden Street, n o t  far  n o r th  o f  the  

d o w n to w n ,  in a  declin ing residentia l a rea  w h ere  small com m erc ia l  shops  

were  replacing houses. Orig inally  it h ad  been a  largely G erm a n  an d  Greek 

co m m u n ity  bu t w as  n o w  hom e to  m any  African-Am ericans an d  M exicans 

d ra w n  n o r th  by em p loym en t  opportun it ies  in m otor-re la ted  industries. The  

n e ighbourhood  had  a seamy side, having witnessed d ram a tic  shoo t-ou ts  be

tw een  the d o m in a n t  Purple G ang  an d  its rivals in a struggle for contro l o f  the 

illicit liquor trade.

Bethune applied  for the  right to  practise  medicine, an d  af te r  passing an 

ex am ina t ion ,  received his State o f  M ichigan medical licence in the  first week 

o f  December 1924.6 Confident o f  instant success, he opened a spacious seventh- 

floor office in the  General Necessities Building d o w n to w n .  But few patients  

ap peared ,  and  after a few weeks, unable  to  pay the  rent,  he had  to  give up 

the office an d  use p a r t  o f  the  Selden Street ap a r tm e n t  as his consulting  room . 

T h e  change a t t rac ted  m ore  patients  b u t  b ro u g h t  in little money, for m any 

w h o  cam e were  to o  p o o r  to  pay  B ethune’s fees. Some could  only offer goods 

in exchange for t rea tm en t,  and  o thers  simply prom ised  to  pay an d  never re

tu rned . But a t  least Bethune encoun te red  an  interesting variety o f  cases. His 

first pat ien t w as  a female victim o f  an  a t tem p ted  s trangulation ; her assailant 

had  tr ied to  th ro tt le  her using her pe t t icoa t .7 O th e r  patients  were  local p ros

titutes. Looking  o u t  the  w in d o w  and  seeing one o f  them  sauntering  up  and  

d ow n  Selden Street, Bethune w ou ld  say, “T h e re ’s Peggy, w ork ing  for us .” 8

Frances Bethune became more and  m ore unhappy. Preoccupied with build

ing his practice an d  s truggling to  m ake  ends  meet,  her h u sb a n d  ignored her 

distress a t  living in the rough Selden Street n e ighbourhood  an d  dealing with 

the patients  w h o  cam e from it. The  small w ait ing  room  in their  ap a r tm en t
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w as crow ded  w ith  prostitu tes ,  working-class poor, an d  im m igran ts  able to  

speak only a few w ords  o f  English. Despite her experience as a social w orke r  

in Ed inburgh  an d  L ondon ,  Frances d id n o t  w a n t  such people to  becom e the 

m ainstay  o f  B ethune’s practice. She also  hated  having the re frigera tor  filled 

w ith  medicines an d  their  on ly  saucepan  being used to  boil up  instrum ents .  

Desperate ly hom esick , she loa thed  D etro it  an d  q u o te d  O sca r  W ilde’s a p h o 

rism th a t  “ America is the  on ly  coun try  th a t  w en t  from  barba rism  to  d ec a 

dence w i th o u t  civilization in be tw een .”9 O n  this subject Bethune did a t  least 

em path ize  w ith  her feelings, fo r  he to o  had  little g ood  to  say o f  D etro it .  

“H o w  dirty this place is!” he wrote. “Awfully squalid -  terribly so. The  people 

look vulgar an d  brutal . ..  I d o  wish they d id n ’t  bu t  they d o . ” 10 But o n  those 

sam e people his income depended.

W hen he w as  away, Frances sa t in the ir  a p a r tm e n t  an d  brooded . She felt 

th a t  their  m arr iage  had  gone w ro n g  and  th a t  she w as  partly  to  b lam e fo r  her 

p red icam en t .  She h ad  been w a rn e d  -  her  m o th e r  had  been o p p o se d  to 

B ethune‘s cou r tsh ip  an d  angered  by her d au g h te r ’s insistence on  m arry ing  

him. If she were  to  leave h im, it w ou ld  be terrib ly  ha rd  to  go  hom e an d  face 

her m o th e r ’s w ra th ,  so she felt she had  now here  to  go. M o s t  o f  her money 

had  been spent on  B ethune’s needs an d  w him s, an d  she n o w  resented  this. 

T h ey  w ere  barely ge t t ing  by financially an d  she w as  a lone  an d  friendless. 

T h e n  on e  day  B ethune b r o u g h t  A .R.E. C o lem a n  h o m e  to  m eet her. Tall,  

b lond, handsom e,  an d  best o f  all, an  Englishm an, he imm ediate ly  appealed  

to  Frances, s tarved as she w as  for con tac t  w ith hom e an d  things European . 

Half-seriously, she w arn ed  Bethune n o t  to  b ring  R.E., as they  called h im, 

a ro u n d  too  often , as he w as  the  so r t  o f  m an  she could  fall in love w i th ."

M e an w h ile  B ethune w as  beginning  t o  m ake  p ro fess iona l  p rogress .  H e 

knew  th a t  prescribing for colds o r  sore backs w ould  never m ake  him rich, 

even w ith  patients  ab le  to  pay his fees. Surgery w as  far  m ore  lucrative, but 

to  practise his c raft  he needed the use o f  an  opera ting  theatre ,  an d  th a t  m eant 

he had  to  join a hospital staff. T h ro u g h  a d o c to r  he had  met, he ob ta ined  an 

interview w ith  Eugene Osius, a resident surgeon a t  the H a rp e r  H osp ita l ,  a 

highly respected medical institu tion  da t ing  from  the  Civil W ar era. Arm ed 

w ith  his extensive curr icu lum  vitae an d  laying on the  ch a rm ,  Bethune im 

pressed Dr Osius, w h o  agreed to  present his credentials to  the hospital super

in te n d e n t ."  A sh o r t  t im e later Bethune w as  accepted as vo lun ta ry  assistant 

in the  O u tp a t ie n ts ’ D epartm en t.  T h e  posit ion  ca rr ied  no  sa lary  bu t gave him 

operating  privileges. H a rp e r  had  m any p rom inen t Detroit  docto rs  on  its staff, 

an d  B ethune co u n te d  on  being in tro d u c ed  to  som e o f  th e m ,  sure  th a t  he 

could  convince them  to  send h im  patients  w h o  needed surgery.
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His nex t step w as  to  send a le tter o f  in troduc tion  to  D ean Walter M ac- 

C rak e n  o f  the D etro it  College o f  Medicine. Like Osius, M a cC ra k en  w as  a t 

t rac ted  by B ethune’s resum e an d  g ran ted  his request for an interview. At the 

end  o f  their  meeting, M a cC ra k en  offered Bethune a posit ion  on  the  faculty. 

He recognized th a t  B e thune’s credentia ls  entitled him to  teach a course  in 

surgery bu t to ld  h im th a t  the only vacancy a t  the tim e w as  a part- tim e one 

in prescrip tion  writing. T h e  course ,  w hich  consisted o f  twelve w eekly  ses

sions, paid  a salary o f  $50  per  m on th .  Bethune quickly accepted the  job.

O ne of  his students, Edw ard  K upka, rem em bered the first day th a t  Bethune 

appeared  before his class, wearing a sports  jacket, open-necked shirt,  flannel 

slacks, an d  casual shoes. Lighting his pipe, he drew  slowly on  it several times 

as he surveyed his audience an d  then ann o u n c ed ,  “This  course is a deadly 

bore, bu t  I m ust teach .i t  to  y o u .” ' 3 After paus ing  to  gauge the  effect o f  his 

w ords ,  he launched into an  “ impassioned lecture on  the practice o f  medicine 

as a m odern  priestly c ra f t .” ' 4 H e  lectured in an  exaggerated  O x fo rd  accent 

w ith  a touch  o f  Cockney, using a “ m ix tu re  o f  ethics, history, ex h o r ta t io n ,  

[and] anecdotes ,  delivered in a d ram a tic  w ay  an d  with  hu m o u r .” Refusing 

to  con fo rm  to  the  usual academ ic procedure ,  he announced  th a t  he w ould  

give a pass to  everyone and  refused to  keep a t tendance .  Despite this casual 

app ro a ch ,  he m anaged  to  get across the basics o f  prescription w ri t ing .l$

M o s t  medical school professors  a t  this t im e dressed form ally  an d  kept 

the ir  d istance from  the ir  s tudents ,  so  B ethune’s relaxed m a n n e r  in the  class

room  stood  ou t.  H e  cha in -sm oked  while  he lectured an d  let his s tuden ts  do 

the  same. H e even p rovided  c igare ttes . '6 And the  cam arader ie  d id no t  en d  a t  

th e  lecture-hall door. H e  invited s tuden ts  to  acco m p an y  him o n  S a tu rday  

nights to  local speakeasies,  w here  he cheerfully bo u g h t  ro u n d s  o f  beer and  

joined in the m ix tu re  o f  serious an d  ribald talk  th a t  w en t  on  till closing. H e 

also  loaned  s tuden ts  small sum s o f  m oney  an d  helped them  to  find p a r t-  

t im e em p lo y m en t  to  pay for the ir  college expenses . '7 S tudents  enjoyed his 

often  baw dy  sense o f  hum our.  In a class in w hich he had  asked them  to  write  

p resc r ip t ions  o n  th e  b la c k b o a rd ,  one  s tu d e n t  w ro te  “ a n u s ” ( ra th e r  th a n  

“ an ise” ) water. Asked h o w  the  po t io n  tas ted  an d  smelled, the  s tu d e n t  re

plied, “ Fine.” Bethune said dryly, “ I suggest to  you, M r  Schlaefer, tha t  it would  

taste  an d  smell fecal.” T h e  how ls  o f  laughter  th a t  greeted his rem ark  w en t 

on  so long th a t  he had  to  dismiss the c lass . '8 O n  a n o th e r  occasion he w arned  

s tudents,  “ If you write  a p rescrip tion  for a supposi to ry  for a w o m a n ,  be sure 

to  tell her  w here  to  p u t  it; o the rw ise ,  she’ll pu t  in her v ag ina .” '9 B ethune’s 

teaching style m ay have been unconventional,  bu t  it did  no t  keep D ean  M a c

C rak e n  from  giving him a n o th e r  ap p o in tm e n t .  In 19Z6 he assigned Bethune
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to  act as a d e m o n s tra to r  in clinical surgery to  g roups  o f  four s tuden ts  in St 

M a ry ’s Hospita l,  across the  street from the D etro it  College o f  Medicine. This 

b r o u g h t  in the  sam e m o n th ly  a m o u n t  th a t  he received fo r  teach ing  p re 

scrip tion  w ri t ing .10

C h a m e leo n  th a t  he w as ,  B ethune ac ted  a very d if fe ren t  ro le  w ith  co l

leagues th a n  he did  w ith  s tuden ts .  W ith  o th e r  d o c to rs  he d id his best to  

ap p e ar  as the A m erican idea o f  an Englishm an: he spoke in c l ipped tones, 

held himself  erect, an d  affected a carefully  tr im m ed  m ustache ,  bow ler  h a t  

and  cane,  an d  ascot an d  gloves.11 H is courtly  m anners  an d  the  lustre o f  his 

E d inbu rgh  f r c s  allow ed  h im  to  cu t  a sw ath  th ro u g h  the  local medical 

com m unity . H e began receiving invitations to  d inner  parties an d  o th e r  social 

engagements, where the well-bred and  aloof Frances and  the dynam ic N orm an  

m ade  a str ik ing couple. As usual, he m anaged  to  m ake  himself  the  cen tre  of 

a t ten t ion  w herever  he went.

W ord  spread  th a t  a p rom is ing  new  surgeon  was in to w n ,  an d  physicians 

th ro u g h o u t  the city began to  send patients  to  Bethune. H e  becam e extremely 

busy, an d  m oney  began to  flow in. So early  in 1926 the Bethunes found  an 

a p a r tm e n t  in a m ore  desirable location just n o r th  o f  the  city on  the  D etro it  

River overlooking Belle Isle. Alden Park M a n o r  was a new  apa r tm en t  com plex 

a t  8 1 0 0  Jefferson  Avenue. T h ey  chose  a lu xu r ious  fu rn ished  suite  on  the 

fourth  floor o f  the  C haring  C ross  building. Despite the ir  m o u n ta in  o f  debts, 

Bethune spent his first big fee on  an expensive Florentine mirror,  w hich  he 

p roudly  a t tached  to  the wall above the bed ro o m  dresser. W ith  his nex t pay

m ent he pu rchased  a “ fairy tale chandelier.’’11 Despite such ex travagance ,  he 

soon paid  their debts. H e then began to  decorate  their ap a r tm en t  with ar t  and  

fine furnishings, pu tting  his eye for beautiful th ings to  g ood  use in junk shops 

a n d  runn ing  up  huge bills a t  upscale dep a r tm en t  stores. A m ong  the treasures 

he b rough t  hom e were a Chinese chair  and  an  o rna te  table m ade for the  King 

o f  Rom e, the  son o f  N ap o le o n  I. Frances did  her p a r t  by sewing green velvet 

curtains an d  chintz covers for their chairs and  sofas. They  lined the apa r tm en t  

walls w ith  hundreds  o f  books. Bethune had  a hab i t  o f  tuck ing  m oney  into 

them , so w henever  cash w as  needed, they had  to  search frantically am o n g  

favourite a u th o rs  from  F laubert to  M a rc u s  Aurelius.13

In little m ore  than  a year, despite a rocky beginning, Bethune had  arrived. 

H e bough t a car, joined a golf  club, an d  indulged his an d  his wife’s tastes for 

im ported  clothing an d  dinners a t  fine restaurants.  T o  pay for such luxuries he 

charged  high fees w here  he could; am o n g  those w hose purses he lightened 

w ere  no t only affluent citizens bu t  certain  prostitu tes w h o m  he knew  were 

paid  handsom ely  for their services. H is ap p ro a ch  to  fees w as  always flexible. 

For exam ple , after perform ing  on E dw ard  K u p k a’s father an  opera tion  for
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which the  s tandard  fee w as  between $30  an d  $35, Bethune asked for $75. 

T h e  studen t protested  th a t  the am o u n t  w as  m ore th a n  his father, a small mer

chan t,  had  expected. Bethune replied, “Well, m ake  it $ 5 0 .” W hen K upka  told 

him th a t  he had  b rough t  only $30  with h im , Bethune settled for th a t .14

But al though  he charged  well-off people to  the  hilt, he asked no th ing  from 

patients  w h o  could  n o t  afford  to  pay. W orsh ipp ing  Bethune as a hero  and  

eager to  be his acolyte, K upka  persuaded  him to  let him accom pany  him on 

som e o f  his em ergency house  calls. O n  one o f  these they a t tended  a p regnant 

w o m a n  living w ith  o the r  M exican  im m igran ts  in a disused railway car; the 

h u sb a n d  h ad  rushed  to  B e thune’s office w h en  his wife w e n t  in to  labour. 

Bethune followed him to  the  ra ilw ay  car, an d  though  the  delivery w as  diffi

cu l t ,  he a n d  K upka  b r o u g h t  the  baby  in to  the  w orld .  W hen  the  grateful 

father  confessed  he h ad  little money, Bethune pa t ted  him on  the  shou lder  

an d  assu red  h im  th a t  he w a n te d  n o th in g  for his services .15 But on  o the r  

occas ions  his co m p ass io n  gave w ay  to  im pa tience ,  a n d  then  he cou ld  be 

ab ru p t  an d  unpleasant.  O n e  day  he was using a  sigmoidoscope to  m ake a rec

tal exam ina tion ,  an d  the  patient ,  an elderly African-American, com plained  

several times th a t  Bethune w as  hu r t ing  him. Exasperated ,  Bethune ordered  

him o u t  o f  the  office, an d  w hen  the d o o r  closed, tu rned  to  K upka  and  m u t 

tered, “ D am n  old nigger.” A sim ilar s ituation  occurred  w hen  he w as  rough  

in his t rea tm en t  o f  a pat ien t  suffering from  g o n o r rh e a .16

For the  m ost  p a r t ,  however, he show ed  a deep concern  for his patients .  

T h ro u g h o u t  his medical ca reer  he w o u ld  a p p e a r  a t  any  t im e o f  the  d ay  o r  

n igh t to  look in on  patients  on  w h o m  he had  ope ra ted ,  even w hen  his vis

its conflicted  w ith  h osp i ta l  rou tines .  T h is  an n o y e d  the  n u rs in g  s ta ff  b u t  

de l igh ted  his pa t ien ts .  H e  a lso  often  reac ted  em o t io n a l ly  w h en  he lost a 

patien t ,  feeling genuine so r ro w  for the  loss o f  life an d  a hum il ia t ing  sense o f  

his ow n  failure. O n  o n e  occas ion,  du r ing  an  o p e ra t io n  a t  H a rp e r  H ospita l  

in 1926 , the  p a t ien t  began  to  bleed; her dam aged  arte ries  la ter  becam e in

fected, an d  o n e  o f  her legs had  to  be am p u ta ted .  Bethune w as  deeply upset, 

an d  a t  a H a r p e r  staff  m eeting he go t up  a n d  said  th a t  he m ight have m ade 

an  e r ro r  in his surgery  th a t  caused the  bleeding. H is fellow d o c to rs  w ere  

taken  a b a c k ,  fo r  few su rgeons  ca re  to  focus a t te n t io n  o n  the ir  m is takes.  

After the  m eeting ,  the  su p e r in te n d e n t  q ues t ioned  D r  O sius ,  w h o  had  a s 

sisted a t  the  o p e ra t io n .  H e  assured  the  supe r in tenden t  th a t  the loss o f  the 

limb w as  n o t  B e thune’s fau lt .17

But despite B ethune’s g row ing  professional success an d  the  com fortab le  

lifestyle he could  n o w  provide, his m arriage con tinued  to  fray. Frances still 

loved him an d  missed him w hen  he w as  away, bu t  they quarre lled  furiously 

w hen  they were together. A spa t  m ight begin a b o u t  any th ing  -  the decision
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to  com e to  D etro it ,  B ethune’s long hours ,  o r  his use o f  so m uch  space in the 

refrigerator  to  store medicines -  b u t  t im e afte r  t im e every a rg u m e n t  tu rned  

on  m oney  -  her  m oney  th a t  he had used for his o w n  purposes. Their  frequent 

conflicts com plicated their deeply troubled  sexual relationship. Sex had  never 

been easy betw een  them , a n d  som e years  la te r  B ethune w o u ld  w ri te  to  

Frances telling her to  consu l t  a physic ian  a b o u t  her hym en, c la im ing  th a t  

he could  no  longer s tand  the ir  “ un n a tu ra l  u n io n .”28

Bethune began to  spend m ore  evenings aw ay  from  hom e. H e  also began 

to  d r ink  heavily, an d  this m ade  him m ore  irascible. T h e  sharpness  o f  their 

quarre ls  escalated until even w hen  sober  he w o u ld  launch  in to  furious o u t 

bursts  against Frances. To p rovoke  her he w ou ld  spit in the  b a th tu b ,  which 

she ab h o r red ,  an d  defy her s tandards  o f  gen tlem anly  co n d u c t  by refusing to 

ba the  before changing  in to  evening dress.29 She also believed th a t  Bethune 

spent t ime w ith  female friends w h o  w ere  hostile to  her.JO

N o t  all o f  B ethune’s m oods  were  angry: he som etim es p lunged  in to  de 

pression. Frances la ter  said th a t  w hen  he hated  himself, he slashed a t  things 

an d  d id n ’t w a n t  her  to  love h im .’1 By the  early a u tu m n  o f  1925, little m ore 

than  tw o  years after they  m arried ,  she felt she could  take n o  more. N eed ing  

a long break  to  th ink  things over, she w en t  to  N o v a  Scotia to  stay w ith  K a th 

leen M cC oll ,  a ch i ldhood  friend w h o  had  im m igrated  there .32 W hile she was 

aw ay  Bethune w ro te  to  her:

I a m  missing you frightfully b u t  paradoxically , w o u ld n ’t  miss missing you 

for worlds .  So please stay aw ay  a little longer. O f  course  w hen  you d o  re

tu rn  you m ust bear  w ith  fort i tude the accum ula ted  affection o f  these ages 

...  Yes, I am  able to  share w ith  you y o u r  delight in being back once  m ore  

on  C a n ad ian  (for w a n t  o f  a better) soil. I th ink  w ith  you th a t  w e simply 

m ust move. At times this place overpow ers  even m y s tou t  spirit an d  w h a t  

it m ust  d o  to  your  soul my darling  I can  only conjec ture  w ith  feelings of 

mingled despair  an d  adm ira t ion .  Patience an d  forti tude: these ra the r  old- 

fashioned virtues have s tood  you in g ood  stead. Any o the r  w o m en  I have 

kn o w n ,  w o u ld  have chucked  the  w ho le  business  long  ag o  . . .  M y  p o o r  

d ea r  I on ly  wish th a t  I w as  able to  m ake  D etro it  a possible place fo r  bo th  

o f  us. But the  m ore  I see o f  it the m ore  I long to  escape.33

After several weeks in N ova Scotia, Frances received som e m oney  from her 

m o th e r  to  a l low  her to  visit her b ro th e r  Frederick, then living in O regon .  

F rom  there she w en t  on  to  San Francisco to  spend  C hr is tm as  w ith  friends.34 

In the early  p a r t  o f  1926 she decided to  give her m arr iage  an o th e r  try  and  

re tu rned  to  D etroit .  But the  re la tionsh ip  only grew  worse. Bethune w as  now
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busier th a n  ever, earn ing  m ore  money bu t w ork ing  longer hours. The  surgery 

he perfo rm ed  a t  the H a rp e r  H osp ita l  b ro u g h t  him  a g o o d  incom e, b u t  he 

kept the Selden Street a p a r tm e n t  an d  m ain ta ined  office hours  there. H e  was 

also  often  o u t  a t  night on  emergency calls. H e had  little t ime for social life -  

o r  an y  life o the r  th a n  his w ork .  So Frances soon  left again ,  this t ime to  spend 

a few weeks in M ontrea l  w ith N o ra h  H um e W right, a classmate from her year 

in a Paris finishing school.35

She w as  back  h o m e again  w hen  Bethune ca m e d o w n  w ith  influenza in 

September. H e seemed to  recover bu t  then w oke in the  middle o f  the  night 

ba thed  in persp ira tion .  T h e  following day  he felt sh o r t  o f  b rea th  an d  le thar

gic, an d  afte r  a week his cond it ion  w as  unchanged. H e called on  a colleague, 

D r  H e rb e r t  Rich, w h o  gave h im a com plete  medical exam ina t ion  on  14 Sep

tem ber  an d  to o k  a specimen o f  his spu tum . As a doctor, Bethune knew  very 

well w h a t  the  tes t w as  for, an d  the  results o f  the la b o ra to ry  analysis c o n 

firmed his w o rs t  fears: he had  tuberculosis .  Rich to ld  h im th a t  it appeared  

th a t  he had  c o n t ra c te d  the  disease as early  as th a t  April.  B e thune’s mind 

raced, try ing to  th ink h o w  he could  have becom e infected, an d  he rem em 

bered a consu lta t ion  in the early  spring w hen  a pat ien t  later d iagnosed  with 

tuberculosis  had  coughed  in his face.

Rich advised B ethune to  consu l t  D r  J. Burns A m b erso n ,  a specialist in 

tuberculosis cases. A m berson saw  Bethune w ith o u t  delay an d  ordered a  chest 

x-ray ,  w hich  confirm ed the  diagnosis.  B ethune h ad  developed  pu lm o n a ry  

tuberculosis ,  w ith  the disease m odera te ly  advanced  in the  left lung and  m in

imal in the right. Dr A m berson  assured  h im th a t  his sym ptom s were  no t too  

severe and  th a t  w ith  p ro p e r  care  in a sa na to r ium  he w as  likely to  recover.36 

K now ing  th a t  his con d i t io n  w o u ld  w orsen  w i th o u t  t rea tm en t,  Bethune said 

he w as  ready  to  begin it. H e  agreed a t  once to  A m berson ’s suggestion th a t  he 

go  to  the  T rudeau  S anato rium  in Saranac  Lake, N e w  York. However, when 

A m berson  called T rudeau ,  he discovered th a t  there were  no  vacancies. His 

second choice w as  C a lydor  Sanatorium , which by coincidence was located in 

G ra v en h u rs t ,  B e thune’s b ir thp lace .  B ethune accepted  th is  suggestion  bu t 

asked to  have his nam e p u t  on  the T ru d eau  w ait ing  list.

S tunned  by this sudden  reversal o f  fo rtune ,  he b roke  the  new s to  his wife. 

Both knew  th a t  the  diagnosis  p robab ly  m ean t disaster for their  failing m ar

riage. A lthough  the  doc to rs  had  given Bethune considerable  hope,  there  was 

no  g u ara n tee  th a t  t rea tm en t  in a sana to r ium  w ould  cure him. Even if it did, 

there w as  no  w ay  o f  know ing  h o w  long the  process w ou ld  take. In the  m ean 

time, w here  w o u ld  he find the  m oney  to  provide for Frances, pay his debts, 

and  cover the  cos t  o f  his medical t rea tm en t?  W orr ied  th a t  his disease was 

contag ious ,  she insisted on  boiling his dishes an d  w as  chary  o f  kissing h im .37
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H e w as  angered by this an d  they began to  quarre l  again. She to ld  h im th a t  

the  on ly  so lu t ion  n o w  w as  for her  to  re tu rn  to  her  m o th e r  in E d inbu rgh ,  

a l though  she hated  to  d o  it for it w ou ld  be an adm ission  o f  failure an d  she 

dreaded  having to  face her m o th e r ‘s w ra th .

After a few miserable days, Bethune set off  by train for G ravenhurst.  Rag

ing against the illness th a t  had disrupted his professional life and  wrecked his 

marriage, he arrived a t  Calydor o n  i  O ctober  1926. Being the helpless victim 

o f  an  insidious disease felt like failure to  him, and  al though he had sought treat

ment quickly, he was not emotionally ready to  com ply w ith it. This he made 

clear from his first day a t  Calydor.’8 The accepted trea tm ent for tuberculosis at 

the sanatorium  was enforced bed rest, which Bethune regarded as a form of 

imprisonm ent and  fiercely resisted. This would  have com e as no  surprise to  Dr 

D.W. Crombie, C a lydor’s assistant director, w h o  had know n Bethune in Lon

don in 1923 and  was well acquainted with his hyperactive nature.

Confined to  bed aga inst  his will, Bethune had  time to  dwell u pon  his t r o u 

bles. H is biggest w orry  w as  how  to  provide financial suppo r t  for his wife. O n  

the  day  he arr ived a t  Calydor, he w ro te  to  her: “ But darling , y o u ’re all I’ve 

got in the w orld  I care  a rap  a b o u t  an d  for you I will do  any th ing  -  an d  the 

first th ing is to  m ake  you financially free from  w o rry  and  th a t  w ay  you are  

sufficient un to  yourself  to  conque r  d ragons .  1 d o  hate  y o u r  com ing  co m b a t  

in E dinburgh  -  the  useless explana tions ,  sexp lana tions  . . .  O u r  m arr iage  has 

been w onderfu l  for me. If I h ad  to  go  over it again  I w ou ld  still w a n t  yo u  for 

m y  side, my darling  . . .  Keep a s t i f f  upper  lip -  we, you an d  I will bea t them 

yet. T h e  th o u g h t  o f  you  to  fight fo r  m akes  me s trong . G o odbye ,  goodbye  

darling, Beth.” ’9

H e  ad d e d  a postscrip t the  following m orn ing: “ M y  dear  girl, d o n ’t w orry  

o r  fuss. You can tell your  people th a t  I took  y o u r  money, w asted  it an d  left 

you s tranded ,  an d  beyond calling you a fool for your  ac tion  an d  I knave  for 

mine w h a t ’s to  be said? You  have done  no th in g  w ro n g  except to  have c o n 

signed yourself an d  your  money to  a m an  w h o  did no t apprecia te  the one  and  

w as  careless o f  the other. B ut let m e  g e t up ! G et w ell first a n d  I w ill repay. ”*0

Such w o rd s  o f  en c o u rag em en t  d id little to  help  F rances. She had  now  

com e ro u n d  to  th ink ing  th a t  re turn ing  to  E d inburgh  w as  n o t  the right th ing 

to  do .  H a u n te d  by fear o f  facing her m other, she becam e depressed, an d  in 

one o f  her letters to  Bethune from  D etro it  confessed she had  considered  sui

cide. H e  replied, “ I w ep t over one o f  the letters you w ro te  me -  darling, d o n ’t 

go  hom e if you feel so bad  a b o u t  it bu t  com e to  T o ro n to  an d  get a job so a t  

least w e can be near  each o ther .”4' W anting to  escape from  D etro it ,  uncer

ta in  a b o u t  rejoining Bethune, an d  d read ing  the  hum il ia t ion  o f  re tu rn ing  to  

Edinburgh, she returned to  her friend Kathleen M cColl in N ova  Scotia. From
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there  she w en t  to  M on trea l  to  stay again w ith  N o ra h  H u m e W right.  In this 

w ay  she spent p a r t  o f  the  w in te r  o f  1926-27 .

For Bethune, w hose  ow n  despair  h ad  deepened since his arrival in Caly

dor, F rances’s decision n o t  to  go  back to  Ed inburgh  w as  the  only good  news 

he had  received. N o  less a lone th a n  Frances, he w ro te  several times to  his 

faithful fo rm er  s tuden t  E dw ard  K upka . Telling h im  th a t  he expected  to  have 

to  stay in bed for a second m o n th ,  Bethune added, “ I am  forced to  regard the 

s i tuation ,  if n o t  w ith  grimness, then a t  least w ith  a shrug  o f  my shoulders  for 

an entirely farcical an d  futile w o rld  -  myself as an entirely farcical, futile fig

ure in it. U nable to  force [s/c] back on the  merciful bu t mysterious w ays of 

a H idden  Purpose in life, an d  having entirely ab a n d o n ed  the  a n th ro p o lo g i

cal idea o f  G od ,  there is bu t  little co m fo r t  in the  concept ion  o f  a Vital Force, 

[and] one is reduced to  the conso la t ion  o f  s im ilar sufferers an d  o n e ’s friends 

becom e elevated to  the  a l ta r  like a ce b o ru m  [szc].” 42

T hree  weeks later Bethune w as  delighted to  hear  th a t  a space had  been 

found  for h im  in the  T ru d eau  S anato rium , the  best in N o r th  America. If he 

could be cured anyw here ,  he believed, it w o u ld  be there. O n  7 D ecem ber he 

w en t  from  C a lydo r  to  Byron S anato rium  n ea r  L ondon ,  O n ta r io ,  for several 

days o f  rest and  exam ina tion ,  then s topped  for a brief visit w i th  his paren ts  

in H am ilton .  O n  14 Decem ber he left by tra in  for Saranac Lake. By 1926 the 

T rudeau  S anato rium  w as  w orld  fam ous.43 F rom  an original one-room  c o t 

tage it had  g ro w n  in to  a large institu tion  spread over several hectares on  the 

pine-covered slopes o f  M o u n t  Pisgah, just outside the resort to w n  o f  Saranac 

Lake. T h e  staff  o f  200 could  ac co m m o d a te  160 patients  in tw o  infirmaries 

an d  28 cottages; there was also a library, labora tory ,  medical and  reception 

pavilion, the rapy  w o rk sh o p ,  nurses '  hom e, chapel ,  and  post office. A dm is

sion w as  restricted to  patients “ in the  first stages o f  pu lm o n a ry  tuberculosis 

an d  free from  serous com plica tions .” 44 A t a cost o f  $15 weekly for room , 

board ,  and  medical t rea tm ent,  they could  rem a in  for six m onths .  Sometimes 

patients  w h o  w an te d  to  ex tend  their  stay and  w h o  w ere  able to  persuade 

o the r  pat ien ts  to  share  the ir  co t tage  were al low ed to  rem ain  o n  the  g rounds  

as ex-patients.

D r  T rudeau ,  the sa n a to r iu m ’s founder, an d  his successors, m o s t  o f  w h o m  

had  suffered from  tuberculosis  themselves, felt th a t  the disease could  n o t  be 

entirely cured bu t only arrested . Their  aim was to  teach their  patients  how  

to  live w ith  it. T hey  believed th a t  rest prevented  the sp read  o f  tu b e rc u la r  

g row th ;  patients  were therefore perm itted  som e mild exercise bu t  only after 

a m a n d a to ry  period  o f  bed rest. Even after they were a llow ed to  w alk  a b o u t  

and  live in the sa n a to r iu m ’s cottages, they were  subject to  a 10 p m  curfew  en

forced by a nurse patrol.
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O n Saturday, 16 December 1926, Bethune was adm itted  to  the sanatorium , 

and  after a com plete physical exam ination ,  tests, and  chest x-rays, was sent to  

Ludington Infirmary to  spend the required m on th  in bed. D eterm ined to  take 

control o f  the situation, he pu t on  a running  perform ance th a t  soon m ade him 

the best-known patient in the infirmary. Sometimes he feigned anger and yelled 

a t  the student nurses; a t  o ther  times, w ith a  devilish gleam in his eye, he would 

en terta in  them  w ith  wildly colourful stories, insisting they w ere  true .  The  

young  w om en  found him eccentric bu t  am using  and  at tractive.4' T h e  older 

nurses, less susceptible to  his charm , m ade certain th a t  he obeyed the rules. It 

was to  be the only time he did so during  his stay a t  Trudeau.

At the  end  o f  the  first s tage o f  his t r ea tm e n t ,  he m oved  o n  14 J a n u a ry  

1927 into R obbins C o ttage  to  join four o the r  patients ,  th ree  o f  them  m ed

ical doctors .  W ith  tw o ,  Lincoln Fisher an d  John  Barnwell,  he form ed lasting 

friendships. F rom  the  beginning he tested his co t tage-m ates ,  te lling them  tall 

tales a b o u t  his pas t  an d  his experiences in a m a n n e r  th a t  da red  them  to  dis

believe h im .4'’ After w h a t  he regarded as a m o n th  o f  de ten tion  u nder  guard ,  

he w as  itching to  enjoy his physical f reedom  an d  defy authori ty . H e  began 

by w ork ing  o u t  a p lan  to  break curfew  an d  escape a t  n igh t  into the tow n. 

Patients were  a l low ed to  leave the g rounds  only three n ights a m o n th ,  and  

they were  supposed  to  be back in their  beds w ith  lights o u t  by curfew. This 

d id  n o t  su it  B e thune’s p lans,  so he ca m e up  w ith  a ruse  to  fool th e  nurse 

patro l .  H e stuffed Barnwell’s snow  suit w ith  b lankets  an d  pillows an d  placed 

the dum m y, covered w ith  a b lanket,  in the bed nearest the w in d o w  w here  the 

nurses w ou ld  see it an d  th ink  the  patien ts  were  sleeping. T im ing  the ir  d e 

p ar tu re  to  avoid the  patro l ,  the t ru an ts  slipped th ro u g h  the sh adow s to  the 

gate  and  sneaked pas t  the w a tchm an .  O nce  a t  a safe distance, they sauntered  

d o w n  the  ro ad ,  end ing  up  a t  B rook ’s T ave rn ,  the ir  favourite  a m o n g  the 

to w n ’s twelve speakeasies. Bethune set a b o u t  w inn ing  over  the nurses, and  

p lanned  a par ty  for them  a t  the  tavern . W hen  they arr ived, they found  the 

r o o m  d ecked  w i th  p ine a n d  sp ruce  boughs .  B ethune g ree ted  th e m  w ith  a 

sweeping bow, then from un d er  the table  p roduced  a large box  o f  bottles o f  

French wine. To cheers f rom  the nurses an d  his co ttage-m ates ,  he announced  

th a t  he h ad  a r ranged  for it to  be smuggled in from  M o n trea l .47

Yet despite the cam arader ie  o f  the co ttage an d  the success o f  his p ranks ,  

B e thune’s m o o d  often  sw u n g  to w a rd  depress ion ,  for he w as  still fre tting  

a b o u t  his m a jo r  p reoccupat ion :  money. H e  w as  hau n ted  by the  need to  pay 

his debts and  suppor t  his wife. After Frances had  gone to  N ova  Scotia, he had  

sold his car  and  given up  the  C haring  Cross  ap a r tm en t ;  he a r ranged  for a Dr 

Newfield  to  m a n ag e  his p ractice in his absence  in re tu rn  for a small per

centage o f  New field’s earnings. H e was also  receiving a m on th ly  p aym en t  o f
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$ 150  from  an insurance policy he h ad  happened  to  take  o u t  shortly  before 

he w as  d iagnosed  w ith  tuberculosis .48 But this small income was no t enough 

to  m eet his obligations. Sometime du r ing  this period  Frances paid a visit to  

him a t  T rudeau. They  m ay have argued a b o u t  money again, for Bethune could 

no t help feeling burdened by her dependence on  him. O n e  o f  his cottage-mates 

recalled th a t  dur ing  her visit Bethune trea ted  her coldly, a lm ost  cruelly.49

In the end ,  a l though  he knew  he w as  far from  cured , Bethune decided tha t  

he h ad  no  op t io n  b u t  to  re tu rn  to  D etro it  to  resume his practice an d  teach

ing. H e  left T rudeau  on  24 M a rc h  and ,  after a day  with his paren ts  in  H am il

ton ,  arrived in Detroit  tw o  days later. T h a t  night he w ro te  to  his wife, begging 

her to  com e back  to  him:

D o you rem em ber  the  nice room  w ith  its ...  parapets  o f  books? -  oh you 

m u s t  &  no t all y o u r  m em ories  are  bitter, are  they dear? . . .  I k n o w  you 

d o n ’t  w a n t  me to  love you bu t I do. 1 d o n ’t care  w h a t  you say o r  d o  to  me 

-  I love you m ore  th a n  I ever have. I’ve had  a perfec t 6 m on ths  aw ay  from 

you an d  enjoyed every m inute  o f  it -  th a t ’s a terrible th ing, I know, bu t  it’s 

t rue ,  and  because o f  it I love you a th ousand  times more. N o w  I w a n t  to 

see you. N o w  I th ink  I can  talk  with you and  unders tand  you an d  y o u  me, 

perhaps.  I w ou ld  like to  see you ton igh t and  ho ld  y o u r  h an d  for an h o u r  

in a garden. T o m o rro w  I s ta r t  w o rk  ...  I will be careful with myself for you 

depend  on me -  I d o n ’t  w orry  n o w  like I used to  a b o u t  y o u r  depend ing  on 

me -  I like it now .50

But such professions o f  love were no t all he h ad  w ri tten  to  her. T here  had 

been furious le tters an d  bitter ones, m a n y  to  d o  w ith  m oney.5' Several weeks 

later Frances told h im th a t  she had  decided to  end their  m arr iage  and  return  

to  E dinburgh . H e r  te rm s were  stiff: she d em anded  $ 2 5 ,0 0 0  to  be paid  in in

sta lm ents  o f  $ 1 0 0  per m o n th ,  and  $ 1 ,5 0 0  in cash. H e r  lawyer filed the suit 

on  4 June  1927, an d  Bethune did  n o t  contest  it. H e  had  a r ranged  to  sell his 

practice to  a young  D etro it  physician, Joseph  W ruble, for $5 ,000 ,  and  from 

this he paid  his wife the lum p  sum  she h ad  asked for.51 O n  9 Ju n e  he received 

a c o u r t  sum m ons  ou tlin ing  her dem ands  and  also  a receipt for the  $ 1 ,5 0 0 .53

H e had  n o w  lost his wife an d  his practice, an d  the  s ting o f  this doub le  

failure plunged him deeper in to  depression. N o t  surprisingly, his hea lth  took  

a tu rn  for the worse ,  and  he began to  have troub le  catching his breath . Real

izing th a t  he had  been foolish to  leave T rudeau ,  he resigned from his te ac h 

ing posit ion  in D etro it  in Ju ly  and  re tu rned  to  Saranac  Lake. The  p rospec t  

o f  a n o th e r  m o n th  in bed m ust have tr ied his nerves, b u t  his spirits rose when 

m any patients welcomed him back, eager to  see w h a t  mischief the well-known
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t ro u b lem ak er  w ou ld  get up  to  next. Back on stage, the  w icked g leam  re a p 

peared  in his eye, and  he did his best to  push  black th o u g h ts  to  the  back of 

his m ind . O n e  o f  his pet perfo rm ances  was a daily tea ceremony. W on over 

by his cha rm , the  head nurse o f  L ud ington ,  Elsie T h o rn ,  to ld  her staff  th a t  

he m ust have his daily “ C a n ad ian  cu p  o f  t e a ” ; this the  m o rn in g  du ty  nurse 

carried  to  his bedside using an elegant silver tea service he had  b ro u g h t  from 

D e tro i t .54 H e had  also  b r o u g h t  a long  his to p  h a t  an d  cane ,  an d  w h en  no 

nurses were a b o u t  he w o u ld  cock the  h a t  on  his head ,  slip o u t  o f  bed, and 

sashay d o w n  the  w ard  twirling the  cane. Peals o f  laughter  from  the  o th e r  p a 

tients w ou ld  bring a nurse scurrying in to  find a g r inn ing  Bethune slipping 

back un d er  the  covers. H e also  enjoyed teasing the nurses  w h o  m ade  rounds  

tak ing  each pa t ien t’s tem pera tu re .  H e  h ad  learned to  shake  th e  the rm om ete r  

in a certain  way, causing the m ercury  to  shoo t  up  well above n o rm a l  body 

tem perature .  W hen  the  nurse had  her back  tuned ,  Bethune w o u ld  w h ip  the 

the rm om ete r  from u nder  his tongue ,  flick his w ris t  an d  p u t  it back. H e took  

g rea t  delight in the  as to n ish m e n t  on  the  nurses’ faces w hen  they read the 

tem pera tu re  an d  their  an n oyance  w hen  he confessed w h a t  he had  d o n e .55

Released from  L ud ing ton  in A ugust,  he m oved  in to  Lea C o t tage .  “The  

S hack ,” as Bethune an d  his co t tage-m ates  called it, w as  actually  tw o  build 

ings linked by a passage in which the  toilet w as  located . C lad in b ro w n  c lap 

board ,  the cottages h ad  high slanting  roofs. Bethune settled in, b u t  one o f  his 

new  co m p an io n s  later recalled th a t  he w as  “ a b ru p t  in speech an d  a b it  dis

tan t  until you go t to  k n o w  him; you d id n ’t get to  k n o w  him right aw ay  ... 

I he seemed | p reoccup ied .” D r Louis D av idson , an o th e r  fellow patien t ,  said 

he w as  “ a loo f  except un d er  the  influence o f  liquor.” 5'’ All o f  B ethune’s for

m er  cronies had left T rudeau ,  bu t  Jo h n  Barnwell, w h o  w as  soon  to  join the 

T ru d eau  medical staff, w as  living near  the  s a n a to r iu m  g rounds ,  an d  he reg

ularly cam e over  to  spend  the  evening with  Bethune an d  the  o thers .  They  

often played a card  gam e called Russian  Bank. Squeezing in to  the  tiny b a th 

room  an d  covering the  w in d o w  w ith  a b lanket ,  they com peted  fiercely long 

after the  ten -o ’clock curfew. O th e r  n ights they dodged  the  nurse pa tro l  and 

w alked  in to  to w n  for an  evening o f  carousing  a t  B rook’s T ave rn .57

It was no t long before Bethune th o u g h t  up an o th e r  project. Struck by how  

much ta lent existed am o n g  the various patients ,  he cam e up  w ith  a plan for 

a “T rudeau  University,” in which the  patients  w ou ld  supply  the  staff. M a n y  

people he canvassed a b o u t  his idea w ere  sceptical; however, J o h n  Barnwell 

go t h im  an invitation to  ap p e a r  before the  Saranac  Lake M edical Society, an 

o rg an iz a t io n  m ade  u p  o f  several o f  the  lead ing  m em b ers  o f  th e  s ta ff  of 

T rudeau  S anatorium  an d  local physicians. Unfortunately, Bethune d ran k  too
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m uch a t  the  d inner  before the  meeting an d  botched  his p resen ta t ion ,  d o o m 

ing his p ro jec t .58

Despite such distractions and  the relative freedom o f  Lea Cottage, Bethune 

still chafed a t  having to  pu t in the required periods o f  rest. Avoiding all forms 

o f  exertion  w as  aga inst his na tu re ,  an d  even though  he knew  the  restrictions 

w ere  for the  g ood  o f  his health , he becam e irritable. H e  to ld  a friend tha t  

being forced to  d o  n o th in g  w as  one o f  the  m o s t  try ing  experiences o f  his 

life.59 Yet he w ould  later claim  th a t  the  m a nda to ry  inactivity had  changed  his 

ou tlook .  “ I t  is only the  dull an d  unimaginative w h o  can lie in a  bed in a sana

to r iu m  for six m o n th s  o r  a year an d  fail to  rise a better an d  finer p e rson ,” he 

would  w rite  in an  article published in 1932. “ Life should  be enriched and  no t 

im poverished by this re trea t  from  the  w o r ld .” 60

To som e ex ten t  he w as  also  influenced by the  n ine teen th-cen tury  ro m a n 

tic m y th  th a t  tubercu losis  w as  an  enn o b l in g  disease. T h e  w ri te rs  he m ost 

adm ired, D .H . Lawrence and  Katherine Mansfield, bo th  suffered from tuber

culosis, an d  he felt th a t  his ow n  intellectual an d  spiritual life had  been deep 

ened by his illness, “т . в .  has  an  effect on  the b ra in ,” he to ld  a friend years 

later. “ It m akes you th ink faster. You becom e m ore aw are  o f  th ings .” He was 

convinced th a t  t b  had  developed his sensitivity and  his artistic sense.6' But 

a t  the  time this positive view o f  the  effects o f  his illness did no t  console  him. 

D ark  though ts  plagued him as he lay on  his cot, and  he suffered from chronic 

insom nia  which began to  w ear  h im  dow n . H au n te d  by the  rise an d  fall o f  his 

fortunes,  he relived his struggle to  qualify  as a su rgeon , his m arr iage  to  a 

w o m a n  o f  m eans,  an d  his success in the  D etro it  medical com m unity .  It had 

all com e to  no th ing ,  an d  in his b lackest m om en ts  he feared th a t  this t ime he 

had  b u rn t  himself  o u t  an d  w ould  never arise from the  ashes.

By early  Sep tem ber  near ly  tw o  m o n th s  h ad  passed since his r e tu rn  to  

T rudeau ,  bu t  there  w as  n o  sign th a t  his health  had  im proved. For the first 

t ime he began to  th ink  th a t  he m ight n o t  recover. In discussions a t  night in 

Lea C ottage ,  he referred aga in  and  again  to  “ the  black wings o f  d e a th ” hov

ering over  h im  an d  the o thers.  H e  m orb id ly  described their  days a t  T rudeau  

as pa r t  o f  a sentence imposed on  them, saying they were all following a dance 

o f  dea th .62 To a few people he even ta lked o f  suicide. O n e  night he an d  Louis 

D avidson  picked up  a bottle  o f  whisky from  a local bootlegger an d  w alked 

d o w n  to  nearby  Lake Flower. After Bethune had  d ru n k  m ost o f  the bo tt le ’s 

con ten ts ,  he p lunged  in to  the  w a te r  an d  sw am  a b o u t  for several m inutes. 

W hen he cam e ou t,  he said to  Davidson, “ Look, Louis, every one o f  us ough t 

to  jum p  in the  lake; w e’re no  d a m n  g ood  to  ourselves o r  to  anyone  else.” 65 

A no ther  time he to ld  Jo h n  Barnwell th a t  he had  w orked  o u t  an  effective way
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of  com m itt ing  suicide. After row ing  a b o a t  to  the  middle o f  Lake Flower, he 

w ou ld  inject himself  with a large dose  o f  m orph ine ,  slip o v e r  the  side o f  the  

boat ,  an d  begin to  swim. W ith in  a few s trokes he w o u ld  lose consciousness 

an d  sink below  the  s u r f a c e /4

His depression m ay have been deepened by ano ther  aspect o f  his charac

ter -  the  feeling o f  p redestina tion  instilled by his Calvinistic u p b r in g in g /5 

H e  had  long since lost his Christ ian  faith, yet he cont inued  to  believe th a t  his 

life followed a predestined course. In a letter to  his ex-wife in 1919, he w ou ld  

write,  “ I . ..  feel my life’s rhy thm  is a determ ined  an d  predestined irregular 

one, so I accept it.”66 H e had always though t that,  like his ancestors, he would  

accomplish grea t things, but now  he struggled against a g row ing  dread  th a t  

in some mysterious way he w as  predestined no t for achievement but for death.

Yet his individualistic na tu re  rebelled against w ait ing  passively to  die. The 

rest cure w as  clearly n o t  w ork ing ,  an d  he began to  look for som e o th e r  form 

of  t rea tm en t.  Researching tuberculosis  in the  san i to r iu m ’s medical library, 

he cam e across a recently published book ,  T he Surgery o f  P u lm onary  Tuber

cu losis, by D r  J o h n  A lexander, a p ro fesso r  o f  surgery  a t  the  University  o f  

M ic h ig a n /7 O ne procedure ,  called artificial p n eu m o th o rax ,  caugh t B ethune’s 

at tention . It required a hollow needle to  be inserted between the ribs; th rough  

this , air w as  pum ped  in to  the  chest cavity a ro u n d  the  lung. T h e  a ir  pressure 

tem porarily  collapsed the  lung, a l low ing the diseased p a r t  to  rest, w hich  in 

t im e w o u ld  enab le  it to  heal. This  process o f  co l laps ing  p a r t  o f  the  lung, 

called com press ion ,  w as  a k n o w n  form  o f  t rea tm en t  a t  T rudeau ,  b u t  even 

though  Dr T ru d eau  had  credited  the  techn ique  w ith  having p ro longed  his 

ow n  life for several years, his m o re  conserva tive  successors p referred  the 

m e thod  o f  bed rest.

Bethune instantly  p inned his hopes on this t rea tm en t.  Book in han d ,  he 

m arched  off to  see D r  Fred Heise, head  o f  the medical staff, an d  d em anded  

th a t  the  p n eu m o th o ra x  procedure  be perfo rm ed  on  him. Heise refused, say

ing it w as  to o  risky. Bethune imm ediate ly  appealed  to  the  highest medical 

authority , D r  Law rason  Brown, bu t Brown to o  considered  the p rocedure  too 

dan g e ro u s .  H ow ever ,  B ethune insisted, a n d  in the  end  B row n re luc tan t ly  

agreed to  let him  ap p e ar  a t  a medical staff  m eeting to  m ake  his case. At the 

m eeting Bethune listened w ith  g row ing  impatience w hile  B row n detailed the 

risks involved in the  procedure ,  the  m ost  dangerous  o f  w hich  w as  the possi

bility o f  punc tu ring  the lung. T hen  Bethune go t up  an d  u n b u t to n e d  his shirt.  

Baring his chest,  he ann o u n c ed ,  “ G entlem en, I w elcom e the  r isk .” 68 Brown 

gave in, an d  to ld  B ethune th a t  he w o u ld  au th o r ize  a s ta ff  physic ian  to  

p e r fo rm  a p n eu m o th o ra x  p rocedu re  on  him later in the week. Energized by 

his joust w ith  authori ty , Bethune re tu rned  to  Lea C o ttage  an d  bragged to  his
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co t tage-m ates  a b o u t  his success. H e  soon  realized th a t  they found  his de 

scription o f  the p rocedure  frightening an d  regarded his decision to  undergo  

it as foolhardy, if brave.

O n e  o f  the co t tagers  then  to ld  Bethune th a t  an  envelope h ad  arr ived for 

him. Bethune opened  it to  find a te legram from  Frances, in form ing  him th a t  

the  c o u r t  had  g ran te d  her  a divorce . T u rn ing  his back  on  the  o the rs ,  he 

w alked  outs ide ,  s tunned  by the irony th a t  the new s had  arr ived just w hen  he 

had  found  a t rea tm en t  th a t  might lead to  his recovery. W hen the  shock w ore  

off, he te lephoned  the  W estern U nion  office in to w n  an d  sent a te legram  to  

F rances ,  c o n g r a tu la t in g  her  on  her  d ivo rce  an d  p ro p o s in g  th a t  they  get 

m arr ied  aga in .69

Spurred  on  by the energy from his decision to  risk the p n e u m o th o ra x  p ro 

cedure ,  Bethune n o w  decided to  ac t  on  a n o th e r  idea. D uring  a discussion 

w ith  som e o f  his fellow patients ,  they  had  ta lked  a b o u t  the  unpred ic tab le  

n a tu re  o f  life, a n d  so m e o n e  m e n tio n e d  T h e  R a k e ’s P rogress, a  series o f  

engravings in which the  e ighteenth-century  English ar t is t  William H o g ar th  

depicted the  decline o f  a young  Englishm an as he sank  in to  debauchery  and  

im m orality ,  im p r iso n m en t  an d  dea th .  B ethune h ad  begun to  p a in t  a little 

during his time in Detroit ,  and  he n o w  m entioned the idea o f  creating a mural 

to  outline  the  life o f  a person afflicted w ith  tuberculosis .  His cottage-m ates  

urged him to  d o  it.7° T h e  m orn ing  afte r  he te legraphed Frances, he w en t  into 

to w n  an d  bo u g h t  chalk  crayons; from  a local laundry  he g o t  a roll o f  light- 

b row n  w ra p p in g  paper  a b o u t  1.5 metres wide. Precariously balanced  on  a 

cha ir  placed a to p  a reading table, he began to  tack the paper  to  the m ould ing  

th a t  ran  a long  bo th  sides o f  the  co ttage below  the  roof. T h e  day  af te rw ard ,  

he began to  draw.

O n  T h u rsd ay  m orn ing  he w alked  d ow n  to  the  ch i ld ren’s infirmary, w here 

D r  Earle W arren perfo rm ed  the  p n eu m o th o ra x  p rocedu re  on  his left lung. It 

w as  a h a r ro w in g  experience. W hen  D r  W arren  inserted the  needle between 

his ribs, B e thune felt a s ta b b in g  pain  th a t  c o n t in u ed  as a ir  w as  pum ped  

th ro u g h  the  tube  in to  his chest cavity. W hen  the procedure  w as  finished, Dr 

W arren w arned  him th a t  he m ust rest. G asp ing  for b rea th ,  Bethune struggled 

up  the  slope to  Lea Cottage. But after on ly  a brief rest, he re tu rned  to  his 

d raw ing . W heezing an d  coughing , a sp u tu m  cu p  in one hand  and  a piece o f  

cha lk  in the  other, he w o rk e d  on  the m ura l  th ro u g h  the  rest o f  the  day.

To avoid keeping everyone aw a k e  w ith  his coughing  th a t  night,  Bethune 

volunteered to  sleep on the veranda. Dr Alfred Blalock, a  fellow patient, offered 

to  take  his co t ou ts ide  as well.71 N either  go t  m uch sleep, and  a t  a b o u t  three 

o ’clock Bethune began to  cough  convulsively. T h e  coughing  becam e so  in 

tense th a t  Blalock feared Bethune m ight no t  survive the n igh t.71 At daybreak
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Bethune agreed to  go to  the  infirmary. T here  he u n d e rw en t  a fluoroscopic 

exa m in a t io n  w hich  show ed  tha t ,  as  the  doc to rs  h ad  w arn ed ,  his lung had 

been punctu red .  Instead o f  the in tended  partial collapse, the  entire  lung had 

ceased functioning. To a llow  it to  resum e opera tion .  D r  W arren  rem oved  a 

cons iderab le  a m o u n t  o f  a ir  from  B e th u n e’s chest cavity, an d  the  agony  of 

the pas t  tw en ty  hours  eased. Bethune again m a rc h ed  back  up  the  hill and ,  

a l though  he w as  still in pain , w en t  on  with his draw ing .

T h e  m ural ,  which B ethune called T h e  T B .’s Progress, ex tended  nearly 

tw en ty  m etres a long  the  wall o f  Lea C ottage .  An allegorical d ram a tiza t io n  

o f  B e thune’s life an d  d ea th ,  it cons is ted  o f  n ine  panels ,  on e  m ore  th a n  in 

H o g a r th ’s w o rk ,  w ith  a descriptive verse a t  the  b o t to m  o f  each. Its style 

inco rpo ra ted  som e o f  the  techniques o f  the  medieval frescoes B ethune had  

so  adm ired  in Italy, bu t w as  also influenced by im pressionism  an d  exp res

s ion ism .7) In the  first panel the  tubercle bacillus, in the  form  o f  a red p te ro 

dactyl,  a t tacks  Bethune in the  w o m b .  In the  n ex t  he w a tches  from  the  a rm s 

o f  a beautiful female angel while o the r  angels w eep  as they read his fu ture  

on  a scroll unro lled  by the  Angel o f  Fate.

H is life sto ry  unfo lds on  the  rest o f  the  panels. After surviving var ious 

c h i ld h o o d  diseases, an d  full o f  confidence desp ite  the  dead ly  p te rodac ty l  

hovering above  him, he enters in to  early  m a n h o o d ,  sailing across the  Sea of 

A dolescence o n  a gal leon  n am ed  Y ou th  a t th e  P ro w  a n d  P leasure a t the  

H elm .7* A lmost a t  once he is lured  off course  by th e  Sirens o f  Fam e, W ealth , 

Love, an d  A rt an d  seeks the  Castle o f  H e a r t ’s Desire perched on  a  rocky cliff. 

H e  m akes  his w ay  to  the  heights an d  is a b o u t  to  enter  the  castle w hen  he is 

a t tacked  by a sw arm  o f  bats, representing tuberculosis ,  an d  plunges in to  the 

Abyss o f  Despair  to w a rd  the red river o f  hem orrhage .  As he falls, he realizes 

th a t  the castle is n o t  real b u t  only the facade o f  a H o llyw ood  set.

Lying hopelessly diseased a t  the b o t to m  o f  the chasm , he observes an o th e r  

castle, this one flying a Red Cross  flag symbolizing the T rudeau  S anatorium . 

After an o th e r  steep climb he enters it, tak ing  shelter from  the a t tack ing  bats. 

H owever, still unable  to  learn his lesson, he yields to  the  Siren o f  Spurious 

Fame, w ho  lures him back to  the city where he is again a t tacked  by tubercu

losis bats. S um m oning  his rem ain ing  strength ,  he sets o u t  for Arizona in the 

hope of recovery in the dry desert climate. O n  the way the Angel of Death over

takes him, an d  in the final panel she holds  Bethune in her a rm s as she s tands 

above  a graveyard  con ta in ing  his to m b s to n e  an d  those  o f  his six cottage-  

mates. Beneath this m acab re  scene Bethune w ro te  the  following verse:

Sweet D ea th ,  thou  kindest angel o f  them  all.

In thy soft a rm s,  a t  last, О  let me fall;
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Bright s ta rs  are  ou t ,  long  gone the burn ing  sun

M y  little ac t  is over and  the t iresom e play  is done.

A fter  consu lt ing  his co t tage -m ates ,  B ethune ad d e d  a p ro jec ted  d a te  of 

d ea th  for each o f  them  on  the  tom bstones ,  choos ing  1932  as the  year o f  his 

o w n  dem ise .75

W h e n  B ethune h ad  first en te red  T ru d e au ,  his m other ,  w h o  h ad  been 

a la rm ed  by his d r ink ing  in D etro it  an d  scandalized by the failure o f  his m ar

riage, to ld  him th a t  his illness w as  G o d ’s p u n ishm en t  fo r  his sinful ways. 

“ G od  sees al l ,” she had  w arned  h im .76 A lthough  a t  the  time Bethune likely 

dismissed her com m en t  as religious c lap trap ,  her w arn ing  m ust have affected 

him. For w h a t  the m ura ls  show  is his belief th a t  he had  su rrendered  to  te m p 

ta t ions  th a t  d is t racted  h im  f rom  the  noble  ach ievem ents  o f  w hich  he had  

d ream ed. In do ing  so, he h ad  th ro w n  his life away, an d  he n o w  feared he 

m ight pay the  u lt im ate  price for his folly. T h e  T .B .’s Progress w as  his co n 

fession o f  his sins; it w as  also his ob itua ry .77

But n o w  a new  th o u g h t  occurred  to  him. D o o m ed  he m ight be, b u t  w h a t  

if he could  cheat the  Angel o f  D eath  for the  five years th a t  he had  predicted 

were  left to  him? M igh t  he n o t  yet m anage  to  do  som e good  in the  world? 

As he w as  pu tting  th e  finishing touches to  his d raw ings,  an o th e r  doctor, w ho  

w as  also a patien t ,  d ropped  by. Depressed, he com pla ined  to  Bethune th a t  

even if he recovered from  tuberculosis ,  he faced an uphill struggle to  regain 

w h a t  he had  lost. G azing  d o w n  a t  him from  the  tab le top ,  Bethune confessed 

tha t ,  as his d raw ings  show ed ,  he h ad  a llowed selfishness a n d  avarice to  rule 

his ow n  life. But pursu ing  w ealth ,  he said, w as  n o t  the true  purpose  o f  p rac 

tising medicine. “ N ow , in w ha tever  t im e is left to  m e ,” he added ,  “ I’m going 

to  look a ro u n d  until I find som eth ing  I can  do  for the  h u m a n  race, som e

th ing  great,  an d  I a m  going to  do  it before I d ie .”78
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Bethune M em orial H ouse, G ravenhurst. The house in which Bethune w as born 
is now  a national historic site. Courtesy b m h

T he Bethune family a t Beaverton. Young H enry N orm an  takes the lead 
in the family photograph. Courtesy b m h
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M alcolm  Nicolson 
Bethune. A globe-trotting 
vagabond in his youth, 
Bethune’s father was 
born again and  became 
an evangelist minister. 
Courtesy b m h

Elizabeth Ann Bethune and her children. M alcolm  G oodw in (left), H enry N orm an , 
and Jane t Louise feared their m other’s cool discipline far m ore th an  their fa ther’s 
anger. Courtesy b m h
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H igh-school days. Busy w ith sports and hobbies, Henry N orm an (m iddle right) 
spent little tim e on his studies. C ourtesy b m h
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W ith loggers a t W hitefish, O ntario . Posted to  the north  w oods by the Reading C am p 
A ssociation, Bethune relished the ou tdoo r w ork and his role o f m entor to  the other 
loggers. C ourtesy b m h

G raduate  in medicine. 
University of T oronto , 1916. 
Am ong Bethune’s fellow 
graduates w as D r Frederick 
Banting, later the co-discoverer 
o f insulin. C ourtesy b m h
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Surgeon-lieutenant in the Royal Navy. Always seeking new experiences, Bethune served 
in the army, navy, and a ir force. C ourtesy b m h
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Intern a t L ondon’s H ospital for Sick C hildren. Bethune (hack row, second from 
right) always felt an ou tsider am ong his colleagues a t G reat O rm ond Street w ho 
m ade it clear th a t he could never “ pass” as an Englishman. C ourtesy b m h

M an abou t tow n. D uring his 
years in L ondon, Bethune 
transform ed himself into an 
a rt expert and developed a 
taste for the finer things in 
life. C ourtesy b m h
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Frances C am pbell Penney. 
Twice m arried to  Penney 
and tw ice divorced, 
Bethune rem ained 
obsessed w ith her as 
long as he lived.
C ourtesy b m h

Isabelle H um phreys-O w en. 
T he Sassoon heiress financed 
B ethune’s art expeditions, 
and their relationship deep
ened into an affair. Painting 
by D olf Van Roy. Courtesy 
o f  the N ational Library 
of Wales P G 4 5 9 0



A m odel “ Englishm an” in 
D etroit. Am ong his American 
colleagues a t the H arper 
H ospital Bethune played the 
part of an idealized English
m an. Frances Bethune kept 
this photograph a t her 
bedside until her death. 
C ourtesy b m h

At Lea C ottage, T rudeau Sanatorium . Bethune w ith (from left to  right) Lincoln 
Fisher, John  Barnwell, Alfred Blalock, and N an Li. C ourtesy b m h
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In the arm s o f the Angel o f D eath. In this final panel o f the m ural he drew  a t Lea 
C ottage, Bethune depicted him self dead o f  tuberculosis. He predicted th a t 1932 
w ould be the year o f his demise. Coiirtesy b m h



Born Again

Ray Brook and Montreal, 1927-1931

W h a t  happened  nex t w as  ex trao rd inary ,  even for Bethune. Still recovering 

from  the  nearly  d isas trous  p n eu m o th o ra x  procedure ,  he had  every reason 

to  be pessimistic a b o u t  his health. Yet as if com pleting  the m ural  and  putting  

a period  to  his ow n  life had  been som e k ind  o f  ca tharsis ,  his black m o o d  

vanished an d  he rebounded . H e w as  in m uch  less pain now, an d  on  Sunday 

he persuaded  nurse Elsie T h o rn  to  go  w ith  him to  a H a llow een  m asquerade  

par ty  in tow n  at the  hom e o f  one o f  the  staff doctors .  Each day he felt better, 

an d  a  week afte r  the p n eu m o th o ra x  p rocedure  he even sneaked off to  join a 

deer hu n t . '
B ethune k n ew  th a t  one t re a tm e n t  w as  n o t  e n o u g h  to  cu re  h im. Air 

pum ped  in to  the  chest cavity w as  gradua lly  ab so rbed  an d  w ould  have to  be 

replaced to  ensure th a t  the  diseased area  o f  the  lung rem ained  collapsed. So 

th r o u g h o u t  N o v e m b e r  a n d  in to  early  D ecem ber, he received m ore  p n e u 

m o th o ra x  procedures, called refills, every week to  ten days.1 The  results were 

d ram atic ,  an d  Bethune began to  recover so rapidly th a t  on  ю  December, just 

over six weeks after his first pn eu m o th o rax ,  he was able to  leave the  T rudeau  

Sanatorium . H e  weighed fifteen po u n d s  m ore  than  he had  on  adm ission ,  his 

pulse rate had  improved, and  his spu tum  was no  longer positive; the cavity in 

his r ight lung had  d isappeared an d  the one in his left lung had  been stabilized. 

H e w as  considered fit an d  able to  resum e n o rm a l  activities.  T h e  docto rs  told 

him th a t  if he con tinued  to  receive refills fo r  som e time, he could eventually  

be entirely free o f  the  disease.
Like his father  before him, though  in a d ifferent sense, Bethune h ad  been 

born  again ,  an d  he in tended to  keep his vow  to  do  som eth ing  for humanity. 

H e  decided to  en ter  the  field o f  tube rcu la r  medicine, hoping  to  m ake  a dis

covery th a t  w ould  lead to  the eradication o f  the “ white  plague,” as the disease 

was called. In those days before the advent o f  s treptom ycin ,  tuberculosis was 

a deadly disease th a t  killed m any people and  incapacitated m any more. In the



Province o f  Q uebec,  w here  Bethune w o u ld  eventually  w o rk ,  the m orta l i ty  

rate  o f  tuberculosis  w as  the  highest in C a n a d a  -  a lm ost  three th o u sa n d  Q ue- 

becois died o f  the disease in 1925 a lone .’ The  C anad ian  pioneer in the  surgi

cal trea tm en t o f  tuberculosis was D r  Edw ard  Archibald  o f  the  Royal Victoria 

H ospita l in M on trea l ,  w h o  had  been a pat ien t a t  T ru d eau  som e years before. 

Bethune h ad  m et h im  w hen  A rchiba ld  had  visited the sa n a to r iu m ,  an d  he 

n ow  decided th a t  a posit ion w ith  A rchiba ld  w ou ld  be the  ideal w ay  to  begin 

his new  career. H e  sent him a copy  o f  his cu rr icu lum  vitae an d  a le tter ex 

pla in ing his interest in tra in ing  u nder  him. A rchibald  replied th a t  he w ou ld  

cons ider  tak ing  Bethune on  if he w o u ld  get fu rther  tra in ing  in bacteriology 

an d  recom m ended  th a t  he s tudy  a t  the N ew  York State H osp ita l  for Incipi

en t  Tuberculosis  a t  Ray Brook, only a shor t  d istance east o f  Saranac  Lake.4 

Bethune then  ap p ro a ch ed  the medical d irec to r  an d  chief medical officer o f  

Ray Brook, D r  H a r ry  A. Bray, a fellow C a n ad ian ,  an d  Bray agreed to  find a 

place for him.

C a rry in g  several pieces o f  expensive  English luggage s tuffed w ith  fine 

c lo th ing  an d  a  h a tb o x  c o n ta in in g  his to p  ha t ,  B ethune a t t r a c te d  in s tan t  

a t ten t ion  w hen  he breezed in to  Ray Brook just before Chris tm as  o f  1927. H e 

w as  given a residence ro o m  in the  hosp ita l a n d  to ld  he w o u ld  receive a 

m onth ly  h o n o ra r iu m  o f  $ 100  p rovided  by D r  Bray. H e  w as  to  a t ten d  staff 

meetings, and  because there  w as  no  surgeon a t  the  sa n a to r iu m ,  he w ould  

also  be asked to  perform  prelim inary  surgical consu lta t ions .5 How ever, he 

w as  al low ed to  spend  m o s t  o f  his t im e in the labora tory ,  w here  he w orked  

u nder  the  d irec tion  o f  D r  D avid  T. Smith. As he a lw ays  d id w i th  a new  

interest, he plunged into his w ork .  The  labo ra to ry  d irec to r  la ter  no ted  th a t  

Bethune picked up  m ore  know ledge in three m on ths  “ th a n  m ost g rad u a te  

s tudents  learn in three years .” '* B ethune’s enthusiasm  proved contag ious ,  and  

D r  Smith an d  his colleague D r Julius  L. Wilson decided to  resum e w o rk  on 

a pro jec t they had  earlier a b a n d o n e d .  U nder  the ir  gu idance  Bethune reas

sembled the  d a ta  an d  com pleted  the project, a s tudy o f  pseudo-tuberculosis  

in rats. T h e  th ree  o f  them  sum m arized  their  findings in a paper  th a t  w ou ld  

be published in a learned journal  in 1930.7

B ethune an d  Bray g o t  on  well a t  first b u t  Bray’s a u th o r i ta r ia n  teach ing  

m e thods  soon  began to  g ra te  on  B ethune’s nerves. Bray’s S unday  m orn ing  

rou tine  w as  to  show  visiting medical s tudents o r  young  staff  m em bers  x-rays 

o f  patients  an d  then grill them  a b o u t  h o w  to  in te rpre t them . The  questions 

w ere  com plex ,  an d  Bray’s condescend ing  m a n n e r  hum il ia ted  an y o n e  w h o  

could  no t answ er  to  his satisfaction. O n e  Sunday he directed a  ques tion  to  

Bethune. Unable to  answer, Bethune w en t on the  a t tack ,  firing one  ques tion  

after an o th e r  back  a t  Bray. Em barrassed  an d  angry, the chief gathered  up  the
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x-rays  an d  w alk e d  away. Several w eeks later, a t  a m edica l confe rence  in 

M o n tre a l ,  D r  A rch iba ld  asked  D r  Sm ith  h o w  he w as  ge t t ing  o n  w ith  

Bethune. H e  w as  cur ious,  he explained ,  because he had  w ri tten  a  letter to 

Bray asking for his appra isa l  o f  h im , an d  Bray had  replied th a t  Bethune w as  

uncoopera tive  an d  in subo rd ina te .  Smith then  explained  h o w  B ethune had 

em barrassed  Bray in f ron t  o f  the staff. A rchibald burs t  ou t  laughing an d  said, 

“ I’ll take  h im !” 8
Bethune soon  settled in to  his new  life. At the end  o f  each workday, as long 

as there was snow  on  the  g round ,  he w ou ld  ski over M o u n t  Baker to  Saranac 

Lake to  spend  the evening w ith  friends, usually re tu rn ing  by midnight.  John  

Barnwell, w h o  had  been appo in ted  to  the  staff  o f  the  T ru d eau  S anatorium , 

w as  living just ou ts ide  the g rounds  in a ru n -d o w n  shack th a t  Bethune called 

“J o h n ’s C o t ta g e .” T h e re  a g ro u p  ga thered  a ro u n d  a w o o d  s tove m ost 

evenings to  d r in k ,  ta lk ,  an d  listen to  reco rds  on  an o ld g ra m o p h o n e  th a t  

Barnwell had  bo u g h t  in tow n. B ethune’s favourite  tunes were  “ H allelu jah ,  

I’m a B um ” an d  on  the  flip side, “ L onesom e R o a d ” ; these he played en d 

lessly, singing a long  loudly an d  off-key.

H e  also  socialized a t  Ray Brook. W ith  the no tab le  exception  o f  Dr Bray, 

he go t a long  well w ith  m o s t  o f  the  o the r  staff  m em bers ,  several o f  w hom  

also knew  John  Barnwell. They  seem to  have been am used  by Bethune’s irre

pressible spirits an d  m a d ca p  antics. O n e  night,  a f te r  a Saranac Lake Medical 

Society Meeting, Bethune, thoroughly  d runk ,  insisted o n  riding hom e through  

a blizzard on  the ro o f  o f  a colleague’s car, the driver inching a long  as Bethune 

repeated ly  slid d o w n  over the  w indsh ie ld  a n d  sk it tered  back  up  o n to  the  

roof.9 But he w as  n o t  always so frolicsome, for a l though  alcohol m ade  him 

m ore  sociable, it o f ten  un leashed  his te m p er  an d  m a d e  him quarre lsom e.  

O nce ,  in the  m idst o f  a d ispu te  w ith D an  Gallery, a local doctor, he seized a 

knife an d  cu t a  slit in G allery’s ru g .10

Even w hen  n o t  d r u n k ,  Bethune could  be unk ind .  W h e n  Jo h n  Barnwell 

learned th a t  Bethune w as  m ak ing  a brief tr ip  to  N ew  York City  an d  would  

be very near  w here  Barnwell’s sister Lucy w as  visiting, he asked him to  call 

on  her, because she w as  w orried  a b o u t  his health  an d  he w an ted  her to  know  

h o w  well he w as.  O n  B e thune’s re tu rn ,  Barnwell asked eagerly a b o u t  his 

sister, bu t  Bethune said th a t  the  house in w hich  she w as  s taying looked p re

ten tious,  an d  he had  n o t  bo thered  to  visit her ."  As one  less- than-adm iring 

c o n tem p o ra ry  o f  B e thune’s a t  Ray Brook pu t it, “ H e  w as  no t a nice man. 

H e  w as  a ha rd  m a n .” 11

In late M arch  1928 Bethune com ple ted  his basic tra in ing  in bacteriology 

a t  Ray Brook an d  w en t n o r th  to  M on trea l  to  join A rch iba ld ’s staff  a t  McGill 

U n ivers i ty . '3 M cG ill  w as  the  p re -em in en t  m edica l faculty  in C a n a d a  an d
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Archibald  its leading thorac ic  surgeon. H e to o k  Bethune on  in his Thorac ic-  

Pulm onary  Service to  train  him in the techniques o f  chest surgery an d  a llowed 

him to  begin tube rcu la r  research in the M cGill laboratories.  Pleased w ith  his 

progress, A rchiba ld  ap p o in ted  Bethune to  the  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Surgery an d  

Physiology on  i  July.

In te rm s o f  B ethune’s la ter  career, it is im p o r ta n t  to  no te  th a t  in add it ion  

to  surgical techniques he likely learned the  basics o f  b lood  t ransfus ion  from 

A rchiba ld ,  w h o  a long  with a few o th e r  a rm y  d o c to rs  h ad  used w ho le  b lood  

from  d o n o rs  to  transfuse  w o u n d e d  soldiers a t  t r ea tm e n t  s ta t ions  n ea r  the 

f ron t  d u r in g  W orld  W ar I . '4 O n e  techn ique  A rchiba ld  an d  o th e rs  h ad  used 

w as  to  ex tra c t  b lood  from  a d o n o r  a n d  then  ad d  a small a m o u n t  o f  sod ium  

citra te  to  p reven t c lo tt ing  before injecting the  b lood  in to  a vein in a recip i

e n t ’s a rm . D epend ing  u pon  the circum stances ,  A rch iba ld  also used a  m ore  

co m m o n  procedure ,  called a rm -to -a rm  o r  direct t ransfusion , w hich was per

form ed with the pa t ien t  an d  a d o n o r  w ith  the  m a tch ing  b lo o d  type lying on  

ad jo in in g  su rg ica l tables .  Blood e x t ra c te d  f rom  a vein in th e  a rm  o f  the  

d o n o r  flowed directly th ro u g h  a tu b e  in to  a glass cannu la  sewn in to  the  a rm  

of  the p a t ie n t . '5 It is reasonable  to  speculate th a t  Bethune learned to  perform  

such d irec t t ransfus ions  a t  the  Royal V ictoria, because he la ter  in troduced  

th e m  a t  a n o th e r  h o s p i t a l . '6 Because o f  his co n n e c t io n  w i th  A rch iba ld ,  it 

seems likely th a t  he w o u ld  also  have kn o w n  a b o u t  the  p reserva tion  o f  b lood 

using sod ium  citrate .

C a u g h t  up  as he w as  in such technical an d  surgical advances,  B ethune’s 

spirits were  high. And he received g ood  news a b o u t  his health  too .  Regular 

x-rays  exam ina tions  in M on trea l  show ed  th a t  he w as  progressing well. His 

r ight lung rem ained  com pletely  healthy, an d  regu la r  p n e u m o th o ra x  refills 

kep t his left lung in a stable cond it ion .  Every day  he m a d e  the  twenty-five 

m inu te  w alk  from his a p a r tm e n t  a t  i z z i  St M a rk  Street a long  Sherbrooke 

Street an d  up  M cTavish Street to  the hospital an d  back again  in the  early 

a f te rnoon .  F rom  three to  five he res ted . '7 By keeping up  this rou tine  o f  ex 

ercise a n d  rest, he hoped  he w o u ld  eventually  be ab le  to  d o  w i th o u t  refill 

trea tm en ts ,  even though  he had  learned to  d o  these himself, to  the  as ton ish 

m en t  o f  on looke rs .  M e an w h ile  D r  R o n a ld  C hris t ie ,  a M cGill  co lleague,  

exam ined  him frequently  and  m easured  his lung capacity. H e p ronounced  

him physically fit. '8

B ethune’s posit ion a t  M cGill w as  ideal in all w ays bu t one: it initially p ro 

vided n o  income. Archibald  lacked the  m oney  to  pay  Bethune a sa lary  and  

had  taken  him o n  as an unpaid  vo lun tary  ass is tan t . '9 Shortly after his arrival 

in M o n trea l ,  Bethune had  to  explain  to  A rchiba ld  th a t  he could  no t live on 

his insurance disability income alone an d  m ight have to  go  elsewhere to  find
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a pay ing  posit ion .  A rch iba ld  then  tu rn ed  to  Percy P. C o w a n s ,  a w ea lthy  

friend, w h o  set up a scholarship a t  McGill from  which Bethune w ould  receive 

$ 1 ,5 0 0  per  year. A lm ost overnight,  his income h ad  nearly d o u b le d .10

This  windfall  a l low ed him to  set a b o u t  regaining his ex-wife, w h o  h ad  re

tu rned  to  E d inbu rgh  afte r  their  divorce. H e had  never accepted losing her 

and  w as  sure th a t  he could win her back. H e  realized th a t  as a first step he 

had to  keep up the $ t o o  m onth ly  a l im ony  paym ents  he had  agreed to ,  so he 

began sending her cheques in the au tu m n  o f  1928. W ith  them  he enclosed let

ters describing his w o rk  an d  life in M o n trea l .  For several m on ths  Frances 

cashed his cheques bu t  did n o t  reply to  his letters. But w hen  a t  last she did, 

he began to  w o o  her in earnest,  a n d  to w a rd  the end o f  the year he m ade  a 

d irect appeal: “ If it w ere  n o t  for my d o u b ts  I w ou ld  say a t  once -  ‘C om e 

here. M a rry  me. W hy  should  we be separate  w h o  love each o the r? ’ I can  be 

happy  w ith  you -  b u t  you no t w ith  me. I w as  th ink ing  th a t  if you cam e here 

this w in te r  -  w e could  meet just as friends, living ap a r t .  In any  case, w hether  

you m arry  me o r  no t ,  th a t  is, I am  sure, o u r  only w ay  . . .  I miss you d re a d 

fully b u t  I d o n ’t w a n t  to  sna tch  a t  you ever again .  I w a n t  you to  be just 

Frances Penney -  the  Frances Penney I knew  in E dinburgh  -  self-contained 

an d  und is to r ted .  G o odbye ,  darling ,  fo r  the  presen t,  you  a re  ever in my 

thoughts .  Your affectionate lover, Beth.” 11

But she d id n o t  reply, because a l though  she loved him she knew  his insta

bility on ly  to o  well, an d  d is t rus ted  h im . Realizing he h ad  been to o  bold, 

Bethune approached  her again, m ore  cautiously. In a brief early January  letter 

con ta in ing  an  al im ony paym ent,  he concluded , “ I w ish you were  here. I am  

glad you are relatively happy  and  well, a t  least m o re  so than  w hen  you lived 

w ith  m y p e tu lan t  irritability. G od  bless you, B eth .” 11 As tim e passed ,  she 

softened, an d  in one le tter even confessed th a t  she had  d ream ed  of him. In 

his reply he asked, “ A nd did  w e love each o the r  in your  d ream  -  were we in 

each o th e r ’s a rm s aga in?” 1’

Despite the professional advan tages  o f  his posit ion a t  the  Royal Victoria 

and  his new  hope  o f  luring Frances to  M o n trea l ,  Bethune w as  a lready g ro w 

ing restless. H e  had  a lw ays seen the  Royal V ictoria ap p o in tm e n t  as no  m ore  

than  a basic tra in ing  posit ion, which  he in tended  to  leave a t  the first o p p o r 

tunity, a n d  h ad  to ld  colleagues th a t  hav ing  g o t  the  posit ion  he in tended  to 

use it as  “ a m ailing  add ress .” 14 In a  le tter to  Frances he had  m en tioned  th a t  

a f te r  a  year A rchibald  w ould  be able to  place him  som ew here .  But he m ust 

have had  som e do u b ts  a b o u t  this, because in the sam e letter he said th a t  he 

w as  th ink ing  o f  tw o  possibilities for the  following year. O n e  w as  to  search 

for a posit ion in an English sa n a to r iu m ,  an d  the  o the r  w as  to  pursue  a ten 

tative offer from  a hospital in S hanghai .15 However, by J a n u a ry  1929 he had
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appa ren tly  lost interest in England an d  C hina  and  had  begun to  cons ider  the 

United States w here ,  he to ld  Frances, he w as  going to  look for a job la ter  in 

the year. A few weeks later he had  even fixed a date  for leaving. “This  is a 

lovely to w n ,” he w ro te  to  a friend. “ I t’s a  pity I c a n ’t stay bu t I leave in June  

-  on  again  -  G od  kn o w s where, n o t  th a t  it m a t te rs .” 16 But w hatever  plans he 

had  for Ju n e  fell th rough ,  perhaps because he w an te d  to  con t inue  w ork ing  

on  an involved research project th a t  he had  begun an d  which required  a year 

to  com ple te .17

In the  a u tu m n  o f  1929, Frances a t  last gave in to  his pleas an d  agreed  to  

join h im in M o n trea l .  She was m iserable in E dinburgh , for her m o th e r  kept 

rem inding  her th a t  she h a d  b rough t all her troubles  o n  herself by insisting on 

m arry ing  Bethune. H e r  chances o f  finding a good job were  slim because of 

her  limited w o rk  experience, an d  a t  the  age o f  th irty-six  it w as  late to  begin 

tra in ing for an occupation.  Socially, her age an d  the stigma o f  being a d ivor

cee m ade  it unlikely th a t  she w ould  m arry  again. Perhaps accepting th a t  the 

devil she knew w as  better than  no  one  a t  all, she agreed to  re turn  to  Bethune.

Their  second m arriage took  place w ith in  days o f  her arrival in M on trea l .  

With deliberate irony, Bethune chose 1 1 N ovem ber  1929, the eleventh a n n i 

versary o f  the  armistice th a t  ended World W ar I, as their  w edding day. As w it

nesses they called on  tw o  old friends, Dr G ra h a m  Ross, w h o  h a d  interned 

with  Bethune in the H ospita l  for Sick C hildren  in L ondon, an d  N o ra h  H um e 

W right,  w ith w h o m  Frances had  stayed in M on trea l  dur ing  the s to rm y times 

in the ir  first m arriage. To the  am usem en t  o f  the  abou t- to -be -w ed  couple ,  the 

minister insisted o n  prefacing the  cerem ony w ith a tw en ty -m inu te  hom ily  on  

the  g rav ity  o f  m arriage. Barely ab le  to  con ta in  themselves until they were 

safely o u t  o f  the  chu rch ,  they how led  with laughter  as they c lam bered  into 

the back seat o f  Dr Ross’s car.18

Yet despite their  hilarity they knew  th a t  their  rela tionship  w as  fragile, so 

they w ere  careful w ith  each other, try ing hard  to  avoid the e rro rs  o f  the  past. 

F or  several m on ths  all w en t  well, an d  Frances w as  beginning to  believe th a t  

she h ad  been w ro n g  to  w o rry  a b o u t  her  h u s b a n d ’s e r ra t ic  w ays ,  fo r  he 

seemed a changed  m an. T hey  did n o t  q u arre l ,  an d  he n o  longer  spen t his 

evenings a t  the hospital o r  ca rous ing  w ith  friends. H e  n o w  re tu rned  early 

from w ork  an d  stayed h o m e w ith  her a f te r  dinner. H e also helped her ad just  

to  her new  su rround ings ,  tak ing  her  a ro u n d  M o n trea l  an d  p roud ly  in tro 

ducing her to  his friends an d  colleagues. She liked the  city an d  the  agreeable 

people  she m e t a t  d inne r  parties  a n d  o th e r  social events.  M a n y  o f  them  

th o u g h t  her charm ing ,  a l though  there  were o thers  w h o  found  her “ shallow, 

naive, hum our le ss  an d  v indic tive .” 19 In t im e, she accep ted  B e thune’s sug

ges tion  th a t  she m ight en joy  w ork ing ,  an d  found  a jo b  as a sales clerk in

7 8  P H O E N I X



Ogilvy’s, an  upscale d ep a r tm en t  store th a t  offered m any  expensive British- 

m ade  products .

In early  1930  Frances discovered th a t  she was p regnant.  H e r  reaction was 

no t entirely joyful,  because she had  never w an ted  to  have children th a t  w ould 

be raised as “ little C a n a d ia n s .” She also could  no t help w ondering  w h a t  sort 

o f  father  the mercurial Bethune w ould  m a k e .’0 But he w as  thrilled. H e  had  

always been fascinated by children and  du r ing  his t ime a t  the  H ospita l  for 

Sick C hildren  in L ondon  had  th o u g h t  o f  specializing in ch i ld ren’s medicine; 

th ro u g h o u t  his professional life he had show ed the greatest care for his young 

patients.  N o w  the th o u g h t  o f  having a child  o f  his o w n  lifted his spirits and  

m ade  him look even m ore  eagerly to w a rd  the  future. H e  w as  sure, too ,  th a t  

a child w o u ld  s trengthen  his re la tionsh ip  w ith  his wife.

M eanw hile ,  despite his restlessness, his professional life had  been going 

well. As had  been the  case everywhere  else he h a d  w o rk e d ,  his distinctive 

personality  had  impressed itself on  the  staff o f  the  Royal Victoria Hospita l.  

D r  Wendell M acL eod ,  in those  days a  medical s tuden t  a t  M cGill ,  rem em 

bered  the  dash ing  figure Bethune cut ,  a  jaunty  beret perched on  his head, a 

co lourfu l scarf  a ro u n d  his th ro a t ,  an d  his stylish wife o n  his a r m .1* B ethune’s 

enthusiasm  fo r  his w o rk  also a t t rac ted  a tten tion .  In the hospital dining room  

an  a ttentive  g ro u p  often  ga thered  to  w atch  him sketching d iagram s on  the 

w a llpape r  as ideas cam e to  him. D r  Archibald ,  ra the r  bem used  by his new 

assistant,  co m p ared  B ethune’s brain  to  a St C a the rine ’s wheel, saying th a t  it 

th rew  o u t  sparks  in all directions. Bethune w as  “ full o f  hunches ,” he wrote,  

b u t  added  th a t  he had  to  reject m any  o f  his ideas “ because they lacked solid 

foundation  in know ledge o f  the  hu m a n  m a te r ia l .” ’1

O th ers  also recognized th a t  B ethune’s ideas were som etim es flawed by the 

lack o f  detailed know ledge o r  analysis. O n  one occasion he decided to  write 

a definitive m onograph  on  the physical signs o f  tuberculosis, an  area in which 

he had  little training. After he com pleted  it, he asked D r  R ona ld  Christie for 

a crit icism. Christie recalled: “ I sa t d o w n  and  it took  m e a b o u t  half and  h o u r  

to  read it. I sc ribb led  in th e  m arg in  all the  w ay  d o w n ,  ‘n o t  p ro v ed ,’ ‘u n 

k n o w n ,’ ‘hypothesis’ an d  so on. 1 w en t over it w ith  him and  he said, ‘Ronald ,  

you are  abso lu te ly  r igh t . ’ H e  go t up  in his theatr ica l w ay  an d  he to re  this 

m anuscr ip t  in small bits, chucked it in the  w as tepaper  basket an d  said, ‘N o w  

let’s go  and  have a  d r ink .’ T h a t  is the  last I heard o f  it and  he had  spent weeks 

on  it.” ”  D r  A rthu r  Vineberg, an o th e r  o f  B e thune’s colleagues, noticed the 

sam e pa t te rn ,  saying, “ H e h ad  a superficial inquiring  m ind; like a child, he 

w o u ld  see som eth ing  else before digging deep and  move o n . ” ’4 But som e

times B ethune’s flashes o f  insight were sound , an d  he p roduced  a series of 

research projects an d  published papers  th a t  added  to  his repu ta tion  and  to
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know ledge in his field. Deeply involved in his research, he often  rem ained  in 

the labora to ry  long afte r  his colleagues left. His focus w as  a t  times so intense 

th a t  he w ou ld  miss meetings an d  arrive late for o p e ra t io n s . ’5

Socially, B ethune’s record  a t  the  Royal Victoria w as  m ixed. H e  enjoyed 

p rovoking a good  argum ent and , as always, loved to  play the devil’s advocate. 

Better read and  m ore  interested in m atters  outside medicine and  surgery than  

m ost o f  his colleagues, he m anaged  to  sound  au thori ta t ive  even on  subjects 

a b o u t  which he knew  little. However, his liking for verbal fireworks som e

times ou traged  his senior colleagues. Focused on  finding answers  to  a p ro b 

lem, he w ould  challenge every concept an d  opin ion , especially those  o f  his 

superiors. T h e  m ore  traditional the procedure ,  the m ore critical he was o f  it. 

His bo ld  m a n n e r  w as  often  seen as offensive, irreverent, and  disrespectful. 

Some staff  m em bers  believed th a t  his criticisms were  directed against them 

personally, o r  against highly respected colleagues such as D r  Archibald.

But if B e thune’s iconoclastic m a n n e r  an tagon ized  som e o f  his colleagues, 

it s t im ula ted  the s tuden ts  in a course on  diagnosis  an d  surgery  th a t  he and  

A rchiba ld  ta u g h t . ’6 T hey  liked his in form al m anner,  for unlike o the r  p ro 

fessors, Bethune w ould  sit an d  d ra w  them  a ro u n d  him, ch a t t in g  w ith  them  

ra th e r  th a n  lecturing . H is  e x p la n a t io n s  w ere  lively a n d  concise ,  o ften  

touched  w ith  baw dy  hum our.  S tudents felt challenged by his insistence th a t  

they ques tion  all theories an d  practices no  m a tte r  h o w  hal low ed they were 

by t rad i t io n .  To force s tu d e n ts  to  th ink  for them selves,  he w o u ld  m ake  

paten tly  false s ta tem en ts ,  p a ra d in g  them  as t ru th  an d  then  prais ing  those  

w h o  dared  to  disagree w ith  h im. In the  conservative a tm o sp h e re  o f  a grea t 

university  w here  m o s t  s tuden ts  accepted  the  teach ings  o f  the ir  professors  

w i th o u t  ques tion ,  those  Bethune ta u g h t  found  his ap p ro a c h  highly unusual.  

O n e  o f  them , rem em bering  his classroom  m a n n e r  an d  his repu ta t ion  a ro u n d  

the  hospital,  described him as “a  brilliant sc rew ball .” 57

Despite his unconven tiona l  behaviour,  B e thune’s w o rk  had  been ra ted  as 

“ ex trem ely  sa t is fac to ry ” in the  Royal V ictoria  H osp i ta l  an n u a l  r e p o r t  o f  

D ecem ber  1929 . O n e  reason  for th is  w as  the  q u a l i ty  a n d  a m o u n t  o f  his 

research, for he h ad  published  four articles th a t  year a lo n e . ’8 H e o w ed  his 

impressive o u tp u t  partly  to  the  free hand  th a t  A rch iba ld  had  given h im  to 

develop his o w n  research projects .  In add i t ion  to  learn ing  thorac ic  surgery  

by assisting A rch iba ld ,  he spent m any  h o u rs  in the  la b o ra to ry  an d  in the 

an im al house in the  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Physiology w here  he pe r fo rm ed  experi

mental surgery. In one  case he co n d u c ted  a series o f  exper im en ts  in w hich  

he in troduced  m aggo ts  in to  the  diseased lungs o f  a pat ien t to  clean o u t  dead 

tissue. In an o th e r  he blew talc in to  the  lung cavity to  stabilize one lung while 

surgery  w as  being per fo rm ed  o n  the  other. K now n  as p leura l poudrage , this
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pro ce d u re  w as  highly praised  by A rchiba ld  an d  w as  soon  w idely adop ted  

by th o rac ic  su rg eo n s .39 B e thune a lso  ex p e r im e n te d  o n  himself .  O n  one  

occas ion,  cu r ious  to  d iscover h o w  b lood  w as  ab so rbed  in the  lung, he had 

b lood  inserted in to  his good  lung th o u g h  a ca the te r  an d  then  had  a series o f  

x - rays  ta k en .40

H e w as  also keenly involved in developing im proved surgical instruments. 

F ru s t ra ted  w h en  an  in s t ru m e n t  d id n o t  fu n c t io n  as he expected  it to ,  he 

w ould  sometim es hurl it across the opera ting  room . But af te rw ards  he would  

th ink  a b o u t  the p roblem  an d  discuss it w ith  an  A ustra lian  technician nam ed 

M a s te r s ,  w h o  h ad  been a g u n - m a k e r  in W orld  W ar  I.4' B e thune  w o u ld  

p ro d u c e  a flurry o f  suggested  a l te ra t ions ,  m any  o f  them  im prac tica l ,  and  

M asters  w ould  provide technical advice. G radual ly  Bethune w ould  w o rk  out 

a d if fe ren t sh ap e  o r  som e o th e r  a l te ra t io n  th a t  he sensed w o u ld  crea te  a 

supe r io r  in s t rum en t,  a n d  M a s te rs  w o u ld  then  take  on  the  task  o f  forging 

it. If the new  in s t rum en t did n o t  pe rfo rm  as Bethune had  hoped  du r ing  an 

o pera t ion ,  he w ou ld  reject it and  begin again. M o s t  o f  the ins trum ents  he 

designed w en t th rough  m any  m u ta t ions  before he considered them  success

ful. Jo h n  Barnwell la ter  rem arked ,  “ O n  o u r  visits to  the Royal Victoria you 

literally s tum bled  over instrum ents  w hich  Bethune had  designed bu t became 

im pa tien t  w ith  an d  designed anew .” 41

B ethune’s first invention w as  an im proved  p n eu m o th o ra x  a p p a ra tu s  th a t  

he designed shortly  after his arrival in M on trea l .  This a t t rac ted  the  a t ten t ion  

o f  the  G eorge P. Pilling C om pany , a highly respected Philadelphia m a n u fa c 

tu rer  o f  surgical instrum ents .  In 1930  a surgeon to ld  H enry  N. Pilling, the 

c o m p an y  president,  th a t  B ethune’s a p p a ra tu s  w as  superio r  to  the  one m ade 

by his com pany ; Pilling exam ined  it an d  agreed. H e  ap p ro a ch ed  Bethune, 

w h o  decided to  a l low  Pilling to  m anufac tu re  his model. D uring  their  m eet

ing Bethune sketched som e o f  the  surgical instrum ents  th a t  he w as  redesign

ing; Pilling w as  impressed and  asked Bethune to  send him samples. Tw o years 

later illustrations o f  various instrum ents designed by Bethune w ould  fill more 

th a n  a  page in the  Pilling ca ta logue.  As long  as he rem ained  in M on trea l ,  he 

c o n t in u ed  to  develop  in s t ru m e n ts ,  m any  o f  w hich  Pilling m anu fa c tu re d .  

Perhaps the  best kn o w n  o f  these, the Bethune Rib Shears, was a d a p te d  from 

a  pair  o f  sh o e m ak e r ’s shears.43 A no ther  o f  his innovations,  a  set o f  special 

silver ligatures, w as  m a d e  for h im  by H en ry  Birks &  Sons, a  w ell-know n 

C a n ad ian  jewellery com pany .44

An instinctive believer in technological change, Bethune became convinced 

th a t  the  invention o f  x - rays  had  m ade  obso le te  the use o f  a  ste thoscope to  

d iagnose physical signs o f  p u lm o n a ry  tubercu losis ,  an d  becam e a b it  o f  a 

c ra n k  on  the  subject. H e scathingly referred to  doc to rs  w h o  did n o t  agree
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w ith  his op in ion  as “ the  fellows w ith  the  s te thoscopes ,"  an d  while  in s truc t

ing s tudents  a t  McGill he w ould  brand ish  a s te thoscope an d  say, “ If you are 

called to  see a chest case, leave this a t  h o m e .”45 D uring  one o f  D r  A rch iba ld ’s 

weekly rounds  o f  the surgical wards, an  assistant used his stethoscope to  listen 

to  a pa t ien t’s chest an d  diagnose his condition .  Archibald then asked,  “ W h a t  

a b o u t  you, N o r m a n ? ”

“ I d o n ’t know ,” snapped  Bethune. “ I d o n ’t w a n t  to  listen to  his chest.  Give 

me an  x - ra y  o f  it, a n d  I’ll give you m y d ia g n o s is .” 46 B e thune  a lso  w e n t  

public in his cam paign  against the use o f  stethoscopes to  diagnose pu lm onary  

tuberculosis .  In a speech to  the  C a n ad ian  Progress C lub  o f  M o n tre a l  a b o u t  

the rapidly grow ing  incidence o f  tuberculosis in the city, he w arned ,  “The  use 

o f  the s te thoscope w i th o u t  x -ray  exa m in a t io n  in d iscovering tubercu losis  is 

no th ing  m ore  th a n  a farce .’’47

Deeply involved in his research an d  inventions,  successful in the  o p e ra t 

ing room  and  in the  classroom , Bethune w as  still n o t  wholly  conten t .  H e  had 

never forgo tten  his vow  to  do  som e th ing  g rea t  for h u m a n ity  an d  still be 

lieved th a t  his best h o p e  o f  do in g  th a t  w as  as a th o ra c ic  su rg eo n .  But 

having tu rn ed  his back  on  private  practice , he badly needed  to  find a paid  

hosp ita l pos it ion .  A rch iba ld  had  to ld  h im th a t  n o n e  w as  ava ilab le  a t  the  

Royal V ictoria ,  an d  in any  case B ethune did n o t  w a n t  to  go  on  being an  

assis tan t surgeon. C onfiden t th a t  he had  learned all he needed  to  know , he 

w as  eager  to  head  his o w n  tho rac ic  surgery  d ep a r tm en t ,  b u t  in 1930 there 

were  few such open ings  in N o r th  A m erica .48 M e an w h ile  he w as  w o rr ie d  

a b o u t  losing his c u r re n t  incom e. H e  h ad  n o  idea h o w  long  the  C o w a n s  

scho la rsh ip  w o u ld  last,  an d  he knew  th a t  his in su rance  p ay m en ts  w o u ld  

con t inue  on ly  as long  as an  an n u a l  medical ex am in a t io n  p roved  th a t  he was 

still suffering f rom  tuberculosis .

How ever, despite his hope  th a t  he could leave the Royal Victoria an d  find 

a  posit ion  elsewhere, Bethune realized th a t  Frances w as  only beginning to  

ad just  to  M o n trea l  an d  th a t  a m ove might upse t her. As it tu rn ed  ou t,  in the 

early  spring o f  1930  he received tw o  new  appo in tm en ts ,  one after the other. 

O n  zo  M a rc h  Archibald appo in ted  h im  his clinical assistant in surgery  a t  the 

Royal Victoria, an d  a l though  this w as  no t a salaried position, Archibald  per

suaded  Percy C o w a n s  to  guaran tee  th a t  Bethune w ould  still be paid  $ 1 ,500  

a  year.49 Archibald also recom m ended him for an appo in tm en t  a t  Sainte Anne 

de Bellevue Veterans H osp ita l ,  an d  Bethune w as  nam ed  co n su l ta n t  in tube r

culosis there  a t  a sa lary  o f  $15 a w eek .50

N o w  just pas t  his fortieth  birthday, Bethune seemed to  have successfully 

welded the  shards  o f  his life back  together. In little m ore  th a n  tw o  years he 

had  regained his health  and  his wife an d  w as  on  the road  to  success as a th o 
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racic surgeon. But only weeks later, he suffered a bitter blow. Frances mis

carr ied ,  an d  a l though  the  loss w as  a d is a p p o in tm e n t  to  her, it devas ta ted  

Bethune, underm in ing  his em o tiona l  balance. Still grieving, he happened  to 

see a large rag doll in a dep a r tm en t  s to re  w in d o w  an d  bo u g h t  it an d  b rough t  

it hom e. T hey  nam ed  the  doll Alice, pe rhaps  a fte r  Lewis C a rro l l ’s heroine 

in A lice in  W onderland , a  book  o f  which Bethune w as  fond. Dressed in baby 

c lo thes ,  Alice becam e the  sym bol o f  the  child  B ethune feared they  w o u ld  

never have. Raging against his d isappo in tm en t,  he began to  find fault with 

Frances again an d  reverted to  his old ways, losing his tem per and  bullying her. 

She fough t back, an d  they began to  re-enact the scenes th a t  had  destroyed 

the ir  first m arriage.

Bethune s ta r ted  d r ink ing  heavily an d  s taying o u t  a t  night. W hen  he was 

ho m e ,  he o f ten  de l ibera te ly  tr ied  to  p ro v o k e  Frances,  som etim es  s to r ing  

par ts  o f  h u m a n  cadavers  in the refrigerator.5' O n  one occasion, they had  just 

sa t d o w n  to  d inner  w hen  Bethune seized the tableclo th  an d  jerked it, scat

tering food an d  dishes.52 Fie w ould  end their  argum ents  by stalking ou t o f  the 

ap a r tm en t ,  re tu rn ing  d ru n k  m any  hours  later. H e n o w  frequently  spent his 

evenings playing bridge o r  po k er  w ith  som e o f  the younger docto rs  o r  o the r  

acquain tances.

Fred Taylor, an  ar t is t  friend w h o  played cards w ith  him, recalled:

W h e n  1 first m e t Beth I w as  d ra w n  to  h im  by his keen intelligence, force

ful personali ty  a n d  intensity, b u t  qu ite  quickly  I cam e to  regard  h im  as a 

m enace an d  to  ac tua lly  resen t  h im  . . .  H e  w as  a  bad  drinker,  th a t  is, as 

he d ra n k  he becam e increasingly irascible a n d  difficult . . .  Bethune loved 

[to play  poker]  ...  in a so m e w h a t  dom ineer ing  m a n n e r  ...  A nd so it fre

quen tly  fell to  my lot to  cope  w ith  him w hen  he had  been d r ink ing  an d  

w as  exh ib it ing  the  least favourab le  aspects  o f  himself. H e  p icked  argu 

m ents  a n d  insulted people everyw here  w e w e n t  an d  g o t  in to  m any  m ore  

o r  less serious squabbles .  Beth knew  th a t  I h ad  been the  C a n a d ia n  Inter

collegiate H eavyw e igh t Boxing ch a m p io n  an d  as I w as  a g ood  deal b ig

ger th a n  he was, he w as  careful never to  pick on  me. But it devolved upon  

me to  get him o u t  o f  a g o o d  m any  fights, som e o f  them  qu ite  nasty, and  

to  get h im  h o m e .53

O n  one such occas ion the  tw o  m en were  playing p oker  in Verdun. The  

gam e ended w hen  Bethune p rovoked  a fight. H e an d  Taylor had  to  flee, hotly 

pursued  by the  o the r  players. T h e  chase  con t inued  by c a r  th ro u g h  d o w n 

to w n  M on trea l .  U nab le  to  shake  off  the ir  pursuers ,  Bethune s topped  the  car  

in f ron t  o f  the  Ritz H otel on  Sherbrooke Street, and  he and  Taylor ran  for the
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M cGill University cam pus,  w here  they hid until the  irate ca rd-p layers  gave 

u p .54 Tir ing  o f  such hijinks, Taylor  cam e to  resent having to  play the  role of 

p ro tec to r  an d  eventually  d ro p p ed  Bethune.

Before the end  o f  the  year the intensity o f  their  quarrelling m ade  it obvious 

to  Bethune an d  Frances th a t  their  m arriage had  failed again .  In desperation  

she tu rned  to  his friend C o lem an ,  to  w h o m  she had  been so  a t t rac ted  dur ing  

their  stay  in D etro it  an d  w h o  had  recently settled in M o n tre a l .55 C o lem an  

w as  n o w  th ir ty -tw o; hand so m e  and  possessed o f  an easy ch a rm  an d  relaxed 

manner, he fancied himself  a lady’s m a n .56 W hen  Frances to ld  h im th a t  her 

m arr iage  w as  on  the  verge o f  collapse, he invited her to  move in w ith  h im  if 

she decided to  leave Bethune. In the  early spring o f  1931 she joined C olem an 

in his a p a r tm e n t  a t  3480  C hem in  de la C o te  de Neiges. Bethune did  n o t  try 

to  s top  her.

H e resumed his bachelor  ways. Busy in the o p era t ing  room  and  the labo

ra to ry  on w eekdays,  he spent his evenings playing ca rds  o r  d r ink ing  a t  bars, 

usually w ith  acquain tances  from  the hospital.  O n  w in te r  w eekends he often 

joined friends to  go no r th  to  the L auren t ians to  ski. H e  began to  da te  nurses 

again, as he had  d o n e  before Frances’s re turn  in the a u tu m n  o f  1929 , a n d  it 

soon  becam e co m m o n  know ledge  in the  Royal V ictoria th a t  a nurse w h o  

found  herself  a lone  in a room  w ith  D r  Bethune should  expect  th a t  his focus 

o f  in te rest w o u ld  n o t  a lw ays be p ro fe ss iona l .57 A friend la te r  sa id  th a t  he 

had  “ the  sor t  o f  ch a rm  th a t  is so often associated w ith  the cocky, wilful, self

consciously ‘n a u g h ty ’ type, the c h a rm  th a t  can  so  effortlessly d isa rm  la tent 

o pposit ion  an d  flatten the ladies right and  left.” 58 Well aw a re  o f  his r ep u ta 

tion ,  Bethune m ade  the  m ost  o f  it. H e  always arr ived a t  the  hospital w ith 

crisply pressed trousers ,  polished shoes an d  a  flower in his lapel. O n  w ard  

rounds  he insisted on  a freshly sta rched  an d  spotless w hite  c o a t .59

How ever, this d id no t p revent him from  m ak ing  his rounds  dressed as a 

lum berjack  on  one occasion, p ro b ab ly  on  a  dare . W hen  his m o o d  w as  on 

the  upswing, his gaiety and  vitality m ade  h im a lm o s t  irresistible. H e  w ould  

tu rn  his n a r ro w  gaze o n  a w o m an ,  m ak ing  her  feel she w as  the  w hole  object 

o f  his a t ten t ion .  Eileen F lanagan , a s tuden t  nurse,  found  him  “ dynam ic and  

a t trac t ive ,” an d  an o th e r  w o m a n  recalled, “Even to  go  shopp ing  w ith  Beth 

w as  so m e h o w  a m em orab le  and  exciting experience. It w as  no t only his gai

ety; he w as  able to  invest everything he did  -  every object th a t  interested him 

-  w ith  a sor t  o f  heightened reality. It w as  n o t  just en thusiasm , b u t  som eth ing  

m ore  ...  v iv id .”60 O n e  fo rm er  lady-friend p u t  his appeal even m ore  strongly: 

“W hen  Bethune tu rned  on  his cha rm , w o m en  w ould  tu rn  to  jelly an d  their  

heels becam e ro u n d e d .” 6'

H e con tinued  to  d ine o u t  an d  a t ten d  parties b u t  m ade  a difficult guest,
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going o u t  o f  his w ay  to  m ock the  com fo r tab le  bourgeois  values o f  m any  o f  

the people he knew  in M ontrea l .  Part o f  his rancou r  m ay have com e from his 

o ld resen tm ent o f  having restrictions p u t  on  how  he could  behave. A no ther  

source m ay have been his belief in his ar is tocratic  descent,  which  he bragged 

a b o u t  to  his friends. Dr Aubrey Geddes, w h o  w ould  share  a flat w ith  h im, re

called, “ H e was p roud  o f  w h a t  he called his aristocratic  lineage, fond o f  ta lk 

ing a b o u t  the Bethunes o f  France w h o  da te  back to  William the C o n q u e ro r  

and  before. And he often  quo ted  the  line o f  the  F ou r  M a ry s  -  ‘M a ry  Q ueen  

o f  Scots, M a ry  Bethune, M ary  Seddon, M a ry  Carm ichael  an d  m e .’ A nd he 

a lw ays  c la im ed  lineage f rom  M a ry  B e thune .” 61 Despite  his p re tens ions ,  

w ealth  an d  privilege always an tagon ized  him. Yet a l though  he criticized the 

stuffiness a n d  n a r ro w  selfishness o f  the upper  classes, Frances said he was 

envious o f  his rich M o n trea l  relatives.65

An inveterate challenger o f  medical trad i tions,  Bethune also never missed 

an  oppo r tun i ty  to  a t tack  conventional social mores. D uring  one  dinner-party  

in a w ea l th y  M o n tre a l  h o m e  he r id icu led  th e  fetish o f  body  cleanliness, 

suggesting  th a t  the  an im al o d o u rs  o f  h u m a n  bodies w ere  s tim ula ting  and  

p leasant.  O n e  w o m a n  asked him anxiously, “ But ...  if w e d id n ’t  bathe,  how  

could  we rem ain  c lean?” Leaning across the  table , Bethune suggested, “ O h , 

I d o n ’t k n o w  ...  w e m ight just lick each  o th e r  c lean .” 64 H is eagerness  to  

shock people could  lead h im to  be cruel. A t an o th e r  b lack-tie par ty  he a p 

peared  with a p ros ti tu te  on  his a rm . H e  pa ra d ed  her before the  as ton ished  

guests,  s ta ting  her  profession an d  telling them  th a t  he had  picked her up  in 

the streets. T hen  he led her to  the  buffet w here  he supplied her w ith  food and 

drink .  After she had  ea ten ,  he a n n o u n c ed ,  “ N ow , ladies an d  gentlem en, I 

shall re turn  her w hence  she has com e -  the  streets an d  d e g ra d a t io n .” 65

H e  w as  also n o t  above  m ocking  his friends. In m id-June 1931 he received 

a letter from  D r  E d w ard  K upka ,  his fo rm er  s tuden t  in D etro it ,  in form ing  

him th a t  he w as  a b o u t  to  be m arried  and  in tended to  com e to  M o n trea l  on 

his honeym oon .  W hen the new lyw eds arrived, Bethune greeted them  effu

sively an d  over K u p k a ’s protests  insisted on  th ro w in g  a pa r ty  to  celebrate 

the ir  m arr iage .  H e  a r ra n g e d  fo r  a fo rm al b a n q u e t  in the  d in ing  ro o m  o f  

K u p k a ’s ho te l,  to  w hich  he invited a dozen  colleagues.  T h e  ch a m p a g n e  

flowed freely, and  a t  the end  o f  the  evening Bethune presented the astonished 

K upka  w ith  the  very large bill for the  affair. Later, dur ing  a carriage-ride up 

M o u n t  Royal,  he d runken ly  fondled K u p k a’s wife. K upka  had  always hero- 

w orsh ipped  Bethune, bu t  this w as  going to o  far. T h e  couple  shook  Bethune 

off an d  re tu rned  to  their  hotel. However, the following day, pe rsuaded  by 

his wife th a t  he should  n o t  bear a grudge, K upka  m ade  up  w ith  Bethune and  

w as  foolish enough  to  offer h im  the  use o f  his b rand -new  ca r  while he and
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his wife w en t to  N ew  York by train. This w as  ra the r  asking to  be kicked, and  

Bethune w as  happy  to  oblige: w hen  K upka  go t his car  back  ten days later, 

it w as  filthy and  den ted  an d  the o d o m e te r  show ed  th a t  Bethune had  driven 

it 2 ,500  kilom etres .66

Shortly  after this escapade, Bethune asked Frances to  com e back  to  him. 

She had  fled from  his tem peram en ta l  o u tbu rs ts  an d  dom ineer ing  ways, but 

w hen  they had  m et occas ionally  over  the pas t  few m o n th s ,  he had  sensed 

th a t  she ques tioned  her decision to  leave h im. She felt t r ap p e d  between her 

a t t rac t ion  to  C o lem an  an d  her yearning for Bethune. She w as  also  uneasy 

a b o u t  “ living in s in” while her husband  w as  only a few blocks away. So when 

Bethune told her he still loved her, she decided to  re turn  to  him. But they had  

learned no th ing  an d  forgotten  nothing: they began to  quarre l  bitterly again ,  

an d  soon  realized th a t  they simply could  n o t  go  on  together.

This  time Bethune decided he w ould  be the one to  leave -  n o t  only his wife 

bu t M on trea l  too . H e  felt he had  gone as far  as he could go  a t  the  Royal Vic

toria  Hospital and  his relationship w ith  D r  Archibald had  frayed considerably. 

Several m onths  after beginning his training under  him, Bethune had  described 

his chief to  Frances as “ the  ou ts tand ing  figure in chest surgery in America and 

a m ost charm ing  fellow.” 67 Archibald in tu rn  had  referred to  Bethune in g low 

ing term s as “ invaluable [and] a very prom ising  young  m a n .”68 How ever, by 

1 9 3 1 the  tw o  surgeons’ professional honeym oon  w as  over.

A lth o u g h  persona l  a n d  te m p e ra m e n ta l  d ifferences c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  

b reach  between them , the re  w as  m ore  to  it th a n  tha t .  B e thune’s ch ief  cr it i

cized his failure to  u n d e r ta k e  rem edial  s tudy  in a reas  in w hich  he lacked 

know ledge ,  a  con d i t io n  agreed u p o n  between them  w h en  B ethune becam e 

o n e  o f  A rch iba ld ’s assis tan ts .69 A rch iba ld  w as  still impressed by the  q u ic k 

ness o f  B e thune’s m ind  b u t  criticized his tendency to  concen tra te  his read ing  

o f  medical l i tera ture  on  areas  rela ted  to  inven tions .70 But his g rea tes t  c o n 

cern  w as  B e thune’s surgery. T h e  basic lung  o p e ra t io n  he had  ta u g h t  h im  to  

p e r fo rm  w as  the tho racop las ty ,  the  purpose  o f  w hich  w as  to  collapse the  

diseased p a r t  o f  a lung  in o rd e r  to  rest it. In cases w here  adhesions  joining 

the lung to  the  chest wall prevented  the  use o f  p n e u m o th o ra x ,  surgeons par

tially collapsed the  lung by rem oving  ribs a ro u n d  the diseased area .  But the 

op era t io n  could  be dangerous:  the p a t ien t  m ight lose to o  m uch  b lood  o r  die 

f rom  being k ep t  u n d e r  anaes th e t ic  to o  long. F or  these reasons ,  su rgeons  

needed  to  m ove quickly. W h e n  Bethune began to  op e ra te  independen tly  o f  

A rch iba ld ,  he becam e no ted  for his dex ter i ty  an d  speed. A t the  beginning o f  

an o p e ra t io n  he w ou ld  p o in t  to  the  clock an d  w hen  he h ad  finished w ould  

have his ass is tants  no te  th e  t im e again .  H e  w as  a lw ays  d isap p o in ted  w hen  

he to o k  longer th a n  he believed necessary. C olleagues recognized his skill,
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bu t som e suggested th a t  his p reoccupa t ion  w ith  speed w as  show y an d  could 

lead to  carelessness.7'

A rch iba ld  la ter  described B e thune’s o p e ra t in g  techn ique  as “ qu ick  bu t 

rough , n o t  careful, far from  neat,  an d  just a little d an g e ro u s .” 72 H e  m a in 

ta ined  th a t  the fixation on  technique an d  speed caused Bethune to  ignore the 

physical c o n d i t io n  o f  his c a n d id a te s  for surgery. H is  evidence w as  th a t  

B ethune’s patients  suffered m ore  post-opera tive t ra u m a  th a n  those  o f  o ther  

surgeons an d  m ore  o f  them  died. Some simply did  n o t  have the  s tam ina to 

survive surgery. H e  believed th a t  Bethune lacked judgm ent in choosing cases 

for surgery  an d  considered  this his grea test flaw as a su rgeon .73 But w hen  

A rchiba ld  rep roached  him for tak ing  risks, Bethune reacted angrily, saying 

th a t  it w as  his interest in the  pa t ien t  th a t  m ade  him focus on  technique and  

speed. M any  o f  those on  w h o m  he operated had little chance o f  survival anyway. 

Surgery w as  their  last hope ,  even if the  odds  w ere  aga inst  them. H e argued 

th a t  m ost  surgeons, keen to  keep their  opera ting  records  spotless, w ou ld  not 

take on  the  cases he did.

At least one fellow docto r  a t  the Royal Victoria supported  Bethune, saying, 

“ N o rm a n  w as  w h a t  I w ou ld  consider  an excellent op e ra to r  an d  ...  exhibited 

sound  surgical judgm ent ...  His philosophy w as  th a t  every open  case o f  t . b . 

w as responsible for a t  least ten more. H e  therefore felt th a t  high-risk p roce

dures were justified in the  endeavour  to  convert every open case o f  t . b  ...  He 

w as  a very impulsive individual in bo th  his professional an d  social activities. 

His op in ions were quickly m ade, p robab ly  w ith o u t  com plete  know ledge of 

the particu lar  situation bu t peculiarly enough  [he] w as  usually right. This  im

pulsive a t ti tude  frequently annoyed  D r  A rchibald  and  his confreres .”74

B ethune’s erratic  personal behav iour  a t  the Royal Vic had  shaped  his p ro 

fessional repu ta tion  just as much  as had  his surgical record. Immersed in one 

research pro jec t o r  another ,  he w as  often  late for opera tions ,  an d  Archibald 

rep r im anded  him for this. O n  one occasion Bethune h ad  begun an opera tion  

visibly upse t  a b o u t  so m e th in g  th a t  had  h a p p e n e d  earlier. Suddenly, w i th 

o u t  w arn ing  o r  exp lana tion ,  he p u t  d o w n  the scalpel an d  w alked  o u t  o f  the 

opera ting  room . Fortuna te ly  for the  patien t ,  the  nurses hastily  sum m oned  

the resident docto r  on du ty  w h o  completed the opera tion .75 Like m any others 

on  s ta ff ,  A rch ib a ld  found  such  se l f -p reo c cu p a t io n ,  as well as B e th u n e ’s 

impatience an d  fits o f  temper, offensive.

For all these reasons Bethune had  w o rn  o u t  his w elcom e w ith  Archibald. 

So w hen  he asked for a leave o f  absence for several m onths ,  his chief quickly 

agreed. S m arting  from  the  failure o f  his second m arriage to  Frances, feeling 

he h ad  reached a dead  end  a t  the  Royal Victoria, Bethune w as  eager  to  tu rn  

his back on M ontrea l .
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The Hill of Difficulty

Travels and Montreal, 

September 1931-N ovem ber  1 9 3 3

Bethune’s plan w as  to  go  to  Arizona, w here  som e o f  the m ost highly regarded 

san a to r iu m s in the  United States w ere  located. H e in tended  to  visit as m any  

o f  them  as he could  to  learn a b o u t  new  developm ents  in the  t r ea tm e n t  o f  

tubercu los is  an d  hoped  th a t  by in tro d u c in g  h im self  an d  th e  ins t rum en ts  

he had  designed to  the  leading medical m en in the  A m erican  Southw est,  he 

m ight find a job. H is health  could benefit too: exposu re  to  the  desert climate 

m ight speed the  healing o f  the  small cavity  rem ain ing  in his left lung, for 

w hich  he w as  con tinu ing  to  take p n eu m o th o ra x  t rea tm en ts . '

H is first s top  on  w h a t  his friend Jo h n  Barnwell la ter  descr ibed  as his 

“ b a rn s to rm in g  t r i p ” w as  Ann Arbor, M ich igan ,  in late S ep tem ber  1 9 3 1.1 

T here  he visited Barnwell,  n o w  on  the  staff  o f  the University o f  M ichigan  

medical school,  an d  w as  in troduced  to  Dr John  Alexander, a u th o r  o f  T he  

Surgery o f  P u lm o n a ry  Tuberculosis, the  book  th a t  had  inspired B ethune to  

undergo  the  p n e u m o th o ra x  procedure .  In O c to b e r  he headed  to  A rizona ,  

w here  he m ade  the  small city o f  Prescott his base for the  nex t tw o  m onths .  

Prescott w as  the location o f  Pam setgaaf ,  a s a n a to r iu m  for tubercu lars  oper

a ted  by D r  Jo h n  Flinn, an  e x p a tr ia te  N o v a  S co tian .5 Flinn had  invited 

Bethune to  visit P am se tgaaf  because o f  his associa tion  w ith  A rchiba ld ,  his 

research publications,  an d  his g row ing  rep u ta t io n  as an  inventor  o f  in s tru 

m ents,  particularly  his p n e u m o th o ra x  appa ra tu s .

Flinn asked Bethune to  exam ine  som e patients ,  one o f  them  the  H olly 

w ood  actress Renee Adoree, fam ous a t  the time for her s ta rr ing  role in the 

192.5 movie T h e  B ig Parade. Bethune concluded  th a t  a phrenicectom y might 

improve A doree’s condition . In this type o f  opera tion  the surgeon removes a 

portion  o f  the  phrenic nerve th a t  causes the  d iaph ragm  to  rise, partially  co m 

pressing the  lung. T h e  incision is m ade near the  base o f  the neck. T h e  actress 

a t  first refused the  opera tion ,  fearing th a t  the disfigurement might ruin her



career, bu t  Bethune promised th a t  he w ou ld  find a  w ay  to  conceal the scar. 

To p repare  for the opera tion  he rem oved  several beads from  her favourite 

necklace and  replaced them  w ith  a n a r ro w  slotted silver bar. Fastening the 

necklace a ro u n d  her neck, he then  he traced  a th in  line o n to  her skin th rough  

the  slot. D uring  the  o p e ra t io n  he m ade  the  incision a long  the  line he had 

traced. Afterwards, with the beads back in place, the scar w as  hidden. “Strange 

to  say, this seems to  fill the female breast w ith  the  m ost p ro found  g ra ti tude ,” 

he later w ro te  in an  article entitled “A Phrenicectom y N eck lace ,” published 

in a medical journal. The  article’s appearance led to  mutterings by som e m em 

bers o f  the medical com m unity  w h o ,  as Bethune expected, considered such 

cosmetic concerns frivolous an d  even unprofessional.4

From  late O c tobe r  o n w ard ,  Bethune moved a b o u t  A rizona visiting o ther  

sana to r ium s an d  clinics and  speaking  to  medical g roups  on the t r ea tm e n t  of 

tuberculosis  an d  the  function  o f  his surgical instrum ents.  F rom  Phoenix  he 

flew south  to  Tucson, where he accepted the invitation o f  Charles  A. T h o m a s  

o f  the  T h o m a s  Davis Clinic to  be his guest for a week a t  the  O ld  Pueblo  

C lub,  one o f  the  oldest an d  m ost exclusive in the  S ou thw est .5 H e seems to 

have enjoyed himself  thoroughly , because w hen  D r  T h o m a s  w en t to  settle 

B e thune’s bill a f te r  he had  left, he w as  start led  to  find th a t  in add i t ion  to  the 

charges for his room  and  meals, his gues t had  run  up  an  e x tra o rd in a ry  bar 

bill o f  $ i o 8 . 6

M e an w h ile ,  B ethune h ad  driven n o r th  to  spend  several days in G ra n d  

C a n y o n  N a t io n a l  Park ,  w h ich  he described in a le tte r  to  F rances as “ a 

t r em en d o u s  super-Sw itzerland  -  qu ite  th e  m ost am az ing  sight I have ever 

beheld .” 7 T h ro u g h o u t  his travels he had  still been com m unica t ing  w ith  his 

es tranged  wife. F rances sent him  his m on th ly  cheques from  the  insurance 

com pany , an d  af te r  deposit ing  them  in his ac co u n t  in a Prescott bank ,  he 

rem itted  m oney  to  her  regularly  to  cover her  ren t  an d  o th e r  expenses. This 

exchange o f  mail a l low ed them  to  carry  on their  conflict a t  long distance. In 

one  le tter Frances to ld  h im th a t  C o lem an  still w an te d  to  m arry  her; w hen  

B ethune did n o t  p ro te s t  she w ro te  aga in ,  saying th a t  it w as  clear th a t  he 

th o u g h t  she shou ld  accep t C o le m a n ’s p ro p o sa l .  B e thune’s response w as  

am biguous.  “ I have n o  desire to  force you into marriage w ith  R.E .,” he w ro te  

back , an d  then in his best passive-aggressive style he w en t  on ,  “ Believe me, 

I will never force you to  do  any th ing  y o u r  hear t  is opposed  to ,  ever again. I 

love you an d  always will, how ever  m uch you m ay h u r t  o r  w o u n d  me -  and  

n ow  all th a t  is left for me to  show  you I love you is to  help  you to  gain w h a t  

you w an t .  I can  do  th a t  best by keeping you supplied w ith  m oney  ...  But I 

d o  th ink ,  my dear, the honourab le  th ing  is th a t  if you are  n o t  going to  m arry
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R.E. is to  tell me so .” H e  to ld  her th a t  he w ou ld  n o t  ob ta in  a divorce, bu t at 

the  end o f  the  le tter he reversed himself, saying, “ I can  go  direct to  R eno  in 

Decem ber if you wish to  m arry  R.E. b u t  I m ust k n o w  a t  o n ce .” 8

A lthough  he tried to  ap p e a r  indifferent to  his w ife’s affair w ith  C o lem an ,  

his pride had  clearly been w ounded .  In som e o f  their  earlier  quarre ls  he had 

punished her  by refusing to  g ra n t  a divorce w hen  she d e m a n d e d  one,  but 

w hen  she com pla ined  a b o u t  C o lem an  he w ould  reverse his tactics an d  urge 

her to  m arry  him. In his hear t  o f  hear ts  he knew  th a t  he an d  Frances were 

incom patib le and  could no t live together, yet he rem ained  obsessed w ith  her 

and  on  som e deep level could n o t  let her go.

T h en ,  suddenly, everything changed . W hile his wife p o n dered  his latest 

letter, he plunged in to  a new  rom ance. In early December he w en t  to  Phoenix  

to  give a p ap e r  a t  a conven tion  o f  the  M edical an d  Surgical Association  o f  

the  S outhw est .9 T here  he m et D r  J. M o t t  Rawlings, the  son o f  a p rom inen t  

physic ian from  El Paso, Texas. Taking  a liking to  Bethune, Raw lings invited 

him to  visit his f a th e r ’s clinic. B ethune accepted  an d  afte r  r e tu rn in g  to  

Prescott to  w ind  up  his affairs a t  Pam setgaaf ,  he w en t to  El Paso. H e spent 

several days there  and  m et R aw lings’s young  wife, L aura .  B ethune’s ch a rm  

had  its usual effect, an d  he an d  L aura  Rawlings were  instantly  a t t rac ted  to  

each other. She invited h im to  spend Chris tm as  w ith  them  after he re turned  

from  a visit he had  p lanned  in Louisville, Kentucky.

T h e  purpose  o f  the  Louisville tr ip  was to  see D r Lincoln  Fisher, o n e  of 

B ethune’s form er cottage-m ates  a t  T rudeau .  Fisher h ad  become a surgeon on 

the  staff  o f  the Waverly Hills S anato rium  an d  an  instruc to r  in the  University 

o f  Louisville M edical School. W hen he learned o f  B e thune’s plans to  visit 

A rizona sanato r ium s ,  he had  urged him to  com e to  Louisville a t  the  end  of 

his tour. Bethune arrived a t  the Fishers’ hom e to ting  a heavy suitcase, which 

tu rn ed  o u t  to  be full o f  bottles o f  H a b a n e ro  rum . Because P roh ib i t ion  was 

still in force, he h ad  paid  to  have the  rum  smuggled across the  bo rder  into 

El Paso from Juarez, Mexico. To m ake room  for it in his suitcase, he claimed, 

he had  given his dress suit , robe ,  an d  py jam as to  a hotel bellboy. Despite 

m uch  rum  d r in k in g  over  the  n ex t  fou r  days, he assisted Fisher in several 

opera tions  a t  the  University H osp i ta l  an d  show ed off  som e o f  his surgical 

instrum ents  to  Fisher an d  his colleagues.10

D uring  one o f  Bethune’s evenings with the Fishers, he began  to  discuss the 

use o f  the  p n e u m o th o r a x  p ro ce d u re  to  collapse o r  com press  the  infected 

po r t ion  o f  the  lung o f  a pat ien t afflicted w ith  pu lm o n a ry  tuberculosis .  Since 

experiencing the  d ram a tic  im provem ent in his o w n  hea lth  du r ing  his final 

m o n th  a t  T ru d e a u ,  this h ad  becom e his pet subject ,  a n d  he believed th a t  

th rough  collapse the rapy  thousands  o f  tube rcu la r  patients  could be given, as
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he had , a new  lease on  life. Yet the  technique w as  se ldom  used, because the 

medical co m m u n ity  w as  com m itted  to  rest as the on ly  the rapy  for tubercu

lars. Never one  to  pass by a windmill  he could  tilt at ,  Bethune had  em barked  

on  a cam paign to  spread the gospel o f  compression therapy wherever he went.

H e to ld  the  Fishers th a t  he had  been th ink ing  a b o u t  w ri t ing  a c redo  th a t  

w o u ld  sum m arize  his belief in collapse therapy. W hen  Inez Fisher asked for 

details, Bethune picked up  a pen an d  began  to  w rite .  Fuelled by m any  sips of 

rum , he dashed  off  a d r a f t . "  Later, w h en  he reached A nn Arbor, he w ould  

read w h a t  he had  w ri t ten  to  J o h n  Barnwell,  w h o  happened  to  be living in  an 

Episcopal C hurch  rectory  he had  rented. Sitting a t  the rec to r’s desk, the Epis

copal Prayer Book open on  his lap a t  the  Apostle’s Creed, Bethune m ade final 

revisions. T hen ,  using a pen an d  brushes, he copied  the  credo  o n to  a  sheep

skin, fram ed it an d  presented it to  Barnwell. Entitled “T h e  C om press ion is t’s 

C ree d ,” it praised the leading scientists in the  search  for a  cure for tubercu

losis, including those w h o  had  developed collapse therapy. T h e  following is 

a version he used to  illustrate a Chris tm as  ca rd  he sent o u t  in 1 9 3 5 ."

I believe in T rudeau, the mighty father o f  the American Sanatorium , m aker 

o f  a heaven on  ea r th  for the tubercu lous; an d  in Artificial P neum otho rax ;  

w hich  w as  conceived by C arson ; b o rn  o f  the  labors  o f  Forlanini: suffered 

un d er  P om pous  Pride an d  Prejudice; w as  criticized by the  C ran k s  w hose 

patients  are dead  an d  buried; th o u san d s  n o w  well, even in the  th ird  stage, 

rose again  from the ir  bed; ascending  in to  the  H eaven  o f  M edic ine’s Im 

m orta ls ,  they sit on  the  right h an d  o f  H ippocra tes  o u r  Father; from  thence 

they do  judge those  p th is io therap is ts  quick to  collapse cavities o r  dead  on 

their  job.

I believe in B odington, Brehmer, Koch an d  Bra tier, in M urphy , F ried

rich, W ilm s, S auerb ruch ,  S tuertz  an d  Jacobeus ,  in the  unforg iveness  o f  

th e  sins o f  om ission in Collapse  T herapy ,  in the resurrect ion  o f  a healthy  

b o d y  f ro m  a d iseased o n e  a n d  long  life fo r  th e  tu b e rc u lo u s  w ith  care  

. everlasting.

Amen.

F rom  Louisville Bethune w en t back  to  El Paso w here  he spent several days 

over  C hr is tm as  with the  R aw lings .1’ H is stay, though  brief, p roved  eventful 

because on  N e w  Year’s Eve he w ro te  the  following le tter to  Frances from 

M obile ,  A labam a:

Frances dear  -
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. . . I f  you remember, you begged me no t to  force you to  m arry  R.E. an d  my 

reply th a t  I w ou ld  d o  no th ing  to  pu t  you in such a posit ion aga inst your  

o w n  desires. I also  w ro te  you th a t  since you appa ren t ly  d id  n o t  a t  this 

t im e w a n t  to  m arry  R.E. an d  since I had  no  inc lina tion  to  m arry  again  

myself, th a t  I w ou ld  no t divorce you ,  bu t we w o u ld  be separa ted  only. 

Well, my dear, the  unexpected  has happened  as usual. I have fallen in love 

an d  w a n t  to  m arry  this girl th a t  I feel sure I can  be h a p p y  w ith. It was 

love a t  first sight w ith  bo th  o f  us. She is a m ost  cha rm ing  A m erican,  z6 , 

the  g ran d d a u g h te r  o f  a fam ous A labam a physician w h o  O sier  has  w ri tten  

a b o u t  in his ‘A labam a S tuden t’. H e r  n am e  w as  Z a r n a  Bassett B oynton 

an d  she is n o w  m arr ied  to  a D r  M o t t  Rawlings o f  El Paso, Texas. We have 

told her h usband  w e love each o the r  an d  she is going to  divorce him. I 

will go  ahead  w ith  o u r  divorce as soon  as I can  raise the  m oney  necessary.

Darling, let us give u p  try ing to  reconcile o u r  irreconcilable natures .  As 

you have said so often “ Breakfast, d inner  an d  bed are  n o t  fo r  us tw o .“ 

O u r  only k inship  is a “ spiritual affinity “ an d  this , alas, is n o t  enough  at 

o u r  t ime o f  life an d  age. We have never been a t  ease w ith  each o th e r  such 

as you an d  R.E. feel in each o th e r ’s com pany  an d  such as Bassett and  I feel 

together. Instead o f  to r tu r in g  ourselves w ith  m u tua l  recrim inat ions let us 

quietly acknow ledge  the  fact an d  live a p a r t  as friends -  t rue  friends. We 

can an d  will. T h e  affection I feel for you an d  have felt for you in the  past 

is unique -  I can  never feel it again  for any one -  I a m  n o t  sure I w a n t  to.

You will love Bassett. You are bo th  m uch the sam e -  the  sam e qualities 

in you a t t rac ted  her to  me in the first place -  her lovely spirit an d  mind 

w ith  the  soul o f  a poet.

Will you w ri te  her?

M rs .  J. M o t t  Rawlings

714  Baltimore St., El Paso.

Texas

.. .  Since I love and  am  loved I have lost all the bitterness I felt to w ard s  you, 

darling , an d  my hear t  is filled w ith  the w arm e s t  affection an d  regard.

Your friend,

Beth '4

T h a t  sam e evening he caugh t a flight to  D etro it  an d  from  there  w en t by 

tra in  to  A nn A rbo r  to  visit Jo h n  Barnwell again. H e  also wished to  consu lt  

D r  Jo h n  Alexander, head o f  the  D ep a r tm en t  o f  Surgery a t  the  University of 

Michigan medical school, a b o u t  his o w n  health. Tired o f  having to  take small
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p n e u m o th o ra x  refills, w hich  he had  been do ing  for four  years, he w an ted  

to  k now  if D r  A lexander  w ou ld  recom m end  a phrenicectomy, which could 

a l low  h im  to  s to p  ta k in g  the  refill t r ea tm en ts .  A fter  ex a m in in g  Bethune, 

A lexander  agreed to  operate.  However, du r ing  the p rocedure  A lexander was 

unable  to  find the  accessory fibres a ro u n d  the nerve and  had  to  pull the nerve 

o u t  in o rd e r  to  excise the  necessary po r t ion .  Bethune suffered excrucia ting  

pain; he himself had  a lw ays pulled o u t  the  nerve while  per fo rm ing  phreni-  

cectomies bu t  vowed never to  do  so again. H e remained as a patient for a few 

days a t  the University H ospita l ,  teasing the nurses and  w ow ing  them  w ith  his 

purp le  silk p y ja m as . '5

T h e  o the r  reason for B ethune’s tr ip  to  M ich igan  w as  to  learn specialized 

aspects o f  tubercu lar  trea tm ent.  D r  Archibald  had  arranged  this w ith  various 

M ich igan  colleagues, inc lud ing  D r  A lexander. A fter  recovering  f rom  the 

phrenicectomy, Bethune stayed in Ann A rbo r  for a time, observing A lexander 

p e rfo rm  various forms o f  surgery. F rom  there  he w en t  to  G race  H osp ita l  in 

D e tro i t  to  s tudy  b ro n ch o sc o p y  an d  esophagoscopy , tw o  types o f  in te rnal 

exam ina t ions  conduc ted  a t  th a t  tim e by passing a lighted ho llow  metal tube 

th rough  the pa t ien t’s m ou th .  H e s tudied these techniques under  the  d irec

t ion  o f  D r  William A. H u d so n ,  chief o f  Tho rac ic  Surgery. '6 D uring  his stay 

in M ichigan , Bethune w as  also p lanning  an  article th a t  he in tended to  write 

a b o u t  his pet  subject o f  collapse therapy.

M e an w h ile ,  he w as  p reoccup ied  w ith  his new  love. In o rd e r  to  m arry  

L au ra  Rawlings, he first h ad  to  divorce his wife bu t  he lacked the money to  

d o  so. F rom  Detro it ,  eager an d  a m o ro u s ,  he w ro te  to  Jo h n  Barnwell in Ann 

A rb o r  p lead ing  for help: “ W rite,  te lephone , te legraph. Im m ediate ly  set all 

u n d e rg ro u n d  forces to  w o rk .  I simply m ust m ake  m ore  money. Love to  all, 

B eth .” 17 H e  also  asked F rances fo r  a loan to  a l low  him to  go  to  R eno  to  

a rrange a divorce. She agreed but no t  long after receiving the money from her 

Bethune discovered in early February  th a t  L aura  Rawlings w as  having sec

ond  though ts  and  had  decided to  pos tpone  their  impulsive m arr iage  plans. 

As his t ra in ing  session w ith  D r  H u d so n  h ad  n o w  run  its course ,  Bethune 

decided to  return  to  M ontrea l .  John  Barnwell offered to  drive him back ,  sug

gesting th a t  on  the  w ay  they could  a t ten d  a medical meeting in Syracuse and 

then go to  Saranac Lake for a  nostalgic visit before heading nor th  to  C anada .

Ju s t  before they left, Bethune received his m onth ly  insurance cheque from 

Frances; enclosed w as  a le tter in w hich  she to ld  h im th a t  she w as  p regnant 

by Colem an. Bethune to ld  Barnwell no th ing  a b o u t  this, b u t  his friend noticed 

th a t  som ething w as  w rong , for Bethune brooded  all the w ay  to  Saranac Lake. 

O n  their  way o u t  o f  tow n  he asked if he could  drive an d  once  behind the 

wheel he pu t  his foo t  to  the  floor. W h a t  followed w as  a hair-raising tw o-hou r
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race a long  the  n a r ro w  w ind ing  ro ad  th ro u g h  the  A d iro n d ac k  M o u n ta in s ,  

w ith Bethune m ain ta in ing  a grim  silence all the  way. Screeching to  a halt in 

f ron t  o f  the a p a r tm e n t  building in M o n trea l ,  he jum ped  o u t  o f  the  ca r  and  

bou n d ed  up  the stairs to  the to p  floor. H e  banged  on  the  d o o r  an d  his wife 

opened  it -  an d  screamed. She had  th o u g h t  th a t  he w as  in N e v a d a  getting 

a divorce.

F rances exp la ined  th a t  she h a d  a t  first been h a p p y  w hen  she learned  o f  

her  pregnancy, b u t  then  d iscovered th a t  a l though  C o le m a n  said he loved 

her he d id n o t  w a n t  to  becom e a father. She had  com e to  believe th a t  ru sh 

ing in to  m arr iage  w ith  him w ou ld  lead to  d isaste r  an d  had  decided n o t  to  

bear  the  child. N o w  th a t  B ethune w as  there ,  she begged him to  pe rfo rm  an 

a b o r t io n .  B ethune pro tes ted  b u t  finally agreed. Even w ith  B arnw ell’s help 

the re  w ere  p rob lem s ,  an d  Frances had  a difficult t im e, b u t  the  o p e ra t io n  

w as  successful.18

H is protective instincts aroused ,  Bethune decided th a t  Frances shou ld  not 

be left on  her o w n ,  so he decided to  m ove in w ith  her for a time. As usual 

they began to  quarre l;  this t ime the  conflict w as  n o t  a b o u t  B e thune’s behav

iour  bu t  a b o u t  C o lem a n ’s. Bethune had  to ld  himself  th a t  his wife had  taken 

up  w ith  R.E. on ly  to  spite him, bu t n o w  he cam e to  believe th a t  she truly 

loved C o lem an  afte r  all, th o u g h  R .E .’s re luc tance to  becom e a fa the r  had 

h u r t  her. So he began to  p u t  p ressure on  her  to  get a divorce an d  m arry  C ole

m an. N o  d o u b t  he w as  also th ink ing  a b o u t  L aura  Raw lings,  w h o  he hoped  

w ould  still decide to  com e to  him in the end. But Frances, to rn  between the 

unpred ic tab le  Bethune w h o m  she loved bu t could n o t  live w ith  an d  the  m ore 

conventional  C o lem an ,  simply could  no t m ake  up  her m ind  w h a t  to  do .  The 

th ree  were  t rapped  in an impasse from  which there  seemed no  w ay  out.

N o  d o u b t  to  B ethune’s relief, a te m p o rary  escape for h im  tu rn ed  up. In 

m id -A p r i l ,  1 9 3 2 ,  he received a t e le p h o n e  call f ro m  D r  E d w a r d  J .  (Pat) 

O ’Brien, chief o f  T horac ic  Surgery a t  H e r m a n  Kiefer H osp i ta l  in Detroit .  

O ’Brien had  b roken  his back in an au tom ob ile  accident an d  w o u ld  be laid 

up for m onths .  H aving  kn o w n  Bethune since his arrival in D etro it  in the  m id 

twenties an d  liking the  quality  o f  his w o rk ,  O ’Brien asked if he w ou ld  take 

over  his duties du r ing  his convalescence. In add i t ion  to  his posit ion  in the 

large D etro it  hospital,  O ’Brien w as  chief o f  Surgery a t  th ree  o the r  hospitals  

ou ts ide  Detroit: the  Saginaw C o u n ty  Tuberculosis  H osp ita l ,  the A merican 

Legion H ospita l  in Battle Creek, an d  the William. H . M a y b u ry  S anatorium  

in N o r th v i l le . '9 Bethune knew  a splendid o p p o r tu n i ty  w hen  he saw  one,  for 

how ever  brief the  ap p o in tm e n t  m ight be, it m e an t  recognition  o f  his profes

sional achievem ents  an d  m ight possibly lead to  a n o th e r  posit ion . It w as  also 

a  chance to  escape from  the  tho rny  s ituation  w ith  Frances. H e  accepted im 
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mediately an d  agreed to  arrive on  2.9 April to  perforin  the  opera tions  sched

uled on  th a t  day for D r  O ’Brien.

How ever, as he w as  a b o u t  to  leave, Bethune received a le tter from Laura 

R awlings,  w h o  w as  on  a tr ip  n o r th  to  visit relatives. She had  a r ranged  to 

com e to  M o n trea l  -  o n  the  very day  th a t  Bethune h ad  p lanned  to  leave for 

D etro it .  U nab le  to  c o n tac t  her to  p u t  off  her  arrival ,  Bethune te legraphed 

O ’Brien to  say th a t  he w ou ld  be unable  to  com e to  D etro it  until the  fo llow

ing w eek .10 L aura  R aw lings’s ostensible reason for visiting M o n trea l  w as  to 

visit the  O sie r  L ib rary  o f  the  H is to ry  o f  M edicine  a t  M cG ill ,  because D r 

William Osier had  once w ritten  an  article in praise o f  her grandfather. But 

the  real reason for her  tr ip  w as  to  tell Bethune th a t  she had  finally decided 

n o t  to  b reak  up  her m arriage for him. Bethune later expla ined  th a t  they had 

decided th a t  the h u r t  th a t  they w o u ld  inflict on  R aw lings’s h u sband  w as  too  

high a price to  pay  for the ir  happ iness ;  however, th is  lofty scrup le  had  

appa ren tly  n o t  bo thered  the  tw o  o f  them  in the first place. The  m ore  likely 

exp lana tion  is th a t  L aura  Rawlings, having th o u g h t  things over, had  simply 

go t cold  feet.11

H astily  pack ing  his belongings, Bethune n o w  left for Detroit .  H e  faced 

a dem and ing  assignm ent, for O ’Brien had  m any  different duties in the four 

inst itu tions w here  he w as  em ployed. In each o f  them  Bethune had  to  w ork  

w ith  a d ifferent opera ting  team  an d  use facilities th a t  varied in quality. But 

he m easured  up  to  the challenge. H e  w as  acquain ted  w ith  som e o f  the do c 

tors  from  his fo rm er  years in D etro it ,  and  relied on  his c h a rm  to  establish 

g ood  re la tions  w ith  the  s ta ff  o f  each hosp ita l.  T h e  job suited  his love of 

ac tion for he was often on the move, dashing ou t  o f  Kiefer H osp ita l  in d o w n 

to w n  D etro it  to  drive 130 kilom etres n o r th w es t  to  the C o u n ty  Tuberculosis  

H ospita l  in Saginaw City, o r  2.00 k ilom etres w est  to  the  A m erican Legion 

H ospita l  in Battle Creek. H e found  it exhilarat ing .

H is  n ew  colleagues qu ick ly  n o te d  B e thune’s u nusua l  character ,  m ore  

f lam boyan t even th a n  th a t  o f  the ir  chief, the  colourful Pat O ’Brien. Bethune 

m ade  it clear from the  beginning th a t  th o u g h  wholly  com m itted  to  pe rfo rm 

ing well in the  opera ting  thea tre  he w as  no  less in ten t on  enjoying himself 

ou ts ide  it. O ’Brien had  a r ranged  for h im  to  stay a t  the  M a y b u ry  S anatorium  

in N orthv il le ,  fifty kilom etres west o f  d o w n to w n  D etro it ,  w here  he had  a 

room  in the  staff  quar te rs  an d  could  take  his meals. After B ethune had  been 

there  for som e time, the  o th e r  doc to rs  w ou ld  am use themselves a t  breakfast 

by try ing  to  guess h o w  heavily he had  been d r in k in g  the  n igh t  before .  A 

glance o u t  the w in d o w  a t  the  park ing  lot to ld  the tale. If B ethune’s ca r  was 

in one  o f  the designated  spots ,  they knew  he h ad  d ru n k  relatively little, but 

w hen  it w as  s t radd l ing  the s idewalk in f ron t  o f  the  building, they knew  th a t
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he had  partied  late.“  As usual,  Bethune m ade  a splash a t  social gatherings, 

show ing  off  his know ledge  o f  m any  subjects beyond  the  n a r ro w  limits o f  

medicine. H e  also w o n  the  a t ten t ion  o f  som e o f  the  d o c to rs ’ wives, which 

d id  n o t  en d e a r  h im  to  the ir  h usbands .  A ccord ing  to  o ne ,  “ he m a d e  lewd 

suggestions to  the faculty wives w hilst danc ing  w ith them  a t  the various  fac

ulty par t ie s .” *3

O pin ions  o f  his professional perfo rm ance  varied. D r  Bruce Douglas , m e d 

ical d irec to r  o f  H e rm a n  Kiefer H ospita l,  sum m ed  up  w h a t  m any  though t,  

saying, “ H e  was erratic  as a surgeon, he w as  erratic  in judgm en t .” *4 H o w 

ever, his colleagues recognized his ability. H is dexterity  w ith  in s trum ents  was 

impressive, and  he flew th rough  thoracoplasties o r  phrenicetomies faster even 

th a n  D r  O 'B rien ,  w h o  w as  w idely no ted  for his speed. But som e felt th a t  

Bethune took  chances to o  often , w ith  a resulting loss o f  life, an d  th o u g h  he 

a lways show ed  regret w hen  a pat ien t died, he did n o t  seem to  care  w h a t  o th 

ers th o u g h t  o f  his m orta l i ty  rate. However, his critics did adm it  th a t  in m any  

cases he took  on , the  disease w as  so far advanced  th a t  surgery  offered the 

only hope. T here  w ere  m any  such cases a t  the time in Kiefer an d  its sister in 

stitu tion , M aybury. M any  of  the patients  in bo th  hospitals were charity  cases 

w h o ,  because they were poor, had  often  sough t medical help  only w hen  it 

w as  to o  late.*5

H o w ev er  as the  w eeks passed , the  m orta li ty  ra te  o f  B e thune’s pat ien ts  

began to  w orry  his colleagues. O ’Brien had  enjoyed an  extrem ely  low  m or

tality ra te  in the several m on ths  before his accident,  an d  this magnified the 

con tra s t  between the tw o  surgeons. D r  D ouglas  sa id  it w as  par t ly  “ the  luck 

o f  the d ra w ” but that “ things went so u r” after Bethune took over for O ’Brien.*6 

The  climax cam e w hen  Bethune lost a patient during a phrenicectomy. H e cut 

in to  an arte ry  an d  b lood began to  gush out.  Instead o f  pack ing  the  w o u n d ,  

he a t tem p ted  to  c lam p  off  the severed b lood vessel, b u t  this only increased 

the  size o f  the tear, and  the b lood kept flowing. Realizing his error, he tried 

to  pack the  w o u n d ,  bu t  the  pa t ien t  died. W ith o u t  a w o rd  to  his assistant,  

Bethune w alked  o u t  o f  the  opera ting  theatre ,  an d  the  following day  a co l

league happened  u pon  him dead  d ru n k  in the street.*7 Shortly  a f te r  th a t  in

c iden t O 'B rien  re tu rned  p rem ature ly  from  his convalescence, an d  in early 

A ugust 1932 Bethune w en t  back to  M ontrea l .

Busy though  he had  been in M ichigan, the m atte r  o f  his wife an d  Colem an 

had  never been far from  his m ind. N o  sooner  had  he settled in D etro it  than  

he w ro te  to  C o lem an  asking to  discuss the  s ituation .  Receiving no  answer, 

Bethune w ro te  again  in a m ore  aggressive tone. H e charged C o lem an  with 

having taken advan tage  o f  Frances an d  d em anded  th a t  he com e to  D etro it  to  

discuss h o w  to  p u t  th ings right. W hen  this second le tter w a s  ignored too ,
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Bethune lost his temper. H e  contac ted  his wife an d  to ld  her to  tell Colem an 

th a t  he w ou ld  m u rd e r  him  if he did n o t  respond . This  th rea t  fetched C ole

m an ,  w h o  soon  show ed  up  in Detroit .  Bethune to ld  him th a t  his m oral obli

gat ion  as a gen tlem an was to  m arry  Frances. C olem an insisted he w as  in love 

w ith  her an d  w o u ld  be happy  to  m arry  her if she w ould  have h im .28

Bethune then  p u t  pressure on  Frances to  m arry  C olem an. But first she had 

to  o b ta in  a  divorce, w hich  w as  ex trem ely  difficult to  d o  in Q uebec  a t  the 

time. U nder  Q uebec  law, adul tery  was the  only acceptable g rounds ,  an d  to 

w in  the case the  appe llan t  h ad  to  presen t clear evidence o f  the  infidelity of 

the  guilty spouse to  a com m ittee  of the  C anad ian  Senate. C olem an persuaded 

Bethune an d  Frances th a t  she should  sue for divorce, an d  Bethune agreed 

to  provide  the  evidence. A private detective w as  hired to  follow him, with 

com ic-opera  results. Bethune had  agreed to  be “ c a u g h t” in a com prom is ing  

s i tua t ion  w ith  a c o m p a n io n  in a T o ro n to  hotel ro o m ,  b u t  th e  se t-up  fell 

th rough .  In an  angry  o u tb u rs t  in a le tter to  Frances from  D etro it  on  t o  July, 

he sum m arized  the  folly o f  the  proceedings so far  an d  th rea tened  to  get a 

M exican  divorce on  his ow n ,  w hich  p resum ably  w ould  have been valid for 

him  in M ichigan  b u t  n o t  for her in M on trea l .  Even th o u g h  he had  been the  

one  w h o  had  been pressuring her to  m arry  C olem an , he added , with w h a t  to  

her m ust  have seemed a m adden ing  lack o f  consistency, “ I can  see n o w  th a t  

yo u r  m ind  is m ade  up. Well, so be it. B e th .” 29 A few w eeks later, back  in 

M o n trea l ,  he w ro te  to  J o h n  Barnwell in Ann Arbor, “ I am  sorry  I cam e back 

and  d is tu rbed  Frances’ peace o f  mind, how ever . . .  I can  see no  o the r  w ay  ou t 

except to  go  th rough  with it. I feel th a t  I will des troy  n o t  only myself but 

any  one  intimately connected  w ith  m e .” 3°

Bethune described the T o ro n to  fiasco to  H aro ld  Beament, an  ar t is t  friend. 

Beam ent h ad  contac ts  in the  legal co m m u n ity  an d  persuaded  Bethune to  use 

the  services o f  an O t ta w a  legal firm w ith  experience in a r rang ing  divorces. 

The  lawyers to ld  Bethune th a t  he should  be the  one to  sue. W ith  the agree

m en t o f  Frances an d  C olem an, ano ther  com ic-opera  perform ance w as  staged 

afte r  B ethune’s re tu rn  from  D etro it ,  this t ime in a M on trea l  hotel room . At 

an  agreed time, accom pan ied  by his friend Louis H u o t  an d  a photographer,  

Bethune knocked  on  the  hotel room  door, then burs t  in. Frances an d  C ole

m an w ere  in bed, affecting looks o f  shock as the pho to g rap h e r  w en t to  w ork .  

T hen  Bethune opened  a  bottle  o f  cham pagne ,  an d  they all gaily toasted  the 

hoped-for  success o f  their  efforts.

Yet despite such cam arader ie ,  Bethune rem ained  deeply conflicted a b o u t  

the d issolution  o f  his m arriage,  perhaps  the m ore  so because his ow n  am o u r  

w ith  L aura  Rawlings had  fallen th rough .  H e had  asked H u o t  to  ac t  as a w i t 

ness, bu t  instead o f  th a n k in g  h im  af te rw ards ,  he rep roached  him, saying.
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“ You are com ing  between me an d  the w o m a n  I really love in a positive and  

definitive w ay .”3' His nex t m ove was to  suggest a m enage a tro is ,  inviting 

C o lem an  to  com e an d  live with h im an d  Frances in their  a p a r tm en t .  It was 

only a  m a tte r  o f  m on ths  before the  divorce w ould  be gran ted ,  he a rgued , so 

w hy  should  the tw o  o f  them  w ait  for a  legal docu m en t  to  a l low  them  to  live 

together? H e  w ould  sleep in the second bed ro o m  until he cou ld  m ove to  his 

o w n  a p a r tm e n t .  O f  cou rse  th is  g am b i t ,  seemingly offered  in a spirit of 

friendly collusion ,  p u t  him  in a pos it ion  to  supervise w h a t  C o lem a n  an d  

Frances were doing. W ith  g ood  reason she disliked the  idea b u t  a t  last gave 
in to  B ethune’s urging.*1

M eanw hile ,  Bethune had  re tu rned  to  the  Royal Victoria an d  as usual was 

fretting a b o u t  money. H e had  no t received funds from the  C o w a n s  scholar

ship fund for m ore  than  a year.3* H is only cu rren t  sources o f  income were his 

m onth ly  disability insurance cheque  and  the  consu lt ing  fee he w ould  receive 

w hen  he resumed his weekly visit to  the Ste A nne de Bellevue Hospital.*4 His 

need to  leave the  Royal Victoria an d  find a sa laried hosp ita l posit ion  was 

m ore  urgent th a n  ever, because his rela tionship  with Archibald  w as  increas

ingly strained. T h e  staid, cau tious  Archibald an d  the  fiery Bethune had  never 

seen eye to  eye on medical matters;  Bethune had  once start led  his ch ief  a t  a 

social event by saying, “ O h ,  w h a t ’s the use? I will never m anage  to  explain 

anyth ing  to  you. T h e  troub le  is tha t ,  by nature ,  you sh o o t  butterflies w ith  a 

sho tgun  and  I like to  h u n t  elephants  w ith  a bow  and  a r r o w ! ” *5 Small w o n 

der th a t  Archibald  referred to  his volatile ass is tan t as “ a s to rm y petre l.” *6 

How ever, despite the ir  professional d isagreem ents and  B ethune’s eccentrici

ties, Archibald  h ad  to lera ted  him m uch  longer th a n  m any  chiefs o f  surgery 

w ould  have done  because he recognized his abilities. H e had  invited Bethune 

to  his h o m e on  several occasions, ignoring  his off-colour language an d  bad  

m anners  even though  these so offended A rch iba ld ’s wife th a t  she begged her 

h u sb a n d  never to  invite B ethune again.*7 In 1 9 3 1 A rch iba ld  h ad  g ran ted  

Bethune the leave he w an ted  and  a r ranged  for h im  to  receive supplem ental 

tra in ing  in M ichigan. And as late as April 1932 he paid  t r ibu te  to  B e thune’s 

con tr ibu t ions  to  the  field o f  tube rcu la r  research an d  surgery by r e c o m m en d 

ing he be m ade  a m em ber  o f  the  American Association for T ho rac ic  Surgery, 

the forem ost professional organization  o f  chest surgeons in N o r th  America.*8 

But n o t  long after B ethune’s re tu rn  f rom  D etro it ,  A rch iba ld ’s patience ran 

ou t.  It happened  after tw o  opera tions  pe r fo rm ed  before a visiting g ro u p  of 

surgeons in the  m ain  opera ting  thea tre  in the  Royal Victoria. A rch iba ld  per

form ed the first operation^ tak ing  m ore  th a n  the  usual t ime required .  Then  

it was B ethune’s tu rn ;  he w as  to  opera te  w ith  D r  A r th u r  Vineberg, ano ther  

protege o f  A rchibald ,  as his assistant.  Vineberg recalled th a t  Bethune, im p a 
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t ien t  w ith  A rc h ib a ld ’s s low ness  a n d  keen to  d isp lay  his o w n  skill,  said, 

‘“ C om e on, Arthur, w e will show  them  how  g ood  w e a re ’ . . .  an d  o u t  cam e 

three  r ibs .” But several m jnutes  after the  opening  incision, Vineberg began to 

w orry  a b o u t  the speed w ith  w hich  B ethune w as  w ork ing  and  said anxiously, 

“ N o rm a n ,  this guy is go ing to  bleed to  d e a th .” “ N o , ” Bethune replied, “ six

teen m inutes f rom  skin to  sk in .” H e com pleted  the  opera tion  in a very short 

time, b u t  com plica tions  an d  bleeding followed, an d  the pa t ien t  d ied .39

This  t ime Bethune had  gone to o  far, and  A rchibald  decided th a t  he had  to 

get rid o f  him. A lthough  the  evidence is unclear, doc to rs  a t  the  Royal Victo

ria believed th a t  Bethune w as  asked to  resign.40 Years later, after B e thune’s 

dea th ,  Archibald sum m ed up  his feelings: “ I never really liked him; o u r  o u t 

look on  life w as  too  dissimilar ...  H e  w as  definitely a b n o rm a l  b u t  n o t  ‘m en

ta l ’ ...  H e  w as  a n  egocentric .  H is vision w as  keen b u t  na r row . H e  w ore  

blinkers. H e trod  on  m any  toes, qu ite  often  w i th o u t  know ing  it o r  w ith o u t  

caring  if he did k n o w  it. H e h ad  a superiority  com plex  a n d  he w as  entirely 

a m o ra l .”4' A n o th e r  colleague a t  the Royal Victoria, C.A. M cIn to sh ,  pu t  it 

m ore  succinctly, saying simply. “ H e  d id n ’t fit in here .” 41

But B ethune’s luck held, and  a t  the  crit ical m om en t  an o th e r  ap p o in tm e n t  

tu rn ed  up. Back in February  1932, A rch iba ld  had  been contac ted  by D r  G.E. 

M igneau lt ,  surgeon-in-chief o f  the  H op ita l  du Sacre C o e u r  in the  village of 

Cartierville,  just n o r th  o f  M o n trea l .  Sacre C o e u r  w as  an  850-bed  R om an  

C atholic  hosp ita l for the  chronically  ill an d  incurables , an d  D r  M igneau l t  

w ished to  establish a chest clinic there. H e  asked A rchiba ld  if he w ou ld  be 

willing to  perform  a  limited n u m b e r  o f  thorac ic  opera tions  a t  Sacre Coeur. 

Archibald  had  replied th a t  he w as  too  busy a t  the Royal Victoria a n d  too  

old to  take  on  an  ad d e d  responsibility; p e rhaps  seeing a w ay  to  get rid  o f  his 

prickly  ass is tan t ,  however, he suggested  th a t  M ig n e au l t  cons ider  inviting 

Bethune to  take  the position.

M igneaul t  had  reported  the idea to  the religious adm inistra t ion  o f  the  hos

pital,  bu t  A rchbishop  Villeneuve w arned  the m o the r  superior  o f  Sacre Coeur, 

Sister Fabio la ,  th a t  Bethune w as  n o t  a suitable cand ida te  as he had  learned 

th a t  he led vie de b o h d m e ”4* N o  one else qualified w as  found ,  an d  sev

eral m o n th s  later, D r  M igneau l t  again p roposed  Bethune for the  job. In late 

Novem ber,  Sister Fabiola finally decided to  accept him  on  the  cond it ion  tha t  

he agree to  tra in  an  assistant.  N ego tia t ions  dragged on , b u t  on  29 January  

1933 Bethune w as  appo in ted  head o f  P u lm onary  Surgery an d  Bronchoscopy 

a t  Sacre Coeur.44

T h e  fo llow ing  day  he p er fo rm ed  his first o p e ra t io n  there .  H e  w ro te  to 

Jo h n  Barnwell on the  last day  o f  the  m o n th ,  “Ten miles from  M o n trea l  -  

French C a n a d ia n  an d  Catholic .  Twelve h u n d re d  do lla rs  a year, one  day  a
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week, so the  strain  is less strained. I cauterized som e adhesions  the re  yester

day  and  the chorus o f  o h ’s and  a h ’s from the nuns rose like a chan t  a t  the high 

altar. M y  title is ‘C hef  d an s  le Service de Chirug ie  Pulm onaire  et de Bron- 

choscop ie .’ I’m going to  have a nice big w hite  cap  m ade  w ith  ‘C h e f’ m arked  

in front. Really, I’m del igh ted .”45 H e  had  good  reason to  be pleased, fo r  the 

posit ion  m e a n t  a subs tan t ia l  increase in his incom e,  an d  a l th o u g h  Sacre 

C oeu r  w as  n o t  as prestigious a hospital as the  Royal Victoria, the a p p o in t 

m en t represented  recognition  o f  his professional w orth .  H is responsibilities 

w ould  increase with  time, an d  he w o u ld  com e to  see Sacre C o e u r  as the  be

ginning o f  a new  phase  o f  his professional achievement.

M eanw hile ,  the  d ra m a  o f  the  des truc tion  o f  his m arriage w as  still p laying 

ou t.  Leaving his a p a r tm e n t  to  Frances an d  C o lem an ,  he had  taken  a rented 

room . F rom  there he w ro te  a brief no te  to  his n o w  ex-wife: “ Frances darling  

-  I enclose a le tter o f  Millar, H o rn e  &c H a n n a ,  the  official h a n g m a n  [s/c]. 

Well, they m ay  th ink they have done  the  job bu t h o w  surprised  the  Senator  

&  H o rn e  w ould  be to  k now  th a t  all their  m um blings an d  posturings have left 

the i  pr incipals -  like z  naughty, rep r im anded  boys -  sniggling [sz'c] behind 

their  backs. G od  bless you. I love you. B eth”46 H is dec lara tion  o f  love w as  

calculated, for he had  n o t  been jok ing  w hen  he had  once  to ld  C o lem an ,  “ I 

d o  n o t  give aw ay  m y wife. I only lend her.” A lthough  Bethune had  h ad  to 

accept th a t  he and  Frances could n o t  live happily  together, he w as  still u n 

willing to  let her go.

H is letter, w ith  its loving sa lu ta t ion  an d  closing, revived all her  do u b ts  

an d  fears. She h ad  so u g h t  a d ivorce  a t  B e thune’s urging,  yet n o w  he w as  

declaring th a t  he con t inued  to  love her. She becam e d is traugh t,  an d  to  m ake  

m atte rs  w orse ,  C o lem a n ’s superio r  a t  the Bell Telephone C o m p an y  learned 

from  office gossip th a t  he w as  living w ith  a w o m a n  to  w h o m  he w as  n o t  

m a rr ie d  a n d  to ld  C o le m a n  he w as  ex t rem ely  d isp leased .47 Fearfu l o f  los

ing  his job , C o lem an  said th a t  he an d  Frances had  only been aw aiting  the 

divorce and  were  a b o u t  to  wed. H e p u t  pressure o n  her to  g o  th ro u g h  with 

the m arriage,  w hich to o k  place in a simple ce rem ony  on  n  M ay  1933 at 

Erskine Presbyterian C hurch  in W estm oun t.4®

Frances regretted the marriage a lm ost a t  once. Still in love w ith  Bethune, 

she told her new  husband  th a t  by rem ain ing  with him she w as  living in sin. 

W orn  ou t  by the  stress o f  the pas t  year, she spiralled into an  em otiona l  b reak 

dow n , an d  only after a stay in a M ontrea l  hospital did she begin to  recover.49 

Learning o f  her illness, Bethune to o  plunged into depression. Needing  to  lash 

ou t a t  something, he chose the  doll-child Alice, the  symbol o f  his failed, child

less marriage. H e had  taken.Alice with him w hen  he left Frances; as a “ch i ld” 

o f  divorce, she w as  to  spend six m onths  a year w ith  each o f  them. H e had
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w ritten  letters to  Frances on  the  doll’s behalf  an d  even h ad  Alice’s por tra i t  

pain ted  by the  artist  Jo r i  Smith. N o w  he set Alice on  fire in his rented  room  

an d  som ehow  allowed the flames to  spread; by the time he m anaged  to  ex 

tinguish the blaze, it had  destroyed m ost of his books an d  his clo th ing.50 He 

show ed up  the following day a t  Sacre C oeur w earing  a shabby suit and  a pair 

o f  old shoes, one with a sole flapping loose. After explain ing w h a t  had  hap 

pened to  Dr Georges C ousineau, his anaesthetist ,  he com plained  th a t  he had 

absolutely no  m oney  to  buy new  clothes. C ousineau immediately set o u t  to  

collect fees ow ed  to  Bethune by a few private  patients an d  m anaged  to  raise 

three hundred  dollars. But the  day after C ousineau gave it to  him, Bethune 

show ed up  a t  the hospital b roke  again an d  asked to  b o r ro w  five dollars. H e 

had bough t some clothes with the m oney  raised an d  spent the rest.5’

His misery over  the  loss o f  Frances seemed to  have driven Bethune to  the 

brink  o f  a b reakdow n . Friends now  no ted  th a t  his social behav iour  w as  be

com ing  ever m ore  abrasive, to  the  p o in t  o f  aggressive rudeness. H is form er 

s tu d e n t  an d  friend D r  Wendell M acL eod  ruefully acknow ledged , “ H e  did 

som e a t roc ious  th ings ,  n o  q u e s t io n .” It w as  alleged th a t  he bedded  o the r  

m e n ’s wives, d rank  to  excess, and  m ade  crude rem arks  to  patients  an d  col

leagues.51 H is com pulsive need for a t ten t ion  d rove  h im to  extremes. Enter

ing a par ty  a t  a private residence w here  his host w as  en ter ta in ing  the  o ther  

guests w ith  a story, he broke  in, shouting ,  “ Hey fellow! This  is Beth -  I am 

here !” W hen  the  g ro u p  con tinued  to  ignore h im, he to o k  a poinse ttia  p lan t 

f rom  th e  w indow sil l ,  set it on  the  floor, an d  u r ina ted  in it.53 O n  a n o th e r  

occasion he and  D r  R ona ld  Christie were  invited to  a musical evening a t  the 

h o m e of  a w ea lthy  M o n trea l  family. W hen  the  concer t  ended , the  hos t  cam e 

up  an d  asked Bethune w he the r  he had  enjoyed the  music. “ Yes!” he replied. 

“ It rem inded me o f  the  back  and  forth  th ru s t  o f  w a rm  sex .” An em barrassed  

C hris t ie  la ter  asked  him w hy  o n  e a r th  he had  said  such a th ing .  Bethune 

replied, “T hey  had  it com ing  to  th e m .” 54

Yet he could  be charm ing .  His colleagues no ted  his m o o d  swings, as did 

o thers  w h o  knew  him well. H is ex-wife, w h o  knew  h im  best,  described him 

as a  delayed adolescent,  an d  one political con tac t  com m en ted  th a t  his char

ac ter  w as  n o t  integrated , th a t  he w as  “ a m an  o f  ex t rem es .” 55 A no ther  po l i t 

ical colleague m ade the  sam e point: “As I go t  to  k now  h im  it seemed there 

w ere  tw o  sides to  his m ake-up  -  a gentleness, a w arm ,  p a t ien t  concern  -  and  

som etim es an  im patience th a t  could  tu rn  quickly  to  terrible anger.” 56 Given 

B ethune’s self-focus, his com puls ion  to  ac t  o u t ,  his m o o d  swings, his chronic  

irritability an d  erratic  behaviour, it is impossible no t  to  w o n d er  w he the r  he 

suffered from  w h a t  today  w ould  be called a borderline  m ood  o r  personality  

d isorder. O n e  possibility  is cyc lo thym ia ,  a m ild  fo rm  o f  b ip o la r  disorder.
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T h ro u g h o u t  the course o f  his life he certainly exhibited  som e though  no t all 

o f  its parad igm  o f  sym ptom s, including irritable outbursts ,  elated and  depres

sive m o o d s ,  repea ted  con jugal  o r  ro m a n t ic  failures, shifts in in terests  o r  

fu ture plans, alcohol abuse,  an d  financial ex t ravagance .57 Such specula tion  

offers only one possible angle of insight into his dynam ic but irascible person

ality, to  w hich  m any  people  w ere  a t t rac ted  th ro u g h o u t  his life b u t  w hich  

even m ore disliked.

For m onths  after the fire th a t  ruined his room , Bethune regressed to  living 

a lm o s t  from  h an d  to  m o u th ,  d epend ing  on  the  hosp ita l i ty  o f  friends an d  

acquaintances. H e  stayed fo r  a few weeks a t  Cous ineau ’s hom e in Cartierville 

an d ,  w i th o u t  asking permission, set a b o u t  pain ting  a m ural  on  the  walls  o f  

one  o f  the  room s. Fortunately, M a d a m e  C ous ineau , w h o  dabb led  in a r t  her

self, qu ite  liked the  effect.58 However, Bethune preferred to  live in d o w n to w n  

M o n trea l ,  so he accepted the  offer o f  a ro o m  from  Louise Vezina, a nurse  at 

the Royal Victoria. W hen Bethune explained  his circum stances,  she assured 

him tha t  her parents, M r  and  M rs  Louis Guadagni, w ith w hom  she w as  living, 

w o u ld  welcome him. For the  nex t several m o n th s  he lived w ith  the  G uadag-  

nis while  carry ing  on a to rr id  affair w ith their  daughter ,  w h o  w as  separa ted  

from  her h u sb a n d .54 It w as  she w h o  decided to  end  the  re la tionsh ip .  This 

w as  par t ly  as a result o f  Bethune tak ing  her to  m eet his ex-wife: Vezina was 

the  first o f  several w om en  w h o m  he w ould  p ara d e  before Frances over the 

nex t three years, ostensibly seeking her friendly approval o f  his taste  bu t  per

haps  also  d em o n s tra t in g  to  her his sexual prowess. Bethune told Vezina th a t  

he n o w  felt only p la ton ic  friendship for Frances, b u t  she believed he w as  still 

deeply a t tached  to  his ex-wife an d  concluded  th a t  her o w n  re la tionsh ip  with 

him was simply sexual. M oreover, she felt Bethune lacked skill as a lover and  

w as  also “ m ore than a bit o f  a h a m .”60 M eanw hile  she had  become interested 

in John  Pitt, an  acquain tance  o f  Bethune, an d  decided to  go  o u t  w ith him 

instead. Bethune did no t take  the news well. H e  s to rm ed  o u t  o f  the  G uadagni 

residence w ith o u t  even a r rang ing  for a  place to  stay.6'

W ith  now here  to  go, he decided to  set up  a ten t  in a co rner  o f  the  g rounds  

o f  Sacre Coeur. H e  a t tended  the  hospital m ost  m orn ings  an d  w o u ld  w alk  

th rough  the w o o d s  an d  tu rn  up  a t  the nursing  s ta tion  o f  Sister Joseph  Leon, 

his main  nursing  assistant and  the  only an g lophone  o n  the  opera ting  staff. 

She w ould  bring  h im breakfas t  from the  k itchen -  an  egg, toas t ,  an d  orange  

juice.6* H e  lived this w ay  for p a r t  o f  the su m m er  o f  1933, until the  hospital 

adm inis tra t ion  discovered he was entertain ing w om en  in the ten t  and  insisted 

he find acco m m o d a t io n  elsewhere. For the next several m o n th s  he ren ted  an  

inexpensive co t tage  o n  the  bank  o f  the  Riviere des Prairies n o t  far from  the
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hospital.  T here  he received visitors, som etim es in the  nude, an d  d rank  and  

par t ied .63 H e likely enjoyed the  con tra s t  between his v ie  de b o h em e  an d  the 

prim  su rround ings  o f  the  hospital: a t  the  age o f  forty-three he w as  living the 

life o f  an  underg radua te .  But his ap p o in tm e n t  a t  Sacre C o e u r  w as  literally all 

he had  left -  his personal life had  gone up  in flames an d  he had  been thor

oughly  singed.
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Awakenings

Montreal, Autumn  1 9 3 ^-N ovem ber 1935

At the H op ita l  du  Sacre Coeur, Bethune held a posit ion  o f  full au th o r i ty  for 

the  first time, an d  he revelled in it. H e w ou ld  rem ain  there  for nearly four 

years, an d  dur ing  this time he w ould  do  m uch for the  hospital. H e  perform ed 

the  first person- to-person  b lood transfusion  done  a t  Sacre C oeu r  an d  c o n 

tinued  to  p e r fo rm  transfus ions  th r o u g h o u t  his t im e th e re . '  As p a r t  o f  his 

ag reem en t  w ith  Sister Fab io la ,  th e  m o th e r  superior ,  he tra ined  n o t  only 

G eorges Deshaies as a thorac ic  surgeon  bu t also a second  doctor,  G erard  

R olland.  Until his d ep a r tu re  in 1936, he an d  his tw o  assis tants  m a in ta ined  a 

rigorous weekly opera ting  schedule .1

T h e  medical s ta ff  a t  Sacre C o e u r  soon  realized th a t  the ir  n ew  ch ief  o f  

thoracic  surgery was unlike any o ther  docto r  they had  met. His im pact on the 

m onastic  o rder  an d  quiet o f  the  hospital w as  like th a t  o f  a hurricane .  Except 

for scheduled o p e ra t ions ,  he often  ap p eared  w i th o u t  notice. P reoccupied, 

always in a hurry, he w ou ld  sum m on  Sister Joseph  to  in te rp re t  for h im  and  

th e n  sw eep  off  to  c a r ry  o u t  som e task .  H is  rap id  m o vem en ts  a n d  u n p re 

dic table tem per  kept his o p era t ing -room  staff  on  their  toes. If an ins trum ent 

did  n o t  perform  as expected, he w ou ld  curse an d  hurl it across the  room ; if 

a nurse w as  a second s low in placing an ins trum ent in his han d ,  he w ou ld  

bark  a t  her. Pushing himself to  ever g rea te r  speed du r ing  a thoracoplas ty ,  he 

w o u ld  som etim es toss the  pa t ien t’s excised ribs over his shoulder.3

H is assistants brea thed  sighs o f  relief w hen  he left a t  the  end o f  an  oper

a t ion ,  bu t  they were  in aw e  o f  his surgical skills, an d  he m ust have found  

this deeply gratifying.4 Their  only criticism w as  th a t  he d id n o t  m a in ta in  a 

p ro p e r  s ta n d a rd  o f  asepsis. W hile  o p e ra t in g  he som etim es  did  n o t  w ea r  

gloves, insisting th a t  they reduced his digital sensitivity, an d  in his haste  he 

often refused to  w a it  for clean instrum ents .  O n  w a rd  ro u n d s  he frequently  

neglected to  w ash  his h an d s  as he w en t  f rom  pa t ien t  to  p a t ie n t .5 A nd  as 

a lways,  the  m orta l i ty  ra te  a m o n g  his p a t ien ts  w as  very high. P erhaps  in



recognition o f  this, he a rranged  to  visit aba tto irs  in east-end M on trea l  where 

he an d  Deshaies honed  their  op era t in g  techniques an d  tr ied o u t  innovative 

surgical p rocedures  on  the  carcasses o f  pigs an d  calves.6

In c o n t ra s t  to  his tenseness d u r in g  o p e ra t io n s ,  B ethune had  a relaxed 

bedside m anner. Perched on  the  edge o f  a pa t ien t’s bed, he w ou ld  outline  the 

steps he w ould  follow du r ing  an opera tion ,  building up the  pa t ien t’s confi

dence, an d  he w as  p repared  to  go to  considerable  lengths to  ca lm  those  w ho  

were  upset. O n e  agitated  m an  com pla ined  o f  s tom ach  pains, insisting they 

were caused by a frog he had  swallowed. The  nex t day Bethune arrived a t  his 

bedside with a frog  in his pocket.  H e o rdered  th a t  the  pa t ien t  be given an  

enem a, then slipped the  frog into the pan. H e  show ed it to  the  patient,  w hose 

pains  then  vanished. B ethune specula ted  th a t  the  p a t ien t  w o u ld  p robab ly  

com e up  w ith  yet m ore  o u tre  sym ptom s bu t h ad  been given a t  least som e 

te m p o rary  relief.7

B ethune often  ap p e a red  on  the  tho rac ic  w a rd  late in the  evening to  ex 

am ine  p a t ien ts  he h ad  visited earlier. W h eneve r  he lost a pa t ien t ,  pa r t icu 

larly a child , he rem a ined  d isconso la te  for d ays .8 A friend la ter  specula ted  

th a t  th is  te n d e r  c o m m itm e n t  to  his you n g  p a t ien ts  m ay have been an  effect 

o f  his frustra ted  desire for children o f  his o w n .9 It also reflected his p ro found  

c o m m itm e n t  to  saving lives, every bit as in tense as his p a re n ts ’ c ru sa d e  to  

save souls.

A lthough  nom ina lly  a P ro te s tan t  an d  unable  to  speak m ore  th a n  a few 

w ords  o f  French -  he to ld  his friend G eorge H o l t  th a t  he refused to  learn the 

language -  Bethune w as  accepted  w i th o u t  ques tion  by the C a tho lic  sisters 

o f  the  hospital.  N early  fifty years a f te r  his dea th .  Sister Joseph  Leon rem em 

bered  very well his tem per, his carelessness a b o u t  asepsis,  his im pa tience 

an d  unpredic tabili ty ,  yet adm it ted  th a t  if he had  asked her, she w ould  have 

fo llow ed  h im  to  th e  end ,  even to  C h ina .  She sa id  th a t ,  un like  an y  o th e r  

d o c to r  she h ad  ever k n o w n ,  he h a d  sh o w ed  an  a lm o s t  obsessive concern  

fo r  his p a t ien ts .10

D uring  these sam e years Bethune becam e better kn o w n  in in te rnational 

medical circles th rough  the articles he published in medical jou rna ls  and  also 

th rough  the  increasing use by N o r th  A m erican  surgeons o f  the “ B e thune” 

instrum ents  m anufac tu red  by the George Pilling Com pany. In Boston in June 

1934  he w as  elected to  th e  five-man executive  council  o f  th e  A m erican 

Association for T ho rac ic  Surgery (a a t s ). T o  be chosen for this posit ion after 

on ly  tw o  years  as a m e m b er  o f  the  o rg an iz a t io n  w as  impressive, a n d  by 

association the sta tus o f  H op ita l  du  Sacre C oeu r  w as  enhanced. However, his 

professional achievem ents were to  som e ex ten t  overshadow ed  by his eccen

tr ic  beh av io u r  a t  professional gatherings,  w here  his unconven tiona l  dress
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an d  del ibera te  a t te m p ts  to  p ro v o k e  th e  m edica l es tab l ishm en t  c rea ted  as 

much discussion as the  papers  he gave ."

But B ethune had  m ore  o n  his m ind  th a n  his duties a t  Sacre C o e u r  an d  

professional advancem ent.  H av ing  com e to  believe th a t  surgical excellence 

w as  no t enough  in itself to  co m b a t  tuberculosis ,  he w as  th ink ing  seriously 

a b o u t  the social origins o f  the disease, a concep t th a t  had  first crossed his 

m ind  a t  the  T rudeau  S anatorium . In a medical p ap e r  he w ro te  in 1932, he 

quo ted  a rem ark  by D r  T rudeau ,  the  s a n a to r iu m ’s founder: “T here  is a rich 

m a n ’s tuberculosis  and  a  p o o r  m a n ’s tuberculosis  . . .  T h e  rich m an  recovers 

an d  the  p o o r  m an  d ies .” A nd Bethune had  added ,  “ We, as a people can get 

rid o f  tuberculosis ,  w hen  once we m ake  u p  o u r  m inds  it is w o rth  while  to  

spend enough  m oney  to  do  so .” "  By looking beyond the n a r ro w  bounds  of 

surgery, he hoped  to  find a w ay  to  a t tac k  the  ro o t  causes o f  the  “ w h ite  

p lague.” So in the  late au tu m n  o f  1933 he began a cam paign  to  increase p u b 

lic know ledge  o f  the  sym ptom s o f  tuberculosis  and  the existing m e th o d s  of 

t rea tm en t .  Q u ick  to  un d ers ta n d  the  reach o f  rad io  as a m ass m ed ium , he 

w ro te  a fifteen-minute rad io  play, T h e  Patient's D ilem m a , w h ich  he subm it

ted to  the  C a n ad ian  Tuberculosis  Association in D ecem ber 1 9 3 3 .13 H e also 

began to  search  for o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  speak public ly  a b o u t  his  belief tha t ,  

a m o n g  the  leading causes o f  dea th  in C a n ad a ,  tuberculosis  w as  the  easiest 

to  e rad ica te .  In April 1934  he accepted  an  inv ita t ion  f rom  th e  C a n a d ia n  

Progress C lub  o f  M o n trea l  to  ap p e ar  as gues t speaker, casting  his speech in 

the  form  o f  an  investigation into the  d ea th  o f  Jo h n  B unyan, an  imaginary  

victim o f  tuberculosis .  Exam ined  by a d o c to r  w h o  used only a s te thoscope, 

the  pa t ien t  w as  m isd iagnosed  an d  becam e progressively m ore  ill. A second 

doctor,  using an  x - ra y  m ach ine ,  d iscovered  th a t  Bunyan  h ad  p u lm o n a ry  

tuberculosis  an d  sent him to  a sana to r ium . However, in an advanced  stage 

o f  the  disease, Bunyan w as  released to o  soon  from  the  c row ded  institu tion  

an d  re tu rned  hom e, w here  he infected his wife an d  child  before dying.

T h e  ro o t  cause o f  Bunyan’s tuberculosis ,  Bethune said, w as  the fact th a t  

he and  his family -  including his g randm other ,  an  active ca rr ie r  o f  tube rcu 

losis germ s -  had  been living for tw en ty  years in a dirty, congested  tenem ent 

house. Bethune sum m ed up  his case, laying the b lam e for B unyan ’s d ea th  on 

the  landlord  w h o  perm itted  such terrible living cond it ions  to  exist, then on 

B unyan himself for no t  having sough t t rea tm en t  sooner. H e  also condem ned  

the first doc to r  w h o  relied on the stethoscope, the second docto r  w ho ,  though 

he d iagnosed  the disease using x-ray, had  failed to  exam ine  the o th e r  m e m 

bers o f  B u n y a n ’s family, the  s a n a to r iu m  officials fo r  hav ing  released the 

pat ien t  prematurely, and  the governm en t for having al low ed a m an  w h o  was
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50 per  cen t  h a n d ica p p ed  a n d  a d an g e r  to  bo th  his family a n d  society to  

re turn  to  his h o m e an d  his work .

H e  then  listed suggestions on  how  to  prevent such deaths. T h e  first step, 

he said, w as  to  m o u n t  an extensive publicity  cam paign  to  inform  the  public 

o f  the m enace o f  tuberculosis in M on trea l  and  the Province o f  Q uebec, where 

the disease to o k  twice as m any  lives as elsewhere in C a n a d a . '4 M edica l s tu 

dents should  also receive m ore  in form ation  concerning the disease. To ensure 

early detection , all schoolchildren should  receive regular chest x-rays,  an d  all 

nurses, nu rsem aids,  an d  food handlers  in M o n trea l  should  receive tho rough  

physical exam ina tions .  All k n o w n  active tube rcu la r  cases should  be segre

gated .  Finally, a  halfw ay house between sana to r ium s an d  industry  should  be 

established w here  partly  cured  tube rcu la r  patients  could  be given light w ork  

while  they recovered fully . '5

B ethune’s “ case s tu d y ” ca p tu red  the  interest o f  his audience, w h o  gave 

him a polite  ro u n d  o f  app lause .  But he knew  very well th a t  w i th o u t  the 

active par t ic ipa tion  o f  governm ent,  the  only agency w ith  the  capital an d  the 

necessary pow ers  to  im plem ent his ideas, no th ing  w o u ld  be done. A nd gov 

e rn m e n t  ac tion  w as  far to o  radical a policy for the  lawyers an d  businessmen 

in his audience.  W h a t  is in teresting  is th a t ,  n o t  long  before, B ethune had 

shared  their  p o in t  o f  view. Despite his iconoclasm  and  m any  anti-establish

m en t  views, he h ad  never before been a t t rac ted  to  the  political left. To the 

limited ex ten t th a t  he had  any  interest in politics, he w as  conservative and  

even revealed a certain  en thusiasm  for the  social an d  organiza tional  aspects 

o f  fascism. P robably  because o f  the bitter  experience o f  his genera tion  in the 

W orld  War, he w en t  so far  as to  profess adm ira t ion  for A dolf  Hitler. “Som e

o n e ’s go t  to  rule th a t  co u n try  [Germ any] an d  keep it un d er  co n t ro l ,” he told 

his friend A rthu r  V ineberg . '6 Even as late as 1933 he had  taken  a  firm an t i 

w o rk e r  s tand  in an a rg u m e n t  w ith  George H o l t  over a  m anagem en t- labou r  

dispute. A ro u n d  the  sam e time he h ad  d isapproved  of a f r iend’s fiancee, say

ing she w as  “ too  socialistic.” '7 Despite the c row ds o f  unem ployed men d r if t 

ing a long  the streets o f  M o n trea l ,  he w as  s low to  recognize the devasta ting  

im pact on  C a n ad ian  society o f  the  G re a t  Depression, then  in its fifth year.

How ever, his w o rk  a t  the  H op ita l  du Sacre C oeu r  gave Bethune n ew  in

sight into social conditions. The hospital drew  most of its patients from Rom an 

C a tho lic  w ork ing-c lass  n e ig h b o u rh o o d s ,  a n d  by 1933 near ly  tw o  o u t  o f  

every five heads o f  household  there w ere  o u t  o f  w o rk  an d  unable  to  pay for 

medical t r e a tm e n t . '8 T h e  friends Bethune m ade  in M o n trea l  artistic circles 

also helped to  open his eyes to  the widespread poverty in the city and  th rough 

o u t  C an ad a .  M a n y  o f  these friends w ere  left-wing liberals o r  socialists, and

Awakenings 1 0 7



a very few were com m unists .  As he ta lked w ith  them a t  various social events, 

the  discussion often tu rned  to  the D epression. All condem ned  the  failure of 

governm ents  a t  all levels to  take  som e form  o f  ac tion  to  reduce unem ploy 

m ent an d  bring  relief to  the  poor.

As Bethune’s consciousness o f  social and  econom ic condit ions in M on trea l  

grew, he began to  develop an interest in politics. In early  1934  he a t tended  

a meeting o f  the  M on trea l  b ranch  o f  the  League for Social R econstruc tion  

( l s r ) .  Founded  in 1931 by a g ro u p  o f  left-wing intellectuals highly critical 

o f  unregula ted  capita lism , the l s r  advocated  a m anaged  econom y  in which 

a dem ocratica lly  elected g o v ernm en t  w ould  play the  leading ro le . '9 Bethune 

co n t in u ed  to  a t ten d  l s r  meetings, a n d  a t  one o f  them  he m e t G eorge 

M ooney , the d irec to r  o f  a b ranch  o f  the  Young M e n ’s Chris t ian  Association 

( y m c a ). The tw o  becam e friends, an d  Bethune visited M o o n e y ’s office in the 

w orking-class subu rb  o f  Verdun. H e listened as M o o n e y  described the  m is

ery caused  by massive u n e m p lo y m e n t  there .  O n e  o f  the  w o rs t  effects, 

M o o n e y  said, w as  the inability o f  many  o f  his y m c a  m em bers  to  pay for the 

medical t rea tm en t  they needed. As he listed the  cases o f  various  people w ho  

needed care b u t  could  n o t  afford  it, Bethune in te rrup ted ,  offering to  set up 

a free consulting  clinic in M o o n e y ’s office. H e said he cou ld  arrive on  Satur

day  a t  n oon  and  spend  an  h o u r  exam in ing  sick people from  the  ne ighbour

hood .  M o o n e y  readily agreed, an d  Bethune opened  his clinic in the  a u tu m n  

o f  1934.

His association w ith  M on trea l  artis ts  had also reaw akened  his interest in 

painting. Despite some brief instruction in a r t  in Detroit ,  T h e  T.B.'s Progress 

w as  the only piece o f  ar t  he had  created. In M on trea l  in early 1931 he had 

tu rn ed  up a t  the  s tud io  o f  A dam  Sheriff-Scott, a com m ercia l ar t is t  an d  re 

spected teacher, to  inquire a b o u t  lessons. T h e  s tud io  w as  n o t  far f rom  the 

Royal Victoria Hospita l,  an d  Bethune began a t tending  one o f  Sherriff-Scott’s 

small evening classes. H e show ed up for several m on ths ,  preferring  to  w ork  

a lone and  seldom asking for advice; eventually  he s topped  a t ten d in g .10 He 

w as  also visiting a r t  galleries as he had  done  in L ondon  a decade earlier  and 

had  begun to  buy canvases, becoming a familiar figure a t  exhibitions. Even 

dur ing  the  Depression the  arts  were thriving in M o n trea l ,  and  Bethune a t 

tended m any  social events w here  ac tors  an d  artists mingled w ith  the  public .11

Inspired  by the  co m p an y  he w as  keeping, he w as  n o w  p a in t ing  w henever  

he could .  In a conversa tion  a b o u t  the  u pcom ing  A nnual Spring Exhib it ion  

o f  the  A rt  A ssoc ia tion  o f  M o n tre a l  in 1935 ,  an  a r t i s t  f r iend  sceptically  

rem arked  th a t  the  w o rk s  accepted  for the  show  w ere  a lw ays those  o f  well- 

k n o w n  pa in te rs .  B e thune im m ed ia te ly  c o n t ra d ic te d  h im , say ing  th a t  he  

could pain t a canvas th a t  the judges w ou ld  approve .  H is friend scoffed, cha l
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lenging him to  try, an d  B ethune accepted  the  dare . In just tw o  a f te rnoons ,  

his preferred  t im e to  pa in t ,  he p roduced  an  oil canvas  show ing  a surgeon  

a n d  ass is tan ts  g ro u p e d  a r o u n d  a p a t ie n t  in an  em p ty  a m p h i th e a t re .  H is 

N ig h t E m ergency  w as  accepted  for th e  show  a n d  w as  aw a rd e d  a prize .12 

However, this success did  no t  m otivate  h im  to  w o rk  h ard e r  a t  developing his 

p a in t in g  te chn ique .  As a friend no te d ,  hav ing  p ro v ed  his p o in t ,  B ethune 

tu rned  his m ind  to  o ther  things.13 Yet his painting, like the  poetry  an d  stories 

he occas ionally  w ro te ,  w as  fu n d am e n ta l  to  his view o f  himself. H e  often  

said he w as  an  ar t is t ,  a n d  th a t  he felt the  sam e w ay  w hen  he w as  opera ting  

as he did  w hen  he w as  pa in t ing .14

By this t ime Bethune had  found  himself  a m ore  conventiona l place to  live. 

In the late a u tu m n  o f  1933, cold  w ea th e r  had  driven him from  his riverside 

cottage, and  he had  begun sharing  an  apa r tm en t  in d o w n to w n  M ontrea l  w ith  

Dr A ubrey G eddes,  a colleague from  the  Royal Victoria H osp i ta l .13 Bethune 

settled in an d  began add ing  his ow n  distinctive touches. Some visitors to  the 

a p a r tm e n t  were  shocked , as he n o  d o u b t  hoped  they w ould  be, by his choice 

o f  ar t .  H e hung  a pain ting  o f  a beautiful nude  over  his bed an d  pictures of 

fo rn ication  an d  vaginas graced the  b a th ro o m  w alls .16 H is visitors were  u su 

ally artist  an d  w ri ter  friends, m any  o f  them  w o m en ,  so G eddes had  am ple 

op p o r tu n i ty  to  observe B ethune’s prowess w ith  the  opposite  sex. “ H e  had  

an  ex t ra o rd in a ry  a t t rac t io n  to  w o m e n ,” G eddes  recalled. “T h ey  loved to 

listen to  h im  ta lk  an d  they liked to  fo llow  him a round .  I d o n ’t  th ink  I ever 

knew  anyone  w h o  a t t rac ted  w o m en  to  him m ore  like a m agne t  th a n  he did. 

O n e  brilliant w o m a n ,  I recall,  an d  a very beautiful w o m a n  . . .  said, ‘I saw 

him b u t  once  a n d  he w as  the  m o s t  aggressively m ale  c rea tu re  I have  ever 

en c o u n te re d . ’” 17 W ith  the ir  guests,  B ethune an d  G eddes  spen t evenings 

discussing m atte rs  trivial an d  serious over  glasses o f  beer o r  por t ,  ex ch an g 

ing w itty  sallies. O n e  n igh t som eone  suggested  th a t  they  o u g h t  to  keep  a 

record o f  the ir  bo n s m o ts ,  so  they began  w ri t ing  them  on  one wall o f  the 

large living room . Before Bethune left in early  1935, the wall w as  covered .18

M eanw hile ,  despite his p rofessional success an d  aw a k en in g  social co n 

sciousness, Bethune had  still had  n o t  recovered from  losing his wife. As often 

as they had  squabb led  an d  par ted  -  she w ould  la ter  claim  to  have left m ore  

often  th a n  he -  one o r  the  o the r  h ad  a lw ays re tu rned . H e once explained 

to  her w h a t  b ro u g h t  h im  back: “ I m ean  to  me, you are  s teadfastly  set,  so 

s table ...  You are  m y  rock  ...  I drift an d  change an d  you are  always the  same 

m in d .  So I co m e  b ack  to  you  fo r  secur i ty  a n d  p e a c e .” 19 C l ing ing  to  this 

security, he had  con tinued  to  see her n o w  an d  then  afte r  her m arriage.  In

evitably, her  new  h u sb a n d  resen ted  th is  an d  found  a  w ay  to  get back  a t  

the  m an  he saw  as his rival. C o lem a n  had  learned  th a t  B ethune w as  still
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receiving his m onth ly  disabili ty  p aym en t  o f  $ 1 5 0  because he had  persuaded  

a colleague to  send the co m p an y  an  an n u a l  repo r t  th a t  falsely sta ted  he had  

still no t  recovered from his tuberculosis . C o lem an  decided to  notify the  c o m 

pany .10 In J a n u a ry  1934 Bethune received his last m onth ly  cheque, an d  one 

m on th  la ter  the  co m p an y  te rm inated  the  policy.1'

Perhaps suspecting C o lem an’s role in the matter, Bethune w ro te  to  Frances 

in m id-February  1934 pledging no t  to  see her again an d  recognizing the  folly 

o f  his a t tem p ts  over the  years to  change  her to  suit his ow n  idea o f  w h a t  she 

should  be:

Frances -  T h a n k  you for your  letter. I see your  confus ion  o f  m ind ,  body 

an d  soul an d  since, w ith in  the  pas t  3 m o n th s ,  my ideas have clarified, to 

day  I th ink  I m ay  be able to  pu t in to  w ords  w h a t  I believe to  be the  tru th .

Truthfully  an d  sincerely I believe I w a n t  no th in g  m o re  from  you. N o t  I 

as a m a n ,  physically n o r  as a soul -  spiritually. I believe we have had  all 

the profitable  com m erce between us th a t  is possible, an d  no th in g  m ore  is 

to  be gained by p ro longat ion  o f  o u r  relationship. It never a t  any  time c o m 

pletely satisfied ei ther o f  us -  let us m ake  n o  m ore a t tem pts .  I regret n o th 

ing o f  th e  pas t  th a t  has  h ap p e n ed  betw een  us e x c ep t  on e  th ing  -  my 

essential masculine stupidity  on  the non-recognit ion  o f  reality -  an d  my 

fum bling  a t tem p ts  to  change  a fantasy in to  a  fact.

Forgive me, if you  can. I am  tru ly  sorry  for th e  u n h ap p in ess  I have 

caused you. I w as  like a clumsy and  furious gardener, hack ing  aw a y  a t  a 

tree, a living tree, in an  a t tem p t  to  m ake  it con fo rm  to  a preconceived and  

fantastic design o f  his ow n. I tr ied to  bend you, to  re -m ake  you, n o t  rec

ogniz ing you as you are ,  bu t  on ly  w ith  the  so r t  o f  genetic , s tup id  male 

idea o f  you as w o m an .  Any w o m a n  -  an d  n o t  as a w o m a n ,  a special k ind 

o f  w o m a n  called F rances C am pbell  Penney. I k n o w  n o w  you m u s t  be 

taken  on ly  as you are. You are  no t to  be changed. E ither a m an  m ust take  

you as you are o r  he will des troy  bo th  you an d  himself  in the  a t te m p t  to 

change  you. Well, I am  n o t  go ing  to  do  tha t .  Because o f  my love for you, 

I am  n o t  go ing to  do  tha t.  I believe you m ust be left a lone  an d  then you 

will flower in peace and  qu ie t and  give peace an d  quie tness to  those  a b o u t  

you. But no  persuasion, no  aggression o f  o thers ,  an d  on  y o u r  par t ,  m ost 

im por tan t ,  no  a t tem p t  to  change yourself  to  please another.  T here  would  

be no  need for us to  pa r t  com pletely if R.E. w ou ld  a b a n d o n  his suspicions 

-  susp ic ions o f  bo th  you  an d  I. I a m  n o t  the  cause  o f  th e  d ish a rm o n y  

between you tw o .  I a m  no  rival. H e  has no th ing  to  fear f rom  me. H e  has 

on ly  to  fear himself. H e  said a t  your  m arriage he accepted the  idea o f  the 

spiritual rela tionship  between you  an d  I. H e m ust accep t it, o r  it will de 
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stroy him. H e  m u s t  accept w h a t  you an d  I have been to  each o the r  in the 

past.  It does him no  ha rm .  O nly  egotism forbids acceptance o f  this.

And you m ust spend  your  life ac ting  in the true,  in ternal,  deep co m p u l

sion o f  your  ow n  spirit.  You m ust give up  try ing to  confo rm  to  a n o th e r ’s 

idea o f  you. D o  as I do  -  if I can  say th a t  -  be yourself  an d  d o n 't try  to  

please people. F o r  you th a t  only results in self-mutilation. If they do  no t 

accep t you as you are  -  rem ove  yourself ,  let them  go -  o r  go  yourself. 

O nly  live w ith  those  w h o  respect the  spiritual an d  physical necessities o f  

your  nature . T h e  tragedy of  it all is this -  th a t  between the tw o  o f  us -  R.E. 

an d  myself  -  tw o  m en w h o  p ro te s t  they  love you -  w e have  to rn  you, 

violated you and  will, if we persist in o u r  present course ,  d is to r t  o r  de

stroy one  o f  the  sweetest na tu re s  th a t  G od  ever made. Well, I will d o  my 

p a r t  -  I will leave you alone.
I accept gratefully  w h a t  you once gave me, an d  now  ask you no th ing  

m ore. T h a t  is the only w ay  I can  show  I love you. I can  do  no th ing  for 

you except leave you alone,  entirely. We m ust die to  each other. For peace 

between you an d  R.E. you and  I m ust  die to  each other. Let us rem em ber  

it only as a dream .

G ood-bye ,  m y sw eet Frances. I loved you once an d  to  prove it, I will 

leave you now. Let us part.  G ood-bye .

Beth

RS. Show  this le tter to  R.E. I have w ritten  it as  tru thfully  an d  sincerely as 

I am  able. A tru thfu l  an d  sincere soul w o u ld  accept it as  such.31

Despite this d ram a tic  dec lara tion ,  Bethune never quite gave Frances up. 

Still resentful o f  Co lem an , he w ro te  again several m onths  later, reproaching 

the couple for ta lking a b o u t  him to  o thers  behind his back and  c laim ing th a t  

their  “ch a t te r” had  done  him  “ irreparable h a rm  in M o n trea l .” 33 But despite 

his testy o u tb u rs t ,  he an d  Frances w e n t  on  meeting occas ionally  an d  ex 

changing  letters. To the  end o f  his t ime in M on trea l  he always referred to  her 

as his wife w henever they w en t som ew here  together.34

Bethune w as  now  em otionally  adrift,  a l though  he did no t lack female c o m 

panionsh ip .  H e had  begun an affair w ith  D r  M a rg a re t  C am eron ,  a colleague 

a t  the Royal Victoria H osp ita l .35 However, this rela tionship does n o t  seem to 

have been serious ,  a t  least on  his p a r t ,  for just a few w eeks af te r  he had  

vow ed  to  give up  seeing Frances, he becam e involved in a new  rom ance. At 

a house par ty  in W estm oun t a friend in troduced  him to  Elizabeth H u rc o m b ,  

an  a ttractive  w o m a n  in her late twenties.  H u rc o m b  w as  m arried  b u t  sepa
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rated from her husband . Bethune suggested they leave the  party  so they could 

talk , a n d  they drove up  M o u n t  Royal to  a site over look ing  the  city. T here  

they ta lked for several hours ,  an d  H u rc o m b  told h im a b o u t  her struggle to  

free herself from  her u n h ap p y  m arriage. Bethune listened with an a ir  o f  deep 

sym pathy  and  called her the  nex t day. Their  re la tionship soon  developed into 

a love affair, an d  for the  nex t several weeks they saw  each o th e r  often. O n  

several occasions Bethune drove  her into the co u n try  to  a l low  her to  spend 

the  w eekend  w ith  her daughter,  w h o  w as  living w ith  H u rc o m b ’s m o th e r  in 

the  G atineau  Hills.

T h e  impulsive Bethune felt he had  found a n o th e r  “ ro c k .” Soon after their 

first meeting he to ld  H u rc o m b  th a t  he had  gone  o u t  w ith  several w o m en  in 

the  year after his divorce, b u t  she w as  the  first th a t  he w an te d  to  marry. H e 

said he w as  u n h ap p y  a t  Sacre C oeu r  an d  w an te d  to  leave M o n trea l .  W ould 

she go  with him? She longed to  accept his p roposa l  bu t  w as  w orr ied  a b o u t  

her  ongo ing  divorce proceedings. H e  offered to  drive her to  M ex ico  right 

aw ay  to  o b ta in  a divorce, saying th a t  once  they were m arr ied ,  they could 

re tu rn  fo r  her  daughter .  H ow ever ,  H u r c o m b ’s lawyer w a rn e d  her  th a t  a 

M ex ican  divorce w ould  n o t  be recognized in C a n a d a ,  an d  her  m o th e r  re

fused to  look  after her d augh te r  if she m arried  Bethune, w h o m  she disliked. 

H u rc o m b  to ld  Bethune th a t  they m ust w ait  until she could  resolve her  diffi

culties, bu t  she sensed an  urgency in h im, a need for im m edia te  ac t io n . ’6

Indeed, B e thune’s a t ten t io n  soon  tu rn e d  elsewhere. At the  en d  o f  M ay  

1934, tw o  m on ths  after meeting H u rc o m b ,  he decided to  a t tend  the  three- 

day an n u a l  conven tion  o f  the  A m erican  Association for T horac ic  Surgery in 

Boston. H e  p lanned  to  drive there  several days in advance ,  possibly to  visit 

the clinic o f  Dr R ichard  H . O verho lt  in the  hope o f  finding a new  pos it ion .’7 

H e  invited M a rg a re t  C a m e ro n  to  com e d o w n  to  join him  an d  a r ranged  for 

them  to  share a  room  in the upscale Statler H otel ,  the  conven tion  venue .’8 

But first he w en t  to  stay  w ith  his a r t i s t  f riend, G eorge  H o lt ,  in Boston. 

T h ro u g h  H o l t  a n d  his wife, B e thune w as  in tro d u c ed  to  a you n g  w o m a n  

n am ed  H a r r ie t  H a m m o n d .  In her m id-tw enties ,  intelligent, an d  extrem ely  

pretty, she appealed instantly to  him, and  he invited her to  meet h im  for lunch 

a t  the Statler. Even though  he w as  expecting  C a m e ro n  to  arrive a t  the  same 

hotel,  he m anaged  to  keep his date  w ith  H a m m o n d  an d  prom ised  to  stay  in 

to u c h  w ith  her.’9 T h e  cu lm ina t ion  o f  his hectic w eekend  cam e on  Sunday 

m orn ing  w hen  he discovered he had  run  up  a hotel bill o f  $125  th a t  he could 

n o t  pay. In desperation  he phoned  a colleague. D r  Gavin  Miller, p leading, 

“ I’ve spent all M agg ie’s m oney  and  I haven’t an y  o f  my ow n  left.” A lthough 

short  o f  cash himself, M iller  found  the  m eans  to  bail h im  o u t .40
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Shortly after his return  to  M ontrea l ,  Bethune suffered a partial o r  complete 

collapse o f  his left lung. This  w as  likely the  result o f  a tiny area  on  the  sur

face o f  the lung rup tu ring ,  causing air  to  leak o u t  in to  the space between the 

lung an d  the inside chest wall. Such a collapse did n o t  necessarily indicate the 

presence o f  active tuberculosis ,  as  Bethune w ro te  to  John  Barnwell: “ I h ad  a 

spon taneous  t rau m atic  p n e u m o  in m y ‘b a d ’ side. Entirely o k  now, no  b low 

ing up o f  the  sm oulder ing  em bers, no  stirr ing  o r  growls  from  the  tigers, n o r  

ra tt le  from  the  dead  snakes and  d ragons .  I guess th e y ’re all d e a d .”4' “T ra u 

m a tic” in this case m ean t it w as  related to  a  t rau m atic  event such as a blow  

to  the  chest o r  falling an d  strik ing his chest. H e  recovered quickly b u t  had  

to  rem ain  in bed until the  end o f  Ju n e  an d  so w as  unable  to  pursue his m ost 

recent rom ance.

In July he accepted  a f riend’s offer o f  a co t tage  in C ape  C od ,  w here  he 

stayed until early  August.  It w as  conveniently near  w here  H arrie t  H a m m o n d  

lived with  her paren ts ,  an d  Bethune saw  her often; on  m ore  th a n  one occa

sion he w as  the  fam ily’s house guest.  How ever,  H a m m o n d 's  pa ren ts ,  like 

those  o f  m ost  o f  his o th e r  a m o u rs ,  were  susp ic ious o f  Bethune,  pe rhaps  

because he w as  so m uch  o lder  th a n  the ir  daughter ,  an d  w arn ed  her  to  be 

cau tious  in her rela tionship  w ith  him. H e  re tu rned  to  M o n trea l ,  an d  despite 

her p a re n ts ’ w arn ings ,  H a m m o n d  visited him there in Septem ber en rou te  to 

the  West C o as t  by train . Bethune show ed  her  a ro u n d  Sacre Coeur, then took  

her for a picnic in the  countryside. Choos ing  a  ro m an t ic  spo t  under  a shady 

tree, he spread a b lanket  for her  to  sit o n  an d  picked her a b o u q u e t  o f  wild- 

flowers, saying th a t  he preferred them  to  florists’ flowers, which he despised 

as artificial. H e had  laid on  an am ple lunch, and  after they had  eaten and  were 

sipping the ir  w ine, he proposed .  As w ith  H u rc o m b  before her, he w an te d  a 

quick m arriage. But perhaps  because o f  her pa ren ts ’ w arn ings,  H a m m o n d  

sensed his instability and  p u t  h im  off, saying th a t  she did  no t  yet k n o w  him 

well enough to  m ake  a co m m itm en t  for life. T h e  following day  she caugh t 

her  tra in  for O reg o n .  A n o th e r  “ r o c k ” had  s lipped B e thune’s a t te m p ts  to  

m o o r  his drift ing  barque .41

In January  1935 he quarrelled  with  Aubrey Geddes, his flat-mate. Geddes, 

a stickler for honesty, had  appa ren tly  learned o f  B ethune’s insurance scam, 

an d  the re  a lso  seems to  have been a d isag reem en t  over a w o m a n .  An a c 

qua in tance  w h o  knew  them  bo th  said th a t  Geddes th rew  Bethune bodily  ou t 

o f  the  ap a r tm en t ,  add ing  th a t  he was “a genius, bu t  a  sca law ag .”43 Bethune 

then  m oved  to  3 437  Peel S treet in W estm oun t ,  ren ting  a  large bed-sitting 

ro o m  on  the  second floor o f  the  four-storey building. H e to o k  his meals with 

the  o th e r  five boarde rs .44
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At about the same time, George M ooney invited him to  hear Maurice Hindus, 

an A m erican  journalis t  w h o  had  recently re tu rned  from  the  Soviet Union, 

speak a t  a C a n a d ia n  C lub  luncheon  meeting. Like m any  others  on  the  po li t

ical left, M o o n e y  w as  curious  a b o u t  the  Soviet co m m u n is t  expe r im en t  and 

eager  t o  hear w h a t  H indus ,  a widely recognized au th o r i ty  on  the  u s s r ,  had  

to  say. In his address  H in d u s  claim ed th a t  in certain  respects Soviet medicine 

w as  m ore  advanced  th a n  th a t  in N o r th  America. At th is  B ethune becam e 

angry: the  s ta tem ents  were  irresponsible, he m u tte red  to  M ooney , w h o  did 

his best to  ca lm  his friend d o w n ,  fearing he m ight jum p  up  an d  challenge the 

speaker. After the speech M ooney  suggested th a t  the  only way Bethune could 

find o u t  w he the r  H in d u s  w as  r ight o r  w ro n g  w as  to  visit the  U S S R .  Bethune 

replied th a t  he w ou ld  go  there  as soon  as he cou ld .45

The  op p o r tu n i ty  arr ived shortly. Learning th a t  the Fifteenth In ternat ional  

Congress o f  Physiologists w ou ld  be held dur ing  the  second week in A ugust 

in Leningrad an d  M oscow , Bethune ob ta ined  his p as sp o rt  in M a y  1935. H e 

in tended to  see for himself h o w  the  Soviet medical system opera ted ,  bu t  he 

also w an te d  a b reak  from M on trea l  an d  so decided to  ex tend  his itinerary by 

th ree  weeks to  include visits to  E ng land ,  F rance ,  an d  G erm any .  H is  only 

p rob lem  w as  how  to  finance the  tr ip ,  for despite his various  sources o f  in

com e, he w as  as a lw ays shor t  o f  funds. Everything h ung  in the balance until 

the  last m om ent.  D ays before his p lanned  depar tu re ,  he m anaged  to  raise the 

m oney  by selling his car.46

A t the beginning o f  July he had  gone to  N ew  York to  a t ten d  meetings o f  

the five-man executive council o f  the American Association for T horac ic  Sur

gery to  w hich he h ad  been elected the previous year. R etu rn ing  to  M on trea l ,  

he learned a b o u t  a vacan t position for a  tho rac ic  surgeon  in an  im p o r ta n t  

hospital in N ew  York and  sent off a le tter o f  applica tion .  O n  the  eve o f  ta k 

ing the tra in  to  Q uebec  City  to  bo ard  the E m press o f  B rita in , he also posted  

a letter to  Dr John  Alexander, president o f  the  a a t s ,  inform ing him o f  his a p 

plication for the  N e w  York ap p o in tm e n t  a n d  asking for his su p p o r t .47 O nce 

again  he w as  hoping  to  pu t  M o n trea l  behind him.

W h a t  happened  over the  n ex t  few weeks m ade  him change  his m ind. O n  

bo ard  ship he found  th a t  M a ria n  Scott (1 9 0 6 -9 3 ) ,  a M o n trea l  painter, w as  

a fellow passenger. She w as  the wife o f  F rank  R. Scott, a  p rofessor  o f  law 

a t  M cGill  an d  a founder  o f  the  League for Social R econstruc tion  a n d  the  

C o o p e ra t iv e  C o m m o n w e a l th  F edera tion  ( c c f ),  a C a n a d ia n  social d e m o 

cratic  political party. Bethune h ad  m e t F rank  Scott a t  League meetings and  

had  also  m et M a r ia n  several m on ths  earlier a t  a weekly “ sa lo n ” a t  the  resi

dence o f  the  ar t is t  J o h n  Lyman. H ow ever ,  B ethune had  a rr ived  la te  and
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extremely d ru n k  an d  rem em bered little o f  their  encounter.48 Now, a t  sea em o

tionally  as well as literally, he w as  imm ediate ly  d ra w n  to  her. T h o u g h  no t 

conventionally  pretty, M a ria n  Scott w as  small an d  graceful, w ith  a strongly 

modelled face an d  a gentle, w ell-bred manner. As w hen  he first m et Frances 

Penney, Bethune found  the la tte r  quality  irresistible. Scott w as  aw a re  th a t  

w om en  were fascinated by him and  had  heard  h im  called a black sheep in the 

circles in which she an d  her h u sband  moved. But she w as  a t t rac ted  by his 

“ fine in tim ida ting  g r in .” H is ex u b e ran ce  an d  vitality appealed  to  her too: 

“ You could  feel it even in the way he w a lked ,” she recalled years later.49 They 

spent m any  hours  in each o th e r ’s com pany , strolling the  deck an d  often  d in 

ing together, a long  w ith  her six-year-old son, Peter. Bethune read her poetry  

by W illiam Blake, an d  they ta lked  a b o u t  the ir  co m m o n  interest in ar t .  This 

led to  w ide-ranging  discussions on  m any  subjects including politics. Scott’s 

concern  for the  misery caused by the Depression an d  her know ledge o f  left- 

w ing  ideas impressed Bethune. H e  recognized th a t  she w as  far m ore  polit i

cally literate th a n  he an d  w as  struck  by the  ex ten t  o f  her reading o f  M a rx ,  

a b o u t  w h o m  she w as  m ore  enthusiastic  th a n  w as  her h u sb a n d .50

In time B ethune also  learned th a t  there  w ere  m o re  th a n  political differ

ences between F rank  and  M arian  Scott. A condition  o f  their marriage in 192.8 

had  been th a t  as creative individuals -  F rank  Scott  w as  a p o e t  as well as a 

lawyer, academ ic ,  an d  political activist -  they w o u ld  en joy  f reedom  in the 

w ay  they m anaged  the ir  lives, inc lud ing  the ir  choice o f  friends o f  the  o p p o 

site sex .$I N o t  long  in to  the ir  m a rr ia g e  Scott rea lized  th a t  her  h u sb a n d ,  

w hose  political activities kep t him  o u t  o f  the  house  m any  evenings an d  also 

m a d e  it necessary for him  to  travel ac ross  the  country ,  had  begun to  carry  

on  a series o f  affairs. Trying valiantly  to  live up  to  the te rm s o f  her m arriage, 

she once  sa id , “ Crea tive  m inds  need a varie ty o f  experiences ...  especially 

m e n ,” a n d  n o te d  in her  d ia ry  th a t  “ m an  is bo th  faithful an d  p o ly g a m o u s .” 

Such ra t ionalizat ions no tw ith s tand ing ,  her husband 's  ph ilander ing  had  hur t  

her deeply.52

Bethune sensed her unhappiness: here was ano ther  vulnerable soul to  save, 

som eone  o n  w h o m  to  lavish his la tent tenderness . His volatile em otions  k in 

dled, he soon  to ld  her he loved her. H e n icknam ed  her  “ Pony,” appa ren tly  a 

reference to  her graceful gait. A lthough she d id n o t  wish to  leave her hus

ban d ,  she saw  no  h a rm  in a  f lir tat ion th a t  m u s t  have  been ba lm  to  her 

w o u n d ed  feelings. So she responded  to  B ethune’s advances,  bu t  eventually  

w arned  him th a t  she was n o t  interested in any th ing  m ore  th a n  a sh ipboard  

rom ance.  H e  flew in to  a rage, ungallantly  telling her th a t  she w as  the kind 

o f  w o m a n  he w ould  n o t  take  the troub le  to  cross the  street to  see.55
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Yet despite his annoyance  a t  her refusal to  p lunge in to  an affair, he p u r

sued her after they arr ived in England. K now ing  th a t  she w as  s taying with  

her a u n t  in Ecclestone Square bu t n o t  know ing  her a u n t ’s su rn am e  o r  the 

n u m b e r  o f  the house , he had  a handbill  p rin ted  an d  posted  it in the  area. It 

read: “ Lost.  In the  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  o f  Ecclestone S quare  o n  Ju ly  17 th ,  a 

C anad ian -b red  Pony, accom pan ied  by foal. Stands a b o u t  five an d  half  hands  

high, w hite  face gentle d isposition. Was the  co m p an io n  o f  a small boy w h o  

is inconsolable over his loss. Any in fo rm ation  received leading to  her recov

ery will be handsom ely  rew arded . Address -  Beth c/o C a n a d a  H o u s e .” 54 

From  L o n d o n  he c o n t in u ed  o n  to  F rance  an d  G e rm a n y  a n d  th e n  the 

Soviet Union w here  he spent the  week o f  9 - 1 6  A ugust a t  the  In ternational 

Physiological Congress .  In fact he a lm o s t  ignored  the  congress  a n d  spen t 

m o s t  o f  the  w eek  visiting hospita ls  an d  clinics d iscussing medical m a tte rs  

w ith  var ious officials. D ete rm ined  to  m ake  the  m ost  o f  his experience,  he 

spen t his t im e, as he la ter  sa id , “ sw im m ing  in th e  N ev a ,  w a lk in g  a b o u t  

unhindered  in the streets, looking in to  w indow s,  m ak ing  the  ro u n d s  o f  the 

p ic ture galleries an d  m arke ts  and  shops -  a co m b in a t io n  o f  W alter Winchell,  

Peeping T om  an d  an Innocent A b ro a d .” $$

O n  the return  voyage to  C an ad a ,  Bethune an d  M a ria n  Scott met again. N o  

d o u b t  to  B ethune’s annoyance ,  her h u sband  w as  travelling back  to  C a n ad a  

w ith  her, an d  this scotched any  hope  o f  renewed rom ance.  But despite F rank  

Scott’s presence, B e thune’s feelings for M a r ia n  Scott deepened on  the  re turn  

journey. H e  w as  passionately  in love again ,  though  he feared th a t  she w ould  

no t leave her h u sband  for him. O n  31 August,  back  in M o n trea l ,  he w ro te  

her a letter  full o f  longing in w h ich  he veered betw een  saying she should  

reject their  love to  pleading w ith  her to  com e to  him:

Pony,

It is p leasan t to  sit an d  th ink  th a t  you are  near  me, close beside me, only 

a few streets away. I am  very conscious o f  y o u r  presence an d  h a p p y  be

cause  o f  it -  yet sad too ,  darling , because o f  the  know ledge  th a t  you  and  

I are  b o u n d  together, to  w o rk  o u t  som e p a r t  o f  o u r  lives toge ther  -  for 

g ood  o r  for evil -  w e seem to  be bound .

Perhaps this is a p resum ption  o f  my p a r t  -  b u t  I th ink  not.  And if your  

glance, your  touch ,  your  hands &c lips are n o t  mis taken,  unreal o r  misread 

-  you feel it too.

D o  you rem em ber  the  girl in Farewell to  A rm s  saying w ith  th a t  m yste

rious foresight o f  love ‘Let us be g ood  to  each other. We are  to  have  such
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a s trange life together.’ A nd her lover com fo r ts  her sad hear t  as best he 

may, no t  know ing  o r  unders tanding .  But she k n ew  the  dark  pa ths  ahead .

Well, my sweet,  I k n o w  it too .

Let me persuade you to  s top  now.

G o back. Pu t aw ay  this small child o f  o u r  love you are  holding so qu i

etly an d  tenderly  in y o u r  cupped  hands  -  now, w hen  it can  be p u t  aw ay  

w i th o u t  agony  &  tears  -  before  it ha s  g ro w n  in s ta tu re  &  s treng th  &c 

th rea tens  to  des troy  all you hold precious in life -  y o u r  hom e, your  hus

b an d ,  y o u r  child. A nd I say this because I am  persuaded  there  is so m e

th ing  fatal and  do o m e d  an d  pre-destined a b o u t  myself. (&c I k now  it.)

But again I th ink  -  no. Let us go on  into the  fu ture together  -  heads up 

6c w ith  a smile on  o u r  lips. If w e are  true  to  ourselves, the  fu ture  m ay n o t  

be happy  (O  Pony I’m afra id ,  so a fra id  for you) -  b u t  no  real h a rm  or 

injury can touch  us -  no th ing  can com e from w ith o u t  to  des troy us. This 

is the w ay  I try to  persuade myself 6c you.

D are  we risk it?

It is because I love you I write  like this, so  darkly, lest I injure you with 

my love 6c d o  you a harm . In the nam e o f  love 6c life instead o f  bedeck

ing you w ith  jewels I load you w ith  chains.

Beth y o u r  sad lover

W ith  the  le tter he enclosed a poem:

To Pony 

H a n d s  clasped

L ook, see us s tand ,  w ith  eager up tu rned  faces 

Lit by the rising sun d f  o u r  new  love,

W hose  gentle light touches so tenderly 

Eyelids an d  m outh .

O ,  my sweet, I am  afraid

T h a t  soon , perhaps ,  his m ou n tin g  rays

N o w  roseate an d  kind

Will, in the high n oon  o f  passionate  desire,

Strike d o w n ,  with shafts  o f  m olten  fire 

O u r  bared ,  defenceless heads,

And nea th  those  b lazing beam s, we languish and  despair  

T oo eager then his course  shou ld  run
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In to  the w est an d  h a rm  us once again 

In the  cool shade o f  well-rem em bered trees,

A lone an d  separate.

D are  we hold high o u r  unpro tec ted  heads 

Or, w arm e d  by the  m em ory  o f  o the r  daw ns  

Behind us, smile gently, p a r t  8c go  o u r  ways,

Across the  w aste  land o f  the  years 

Carefree and  undisturbed.

O r  stay instead an d  unafrigh ted ,  cry

C om e light o f  love an d  life, shine dow n ,

s t r i k e ,  i f  s t r i k e  y o u  m u s t

But w arm  us first, ’tw as  better so  to  die

Beneath y o u r  fierce flames th a n  perish in the  shade,

C old  a n d  alone.

Perhaps a miracle as happened  once, should  com e again 

T h a t  golden globe were m ade  to  stand  

A nd never sink an d  never leave the land 

Desolate  an d  dark .

But stay, suspended  overhead ,

High, serene an d  clear 

P erpe tua te .56

There  is no  d o u b t  th a t  M a r ia n  Scott w as  as sm itten  w ith  Bethune as he 

w as  w ith  her; b o th  recognized  th a t  they sha red  a yea rn ing  fo r  som eth ing  

ne i ther  h ad  yet found  in life. C o m p a re d  to  her  h u s b a n d ’s se lf-contained  

aloofness, B ethune’s impulsive w a rm th  an d  vitality strongly  appealed  to  her. 

The  tw o  also  shared a deep interest in ar t .  O n  9 Septem ber she addressed  

Bethune in her journal ,  saying, “ You, a com plicated  unsatisfied creature ,  rec

ognize me a com plica ted  unsatisfied c re a tu re  -  recognize each o th e r  an d  

k n o w  th a t  because w e are  w h a t  w e are  w e need each o the r .” But there  was 

m ore  to  it th a n  tha t ,  for she obviously found  Bethune sexually exciting. O n  

Septem ber 10 she w ro te ,  “ he w as  quicksilver in my b lo o d ,” a n d  w o u ld  later 

describe him as “a  tiger o f  sweetness, o f  fierceness an d  de l igh t.” 57 Yet she 

con tinued  to  refuse to  com m it  herself fully to  him. She w as  still in love w ith  

her husband ,  an d  they were  a w ell-know n couple  in M o n trea l  political and  

artistic circles. T h e  b reakup  o f  their  m arr iage  w o u ld  have caused a scandal 

th a t  w ou ld  have harm ed  them  bo th  a n d  seriously affected their  son. She w as
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well aw a re  th a t  F rank  Scott did  n o t  m uch  care for Bethune, for there  w as  an 

elem ent o f  sexual rivalry between the  tw o  men. H e r  son, Peter Dale Scott, 

la ter said, “ M y  father  liked to  be the male in the room . Bethune also  w as  the 

c o m m an d in g  m ale .” 58

T h e  ques tion  remains: why, especially given her h u sb a n d ’s m any  infideli

ties, did M a ria n  Scott d id n o t  take simply take Bethune as a lover while m a in 

ta in ing her marriage? T h e  reasons for this were  deeply personal.  Despite the 

liberal social views she professed, she m ay have been held back by her c o n 

ventional upbringing. But o f  far  m ore  im portance  w as  her desire to  become 

a first-rate pain ter;  a t  this po in t  in her life her w ho le  being w as  focused on  

this goal. She w as  d ra w n  to  B ethune’s intensity, seeing her exchange o f  ideas 

w ith  h im as a w ay  o f  energizing her creative self, bu t  she believed th a t  a love 

affair w ith  h im w ould  th rea ten  her ability to  concen tra te  and  hence her de

velopm ent as an  artist.  O n  16 Septem ber she w ro te  unhappily  in her journal,  

“ Were you d isappointed  by a lack in me when  I answ ered your  letter fk. poem 

th a t  way? It w ou ld  have been so easy to  answ er  so differently, bu t  th a t  w ould  

only have m eant ultimate des truc tion .” And again, “ M y  w anting  to  hear from 

B. is real a n d  my no t w an ting  him to  be so im p o r ta n t  is rea l.” 59

O ver  the nex t weeks an d  m o n th s  Bethune persisted, inviting her to  tea, 

sending her  notes an d  whimsical gifts -  a w o o d en  sp oon  (“ Isn’t  he a  lovely 

sp o o n ? ” ), a little m odel horse (“ It m u s t  have been a pony som e tim e” ). H e 

also plied her  w ith  te legram s, signing one “T h e  Sick R ose” in m em ory  o f  

Blake’s poem , which he had  read to  her o n  board  ship; ano ther  repeated a pet 

phrase o f  his, “ O h  my, o h  my, oh  m y!” 60 But “ the  po licem an  o f  her  w ill ,” as 

Scott  called it, held her back. O n  19 O c to b e r  she w ro te ,  “ I have n o t  written  

to  В. I m ight have gone to  see h im to d a y  bu t I chose the  r ight course -  in

frequent seeing. I th ink  it is possible w ith  h im, if it is not,  well, I will do  w i th 

o u t  altogether. I live m ost  fully while  I p a in t .” A nd in her  journal she w ro te  

a poem  w ith  the  first line “T h e  apple th a t  w as  n o t  ea ten .” 6'

Despite the pangs o f  a love tha t ,  if n o t  un requ ited ,  rem ained  u n co n su m 

m ated,  Bethune cont inued  to  live hard .  Lacking deep personal roo ts  an d  with 

“ bo red o m  biting a t  his heels ,” as M a r ia n  Scott p u t  it, he kep t up  the  hectic 

pace o f  a m a n  half  his age.61 H e  burn ished  his image o f  the  carefree bache

lor, too l in g  a b o u t  to w n  in a yellow  F ord  ro a d s te r  he h ad  b o u g h t ,  natti ly  

dressed in tweeds an d  a green pork-pie  hat. O ne  o f  those w h o  knew  him best 

a t  this t im e w as  Fritz Brandtner,  a  pain ter  w ith  an interest in progressive so

cial re fo rm .63 T h e  tw o  m en first m et in 1934  w hen  Bethune an d  a g ro u p  of 

artis ts  d ro p p ed  in to  B ran d tn er ’s s tudio  w ith  a bo ttle  o f  wine. Bethune did 

n o t  like one o f  B ran d tn er ’s pain tings an d  as usua l said so  -  loudly. W hen 

B rand tner  s tood  his g ro u n d ,  Bethune w en t off an d  consulted  several books
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on art.  Returning the nex t day he adm itted ,  “You are  absolute ly  righ t .” T hus 

began  w h a t  b ecam e a close f r iendsh ip .  B e th u n e  o f ten  visited B ra n d tn e r  

an d  his wife, Mieze, an d  felt free to  take  liberties w ith  w ha tever  pain ting  

B ran tner  happened  to  be w ork ing  on , picking up  a brush  an d  chang ing  a 

detail here an d  there  to  suit  his tas te .64 H e  and  B rand tner  becam e dr ink ing  

com pan ions  an d  w en t  o u t  on  the  to w n  together. F rom  late a u tu m n  o f  1935 

until the spring o f  1936, they were neighbours  too ,  because Bethune rented 

a s tudio  a p a r tm e n t  above  the  B rand tners’ a t  1255 Fort Street.

Bethune had  the walls  o f  his new  flat pain ted  bright red, add ing  splashes 

o f  vivid co lou r  -  yellow an d  green an d  his favourite  gen t ian  blue -  in the 

furnishings an d  cush ions.  T h e  d rap e s  were  o ran g e  velvet.65 As B ran d tn er  

discovered, his habits  were  as unusual as his taste in decor. H e  liked to  sit 

on  the floor, keeping a velvet cush ion  for the  pu rpose ,  and  padded  a b o u t  the 

a p a r tm e n t  bare foo t.  H is c lo th ing  he left w here  he d ro p p e d  it, an d  he never 

cleaned the  flat, expecting  his friends, w h o  w ere  free to  d ro p  in a t  any time, 

to  d o  it for h im . W hen people d id  com e, he m ight answ er  the d o o r  in a n  old 

pa tched  dressing gow n, o r  even in the nude, an d  if the  guests bored  h im, he 

simply ignored them  -  o r  left.66

H e  loved to  give an d  receive little presents an d  w as  quite possessive a b o u t  

his belongings.  W h e n  a silver cock ta il  sh a k e r  w as  s to len  f rom  his a p a r t 

m ent,  w hich  he had  carelessly left un locked ,  he w as  o u trag e d ,  a n d  B rand t

ner  had  to  ta lk  h im  o u t  o f  searching the  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  for it. H e  w o u ld  

readily  give so m e th in g  a w a y  if a friend ad m ire d  it, b u t  a f te r  a few  days 

m igh t  ask  for it back ,  saying it w as  on ly  “ a  gift for lend .” Perhaps  w ith  this 

in m ind , B rand tner  designed a  book  pla te  for Bethune th a t  read , “This  b ook  

belongs to  N o rm a n  B ethune an d  his fr iends .” But heaven  help the  friend 

w h o  did  n o t  read  fast enough  a n d  failed to  re tu rn  the  b o o k  p rom ptly .67

Always busy, he forgot to  ea t  an d  w ould  “ tear  a lo n g ” for lengthy periods 

until he suddenly  realized th a t  he w as  ravenous.  T hen  he w ould  ea t  hugely. 

H e often  cooked  large hunks  o f  m eat -  ham , beef, a leg o f  lam b -  an d  wolfed 

them  d o w n  cold over several days, a long  w ith  the  v itam in pills he loved to 

ta k e .68 Still unsa ted  af te r  d in ing  in a fancy r e s ta u ra n t  w ith  B randtner ,  he 

w ould  go  off to  a greasy spoon  an d  stuff  himself  on  tr ipe an d  onions. Yet he 

w as  picky a b o u t  res tau ran t  fare; he m ight declare it w as  no  good ,  then pay 

up  an d  leave, or, as  he did  on  one occasion, simply o ver tu rn  the  table. After 

m aking  a scene som ew here ,  he sometim es asked B randtner  the  nex t day  why 

he h a d n ’t s topped  him. “ N o  one c o u ld ,” w as  B rand tner’s com m ent.

D uring  the ir  d r in k in g  b ou ts  they often  w e n t  s lum m ing  in dives, bu t  

Bethune also loved to  frequent fancy bars. Seeing an  acquain tance  he did no t  

like, he w ou ld  say, “ Excuse me, bu t  I have to  say som eth ing  nas ty  to  som e

1 2 0  P H O E N I X



o n e .” H e  w o u ld  then proceed  to  skew er  the vic tim’s com placency  before re

tu rn ing  to  his friends. H e  an d  B randtner  sometim es d rank  into the wee hours  

o f  the  m orn ing ; B rand tner  w ould  suggest th a t  Bethune h ad  better get som e 

sleep before show ing  up  a t  the  hospital,  bu t  instead he w ould  drive a ro u n d  

for a couple o f  hours ,  b rea th ing  in the  cold air. Arriving a t  Sacre Coeur, he 

w o u ld  s traighten  his shoulders ,  p u t  on  a formal and  correc t expression, and 

m arch  to  the opera ting  ro o m .69

Still dogged by insom nia,  he often painted  far  in to  the night,  sometim es 

appear ing  a t  B rand tner ’s d o o r  a t  z  o r  3 a m  to  d em and  pain ts .  A fterw ard ,  he 

w ould  p lunge in to  sleep fo r  hours  to  ca tch  up. Critical o f  his pain tings, he 

m ight labou r  long over a canvas and  then pitch it ou t  the w indow. O n e  o f  his 

c reations show ed  a tiny n aked  m an  craw ling  am o n g  loom ing  female breasts. 

T his  cur ious image seems to  reveal th a t  he felt bo th  a t t rac ted  to  an d  th rea t

ened by th e  female an d  suggests an  insecurity beneath  his show y sexuality 

an d  the multiplicity o f  his am o ro u s  conquests .  H e  w ould  in fact later ta lk  to 

a colleague in Spain a b o u t  “ his long h is tory  o f  unsa tisfac tory  sexual rela

tionsh ips .” 70 M a r ia n  Scott, w h o  saw  the painting , said he w as  angry  because 

it d id n o t  express his m eaning  well en o u g h .71 In the end  he slashed the ca n 

vas to  pieces w ith a knife.

D espite  his new  love a n d  the  d is t rac t ions  o f  his hyperac tive  lifestyle, 

Bethune w as  still mulling over  h o w  to  con t inue  his c rusade  against tubercu

losis. Given his closeness to  Brandtner,  it w as  na tu ra l  th a t  in the  a u tu m n  o f  

1935 he h ad  begun to  discuss w ith  his friend his scheme for the developm ent 

o f  a  “ half-way house” to  rehabilita te  released tube rcu la r  patients.  H e  had 

in troduced  the idea to  the  C anad ian  Progress C lub  the year before, bu t  w h a t  

he had  seen o f  the t rea tm en t  o f  tube rcu la r  patients  in the  u s s r  had  revived 

his en thusiasm  for the  project. H is plan w as  to  set up  light industries th a t  

w ou ld  em ploy form er patients ,  a l low ing them  to  regain their  s trength  before 

finding m ore  physically dem and ing  w ork .

C a u g h t  up  in Bethune’s en thusiasm , B rand tner  agreed to  design a model 

o f  w h a t  he an d  Bethune w ould  later nam e “The  Tubercu lar  City.” It included 

n o t  only industries b u t  residences for the form er patients  and  their  families, 

medical clinics, shops, a theatre, and  other  com m unity  amenities. The tw o  men 

spen t m any  evenings refining the  model. As his en thusiasm  for the  project 

grew, Bethune invited friends and  colleagues to  exam ine an d  c o m m en t on  it, 

an d  on  one occasion gave a lecture on  his ideas. H owever, a l though  those  he 

consu lted  praised the  a im s o f  the plan , m o s t  dismissed it as to o  idealistic: 

w here  did  he th ink  he cou ld  find the  necessary ven ture  capita l in the  midst 

o f  th e  Depress ion? O n ly  g o v e rn m e n t  had  the funds requ ired ,  an d  elected 

officials w o u ld  never su p p o r t  such a  pa ten tly  socialistic scheme. Bethune

Awakenings i z i



reacted angrily  to  the  crit icism bu t then  becam e desponden t.  After nearly six 

hectic weeks o f  designing, p rom oting ,  an d  defending his concept,  he abrup tly  

ab a n d o n ed  it w i th o u t  a w o rd  to  Brandtner.72

D uring  the  sam e period  he h ad  also been considering  a m ore  p ro found  

com m itm en t.  O n  the  re turn  voyage from England, Bethune had  shared  with 

M arian  Scott his enthusiasm for w h a t  he had  seen in the  Soviet Union. Deeply 

interested as always in the welfare o f  children, he told her how  impressed he 

had  been by the  ap p a re n t  health  an d  happiness  o f  the  children  he saw  on  the 

streets an d  in the  nursery  schools he visited.73 Even m ore  significantly, w h a t  

he had  seen in hospitals  in the  Soviet U nion had  confirm ed m any  o f  his ideas 

a b o u t  the necessary role o f  the sta te  in providing health  care, especially in the 

t rea tm en t  o f  tuberculosis .  H e  w as  re tu rn ing  convinced th a t  the  Soviets were 

ahead  o f  C a n a d a  in this an d  o the r  fields o f  medicine, w ith  a renewed deter

m ina tion  to  cam paign  for governm ent su p p o r t  to  eradicate tuberculosis .  His 

adm ira t ion  o f  the  Soviet medical system h ad  also p iqued his curiosity  a b o u t  

M arx ism ,  an d  du r ing  the  voyage he eagerly a t tended  meetings o f  a you th  

s tudy g ro u p  analyzing M arx is t  th o u g h t .74

O nce  back in C a n ad a ,  he was brim m ing  over w ith  eagerness to  discuss 

his Soviet Union tr ip , a l though as he po in ted  ou t,  he w as  as usual playing the 

role o f  contrarian :  “ M y  expressions have n o t  been entirely com plim en ta ry  in 

som e quar te rs  (depending o f  course on  my audience! -  en thusiastic  to  the 

reactionaries,  m inim izing to  the rad ical) .”75 O n e  person  particu larly  inter

ested in his im press ions  w as  Louis Kon, a Russian  im m ig ran t  w h o  had  

founded  the M o n trea l  b ranch  o f  the Friends o f  the  Soviet U n ion  ( f s u ) ,  a 

p ro p aganda  organization  established by the C om m unis t  In ternational (C om 

intern) in the  late 1920s .76 Its pu rpose  w as  to  p ro m o te  interest in an d  su p 

p o r t  o f  the u s s r  worldwide. Like Kon, m any  o f  the m em bers  o f  the M ontrea l  

b ranch  were  E u ropean  im m igrants ,  an d  m ost w ere  w orkers .  K on recognized 

the  prestige the  o rgan iza tion  m ight gain  by a d d in g  so m eo n e  o f  B e thune’s 

professional s ta tu re  to  its m em bersh ip ,  especially if he could  be persuaded  to 

accept the pos it ion  o f  cha irm an .

In early October, K on and  the  m em bers  o f  the f s u  executive com m ittee  

spoke  to  Bethune, o ffering  h im the  pos it ion  for the  fo llow ing  year. Kon 

repeated the offer in a subsequent letter. Bethune replied, m ak ing  it c lear th a t  

he had  n o t  yet decided w he the r  his adm ira t ion  for the  basic aims o f  M a r x 

ism was m ore im p o r ta n t  th a n  w h a t  he saw  as the  regrettable  lack o f  d e m o 

cratic  freedom s un d er  Soviet co m m u n ism .  H e w as  still actively try ing  to  

reach a conclusion, he to ld  Kon, and  w h en  he did , he w o u ld  respond  to  the 

offer.77 U nbeknow nst to  h im , his enthusiasm  for the u s s r  had  been no ted  by
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o thers  besides Kon: from  O c to b e r  1935 o n w a rd ,  he was u nder  surveillance 

by the  r c m p .78
Soon afte r  his meeting w ith  Kon, he to o k  to  his bed79 w ith  w h a t  he co n 

sidered a mild case o f  jaundice. However, w hen  Georges Deshaies visited and  

took  his tem pera tu re ,  it had  risen to  nearly 39 degress Celsius. Deshaies told 

Bethune he had  a serious case of hepatitis and  urged him to  enter Sacre C oeur  

for t rea tm en t.  Bethune refused a t  first bu t  finally gave in. For nearly  three 

weeks he occupied a private ro o m  a t  the hosp ita l.80 T h o u g h  his illness was 

n o t  life-threatening, his recovery w as  com plica ted  by the  passions o f  love 

an d  politics. The  enforced bed-rest gave h im  plenty o f  time to  b ro o d  a b o u t  

M a r ia n  Scott a n d  to  cons ider  the  consequences  to  his professional life of 

accepting K o n ’s offer.

T here  w as  little to  lift his spirits. O n  his re turn  from  Europe, a le tter from 

D r  Jo h n  A lexander  had  inform ed him th a t  the  N ew  York posit ion  he had 

applied for had  been filled.8' And M a ria n  Scott, while adm itting  her fondness 

for him, was still unwilling to  become his lover. F rom  Sacre C oeu r  he sent her 

a w him sical w a te rco lo u r  show ing  himself, b r igh t  yellow w ith  jaundice ,  in 

bed reading M arx .  Visiting him a t  Cartierville, she found him depressed.81 H e 

had  long conversa tions  w ith  her  an d  o th e r  friends a b o u t  his political per

plexity, for a l though  the  a f te rg low  o f  en thus iasm  from  his Soviet tr ip  still 

w arm e d  him, he w as  to rn  over  how  deeply he w as  a t t rac ted  to  com m unism .

H e  had  n o  do u b ts  a b o u t  the  ph ilosophica l basis o f  M arx ism . M any  o f  its 

values were  identical to  those  ta u g h t  to  him by his paren ts .  Like evangelical 

C hris t ians,  com m unis ts  w ere  com m itted  to  up ro o t in g  the evil an d  c o r ru p t  

base o f  society in o rd e r  to  bu ild  a w o rld  in w h ich  pover ty  an d  suffering 

w ould  d isappear  an d  equality  w o u ld  replace privilege. In Soviet officials and  

the  com m unis ts  he knew  in M ontrea l  he recognized an  intensity o f  belief and  

a dedication m irroring th a t  o f  his paren ts  an d  o ther  evangelicals o f  his youth. 

T h e  im patience o f  com m unis ts  w ith  the  s ta tu s  q u o  an d  the ir  eagerness to 

bring a b o u t  sweeping change spoke to  the  values im bued  in Bethune early  in 

life. “ I k n o w  I’m always in a hurry ,” he had  once said o f  himself, “ bu t I com e 

by this t ra i t  honestly. M y  father  w as  a Presbyterian minister w h o  joined the 

M o o d y  an d  Sankey evangelical m ovem ent.  Their  slogan w as  ‘the  w orld  for 

C hris t  in one gene ra t ion ,’ an d  th a t  is m y slogan, w he the r  people like it o r  

n o t . ”8’ So dedica ting  himself  to  the  cause o f  b ringing a b o u t  “ the  w orld  for 

M a r x ” in his lifetime w as  in h a rm o n y  w ith  his deepest impulses.

T h e  fact th a t  com m unis ts ,  unlike evangelical C hris t ians ,  were  willing to 

use violence to  achieve their  ends held a definite a t tract ion .  In con tra s t  to  the 

social dem o cra ts  o f  the c c f ,  Bethune w ro te  to  M a ria n  Scott, com m unis ts
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recognized “ the  abso lu te  inevitability o f  the use o f  force an d  force a lone  as 

the only true persuader. M oneyed  people will never give up  m oney  and  pow er 

until sub jugated  by physical forces s tronger  than  they possess.” 84 This  inci

sive, surgical aspect o f  co m m u n ism  appealed  to  his im pa tien t  n a tu re  and  his 

tendency to  move instantly from th o u g h t  to  action. In the  same le tter to  Scott 

he w ro te ,  “ Yet I feel a trem endous  impulse to  do , to  act. I hate  to  be th o u g h t  

one o f  the intelligentsia w ho  talk and  talk and  talk and  behind their w ords  you 

feel their  hearts  are  cold  an d  it’s only an intellectual c o n u n d ru m .  A g a m e .” 85 

But he saw  flaws in co m m u n ism  as it w as  practised in the  Soviet Union, 

an d  he had  listed them  in his le tter o f  20 O c to b e r  to  Kon. The  m ost im por

ta n t  for h im  w as  the  lack o f  d em ocra tic  freedoms. T h a t  significant w e a k 

ness, he to ld  Kon, offended “m y s trong  feeling o f  individualism -  the  right 

o f  a m an  to  w alk  alone, if th a t ’s his na tu re  -  m y dislike o f  c row ds an d  regi

m e n ta t io n .” 86 A n o th e r  d ra w b a c k  to  co m m itt in g  h im self  to  the  cause  was 

th a t  in C a n a d a  it w as  illegal to  be a C o m m u n is t  Party  member. T h e  federal 

governm ent had  arrested  and  tried Tim  Buck, leader o f  the C o m m u n is t  Party 

o f  C a n a d a ,  an d  fou r  o f  his colleagues un d er  Section 98 o f  the  Crim inal C ode  

o f  C an ad a .  F ound  guilty, they had  been im prisoned  in K ingston Penitentiary 

in 1 9 3 1. The  R om an  C atholic  C hurch  in Q uebec,  B ethune’s employer, was 

fervently an t i -com m unis t ,  an d  he knew  it w o u ld  be risky to  identify himself 

publicly with a com m unis t- lean ing  o rgan iza tion  such as the  f s u . U n d o u b t 

edly, to  d o  so w ould  lose him his posit ion  a t  the H o p i ta l  du  Sacre Coeur. “ If 

I felt as strongly an d  as purely  to w a rd s  com m unism  as perhaps  I sh o u ld ,” he 

had  w ri tten  to  Kon, “ such jeopard iza tion  o f  my m eans  o f  livelihood w ould  

n o t  be an  obstacle  in any  way. But the  ironic an d  ludicrous p ic ture  o f  a  half

hearted convert, reluctantly being bu rn t  a t  the stake for his half-hearted, feeble 

convictions, rises in my mind. So it all hinges on  this -  I am  n o t  ready  as yet 

to  th ro w  in my lot w ith  y o u .” 87

In spite o f  this decision, he w as  qu ite  willing to  ou tl ine  his im pressions 

o f  his Soviet tr ip  a t  one  o f  the  f s u ’s  regular  meetings, an d  ten  days  la ter  he 

ap p e ared  as the  advertised  speaker  a t  a public  meeting in S tra thcona  Hall. 

After describ ing som e o f  the  aspects o f  Soviet life th a t  appea led  to  h im , he 

repeated  w h a t  he h ad  exp la ined  to  Kon. Despite his acceptance o f  w h a t  he 

described as “ th e  religious an d  sp ir itua l aspec ts  o f  M a rx is m ,” his c o m m it 

m en t  to  dem ocracy  an d  his belief in f reedom  o f  speech an d  individualism  

had  convinced him th a t  the  Soviet style o f  co m m u n ism  w as  no t desirable for 

C a n a d a .  “ T h e re  are  th ings I can  say u n d e r  th is  system  th a t  I c a n n o t  say 

un d er  the  co m m u n is t  sys tem ,” he s ta ted ,  a d d in g  th a t  a l though  he adm ired  

the  R uss ian  peop le  a n d  w h a t  they  h ad  ach ieved ,  he d id n o t  believe th a t  

Russ ian  co m m u n ism  w o u ld  be th e  final answer.  A nd he co n c lu d e d  his
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speech w ith  the  telling rem ark ,  “ We all sighed w ith  relief as the  tra in  sped 

o u t  o f  the  co u n try .” 88

But he w avered  du r ing  the first pa r t  o f  N o v em b e r  a b o u t  his decision to  

reject com m unism . H e  knew  it was  p ru d en t  to  p ro tec t  his professional posi

t ion  an d  his livelihood, bu t  he felt th a t  he had  backed  aw ay  from  a ch a l

lenge. This  rankled: for possibly the  first t ime in his life, he h a d  n o t dared.

M eanw hile  his love for M a ria n  Scott still to rm en ted  him. O n  6 N o v e m 

ber he w ro te  a tender  letter to  her a b o u t  an opera tion  he had  perfo rm ed  on 

Yvette Patrice, a little girl o f te n :  “ 6 p . m . M y  child is well. It was a very beau

tiful opera tion .  I felt very h ap p y  do ing  it. T h e  entire  r ight lung w as  rem oved 

-  the  first t ime this has been d o n e  -  in a child o f  ю  -  in C a n a d a  &  the  45 th  

opera tion  o f  its kind ever done  in the  world . Isn’t th a t  nice? Yes, I will sleep 

deep to n ig h t  -  last n igh t  w as  a ‘nuit  b lanche’ -  n o t  w he the r  I cou ld  do  it but 

w h e th e r  I should .  I decided I m u s t  a t  4 a .m .,  s lept till 7, felt refreshed &c 

‘t igh t’ an d  w en t a t  it like a  canvas  -  my pic ture  full in my m ind . G ood  night,  

my sweet. Beth.89

O n  18 N ovem ber  M a ria n  Scott w en t o u t  to  Sacre C o e u r  and  spent several 

hours  with him. T h e  visit m a rk e d  a tu rn ing  po in t  in their  re la tionship. It is 

likely th a t  she once  again  rejected deeper intimacy w ith  him an d  to ld  him 

she had  decided to  see h im  less frequently, for her journal en try  for th a t  day 

is a  poem  th a t  begins “ G oo d b y e  Beth” an d  ends “ G o o d b y e  w a rm th  o f  being 

together .”90 Four days later Bethune w ro te  a reply to  a le tter he had  received 

from  her t h a t  day. “T h e  ty ran n y  o f  old  love is ho ld ing  you b a c k ,” he re

p roached  her. T h en ,  rallying his self-esteem, he w en t o n ,  “ I w as  sad, yet glad 

w h en  you left on  M onday . 1 saw  you as a wall c losing in aga in  o n  me -  a 

loving wall! -  &c I raised my head , restless. O h ,  G od ,  I said to  myself, m ust 

I go th ru  [s/c] it all again -  the ecstasy &  agony  o f  love.” A nd he proudly  told 

her th a t  he did  n o t  need her. The  le tter concluded:

You are  the  first w o m a n  in the w orld  I have m e t a b o u t  w h o m  I have felt 

no  d o u b t  th a t  w e could  live together, physically &  m entally  &  spiritually 

m ated .  This  has never happened  to  me before 6c is im p o r ta n t  ...

I a m  glad  n o w  w e did n o t  take  each o th e r  physically. For m e it w ou ld  

have m e an t  th a t  I w o u ld  n o t  have left you, as I am  leaving you n o w  -  so 

nobly! so generously! so sweetly! N o .  I shou ld  have behaved  w ith  m ost 

unseem ly vigour, 6c lack o f  m anners ,  shou ts  a n d  c lam ours .  A nd for you, 

it w as  as well too .  You have n o w  the  exquisite  sense o f  v irtue preserved, 

o f  m oral rectitude which is so sustaining. You are still a faithful wife. And 

if you h ad ,  w h a t  then  -  for a  th irs t  appeased ,  a hunger  satisfied, b u t  w ith  

y o u r  conflict, y o u r  essential p rob lem  unchanged ,  so for you n o  serenity,
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no  peace, n o  quie tness  o f  soul. A nd because I w o u ld  k n o w  this instantly, 

neither  for me either, serenity, peace o r  quie tness. Yes. I u n d e rs ta n d  you, 

my o w n ,  my darling. T h e  grea t ques tion  -  “ w h a t  do  you d o  w ith  your  old 

loves” ?

Well, Pony, my sweet, all this is to  say I love you, I w a n t  you &  I respect 

you .

I am  here if I can  be o f  any  use to  you a t  any time. And th a t ’s all one 

m an  can say to  a w o m an .  A u  revoir.

Beth91

A long w ith  the  le tter he sent as a m em en to  a  se lf-portra it  in oils, an d  in 

an  ironic postscrip t said th a t  if F rank  Scott d id n o t  w a n t  her to  hang  it in 

the  house, she should  send it back. But he could  n o t  m a in ta in  his pose of 

de tachm en t  for long. O n  ю  Decem ber he sent a n o th e r  note pleading, “ O h , 

Pony, Pony  -  it w as  false. I do  need y o u .” 91

F or  Bethune the pas t  tw o  years had  been a time o f  p ro fo u n d  aw akenings .  

H e had  becom e passionately  aw a re  o f  the social causes o f  tuberculosis  and  

had  decided th a t  on ly  th ro u g h  political ac tion  cou ld  social c o n d i t io n s  be 

al tered  so th a t  the  roots  o f  the  disease could  be a t tacked  an d  the  w ider  suf

fering caused by the  G re a t  Depression be addressed .  H is visit to  the  Soviet 

U nion  had  deepened this belief and  impressed him w ith  the  superiority  of 

socialized m edicine over private; as a result he w as  wrestling  w ith  the  idea 

o f  com m itt ing  himself to  com m unism . H e  w as  forty-five now, an d  despite 

his professional achievements, he knew  he h ad  n o t  yet done  som eth ing  grea t 

for the  hu m a n  race as he had  vowed. F rus tra ted  in love, increasingly restive 

a t  Sacre Coeur, he h ad  reached the  end  o f  a n o th e r  cycle. In the  end  it may 

have been em o tion  th a t  pushed  him to  act,  for it w as  som etim e d u r in g  the 

tu rm o il  o f  his re la t ionsh ip  w ith  M a r ia n  Scott  in N o v e m b e r  1935 th a t  he 

applied for m em bersh ip  in the C o m m u n is t  Party  o f  C a n a d a .93 It w as  a leap 

o f  faith, an d  the  m ost  im p o r ta n t  decision o f  his life.
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True Believer

Montreal, December 1 9 3 5 -O cto b er  1936

Jo in in g  the  C o m m u n is t  P ar ty  p rov ided  B ethune w ith  a co re  belief th a t  he 

m ay have  hungered  fo r  unconsciously. H e  had  long  since rejected form al 

Chris t ian ity ,  b u t  m any  o f  the  precepts  o f  the  faith  o f  his p a re n ts  w ere  bred 

in his bones: his deep  sense o f  pe rsona l  p red es t in a t io n ,  the  co n c ep t  o f  the 

s trugg le  o f  g o o d  ag a in s t  evil,  an d  the  m o ra l  ob l ig a t io n  to  serve the  p o o r  

a n d  helpless. N o w  he had  found  a “ m o d e rn  re l ig ion ,” as he called it, th a t  

an sw e re d  all his needs. F rom  n o w  on  he w o u ld  devote  h im self  w i th  evan 

gelistic fe rvou r  to  M a rx is m ,  w hose  f o u n d e r  he descr ibed  as “ o n e  o f  the 

t rue  religious leaders o f  the  w o r l d ” an d  w h o m  he co m p a re d  favourab ly  to 

C h r is t . '  a n d  he felt h o n o u r  b o u n d  to  em brace  his new  faith  wholly, w h a t 

ever th e  c o s t .1 H a v in g  seen h o w  his f a th e r ’s tenac ious ly  held  beliefs had  

m a d e  h im  u n p o p u la r  a n d  led to  h a r r o w in g  p e r io d s  o f  u n e m p lo y m e n t ,  

B ethune w as  a w a re  o f  w h a t  the  consequences  o f  ac ting  on  his convictions 

m igh t  be. But he w as  willing  to  risk as m uch  a n d  m ore .  H is  identif ica tion  

w ith  the  c o m m u n is t  cause  w as  e m o tio n a l  an d  p ass io n a te  ra th e r  th a n  rea 

soned  a n d  logical.

As well as feeding his hunger for faith, his conversion  served o th e r  psy

chological needs. Jo in ing  an  illegal o rgan iza tion  w as  a k ind  o f  dare ,  w hich 

likely held a s trong  appeal for him an d  no  d o u b t  gratified his perennial desire 

to  shock. A nd there w as  ano ther  aspect. In his letter o f  z i  N ovem ber  to  M a r 

ian Scott, he had  p roudly  described himself  as “ a solitary, loving privacy, my 

o w n  satisfactory  a loneness .” 3 But the  t ru th  was th a t  he had  never been able 

to  strike roo ts  anyw here ,  an d  now  in his middle years, despite his dem anding  

w o rk  an d  hectic social life, he w as  often lonely. O n e  acquain tance  rem em 

bered h o w  he w o u ld  p h o n e  people  late a t  n igh t  to  ta lk  a t  r a n d o m  a b o u t  

w hatever  w as  on  his m ind  -  any th ing  f rom  a  class in M a rx is t  theory  he had  

a t tended  to  a beautiful w o m a n  he had  seen in the  street.3 H e  m ade friends 

easily b u t  just as easily d ro p p e d  o r  lost them w hen  his m oods  o r  interests



changed. Few o f  his acquain tances  da ted  back m ore  th a n  several years, John  

Barnw ell,  Lincoln  Fisher, a n d  E d w a rd  K u p k a  being  n o ta b le  excep t ions .  

N ow , com m itted  to  w ork ing  w ith  o thers  for a  cause he believed in, he said 

it w as  w onderfu l  to  be with people w h o  w ere  m oving  in the  same d irec tion .5 

In September 1935 M a ria n  Scott had  perceptively written  o f  him, “ You m ust 

find som e cen tre  o f  interest which is all im p o r ta n t  a ro u n d  w hich the  focus o f  

life m ay  be ga thered .  T h is  cen tre ,  once found ,  o th e r  virtues m ay be built 

a b o u t  it . . .  You say all you w a n t  is an  a rm  chair. Actually  these conditions 

w ould  no t satisfy you -  you will always crave experience, rom antic  adventure, 

g row th  and  change, excitem ent, even s truggle .”6 In co m m u n ism  Bethune felt 

he had found such a centre o f  interest,  an opportun ity  for g row th  and  change.

H e had pondered  long before deciding to  join the с p c ,  and  the local party  

leadership had  been cau tious  a b o u t  g ran ting  h im  m em bersh ip .  Party  m e m 

bers a t  th a t  t im e were largely w orking-class, mostly  E u ro p e an  im m igrants .  

So Bethune was a big catch, a valuable addition  to  the  tiny handful o f  ang lo 

phone  profess iona ls  a n d  w h ite -co lla r  w o rk e rs  in the  party. H ow ever ,  the 

leadersh ip  realized th a t  ad m it t in g  h im  posed  a risk, fo r  h o w  cou ld  par ty  

discipline be im posed on  such a no tab ly  unconven tiona l charac ter?  To p r o 

tect bo th  h im  an d  his po ten tia l value to  the  party, it w as  agreed th a t  on ly  a 

few lead ing  cad res  w o u ld  k n o w  o f  his  m e m b e rsh ip .  A nd because  o f  his 

te m p e ra m e n t  a n d  his ou tsp o k en n ess ,  they  dec ided  to  place h im  n o t  in a 

“closed” party  cell bu t  in a study g roup  exam ining  basic M a rx is t  philosophy. 

T h e  g r o u p  w as  open  to  the  pub l ic  an d  n o t  fo rm a lly  as soc ia ted  w ith  the 

C o m m u n is t  Party.7

Bethune enjoyed his s tudy  o f  M a rx is t  ph ilosophy  and  w as  cap tiva ted  by 

the co ncep t  o f  the  dialectic, the idea th a t  h is tory  w as  a process o f  change 

propelled by contrad ic t ion  (between thesis an d  antithesis,  w hich in tu rn  p ro 

duced synthesis). For him medicine was a dialectical science, and  he no ted  the 

parallel between the dialectic and  his o w n  co n tra r ian  ap p ro a c h  to  existence, 

musing, “ Funny, I’ve been practicing dialectics all m y life w i th o u t  know ing  

i t .” 8 H e w as  also deeply impressed by the  them e developed in the  g r o u p ’s 

d iscussions o f  in te rnationa l so lidarity  aga inst  fascism.

The  o the r  p a r t  o f  his ass ignm ent as a p a r ty  m em ber  w as  to  carry  o u t  a 

p rojec t he had  a lready begun th ink ing  a b o u t  an d  w hich  the par ty  approved . 

This was an  ou tg row th  o f  his earlier concern  a b o u t  the care o f  post-tubercular 

patients  an d  his realization th a t  the  only w ay  to  e rad ica te  the  disease w as  

th rough  im proved  social cond it ions  an d  health  care. H e  n o w  set o u t  to  find 

an  answ er  to  a p ro b lem  th a t  th e  Depress ion  had  crea ted  for patien ts  an d  

doctors  th roughou t  C anada .  In the 1930s a large par t  o f  the popula tion  could 

n o t  afford  needed medical care, w ith the  result th a t  the  sick w en t  w i th o u t
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t r ea tm e n t  an d  m any  docto rs  were unable  to  ea rn  a decent income. H aving  

given the  m a t te r  thought,  Bethune decided th a t  a com parative  study o f  health 

an d  medical systems in var ious E uropean  coun tr ies  m ight p rovide answers . 

After do ing  som e prelim inary  research dur ing  the  first week o f  December, he 

invited th ree  medical p rac tit ioners  to  his F o r t  Street a p a r tm e n t  to  discuss his 

idea. T hey  were D r  Wendell M acL eod ,  a fo rm er  s tuden t o f  his a t  the  McGill 

medical school. Dr H.E. (Ну) Shister, a cardiologist an d  colleague, an d  a reg

istered nurse,  Libbie Park , w h o m  he h ad  m e t after his address  to  the  Friends 

o f  the Soviet Union on  30 O c to b e r  an d  saw  socially from  time to  time after

w ards .  All th ree  agreed to  par t ic ipa te  in the  study, an d  each selected a c o u n 

try to  research; Bethune chose bo th  G re a t  Britain an d  the  Soviet Union. The  

four also agreed to  invite o the r  health  care an d  social w orkers  to  join them.

Eventually the g ro u p  to ta l led  sixteen, w ith  an average o f  ten tu rn ing  up  

a t  the  tw ice-m onth ly  meetings held on  a ro ta t ing  basis a t  m em bers ’ homes. 

It w as  n o t  until the  spring o f  1936  th a t  they nam ed  their  o rgan iza tion  the 

M o n trea l  G ro u p  for the Security o f  the People’s H ea lth  ( m g s p h ).9 T h o u g h  

Bethune w o u ld  soon speak publicly o f  the  need for “ socialized m edicine,” by 

which he m eant governm ent contro l o f  health care and  o f  the salaries o f  m ed

ical practitioners, he accepted the  m ajority  op in ion  th a t  the g ro u p  limit itself 

to  advocat ing  th a t  the  governm en t should  in troduce som e fo rm  o f  universal 

health insurance. Bethune much enjoyed the get-togethers and  became friends 

w ith  som e o f  the  o the r  m em bers .  After meetings he w ould  take Libbie Park 

an d  an o th e r  w o m a n  hom e, the  to p  d ow n  on  his roadster,  loudly  carolling 

p o p u la r  songs like “ M oo n lig h t  and  Roses” as they d rove  th rough  the bour

geois bas tions o f  M on trea l  W est.10

M eanw hile ,  filled w ith  th e  fe rvour o f  the  new  conver t ,  “ w ashed  in the 

b lood o f  M a r x , ” "  Bethune w as  yearning to  preach the  “good  new s” o f  c o m 

m unism , n o  m a tte r  w h a t  the  risks. Despite pa r ty  orders  to  be discreet, he 

cam e close to  go ing to o  far in an address  he gave shortly  before Chris tm as  

1935. H e  an d  three o the r  M on trea l  doc to rs  had  been invited to  provide a 

brief sum m ary  o f  their  analyses o f  the  Soviet medical system based on  their  

observa tions dur ing  the In ternational Physiological Congress in the u s s r  the 

p rev ious A ugust .  T h ey  sp o k e  o n  20 D ecem ber  to  the  M o n tre a l  M edico- 

Chirug ica l  Society, an o rg an iz a t io n  o f  physic ians an d  surgeons.  B ethune 

chose to  speak last, and  in con tra s t  to  the  three o the r  docto rs  w hose  rem arks 

were directly on  topic, he barely m en tioned  the  congress and  said no th ing  a t  

all o f  Russian medicine. Instead, using the title “ Reflections on  R e tu rn  from 

T h rough  th e  L o o k in g  G lass,” he delivered a eulogy o f  the  Soviet U nion. By 

d raw in g  a parallel between the  topsy-turvy land o f  Lewis C a rro l l ’s Alice and 

co n te m p o ra ry  Soviet Russia , he sa id , it w ou ld  be easy to  w ri te  an  article
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called M alice in  B lunderland. But tha t,  he pointed ou t,  w ould  say m ore  abou t 

the w ri te r’s po in t  o f  view th a n  a b o u t  the actual s ituation .  H e  then com pared  

the emergence o f  the  young  Soviet Union to  the  act o f  h u m a n  bir th ,  quo ting  

Isadora D u n c a n ’s descrip tion  o f  her experience o f  m o th e rh o o d :  “T here  I lay, 

a fountain spouting blood, milk and  tears.” H e w en t on ,  “ Creation  is no t  and  

never has been a genteel gesture. It is rude,  v iolent an d  revolu t ionary .” H e 

co n c luded ,  “ It is the  pass iona te  belief o f  C o m m u n is ts  th a t  the  deg rad ing  

poverty  and  misery o f  m odern  life is no t  the  will o f  god  b u t  the  wilfulness o f  

m a n . '1 But to  those  courageous  hearts  w h o  believe in the  unlim ited  fu ture of 

m an ,  his divine destiny which lies in his ow n  hands  to  m ake  o f  it w h a t  he 

will, Russia presents to d a y  the  m ost  exciting spectacle o f  the  evolutionary, 

em ergent and  heroic spirit o f  m an which has  ap p e ared  on  this ea r th  since 

the  R eform ation .  To deny this is to  deny o u r  faith in m an  -  and  th a t  is the 

unforgivable sin, the final apostasy .” I}

Several weeks afte r  his speech, he w e n t  to  M e m ph is ,  Tennessee, w here  

he had  been invited to  address  the  M id -S o u th  Assembly, a co nven tion  o f  

nurse-anaesthesis ts .  After describing the  use o f  a new  fo rm  o f  anaes thesia  in 

tho rac ic  surgery, he launched in to  an  im passioned  plea fo r  the in troduc tion  

o f  socialized m edicine in the  United States. D octors ,  like military personnel,  

should  receive salaries accord ing  to  ability, n o t  fees fo r  services provided , he 

said: “T rue ,  w e w o u ld  never m a k e  m uch  money, bu t  persons  sh o u ld  n o t  

en te r  the  pro fess ion  to  get r ic h .” '4 T h e  hea d in g  over  th e  p h o to g r a p h  o f  

B ethune an d  th ree  m e m b ers  o f  the  M id -S o u th  Assembly  in the  M em p h is  

C om m ercia l A p p ea l w as  “ Surgeon Startles M edica l Assembly.” As usual,  he 

h ad  m a n ag e d  to  shock  the  m a x im u m  n u m b e r  o f  peop le  in th e  m in im u m  

a m o u n t  o f  time.

N o t  long after, he to o k  on  the  C a n ad ian  medical profession as well. The  

occasion w as  a sym posium  held on  17 April 1936  by the  M on trea l  M edico- 

C h iru rg ica l  Society on  th e  sub jec t  o f  m edica l econom ics .  Using a s im ila r  

a p p ro a c h  to  th a t  o f  his address  to  the  Progress C lub  in 1934, he played the 

role o f  the  prosecu to r  o f  a legal case w ith  the  title o f  T h e  People versus the  

D octors, in which his audience w as  to  play the  role o f  bo th  d e fendan t  and  

judge. H e began by s tating th a t  the Depression had  created a pred icam ent for 

people seeking medical care an d  a d ilem m a for doctors  eager to  exercise their 

professional skills. Citing d a ta  from  recent A m erican studies, he po in ted  ou t 

th a t  four o u t  o f  ten people had  n o t  visited a d o c to r  o r  dentis t  du r ing  the  p re

vious year. At the  sam e time, m ore  than  th ree  o u t  o f  ten doc to rs  had  received 

inadequa te  incomes u nder  the  fee-for-service system because m any  people 

cou ld  n o t  pay  for medical services. H e  dec lared  th a t  the  system  m u s t  be 

changed , th a t  fee-for-service, pr ivate  charity, an d  ph ilan th rop ic  institutions
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as m eans o f  improving social welfare were inequitable, degrading, inefficient, 

an d  anachronis t ic ,  an d  he d em an d e d  th a t  governm en t  assum e the  responsi

bility for prov id ing  health  care for all citizens. T h e  best w ay  to  do  this would  

be to  in troduce a  system o f  socialized medicine an d  abolish o r  restrict private 

medical practice.

“ Let us take  the profit, the  private  econom ic  profit , o u t  o f  m edicine ,” he 

urged, “ an d  purify o u r  profession o f  rapacious individualism. Let us m ake 

it disgraceful to  enrich ourselves a t  the  expense o f  the miseries o f  o u r  fellow-1 

m e n .” H e  con t inued ,  “T h e  contest  in the  w orld  today  is between tw o  kinds 

o f  men: those  w h o  believe in the  old  jungle individualism, an d  those  w ho  

believe in cooperative  efforts for the securing o f  a better  life fo r  al l .” H e p ro 

posed  th a t  all medical an d  social service organ iza tions  fo rm  a “g rea t  a rm y  

.. .  to  m ake  a  collectivized a t tack  on  disease.” T he ir  first step  w ould  be to  

design and  presen t to  the  governm en t “a  com plete,  com prehensive p ro g ra m  

o f  a p lanned  medical service for all the peop le .” In his sum m ary  o f  the  case 

o f  T he People Versus the D octors, he left no  d o u b t  u pon  w hose  shoulders 

the  b lam e shou ld  fall if his r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  were  n o t  ad o p ted .  “T h e  

people are  ready  for socialized m edicine,” he insisted. “T h e  obstruction is ts  

to  the  people’s health  security lie w ith in  the  profession itself.” ' 5 T h e  speech 

was no t well received by his colleagues; accord ing  to  one  accoun t ,  the  M o n 

treal M ed ico -C hiru rg ica l  Society executive  la ter  held a  special m eeting  at 

w hich  he w as  d ru m m e d  o u t  o f  the  o rg an iz a t io n . '6

H av ing  bearded  the  medical lions in the ir  den  o n  the  m a t te r  o f  socialized 

m edicine,  B ethune a t ta c k e d  th e  p ro fess iona l e s tab l ish m en t  f rom  a n o th e r  

angle. D uring  the  nearly  twelve years in w hich  he h ad  practised  surgery, he 

h ad  becom e m o re  an d  m o re  o u trag e d  to  see m any  su rgeons  m a in ta in ing  

the ir  rep u ta t io n s  by accepting  on ly  cases in which the re  w as  little d an g e r  o f  

losing the  pa t ien t ,  then boas ting  o f  the ir  success rates in published  articles. 

H e  had  a lw ays  believed it w as  a su rg e o n ’s du ty  to  take  risky cases. Such 

patien ts  m ight die on  the  o p e ra t in g  table , b u t  w i th o u t  surgery  the ir  dea th  

w as  guaran teed .

Bethune w as  still a m em ber  o f  the executive com m ittee  o f  the  American 

A ssocia tion  fo r  T h o ra c ic  Surgery, an d  th is  gave h im a s p r in g b o a rd  for 

launching  his criticism o f  his colleagues. O n e  o f  his roles w as  to  assist in p re

paring  the  p ro g ra m  for the  associa t ion’s an n u a l  conven tion ,  scheduled for 

early M a y  1936 in Rochester, M inneso ta .  Writing to  R ichard  M eade ,  a th o 

racic su rgeon  from  Philade lph ia  w h o  sha red  th e  p ro g ra m  responsibilit ies 

w ith  h im , B ethune discussed his in ten tion  o f  ad d re ss in g  the  co n v e n tio n ,  

say ing  th a t  the  title o f  his p ap e r  w o u ld  be “ Some Errors  in T echnique and  

M is ta k e s  in J u d g m e n t  M a d e  in the  C o u rse  o f  1 ,000  T h o ra c ic  Surgical
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O p e ra t io n s .” H e  added ,  “ T h a t  should  startle th e m !” His le tter cont inued , 

“ I’m getting very tired (and envious) o f  successful brilliant results so  I have 

collected ‘Z5 how lers ’ o f  my o w n  5c w o u ld  w a n t  o thers  to  join me a t  the 

public confessional for the  benefit o f  the  y o u n g .” '7

Bethune arr ived in R ochester  in his roads te r  o n  4 May. H is appearance  

w as  calculated to  shock the m ore  staid: he w ore  a spor t  jacket, old trousers, 

an d  an  open-necked black shirt th a t  looked as though  it had  no t been washed 

in som e time. Across his chest he had  p inned a b road  red r ibbon  like a E u ro 

pean  o rder  o f  ho n o u r . '8 H e  am used  som e o f  the  younger doctors  by show ing  

them  th a t  his grip  contained  no th ing  m ore  than  a large te lephone directory 

an d  his shaving equ ipm en t .  H e  enjoyed travelling  light, he exp la ined , but 

because hotels were suspicious o f  people w ithou t luggage, he used this ruse to 

get a room .

M o s t  m e m b ers  o f  th e  p r o g ra m  co m m ittee  h ad  ob jected  to  th e  top ic  

B ethune h ad  chosen  fo r  his speech an d  as a com prom ise ,  they decided to  

p lace his p re sen ta t ion  a t  the  en d  o f  a d ay  w h en  m any  d o c to rs  w o u ld  be 

a t tend ing  o the r  functions. Some o f  those  w h o  did hear  the  speech found  it 

interesting bu t felt th a t  in w riting  it Bethune had  d ra w n  considerab ly  o n  his 

im agination .  And his hope  th a t  the  address  w o u ld  ap p e a r  in the Journa l o f  

Thoracic Surgery  was dashed; D r  E w arts  G ra h a m ,  his fellow executive co m 

m it tee  m e m b er  an d  ed i to r  o f  the  jou rna l ,  dec ided  n o t  to  publish  it even 

though  he had  earlier  published o the r  articles by Bethune.

M eanw hile ,  B ethune’s love life rem ained  as dialectical as his politics. He 

cont inued  to  yearn for M a ria n  Scott an d  to  see her occasionally, as he d id his 

ex-wife. H e w ro te  no tes  to  Scott inviting her to  tea an d  rang  her up  n o w  and 

then. O n  г г  M a rc h  they had  happened  to  m eet som ew here ,  as she records 

in her journal: “ Beth. T h e  shock o f  o u r  m eeting  again driving w o rd s  away. 

T h e  spon taneous  enfolding o f  a rm s bu t no th ing  to  do  -  escape o u t  in to  the 

rain driving fast an d  exposed  so  th a t  the rain cu t  us like a r ro w s  which we 

answ ered  with laughter  -  m ist so th a t  w e were o n  top  o f  the w orld  and  n o th 

ing below  us. T h e  well-rem em bered room  an d  talk  an d  seeing th a t  released 

us from  o u r  bodies an d  w e were  separa te  an d  free.” ' 9 The  meeting seems to  

have rekindled  their  rom ance.  O ver  the  nex t weeks Bethune con tac ted  Scott 

m ore  often, com ing  to  see her, inviting her to  have tea o r  to  a t ten d  meetings 

w ith  him. H e  also  w ro te  poetry  to  her, w hich he sent to  her, a long  w ith  a 

sh o r t  story called “ Encounter .” This  whimsical piece, full o f  rhetorical flour

ishes, described a m eeting between a d ru n k en  m an ,  his head  reeling f rom  an 

a rg u m e n t  over co m m unism , an d  a d o g .10

A lthough Scott c lung to  her decision no t to  becom e B ethune’s lover, her 

journa ls  m ake  it clear th a t  she w as  still deeply involved w ith  h im, hoping
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against  hope th a t  they could  w ork  o u t  som e kind o f  rela tionship  th a t  would  

a l low  them  to  share their  though ts  an d  ideas an d  energize each other. W atch

ing Bethune, loving him , she saw  a m an w ho ,  even given his new -found  faith 

in com m unism , w as  still s truggling to  m ake  sense o f  his life. In Ja n u a ry  1936 

she had  observed , “ B. feels the  only w ay  to  escape from  the  m o n o to n y  of 

day-by-day  -  from  the m u n d a n e  is by violence -  by excess .” In M arch  she 

w ro te ,  “ B. is t ired o f  m o s t  th ings in life -  the  spa rk  has  gone  o u t  o f  m ost 

th ings so  th a t  m o s t  o f  his em o t io n  has seeped back  to  its m o s t  prim itive 

source. ‘T here  is no th ing  b u t  th is!’ he cries.” A nd in April, “ I th ink  you w an t  

to  live greatly  6c th a t  is w hy  you som etim es d o  a lot o f  silly th ings .” 2'

This  second intense phase o f  the ir  rela tionship  w ould  con t inue  on  an d  off 

until early  June .  O n  10 May, Scott w ro te ,  “ H e  w ired  to  me to  keep to m o r

ro w  a f te rnoon  ...  I w ou ld  so  like to  prove to  him -  an d  to  myself th a t  there 

can  be a w orthw h i le  rela tionship  between a m an  and  a w o m a n  w ith o u t  the 

sexual c o n s u m m a tio n .” A nd on  4 June ,  “ I need him as a stimulus. I  need  

h i m ” But she con tinued  to  w orry  a b o u t  being dis tracted  from giving all of 

her energies to  painting. T hen  on  8 June  she w ro te ,  “ A nd w e bo th  say it is 

ended. Yet in y o u r  le tter you re luc tan tly  show ed h o w  I com e u pon  you. So 

ton igh t your  d isap p o in tm en t  is my d isappo in tm ent.  And I th ink  o f  you with 

the  old  brigh t  w arm th  6c rem em ber  o u r  flowering nearness .” M o n th s  later 

she w o u ld  w ri te  sadly, “ H e  does no t w a n t  w h a t  1 w an t  an d  I d o  n o t  w an t  

w h a t  he w a n ts .” And later still, a f te r  he h ad  left for Spain, “ M y  feelings for 

F. I her husband] m ake  certain  th ings impossible ,” an d  “ loving w ith  the  body 

is n o t  the  only w ay .” 21 Perhaps in the  end she had  com e to  unders tand  m ore  

a b o u t  Bethune th a n  he knew  a b o u t  himself, for m any  years la ter she w ould  

say in an interview, “T h e  w om en  Beth slept w ith  he fought w ith .” 23

F rustra ted  in his desire for Scott, Bethune had  a lready becom e involved in 

a love affair  w ith the M ontrea l  poe t  M arga re t  Day.24 She was a  young  teacher 

w h o  like him h ad  travelled to  Russia to  see the  t ru th  o f  th e  Revolution  for 

herself. A ttend ing  B ethune’s speech on  30 O c to b e r  1935 a b o u t  his tr ip  to  

R ussia ,  she h a d  im m edia te ly  fallen in love w ith  h im. T h a t  n igh t  she had  

w ri t ten  him an im passioned  le tter saying she w ould  like h im  to  m ake  love to  

her; to o  tim id  to  send it, she later des troyed  it. T h en ,  by chance ,  Bethune 

ap p eared  as a guest a t  her M arx is t  s tudy g roup ,  p robab ly  som etim e in J a n 

uary  1936. In troduc ing  herself  to  him as the  sister o f  a fo rm er  pat ien t o f  his, 

the  s tar-s truck young w o m a n  accepted  his offer to  drive her  hom e. “ I was 

look ing  for t roub le ,  an d  I found  i t ,” she la ter  said. T hey  w en t  instead to  

B ethune’s a p a r tm e n t  an d  she spent the  night w ith him. W hen  she told him of 

the love le tter she had  n o t  had  the  nerve to  send, he excla imed, “ W hy  d id n ’t 

you  send it? W e’ve w asted  the  past three m o n th s !” Day, w h o  had  expected
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no m ore th a n  a one-n igh t s tand ,  w as  aston ished . “ M y d ream  w as only once. 

I w a sn ’t a im ing  higher th a n  th a t . ”

T h e  affair soon  tu rned  s torm y an d  w as  com plica ted  by B e thune’s heavy 

drinking. H e  to ld  Day th a t  he w an te d  to  m arry  her an d  have a child, b u t  like 

so m any  o the r  w o m en  before her, she feared his instability. His erra tic  be

hav io u r  confirm ed her  doub ts :  one n igh t d u r in g  a q u a rre l  he deliberately  

drove his car  into a tree. N either  o f  them  w as injured, b u t  the  ca r  suffered 

considerable  dam age. W ith  Day, Bethune show ed his s h a d o w  side, far d if

ferent from  the  self he revealed to  M a r ia n  Scott. “ H e w as  a des troyer,” Day 

later said. “ H e  w as  no t r ight in his mind; he w as  an  alcoholic, twice divorced. 

I have seen him fall d ru n k  on  the bed a t  th ree  a . m . w hen he had  to  opera te  

a t  n ine th a t  m o rn in g .” 15

Despite his tem pes tuous  love life an d  his political com m itm en ts ,  Bethune 

still m anaged  to  find time to  paint.  H e  also kep t up  con tac ts  w ith  m em bers  

o f  the  artistic co m m u n ity  an d  con tinued  to  buy paintings. O n  occas ion he 

cou ld  be devasta tingly  frank  with artists. Jori Smith, w h o  had  pain ted  a p o r

t ra i t  o f  the  doll-child  Alice, once  to o k  h im  to  m eet a you n g  ar t i s t  nam ed  

Allan H arr iso n ,  a lso a C o m m u n is t  Party  member. Preoccupied an d  eager to 

go elsewhere, Bethune glanced a t  the  artis t’s w o rk ,  said, “ H arrison ,  you pain t 

sh it ,” and  w en t on  his way. Some days later he tr ied to  m ake am ends,  re tu rn 

ing to  com plim en t  H arr ison  an d  buy a pain ting  from  h im .16

A round the same time he found a w ay  to  link his fascination with  ar t  with 

his fondness for children. F rom  Fritz B rand tner  he learned o f  an a r t  e d u c a 

t ion  p rog ram  for children in T o ro n to  un d er  the  d irec tion  o f  A rthu r  Lismer 

a t  the Art Gallery o f  O n tar io .  Lismer, a m em ber  o f  the G ro u p  of  Seven, called 

his p rog ram  “ the S a tu rday  M o rn in g  Classes.” H e pa t te rned  it on  a Viennese 

a r t  school founded  by D r  F ranz  Cizek, w h o  believed th a t  if children  were 

encouraged to  feel free to  express themselves th rough  ar t ,  they could discover 

their  creative selves. T h e  concept appealed  strongly to  Bethune. H e  contac ted  

Pegi Nicol, a T o ron to  art is t  in troduced  to  him by M a r ia n  Scott, ask ing  her 

to  m ake  arrangem ents  for him to  meet Lismer an d  learn m ore  ab o u t  the p ro 

gram. Nicol agreed and  invited Bethune and  Brandtner to  stay w ith her during 

their  visit.

Several days  la ter  the  tw o  m en set o ff  in B e th u n e’s roadste r .  In m anic  

m ode, Bethune raced a long  the  highway, tak ing  co rners  on  tw o  wheels,  an d  

they m ade  record  t im e to  T o ro n to .  T here  they  m e t N ico l an d  tw o  o f  her 

friends, w h o  took  them  to  a hotel bar. After several bottles o f  beer, Nicol 

suggested go ing  to  see her  friend an d  fellow-artis t  Paraskeva C lark .  They  

arrived to  find the C larks  an d  their  guests in evening dress in the  m ids t o f  

dinner. Bethune swaggered into the  room , tossed his h a t  in a corner, an d  d e
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m a n d ed  loudly, “ Is there  any beer?” T h en  he m arched  in to  the  k itchen and  

opened  the  refrigerator.

O n ly  m o m e n ta r i ly  ta k e n  a b a c k ,  P a ra sk e v a  a n d  her  h u s b a n d ,  Philip, 

welcom ed Bethune a n d  Brandtner. Beer bottle  in han d ,  Bethune entered  the 

living ro o m ,  to  which the  d inner  guests had  retreated , a n d  sa t  d o w n  on  a 

coffee tab le ,  k n o ck in g  over a vase o f  flowers. P re tend ing  to  ignore  such 

u ncou th  behaviour, one  o f  the  guests picked up  a b ook  an d  opened  it, bu t  

B ethune reached  over  an d  sna tched  it f rom  the  m a n ’s hands ;  w e tt in g  his 

th u m b  and  flicking th rough  the pages, he tossed it in to  the  em pty  fireplace. 

H e then rolled up  his sh ir t  sleeve to  show  off  his an c h o r  an d  serpent ta t too ,  

a m e m en to  o f  his Royal N av y  days. A ro w  began, in w hich  som e o f  the 

guests, believing him to  be a roughneck  off  the  streets, tr ied to  bait him. H e 

responded  w ith  a tongue-lash ing  th a t  left them  open -m ou thed .  In the  ensu

ing silence Nicol coaxed  Bethune an d  B rand tner  to  leave. Paraskeva C lark ,  

however, w as  am used  by the  p e r fo rm ance .  T h e  n ex t  day, learn ing  th a t  

Bethune an d  B randn ter  had  a lready  visited the Lismer school an d  re turned  

to  M o n tre a l ,  she to ld  N icho l  she w as  d isap p o in ted ;  she had  hoped  th a t  

Bethune m ight have stayed “ so we could  get the whole to w n  w akened  u p .” 17

Bethune re tu rned  to  M o n trea l  intent on  setting up  som eth ing  sim ilar to 

Lismer’s classes. H e  and  Brandtner  hoped  to  reach o u t  to  d isadvantaged  chil

dren  in the p o o re r  sections o f  the city, offering them  a brief escape from the 

d rabness  an d  depr iva tion  o f  their  lives. Expressing themselves artistically in 

b righ t  co lours ,  B ethune th o u g h t ,  m ight help  to  p repare  them  em otionally  

for the difficulties they faced in life.18 B rand tner  agreed to  d irect the classes, 

to  be held in B e thune’s a p a r tm e n t .  R ealizing he w o u ld  need m o re  space, 

B ethune began search ing  fo r  a new  flat a n d  found  o n e  in M a rc h .  It w as  

located a t  1154 Beaver H all S quare  on  the th ird  floor o f  a build ing  over

looking the  d o w n to w n  an d  beyond it, the St Law rence River; it h ad  earlier 

been used as a s tud io  by Jor i  Smith, her h usband ,  an d  a n o th e r  a r t i s t .19

Before tak ing  possession Bethune persuaded  the  land lo rd  to  let h im  m ake 

renova tions  to  create  a large ro o m  w here  a r t  classes could  be held. H e  had 

a big w indow  built into the east side o f  the apa r tm en t  to  a llow morning su n 

light to  flood the  s tud io  room . Beside it w as  his bed ro o m  w ith  an o th e r  w in 

d o w  looking o u t  on  the square. T h e  kitchen and  b a th ro o m  and  a living room  

w ith  a fireplace were on  the  w est side. In con tra s t  to  the  ex u b e ran t  co lour  

scheme o f  the  F o rt  Street a p a r tm en t ,  he had  the  walls  pain ted  off-white; the 

living-room rug  and  upholstery  were in his favourite gentian  blue. Pegi Nicol 

la ter  con tr ibu ted  a m ural  in ha rm oniz ing  co lours ,  and  paintings covered  the 

walls o f  every room , even the  stairwell. Bethune w as  p ro u d  o f  his new  home, 

yet w hen  his w ork ing  day  was done, despite the  bustle o f  meetings an d  his
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ro u n d  o f  parties an d  visits, he found  himself lonely there. H e  w as  the  only 

person living in the building, an d  he missed having B rand tner  do w n sta irs .30

T h e  ch i ld ren’s a r t  classes began  in M ay  an d  were held on  S a tu rday  m o rn 

ings. As Bethune h ad  in tended, m o s t  o f  the  children cam e from  po o re r  sec

tions of the city. H e eventually chose the nam e C hildren’s Creative Art Centre 

( c c a c ) for his p rog ram . T h o u g h  an average o f  a dozen  children a t tended ,  

there  were often  m ore ,  the c ro w d  spilling over in to  the  bedroom . T h e  object 

o f  the  classes w as  n o t  to  p rovide instruc tion  in a r t  b u t  to  encourage  the  chil

d ren  to  express themselves freely. To open eyes an d  ears to  sights an d  sounds 

unfam iliar  to  m any  o f  them , B rand tner  an d  Bethune took  them  on  S atu r

days to  places in the  city w here  m any  o f  the children  h ad  never been -  the 

harbour,  parks,  a r t  galleries and  m useum s. H ere  they s topped  to  sketch; on 

their  re turn  they were  given large sheets o f  w ra p p in g  p ap e r  an d  pain ts  and  

found a space on  the floor where they a t tem pted  to  po r tray  their  impressions 

o f  w h a t  they h ad  seen a n d  felt dur ing  their  outing. Brandtner, joined after 

several weeks by M a ria n  Scott, rem ained  on  hand  to  answ er  ques tions and  

provide encouragem ent.  Bethune often  arr ived  w ith  cookies  an d  milk and  

stayed to  observe an d  talk  to  the  children. H e  go t on  well w ith  them , and  

they responded to  his interest. The  school a t tracted  considerable a t ten t ion  in 

M on trea l ,  and  the  ch i ld ren’s expressive paintings were  exhibited  a t  several 

public show ings .3'

How ever,  B e thune’s m a in  p reo c cu p a t io n  a t  th is  t im e w as  the  m g s p h . 

H e h ad  never in tended  th a t  the  pro jec t  be lim ited merely to  research and  

discussion -  he w an ted  action. T h e  calling o f  a provincial election in Q uebec 

for 17 A ugust 1936 spurred  the  g ro u p  to  m ore  intense activity; they were  

determ ined  to  m ake  hea lth  care an issue in the  election cam paign ,  hoping  

to  inspire deba te  th a t  m ight lead to  real progress. T hey  began  to  sum m arize  

the  results o f  m ore  than  six m o n th s ’ w o rk  with the  aim o f  m ak ing  the  results 

public.

N ea r  the  end  o f  Ju ly  they p u t  fo rw ard  a  series o f  p roposa ls  for the reform  

o f  health care in Quebec. These w ere  grouped  in tw o  sections, m unicipal and  

provincial. The  municipal section consisted o f  three different plans to  be tried 

in th ree  Q uebec  m unic ipa lit ies  o f  sim ilar  size. In the  first, sa lar ied  health  

w orkers  w ou ld  provide  medical care  for the  entire  popu la tion ,  w ith  all costs 

bo rne  by the m unicipal an d  provincial governm ents .  In the  second, all wage- 

earners  w ou ld  pay com pulso ry  hea lth  insurance, an d  in the  th ird ,  vo lun ta ry  

health  insurance w ould  be offered. The  provincial section called fo r  u n e m 

ployed w orkers  th ro u g h o u t  the province to  receive free medical trea tm en t,  to 

be paid for by the  provincial governm ent; doc to rs  w ou ld  bill the governm ent
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on  a fee-for-service basis. W ith  the  excep t ion  o f  the  first m unic ipa l p lan , 

w hich  w as  un iversa l an d  w o u ld  rely o n  g o v e rn m e n t  f inancing, the  te rm  

“ socialized m edicine” hardly applied to  their proposals ,  because the m embers 

o f  the study g ro u p  rem ained convinced th a t  any  such plan  w ould  be doom ed  

to  failure. Bethune reluctantly  agreed w ith  them.

To  save t im e a n d  money, the  g ro u p  m im eo g rap h e d  typed  copies o f  the 

proposals  and  sent them  with a letter calling for a public meeting to  medical, 

social service, an d  labour  o rgan iza tions  an d  public health  officials in M o n 

treal. T h e  m eeting to o k  place, b u t  the tu rn o u t  was poor. D isappo in ted  but 

still hopeful,  the g ro u p  sent o u t  a  second m ailing w ith  an  e labo ra ted  version 

o f  the ir  p roposa ls .  O ddly, neither  version w as  t rans la ted  in to  French, n o r  

were  francophone  medical o rgan iza tions  invited to  partic ipa te .  W ith  only a 

week rem ain ing  before the  election, the g ro u p  sent the  revised p roposa ls  to  

m any o f  the previous recipients as well as to  all candidates in M ontrea l  ridings 

and  to  all civic politicians.

M aurice  Duplessis, the  leader o f  the  U nion N ationale ,  publicly a c k n o w l

edged receiving the  p roposals ,  an d  Adelard G o d b o u t ,  the  incum ben t Liberal 

prem ier o f  Quebec,  appa ren tly  did  so privately.31 This,  plus a few references 

to  the  p roposa ls  in the  English-language press, a t  first raised the  m g s p h ’s 

hopes. But the ideas seem to  have been ignored by the  general public, profes

sional an d  union organiza tions ,  an d  m ost politicians. As weeks passed after 

the  election w ith  no  public response an d  no  hoped-for  deba te  on  the issue o f  

hea lth -care  re fo rm , B ethune an d  the  o th e r  m g s p h  m em bers  realized th a t  

the ir  w o rk  h ad  been in vain.

For Bethune this result m ust have been devastating. Ever since his ep iphany  

w hile  p a in t in g  the  m u ra ls  a t  th e  T ru d e a u  S a n a to r iu m ,  he had  dedica ted  

himself to  fighting tuberculosis .  F or  him it w as  no t enough to  deal surgically 

w ith  the ravages o f  the disease; he had  hoped  to  find a w ay  to  e rad ica te  it 

and  believed it was possible to  d o  so. N o w  his a t tem p t  to  cu t  to  the  real roo t  

o f  the  m enace o f  tubercu los is ,  in a d eq u a te  hea lth  care ,  h ad  been frustra ted  

by ignorance, apathy, and  professional prejudice. H e  h ad  failed in the  mis

sion he had  set himself.

Em otionally  he was a t  loose ends as well. H is affair  w ith  M a rg a re t  Day 

con t inued  to  be tem pes tuous ,  and  he w as  also still th ink ing  a b o u t  M a ria n  

Scott. O n  13 August he had  w ri tten  to  her  wistfully, “ Is the w a te r  still cool 

&C d a rk ,  the sands still curving white , A nd are  you still so beautiful? I long 

fo r  you -  being n o n e  o f  all the se .” 33 Frances C o lem an  rem ained  a p a r t  of 

his life to o ,  an d  Libbie Park  recalled h o w  possessive he w as  o f  her. T hey  

appeared  toge ther  a t  a supper  pa r ty  to  raise funds for the  C a n ad ian  League
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against  W ar an d  Fascism. Frances s tood  o u t ,  dressed in a black velvet gow n 

w ith  red roses a t  the  V o f  its p lunging neckline, an d  Bethune danced  with no  

one else all evening.’4

T h w a r te d  in his mission to  do  som eth ing  g rea t  for hum anity ,  u n h ap p y  in 

love, he chafed under  the  restraints o f  the life he w as  living. M ontrea l  felt like 

a dead  end , an d  even his passionate  faith in com m unism  did h im little good  

in the abs tract ,  for his restless energy needed a practical outlet. Casting  abou t 

for a cause to  give m eaning  an d  direction  to  his life, he found  it in Spain. O n  

18 July 1936 the  Spanish chief o f  staff. General F rancisco  F ranco , had led a 

military uprising intended to  topple the dem ocratically  elected P opu lar  Front 

governm en t o f  the  country. T h e  conflict th a t  followed rapidly  escalated into 

civil war. F ranco’s supporters,  know n as the Nationalists,  included m o s t  m em 

bers o f  the  a rm e d  services, the R o m an  C atholic  hierarchy, the  m oneyed  in

terests, an d  the  Falange, the Spanish fascist o rganization .  Rallying in defence 

o f  the  governm ent were  the  Loyalists o r  Republicans, a loosely linked coali

t ion  o f  ana rch is t ,  socialist, an d  co m m u n is t  o rgan iza t ions  rep resen ting  the 

m ajor i ty  o f  Spanish agricultural an d  u rban  workers .

By w ay  o f  the  C om in te rn ,  news o f  the  reaction  o f  M o sc o w  to  the  Spanish 

conflict quickly  reached the  c p c  headquar te rs  in T oron to .  T h e  fear w as  th a t  

a fascist offensive w as  th rea ten ing  to  sweep Europe. As early  as 1 August,  

while Bethune w as  still s truggling to  bring o u t  the  m g s p h  m ateria l,  the c p c  

h ad  published an  editorial in the  D aily C larion  appealing  to  its m em bers  and 

all anti-fascists for a “ big m ass m o v e m e n t . . .  o f  the C a n a d ia n  w ork ing  men 

an d  w om en  to  help o u r  Spanish b ro thers  and  sisters.” 15 B ethune’s a t ten t ion  

becam e r iveted on  th is  deve lop ing  conflict. H ere  w as  a  new  “ d isease” to 

c rusade  against ,  for had  no t fascism, which he had  once felt had  som e re

deem ing  fea tures ,  p ro v ed  itself  to  be a polit ica l ep idem ic th a t  th rea ten e d  

dem ocracy  everywhere an d  m ight lead to  an o th e r  w orld  w ar?  O n  his daily 

visits to  Sacre Coeur, he go t  into discussions a b o u t  the  Spanish  Civil W ar 

th a t  som etim es  tu rn e d  in to  a rgum en ts .  N o  less rap id ly  th a n  the  c p c ,  the 

R o m an  C atholic  h ierarchy in Q uebec had  m ade  its posit ion  clear: it w as  in 

abso lu te  su p p o r t  o f  the Spanish N ationalis ts .  In all parish churches as well 

as church-opera ted  institutions such as Sacre Coeur, the  focus w as  on  reports  

by the  p ro -N a t io n a l is t  m edia  o f  the  b u rn in g  o f  Spanish  chu rches  an d  o f  

atrocities com m itted  aga inst  nuns an d  priests by R epublican sym pathizers 

or, as they were  frequently  described, “ reds .” O p en  in his su p p o r t  for the 

republic, Bethune shocked  som e o f  his co -w orkers  an d  the  C atholic  hospital 

adm in is t ra to rs .  After nearly  fou r  years o f  ex trem ely  cordia l rela tions,  the  

issue o f  Spain began to  tu rn  the au thori t ies  a t  Sacre C oeu r  aga inst  him.
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By early September, Bethune had  become obsessed with Spain. H e  scoured 

the  pages o f  th e  E nglish-language M o n tre a l  n ew spapers ,  the  co m m u n is t  

D aily C larion, an d  the  leftist weekly the  N e w  C o m m o n w e a lth  for news o f  

th e  p rogress  o f  F ra n c o ’s A rm y  o f  Africa as it ad v a n ce d  to w a r d  M a d r id .  

W ith  friends bo th  inside an d  ou ts ide  the party, he shared  his fear o f  a Re

publican defeat,  saying, “ It is in Spain th a t  the  real issues o f  o u r  t ime are 

going to  be fought out.  It is there th a t  dem ocracy  will either die o r  survive.” 56 

H e  decided he m ust go to  Spain to  see things for himself. It w as  the  same 

irresistible impulse “ to  do ,  t o  a c t” th a t  had  launched him in to  the  c p c  only 

m o n th s  earlier.

His affair  w ith  M a rg a re t  D ay began to  disin tegrate  un d er  the  intensity of 

his focus on  Spain. H e still w an te d  to  m arry  her an d  have a child but,  given 

the  c ircum stances ,  she c o n t in u ed  to  refuse. T h e n  she becam e p regnan t.  

Bethune w as  delighted, bu t  know ing  th a t  he w an te d  to  go  to  Spain, she re

fused to  have the  baby. She begged him to  perform  an ab o r t io n  and ,  fearing 

she m ight find an  unqualified abo r t ion is t  instead, he reluctantly  agreed. For 

him it m ust  have been a bitter  d isappo in tm en t,  an o th e r  lost child. But Day 

w as  relieved.57

A t loose ends n o w  th a t  the  m g s p h  had  failed, Bethune accepted  an  invi

ta t ion  from  Jo h n  Barnwell to  drive to  Ann A rbo r  in Septem ber to  give a ta lk  

a t  a  medical meeting. To Barnwell’s dismay he arrived with his luggage stuffed 

w ith p ro p aganda  an d  a t  the meeting proceeded to  give a p ro -com m unis t  o ra 

t ion  instead o f  the  expected  medical speech. Barnwell and  his friends were 

em barra ssed .58 Back in M o n trea l ,  Bethune con t inued  to  focus on  Spain but 

d id  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  role he m ight be able to  play there. Broke as usual,  he 

a pp roached  a  friend, Percy N ew m a n ,  a c c f  m em ber  sym pathetic  to  the  Foy- 

alist cause. “ I’d like to  go  over th e re ,” Bethune said. “ W h a t  d o  you think? 

C a n  you lend me $ z o o ? ” 59 W hen  N e w m a n  cou ld  n o t  com e up  w i th  the 

money, Bethune w ro te  to  the  Red Cross  offering his services if the  o rg an i

zation w as  p lanning to  send aid to  Spain. The  cu r t  response was, “T h e  C a n a 

d ian  Red C ross  Society is n o t  raising  a un it  for service in Spain an d  has 

no t,  I th ink ,  any  in tention  w hatsoever  o f  do ing  so .” 4°

B ethune’s d ism ay gave w ay  to  e la tion  w hen  he read a f ron t  page sto ry  in 

the  N e w  C o m m o n w e a lth  describing plans for a  medical unit  to  be sent to  

Spain. H e  im m edia te ly  te leg raphed  G ra h a m  Spry, the  ed i to r  o f  the  n ew s

p a p e r  an d  a u th o r  o f  the  artic le , o ffering  to  join th e  un it  a n d  saying th a t  

he w ou ld  drive to  T o ron to  the  nex t day  to  discuss the  matter. But w hen  he 

arr ived a t  the  N e w  C o m m o n w e a lth  offices. Spry confessed th a t  the  organi

za tion  he had  nam ed  “ The  Spanish H ospita l  an d  M edical Aid C o m m it tee”
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did n o t  exist. H e  explained  th a t  as a pacifist he w as  horrified by the  w a r  and  

appalled  by the  ap p a re n t  lack o f  public  concern  a b o u t  it; he had  w ri tten  the 

article hop ing  to  stir up  som e kind o f  support .  H e  h ad  certain ly  succeeded 

in stirr ing up  Bethune. D isappo in ted  to  find the  com m ittee  did  n o t  yet exist,  

he ta lked  eagerly to  Spry a b o u t  creating  som e such o rgan iza tion  an d  m en

tioned th a t  he w as  meeting later th a t  day  w ith  A.A. M acL eod ,  a p rom inen t  

m em ber  o f  the  c p c  w h o  had  just re tu rned  from  Spain .4'

At their  meeting, M acL eod  w as  pleased to  learn o f  B e thune’s keen inter

est in going to  Spain, an d  they discussed w h a t  he m ight be ab le  to  d o  there. 

A sticking p o in t  w as  his unwillingness to  stay  in Spain for a long period  of 

time. M acL eod  argued th a t  the w a r  w ou ld  n o t  end  soon , an d  th a t  to  be truly 

useful Bethune could  n o t  go merely as a visitor bu t  w ou ld  have to  com m it  

himself totally, w ith o u t  a limit on  his length o f  service. Bethune objected th a t  

it w ou ld  m ean  giving up  his posit ion a t  Sacre C o e u r  an d  therefore his source 

o f  income, a step he w as  n o t  p repared  to  take .41

The  tw o  men ta lked  into the early  hours  o f  the  m o rn in g  an d  m et again 

th a t  a f te rnoon .  M acLeod then changed  his line o f  argum ent.  As one  o f  the 

small g ro u p  o f  officials w h o  h ad  decided to  offer Bethune c p c  m em bersh ip ,  

M acLeod had  learned a grea t deal a b o u t  him. H e  knew  tha t ,  after eight years 

in M o n trea l ,  Bethune w as  eager for change, an d  th a t  the recent failure o f  the 

m g s p h  effort had  been a b low  to  him. H e also believed th a t  B ethune’s dis

like o f  the p ro -F ranco  a tm osphere  o f  Sacr6 C o e u r  w ou ld  soon  force him to  

go elsewhere, so  he shrew dly  decided to  appeal to  B ethune’s restless na tu re  

an d  love o f  adventure .  H e rem inded  h im  th a t  the  w a r  had  becom e the  focal 

po in t  o f  global interest. R eporters  from  a ro u n d  the w orld  were m ak ing  their 

w ay  to  M a d r id ,  an d  the Spanish Civil W ar w as  a lready being depicted as the 

climactic struggle between the  tw o  m a jo r  ideological forces o f  the  era ,  c o m 

m unism  and  fascism. G oing  to  Spain, he said, w ou ld  d o  m ore  than  serve a 

political cause. B ethune w o u ld  be ab le  to  save lives an d  w o u ld  doub tle ss  

gain recognition for his achievements. H e  w ould  also experience the  suprem e 

exhi lara t ion  o f  serving a noble  cause in the  m ids t o f  a war. It w as  an o p p o r 

tunity  th a t  he w o u ld  be a fool to  miss.4)

This  a rg u m e n t  struck  hom e. B ethune h ad  com e to  see h im self  as being 

mired  in M o n trea l ,  no  m ore  th a n  a “ big frog in a small p o n d ,” as he had  

once com plained to  his ex-wife. H is crusade against tuberculosis had  reached 

a dead end, and  he was unsure o f  where next to  direct his energies. M a c L e o d ’s 

w ords  roused his old sense o f  destiny: might n o t  Spain, w ith the w orld  w a tch 

ing, be the  place w here  he w o u ld  a t  last d o  som eth ing  for the  h u m a n  race? 

In te r ru p t in g  M a c L e o d ,  he sa id th a t  he h ad  ch a n g ed  his m ind :  he w o u ld
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resign f rom  Sacre C o e u r  im m edia te ly  an d  go  to  Spain .44 N e ith e r  he n o r  

M acL eod  had  a clear idea o f  h o w  he w ou ld  offer his services, bu t they were 

sure th a t  a surgeon  w ould  be needed.

M eanw hile ,  spurred  by B e thune’s m en tion ing  th a t  he w o u ld  be ta lk ing  to  

a c p c  representative, Spry had  gone  in to  ac tion .  As well as being the editor  

an d  publisher  o f  the  N e w  C o m m o n w e a lth ,  he w as  the  vice-president o f  the 

O n ta r io  c c f ,  an d  as soon  as Bethune left he had  m ade  a series o f  te lephone 

calls to  c c f  mem bers  in T o ro n to  an d  M on trea l ,  urging them to  take  the  lead 

in form ing  a com m ittee  to  send Bethune to  Spain. The  decision w as  m ade 

quickly, dictated by political as well as hum anita rian  motives: the c c f  w anted  

credit for being the  first political par ty  to  take steps to  prov ide  medical aid 

to  Spain an d  w as  de term ined  to  ac t  before its rival the  c p c  d id .45 W ithin 

days an organization called the Com m ittee  to  Aid Spanish Democracy ( c a s d ) 

w as beginning to  operate.  However, a l though  the c c f  took  the  lead, the  c p c  

an d  o th e r  g ro u p s  w ere  a lso  rep resen ted  w ith in  the  c a s d .4,1 Inspired  by a 

co m m o n  goal an d  despite their  m u tua l  hostility, the  c c f  an d  c p c  w orked  

closely du r ing  the  following weeks to  raise m oney  for the  medical supplies 

Bethune w ould  take  w ith  him. By good  luck they did n o t  have to  pay for his 

sea passage. Elizabeth Sm art ,  the  d au g h te r  o f  a friend o f  Spry, had  decided 

n o t  to  con t inue  her s tudies in Europe  th a t  au tu m n ,  an d  w hen  she learned 

from  M a r ia n  Scott th a t  Bethune p lanned  to  go  to  Spain, she offered Spry the 

re tu rn  po r t ion  o f  her s team ship  ticket.47

Bethune began w ind ing  up his affairs. For a m an  o f  his age and  profes

sional s ta tu re ,  there  w as  rem arkab ly  little to  do. H e  began by sending  let

te rs  o f  res igna tion  to  the  th ree  hosp ita ls  w i th  w h ich  he w as  co n n e c ted .48 

T h e  doc to rs  an d  nursing  sisters o f  Sacre C o e u r  w h o  had  w o rk e d  un d er  his 

direction  for nearly  four years a r ranged  a farewell luncheon. It w as  an  e m o 

tional a ffa ir  in w h ich  they pa id  the ir  respects  to  h im  fo r  his significant 

co n t r ib u t io n s  to  the  hosp ita l.  T ouched  by the ir  t r ibu tes ,  B ethune gave a 

speech expla in ing  only th a t  he w as  em bark ing  on  a hu m a n ita r ia n  mission.49 

A fterw ards  he took  Georges Deshaies, his assistant surgeon, aside an d  told 

h im his ac tua l  des tination .

H e  spen t the  n ex t  few days  saying goo d b y e  to  var ious  friends a n d  a c 

quain tances  an d  basked in the ir  a d m ira t io n  o f  his courage  in plunging into 

the  w a r  in Spain. Leaving a  ga ther ing  o f  M o n tre a l  little th e a tre  m em bers  

called together  to  bid him farewell,  he paused dram atically  a t  the  d o o r  and  

said, “ G oodbye .  Remember, it is easier for us w h o  go  than  fo r  those  w ho  

stay  b e h in d .” 50 H is leave-tak ing  to  M a r ia n  Scott  w as  jaunty. “ G o o d b y e  

Pony,” he w rote,  “ the w orld  has been a fine place to  live in because o f  y o u .” 5'
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But she w ro te  in her  jou rna l ,  “ A nd so I w a tched  you leave. And I w as  left 

a lone  on  the  r ind o f  the  earth .  I knew  the  anguish  o f  the cave m an  th a t  knew  

no  w ay  o f  speech .” 51

T h e  par t ing  from  M a rg a re t  Day w as  difficult. Insisting th a t  she wished to  

m ake a clean break  with  h im, she asked Bethune n o t  to  write  to  her. “ I never 

regretted  a m o m e n t  [of o u r  a f fa ir ) ,” she to ld  h im. “ But w e ’ll never meet 

aga in .” 55 And then there w as  Frances C olem an, w h o m  Bethune still regarded 

as his m o s t  im p o r ta n t  obligation  even th o u g h  she w as  still m arr ied  to  R.E. 

Ju s t  before leaving M o n trea l ,  he m ade o u t  a will in w hich  he left her his few 

possessions, including the  furn itu re  in his Beaver Hall S quare  a p a r tm e n t  as 

well as con tro l  o f  the  a p a r tm e n t  lease. H e  also gave her p o w er  o f  a t to rney  

an d  con tro l  o f  his bank  ac c o u n t .54 H is beloved yellow roadste r  he sold to 

Ну Shister for $300  on  cond it ion  th a t  Shister pay for it by m a k in g  m onth ly  

paym en ts  o f  $25 to  Frances over  the  following year. Bethune had  a lready 

moved in w ith  the  Shisters to  a llow Fritz B rand tner  and  his wife to  occupy 

his a p a r tm e n t  an d  con tinue  the  C h i ld ren ’s Creative A rt  C entre .  To cover the 

cen tre’s opera ting  expenses, he pledged a paym ent o f  $25 for each o f  the  fol

lowing four m onths .

M eanw hile ,  he w as  closely following the worsen ing  s ituation in Spain. O n  

Saturday, 17 O ctobe r ,  F ra n c o ’s a rm y  launched  an  a t ta c k  on  th e  to w n  o f  

Illescas, th irty  k ilom etres sou thw est  o f  M ad rid ;  it w as  the  last R epublican 

bar r ie r  betw een  the  N a t io n a l i s t  forces an d  the  capita l.  B ethune tu rn e d  to 

poetry to  express his feelings. “ Red M o o n "  w ould  be published nine m on ths  

later in the  C anadian F o ru m .”

And this same pallid m o o n  tonight,

W hich rides so  quietly, clear an d  high,

T h e  m ir ro r  o f  o u r  pale an d  troub led  gaze,

Raised to  the  cool C a n ad ian  sky.

A bove the  shattered  Spanish m o u n ta in  tops 

Last night,  rose low  an d  wild an d  red.

Reflecting back from her illumined shield 

T h e  b lood  bespattered  faces o f  the  dead,

To th a t  pale disc, we raise o u r  clenched fists.

And to  those nam eless dead  o u r  vows renew,

“ C om rades ,  w h o  fough t for freedom an d  the  fu ture w orld ,

W h o  died for us, w e will rem em ber  y o u .”
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T h e  c a s d  chose the  occas ion o f  a  huge rally in the  M u tu a l  Street Arena 

in T o ron to  on  Wednesday, z i  O c to b e r  1936, to  publicly announce  Bethune’s 

medical mission. T h e  focus o f  the meeting was a Spanish delegation sent by 

the  R epub lican  g o v e rn m e n t  to  m a k e  a N o r th  A m er ican  speak ing  to u r  to 

c o u n te r  N a t ionalis t  p ro p ag a n d a .  T h e  delegation  w as  m ade  up  o f  Isabel de 

Palencia, the  Spanish am b assa d o r  to  Sweden; M arce lino  D om ingo , a form er 

Spanish minister  o f  educat ion ;  an d  Father  Luis Sarasola , a  Basque R om an  

Catholic  priest. Despite pouring  rain , the  arena  w as  filled, hund reds  o f  peo

ple s ta n d in g . '6 M a n y  held p laca rds  o r  b anne rs  an d  w ore  red, yellow, and  

purple streamers, the  colours  o f  the  Spanish flag. A band in red blazers played 

pop  tunes, bu t  a t  a signal from  A.A. M acL eod ,  the  m eeting’s cha irm an ,  it 

struck  up  the  “ In terna t iona le .” T h e  audience rose to  its feet cheering as the 

th ree  Spaniards ,  followed by Bethune an d  several c a s d  officials, m ade  their  

w ay  to  the  p la tfo rm . T h e  S pan ia rd s  spoke  in tu rn  fo r  near ly  tw o  hours ,  

vividly describing the  bitter  struggle being waged  in the ir  country ,  the  crow d 

frequently in te rrup ting  their speeches with applause . T h e  final speaker, Isabel 

de Palencia, concluded: “W hen  w e w in ,  n o t  i f  w e win ,  w e shall have w on  be

cause there  is unity  in my country. And th is ,” she cried, raising her clenched 

fist, “ is the ir  symbol. We k n o w  th a t  w e are  helped by the  su p p o r t ,  material 

and  m oral ,  o f  all the na t ions  o f  the  w orld .  For this, to  you, my C anad ians ,  1 
give my th a n k s .”

T h e  c ro w d  rose, cheering wildly, fists clenched above their  heads. W hen 

the  applause  ended, M acL eod  ann o u n c ed  th a t  the  c a s d  had  m ade  a r range

m ents  to  send a medical mission to  Spain, an d  po in ting  to  Bethune, said he 

would  lead it. To thunderous applause, M acLeod called for donations tow ards  

the  necessary medical supplies, an d  people pushed  to  the p la tfo rm  to  give 

money. T h e  representatives o f  la b o u r  un ions  and  o the r  o rgan iza tions  p re

sented cheques. T h e  largest d o n o r  w as  the c p c ,  which handed  over a cheque 

for $ 1 ,0 0 0 .57

M acL eod  then in troduced  Bethune as “ C a n a d a ’s a m b a ssa d o r  to  Spain ,” 

an d  Bethune spoke briefly. “ I s tand  here as a believer in dem ocracy  an d  as a 

hu m a n ita r ia n  in the  trad i t ional  role o f  the d o c to r  to  minister to  those  w ho  

need us ,” he to ld  the  c row d .  H e stressed the  need for medicines, an d  their 

cost: for exam ple ,  he hoped  to  take  1.5 million units o f  insulin to  Spain, and  

this alone w ould  cost $2 ,500 . “Jus t  rem em ber,” he concluded, “ m ore  people 

are going to  die o f  plague and  te tanus in the com ing siege o f  M adrid  than  will 

ever be killed by the  enemy.” As he re tu rned  to  his seat, M arcelino  D om ingo  

clasped him in a Spanish abrazo.

T h e  Spanish delegation w as  scheduled to  speak in the M o u n t  Royal Arena
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in M o n tre a l  on  F riday  night.  O n  the  m o rn in g  o f  T hu rsday ,  22 O ctober,  

religious and  political g roups  in M o n trea l  sp ran g  in to  action. T h e  R om an  

C atholic  diocese o f  M on trea l  charged  th a t  F a ther  Sarasola w as  an apos ta te  

w hose opinions regarding the s ituation in Spain were con tra ry  to  those o f  the 

pope  an d  the b ishops o f  Spain an d  w arned  Catholics  no t  to  listen to  h im .58 

T h e  s ta tem en t received w ide coverage in F rench-language new spapers  and  

r ad io  s ta tions,  an d  La Presse, the m ost  p o p u la r  F rench-language M on trea l  

daily, refused to  run  a paid advert isem ent for the  Friday n igh t rally. M e a n 

while right-wing political elements accused the  Spaniards o f  being c o m m u 

nists an d  th rea tened  to  break up the meeting by force. T h e  M o n trea l  City 

C ouncil and  the chief o f  police discussed b ann ing  th e  meeting to  avoid r io t

ing an d  dam age . H owever, they feared th a t  do ing  so  w ould  lead to  left-wing 

reta lia tion  a t  a huge rally on  Sunday night organized  by the R om an  C atholic  

diocese o f  M ontrea l;  a c ro w d  o f  100 ,000  w as  expected  to  a t tend .  In the  end 

the  council decided n o t  to  act.

O n  Friday m o rn in g  M acL eod  an d  o the r  c a s d  representatives tr ied but 

failed to  convince diocesan officials th a t  they were  w ro n g  a b o u t  Fa ther  S ara

sola. Later, several hund red  s tudents  from  the  University o f  M on trea l  c h a n t 

ing “A has les co m m u n is te s!” forced the ir  w ay  in to  City  Hall ,  w here  they 

w arn ed  officials th a t  they w o u ld  use v iolence to  b rea k  up  the  m eeting  at 

the M o u n t  Royal Arena unless the  city council banned  it. Following an em er

gency session, the council gave orders  to  the chief o f  police to  b a r  the  doors  

o f  the  a rena  th a t  evening. L ea rn ing  o f  the  b an ,  c a s d  officials sc ram bled  

to  find a n o th e r  loca tion ,  an d  th a t  a f te rn o o n  ren ted  an  a u d i to r iu m  in the 

Victoria Hall in neighbouring  W estm ount.  But by m id -a fte rnoon  the West- 

m o u n t  chief o f  police in form ed them  th a t  he w ou ld  n o t  a l low  the  meeting 

to  take  place. T h e  c a s d  th e n  ren ted  a small m eeting  ro o m  in the  M o u n t  

Royal Hotel.

By 8  p m  a  hostile c row d  o f  2 ,500  had  ga thered  a t  the  a rena.  M a n y  were 

a rm ed  with canes an d  sticks, som e w ere  singing, an d  o th e rs  shou ted  an t i 

com m unis t  slogans. C onvinced by the  police th a t  the au d i to r iu m  w ou ld  stay 

closed, the  m o b  began to  disperse. But having heard  th a t  the  Spanish dele

gation  m ight speak instead a t  the Victoria H all ,  a g ro u p  o f  m ore  th a n  three 

h u n d re d  m a rc h ed  there .  Later, learn ing  th a t  the  “ the  c o m m u n is t s ” were  

meeting a t  the  M o u n t  Royal H otel ,  they set off in th a t  direction . A t 8 :30  the 

nearly one hu n d red  people w h o  had  com e to  hear  the  Spanish delegation  

w ere  tak ing  the ir  seats in Salon d  of  the  hotel.  F rank  Scott,  the  m eeting’s 

ch a irm an ,  ann o u n c ed  th a t  Bethune w o u ld  speak afte r  the th ree  S paniards  

h ad  ou tl ined  c u r re n t  co n d i t io n s  in Spain. But a t  9:15 th e  ho te l m anage r
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appeared ,  saying th a t  the  police h ad  w arned  h im  th a t  tw o  m obs were  m a k 

ing the ir  w ay  to  the  hotel; he asked Scott to  end  the meeting in fifteen m in 

utes. Angry m u rm u rs  sped th rough  the  audience as the  meeting continued .

At 9 :30  p m  the m a n ag e m en t  cu t  the  electricity, p lunging  the  room  into 

darkness. Scott w as  able to  m ain ta in  o rder  and  to  convince the  audience tha t  

the  safety o f  the  Spanish guests m ust be the ir  first concern. A g ro u p  o f  men 

escorted  the  th ree  S pan ia rds  to  the ir  ro o m s  in the  nea rby  W in d so r  H otel ,  

an d  th e  aud ience  d ispersed .  Several new sp a p e r  repo r te rs  then ap p ro a ch ed  

Scott an d  Bethune for com m ents .  B ethune criticized city officials for their  

meek submission to  fascist threa ts  an d  the over t  restriction o f  free speech. H e 

had  hoped  th a t  the scheduled rally in the  M o u n t  Royal A rena could m atch 

the $ 4 ,000  do n a ted  in T o ron to .  H e  ad ded  angrily, “T h e  M on trea l  au th o r i 

ties are  responsible for the  dea ths  o f  1000  innocen t w o m en  an d  children  by 

their  refusal to  give a  hearing  to  the Spanish delegates .” 59-

As B ethune m a d e  his w ay  back  to  the  Shisters’ hom e ,  M o n tre a l  police 

con t inued  to  disperse the m ob .  The  following m orn ing ,  24 O ctober ,  he left 

for Q uebec  City  to  bo ard  the E m press o f  Britain, carry ing  medical supplies 

including surgical instruments,  anti- toxins and  serums, an d  b lood transfusion 

appa ra tu s .  A C a n ad ian  Press reporter  interviewed him as he w as  a b o u t  to  go 

up  the  gangp lank .  T h e  rep o r te r  com m en ted  th a t  recent new s repo r ts  sug

gested  F ra n c o ’s forces m igh t  take  M a d r id  before  B ethune reached  Spain. 

Bethune replied: “ W he the r  o r  n o t  M a d r id  falls before the  invading forces, I 

will com plete  my m ission .” 60

F rank  Scott la ter said o f  Bethune, “T h e  C a n ad ian  C o m m u n is t  Party  was 

to o  small [for him]. H e needed som e g rea t  d ram a tic  a t t rac t ion  w here  he felt 

his p a r t icu la r  qualit ies could  be p u t  to  use .” 6' Spain offered th a t  b ro ad e r  

stage. W hile in T o ron to ,  Bethune h ad  visited the stud io  o f  the artist  Charles 

C om fort;  on  a  piece o f  pape r  he had  sketched the  Spanish flag an d  w ritten , 

“Viva Espana. Long live the revo lu t ion ."  H a lf  playfully, half-seriously, he 

ad d e d  his ow n  ep i taph  for fu ture reference: “ Born a bourgoise  [szc], died a 

c o m m u n is t . ’’61 W ith  his M arx is t  co lours  nailed p roud ly  to  his m ast ,  he was 

setting sail for the  unknow n .
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At Ray Brook. Even after his 
bout w ith tuberculosis Bethune 
rem ained an inveterate smoker. 
Courtesy B M H

The Royal Victoria H ospital, M ontreal. Bethune spent the years from  192.8 to  
1 9 3 Z  learning and practising thoracic surgery a t the Royal Vic. C ourtesy b m h
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D r Edw ard A rchibald. Bethune’s 
m entor in thoracic surgery adm ired 
his brilliance but criticized w hat he 
considered to  be Bethune’s “ just 
a little dangerous” m ethod of 
operating . C ourtesy b m h

A ssistant thoracic surgeon. T he speedy and im patient Bethune (back row, centre) 
deplored A rchibald’s cautious operating  style. C ourtesy b m h
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Bethune Pneum othorax A pparatus. Bethune’s appara tu s cam e w ith an attached 
foot pum p, n f b / l a c  P A - 1 6 0 6 1 8 ;  reproduced by perm ission

Bethune Rib Shears. T he rib shears, adap ted  from a shoem aker’s nail cutter, is 
the only one o f Bethune’s instrum ents still used today, n f b / l a c  P A - 1 6 0 7 2 . 3 ;  

reproduced by perm ission



Night Emergency, 1935. This canvas, pain ted  by Bethune on a dare , was accepted 
for the A nnual Spring Exhibition o f the A rt Association o f M ontreal and aw arded 
a prize. C ourtesy Royal Victoria H ospital
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C hristm as card , 1935. 
Bethune’s holiday 
greeting prom oted his pet 
pneum othorax  treatm ent 
and included his Com- 
pressionist’s Creed, l a c  

E 0 1 0 7 8 8 1 5 8 ;  reproduced 
by perm ission
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Surgeon a t Sacre Coeur. Fritz B randtner’s pain ting  com m em orates Bethune’s 
first operation  a t Sacre Coeur. C ourtesy в м н /Fritz B randtner estate
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M aking headlines in M em phis: Bethune electrified the M id-South 
M edical Assembly by proposing socialized medicine. Courtesy b m h

Frances Bethune Colem an. 
Bethune’s ex-wife eventually 
divorced her second husband, 
A .R.E. C olem an, and returned 
to  Scotland. Courtesy b m h
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M arian Dale Scott. The 
M ontreal a rtis t’s love 
affair w ith Bethune was 
deeply felt bu t rem ained 
platonic. R eproduced by 
perm ission of the Art 
Gallery o f O n tario / 
George Youssef

R ecuperating from jaun
dice. In this w atercolour 
he sent to  M arian  Scott 
from Cartierville, Bethune 
coloured him self bright 
yellow, l a c  C-14Z809; 
reproduced by perm ission
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Self-portrait, 1935. Bethune sent this painting as a gift to  M arian 
Scott, along w ith a note stating th a t if her husband d idn’t w an t her 
to  hang it in their house, she should return it. Courtesy b m h

Bethune’s apartm ent 
in Beaver H all Square. 
Bethune added a large 
w indow  to  his new 
apartm en t to  allow  plenty 
o f light for painting. 
C ourtesy b m h
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M argaret Day Surrey. Bethune’s form er lover m arried the artist 
Philip Surrey in 1 9 3 8 .  l a c  E 0 1 0 7 8 8 1 5 7 ;  reproduced by perm ission

Session o f the C hildren’s 
Creative A rt C entre. The 
group m et every Saturday 
in Bethune’s apartm ent. 
Some o f  the ch ild ren’s 
paintings later w on aw ards 
in Paris. C ourtesy  b m h
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Blood

Madrid, N ovem ber 1^^6-january 1937

Arriving in M a d r id ,  the  geographica l an d  political hea r t  o f  Spain, Bethune 

found  himself in a city under  siege. While he had  been crossing the Atlantic, 

N a t iona l is t  forces had  overrun  the  last R epublican defence posts  th ir ty  k ilo

metres southw est o f  the city and  reached its western outskirts. G erm an  Junker  

52 bom bers  then launched the  first o f  a series o f  heavy air raids on  M adrid .  

Their  targets  w ere  n o t  military. T h e  a im  o f  the daily bom bing ,  inspired in 

p a r t  by the  professional curiosity  o f  F ra n co ’s G erm a n  advisers to  determ ine 

its effect, was to  terrorize the civilian population . M eanwhile , a well-equipped 

an d  bat t le -hardened  N ationalis t  force o f  nearly tw enty  th o u sa n d  had  begun 

tak ing  up  posit ions a long  the  left b an k  o f  the M anzanares  River on  the  city’s 

w estern  edge. U nder  the  c o m m a n d  o f  G enera l  Emilio M o la ,  the  A rm y o f  

Africa had  a nucleus o f  Foreign Legion an d  M oro cc an  troops .  M adrilenos  

d re a d e d  the ir  ar r iva l ,  fo r  the  leg ionnaires’ m o t to  w as  “ Viva la m u e r te !” 

(Long live dea th) ,  an d  panicked ru m o u rs  c ircu la ted  o f  the  M o o r s ’ stealth 

an d  ferocity.

Facing the N ationalis ts  on the right b an k  o f  the  river w as  a hastily form ed 

force m ade  up  mainly  o f  militia g roups  belonging to  the  tw o  m ost pow erful 

un ions,  the socialist U nion General de T raba jado res  ( u g t ) an d  the  anarch is t  

C onfederacion  N ac ional  del T raba jo  ( c n t ) .  T h e  well-disciplined Fifth Reg

im ent form ed by the  C o m m u n is t  Party  w as  also  there. T h o u g h  the  defend

ing force o f  a lm ost th ir ty  th o u sa n d  w as  larger th a n  the  A rm y o f  Africa, few 

o f  the defenders had  received military training. M ilic ianos  (militia men) were 

m em bers  o f  units  fo rm ed by their  ow n  occupat ional  g ro u p ,  such as railway 

o r  cons truc tion  w orkers ,  teachers,  g raph ic  artis ts ,  o r  barbers .  M o s t  o f  the 

officer class o f  the  Spanish arm y  h ad  gone over  to  the  N ationalis ts ,  so there 

were  few officers left to  organize an d  c o m m a n d  them. Even w orse ,  there  was 

a serious lack o f  w ea p o n s  an d  am m un it ion .
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T h e  N ationalis ts  boas ted  th a t  once  F ranco  gave the  o rd e r  for the  a l l-out 

a t tack ,  M a d r id  w ou ld  fall in a m atte r  o f  days, and  this was accepted as likely 

by m ost foreign observers, including m embers o f  the d ip lom atic  corps and  in

te rna tiona l  journalists .  W hen  a repo r te r  asked G enera l M o la  w hich  o f  his 

four  a rm y  co lum ns w ou ld  lead the a t tack  on  M a d r id ,  he responded  tha t ,  in 

add it ion  to  his regular  troops ,  he w as  also relying on  a “ fifth c o lu m n ” inside 

the city.1 To the people o f  M a d rid ,  the  message w as  clear and  terrifying: there 

w ere  am o n g  them  an  u n k n o w n  n u m b e r  o f  N a t io n a l is t  sym pa th izers  w ho  

w ould  com m it  sabotage o r  m u rd er  to  w eaken  the city’s defences an d  aid the 

attackers.  The  m ore  th a n  eight thousand  fascists held in various M adrid  pris

ons were a lready k n ow n , bu t  the  w ave o f  fear inspired by M o la ’s rem ark  led 

to  a t tem p ts  to  r o o t  ou t  the  fifth co lum n. M o re  k n o w n  and  suspected fascists 

w ere  a rrested  in the  last days o f  October, an d  on  the  pre tex t  o f  being t rans

ferred to  o th e r  prisons, som e were  led from  their  cells, driven to  secluded 

locations, and  execu ted .1

Such w as  the  tense s ituation  in which  Bethune found  himself  a f te r  a jou r

ney o f  ten days. H is ship had  s topped  briefly in S o u th am p to n  before co n t in 

uing to  France w here  it docked  a t  C he rbourg .  Tak ing  a train  to  Paris o n  the 

m orn ing  o f  Friday, 30 October, he had  found a  hotel room  an d  made his way 

to  the Spanish Em bassy o n  the Avenue G eorge V. T here  he m et with the  a m 

bassador, Luis A raquis ta in ,  an d  p roduced  a le tter written  by the Reverend 

Benjamin Spence identifying him as a representative o f  the  c a s d . T hen  he 

han d e d  over  an  envelope c o n ta in in g  $ 1 ,0 0 0  in A m erican  Express  m oney  

orders.  This  sum , he explained, h ad  been collected by the  c a s d  for w hatever 

purpose  w as  desired by Spanish  medical au tho ri t ies .3 In response, A raqu is

tain  had  a m em ber  o f  his staff p repare  a salvo co n d u c to  (safe conduc t)  for 

Bethune to  a l low  him to  en ter  Spain.

Bethune had  then dashed  o u t  to  buy addi t iona l  an t i- te tanus  vaccine and  

surgical instrum ents .  O ver  the  w eekend , as he w aited  for the  first available 

flight to  M adrid ,  he kept in te lephone con tac t  with M a tth e w  H alton ,  a C a n a 

dian  journalis t  in L ondon  w h o  w as  filing stories on  Spain for the  T oron to  

S ta r /  O n  M onday , 2 November, dur ing  his final te lephone conversation  with 

H a l to n  before his p lane took  off, B ethune m entioned  th a t  a fellow passen

ger w as  A ndre  M a lra u x ,  the  French novelist, w h o  w as  going to  serve in the 

Espaha S q uad ron ,  an  in ternational a ir  force th a t  had  a lready been in action 

against N a t iona l is t  forces since the  early  days o f  the  w ar.5

B e thune’s flight s to p p e d  a t  Tou louse ,  Barcelona,  an d  A licante before 

reaching M a d r id .6 F rom  the a i rp o r t  he took  a taxi to  the Avenida G ran  Via, 

the main  east-west ar te ry  o f  the city, w here  tw o  hotels th a t  h ad  become the 

favourites o f  the resident foreign press were  located. O n e  was La Florida and
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the  other,  several blocks to  the east, w as  the  G ran  Via, w here  Bethune found 

a room . Across the street w as  the c i ty ’s tallest build ing, the  Telefonica; the 

Foreign Press Office, which censored all stories cabled  by the  foreign press, 

w as  located o n  its fifth floor.

Less th a n  tw en ty -fou r  hours  a f te r  his arrival ,  Bethune found  o u t  for h im 

self just h o w  pervasive was the psychology o f  fear in the  city. El Bar Chico te  

in the H otel G ran  Via w as  the  favourite w atering-hole for in te rnational jour

nalists an d  o the r  foreigners a t t rac ted  to  the  conflict in Spain. It w as  here th a t  

Bethune w ould  la ter  m ake  the acqua in tance  o f  such lum inaries as Jo h n  Dos 

Passos an d  Ernest H em ingw ay  (no t surprisingly, Bethune and  H em ingw ay  

d id  n o t  h it  it off).7 In the  b a r  Bethune s truck  u p  a conve rsa tion  w ith  lisa 

Kulcsar, an A ustr ian  journalist.  Saying th a t  it w ou ld  be easier to  talk  aw ay  

from  the  c row d ,  he persuaded  her to  go  for a walk .  W hen  they re tu rned  to  

the  hotel, Kulcsar excused herself, saying she had  w o rk  to  do ,  an d  Bethune 

w en t  back  to  the  bar. As he w as  ta lk ing  to  an o th e r  journalis t ,  he noticed a 

m ilic iano  w a tch ing  him intently.

A shor t  t ime later Bethune again left the hotel and  strolled a long  the  G ran  

V ia, followed a t  a d istance by the  m ilic iano . W hen  he paused  to  look  in to  a 

store w indow , the m an  con fron ted  h im, addressing  h im in rap id  Spanish o f  

w hich  B ethune cou ld  n o t  u n d e rs ta n d  a single w o rd .  T h e  m a n  p laced one  

h an d  in his jacket an d  m otioned  to  the  hotel entrance .  T h ink ing  he might 

have a  gun ,  Bethune decided no t to  a rgue an d  re tu rned  to  the  hotel,  the m ili

ciano  close on  his heels. In the  lobby Bethune saw  a concierge w h o  had  spo

ken to  him earlier in English, an d  he asked him w h a t  the  ag i ta ted  m ilic iano  

w anted. The  m iliciano  though t Bethune w as  a fascist, the concierge explained: 

his long trench coa t,  suit an d  tie, porkp ie  hat ,  pencil m oustache,  a n d  military 

bear ing  all fitted the  p a r t .  Besides, th e  m ilic iano  insisted, he h ad  heard  

Bethune say the  w o rd  “ fascist” in the bar. T h e  concierge an d  m ilic iano  began 

to  argue ,  an d  Bethune slipped upsta irs  to  his room . M inu tes  la ter  there  was 

a knock  a t  the door. O pen ing  it, he w as  confron ted  by a m an holding a brief

case, flanked by five m ilic ianos, one  o f  them  his pursuer. Identifying himself 

in English as a po licem an, the m an  asked Bethune for his papers. After ca re 

fully e x a m in in g  his British p a s sp o r t  a n d  the  sa lvo  c o n d u c to  p rov ided  by 

Araquis ta in ,  the po licem an re tu rned  them  and  left w i th o u t  com m ent .

Less th a n  a m inu te  later, there  w as  a n o th e r  knock  a n d  B ethune braced 

himself for m ore  trouble .  But this t im e the  caller w as  a tall, sandy-haired  

m an in his thirties w h o  identified himself  as H enn ing  Sorensen (1 9 0 1 -8 6 ) .  

Before leaving C a n ad a ,  Bethune had  been told th a t  Sorensen, a M on trea le r  

w h o  had  gone to  Spain in early October, w o u ld  meet him in M adrid .  Digging 

in his suitcase for a letter  he had  b ro u g h t  from  C a n a d a  for h im , Bethune
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described the  events o f  the pas t  half-hour. T hen  the  d o o r  flew open ,  an d  the 

po licem an  an d  his five-man escort  b u rs t  in to  the  room . T h e  po licem an 

sna tched  the  envelope from  S orensen’s han d ,  r ipped  it open  an d  began  to  

read the letter. Beginning with  the sa lu ta t ion ,  “ D arling ,"  it was an em otional 

lament from Sorensen’s lonely girlfriend back in Montreal.  Sorensen, w ho  spoke 

Spanish, explained  to  the  policem an w h a t  the  le tter w as  ab o u t .  T h e  police

m an  re tu rned  it, m um bled  an  apology, an d  ushered his visibly d isappoin ted  

com rades  o u t  o f  the ro o m .8

Born and  educated in Copenhagen , Sorensen had  com e to  C a n ad a  in 1929. 

H e spoke  several languages,  an d  this had  a l low ed  him to  find trans la t ion  

w o rk  w ith  the Sun Life Insurance C o m p an y  o f  M on trea l .  As the  Depression 

deepened, his concern for the plight o f  the  unemployed had led him to  become 

interested in socialist ideas. Eventually  he joined one  o f  the  several M arx is t  

s tudy g roups  covertly  form ed by Sun Life em ployees.1' H e  had  followed the 

ou tbreak  o f  the  conflict in Spain and , believing as Bethune did tha t  its ou tcom e 

w o u ld  decide the  struggle between com m unism  an d  fascism, h ad  decided to 

d o  som eth ing  to  a id  the  Loyalist cause .10

In m id-Septem ber he qu it  his job an d  bou g h t  a ticket on  a Polish s team er 

sailing for Copenhagen  the following week. His hope w as  th a t  his knowledge 

o f  Spanish an d  French w o u ld  enable  h im to  o b ta in  press credentia ls  from 

the  C ope n h ag e n  socialist new sp a p e r  S o cia ld em o kra ten  to  which he could 

send repo r ts  f rom  Spain. L earn ing  o f  S orensen’s p lans,  G ra h a m  Spry and  

F rank  Scott had  visited him on  the eve o f  his depar tu re .  They  explained their 

p lan  to  form a com m ittee  to  send medical assistance to  Spain an d  told him 

they needed reliable in fo rm ation  on  developm ents  there. T hey  proposed  tha t  

he ac t  as an  accredited  co r responden t  o f  the  N e w  C o m m o n w e a lth  an d  the 

C anadian Forum , an d  Sorensen accep ted ."

H e n o w  expla ined  to  B ethune the  deve lopm ents  th a t  had  led to  the  w ave 

o f  fear  a n d  suspicion th a t  g r ipped  M a d rid .  T h o u g h  the  inc iden t w ith  the 

m ilic iano  h ad  ended  in co m ic-opera  fashion, it revealed the degree o f  p a r a 

noia p rovoked  by fear o f  fifth co lum nists .  D isgusted  to  hear  he resembled 

the  fascists he had  com e to  tight, Bethune im m edia te ly  shaved off his m o u s

tache an d  took  off  his jacket and  t i e . "  From th a t  p o in t  on  he w o re  sweaters, 

of ten  a yellow tu r t leneck ,  u n d e r  his trench  coat.  A pparen t ly  realizing for 

the  first t ime th a t  his inability  to  speak Spanish w as  a serious d isadvan tage ,  

he set a b o u t  convincing  Sorensen to  give up  his journalis tic  am b it ions  te m 

porarily  an d  becom e his interpreter. Sorensen soon  fell u n d e r  the  sw ay  o f  

B ethune’s m agnetism . Believing th a t  he had  com e on  a mission o f  mercy to 

help the Spanish people and  needed his aid, he agreed to  w ork  with him. In any 

case, the  idealistic Sorensen had  a l ready  becom e deeply disillusioned with
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the  m em bers  o f  the  press he had  met. Referring  to  them  as h a rd -d r in k in g  

“ scoundre ls  an d  p ro s t i tu te s ,” he com pla ined  th a t  they were  insensitive to  

the  scenes o f  misery an d  d ea th  they r e p o r te d . '3 B ethune to ld  Sorensen th a t  

w ith  his help  he w o u ld  offer his services as a surgeon  to  the Spanish  m e d 

ical authori ties .

H ow ever ,  a full-scale enem y assau lt  w as  expected  an y  m inu te ;  lo u d 

speakers on  the roofs were playing the “ In te rn a t io n a le” continuously ,  and  

foreigners w ere  being told to  go  to  their  respective embassies. T hus  the  tw o  

men had to  separate  tem porarily , Bethune to  spend the  n igh t a t  the  British 

em bassy  an d  Sorensen a t  the  D an ish  em bassy . '4 T h e  fo llow ing  m o rn in g  

Sorensen suggested th a t  Bethune shou ld  speak directly to  the chiefs o f  sur

gery a t  the  largest hospita ls ,  so  they w e n t  first to  the  Palace H o te l ,  which 

had  been conver ted  in to  H osp ita l  N o .  i  in the  early  days o f  the  war. T here  

they waited  for several hours  while  a s tream  o f  w o u n d ed  arr ived from  the 

front.  At last Bethune m anaged  to  speak to  a  surgeon, b u t  the  best he could 

get from  him w as  an  offer to  c o n ta c t  h im  a t  a la ter  date .  B e thune and  

Sorensen w ould  visit several m ore  hospita ls  th a t  day, b u t  a t  each o f  them  

Bethune w as  to ld  th a t  chest surgeons were  n o t  needed. In all o f  the  hospitals  

Sorensen sensed an  unspoken  bu t deeply felt objection: B e thune’s usefulness 

w as  limited because he could  n o t  speak Spanish.

Even m ore  extensive bom b in g  o f  the  city n o w  began. G e rm a n  an d  I ta l

ian a i rc ra f t  a t ta c k e d  all res iden tia l a re a s  w ith  th e  sole ex c ep t io n  o f  the  

upper-m iddle  class distric t o f  S a lam anca,  the  hom e o f  m a n y  fascist sy m p a 

thizers. M a d r id  becam e the  first city in h is tory  to  un d e rg o  system atic  daily 

aerial a t tac k ,  an d  B ethune later found  vivid w o rd s  to  describe the  h o r ro r  

he witnessed:

S tanding  in a d o o rw a y  as these huge m achines flew slowly overhead , each 

one  heavily loaded  w ith  bom bs, I glanced up  an d  d o w n  the  streets. Peo

ple hurr ied  to  “ refugios” ; a  hush  fell over  the city -  it w as  a hun ted  a n i 

m al c ro u c h ed  d o w n  in the  grass, qu ie t  a n d  app rehensive .  T h e re  is no  

escape, so  be still. T hen  in the  dead  silence o f  the streets the  songs o f  birds 

cam e startlingly clear in the  bright w in te r  a ir  ...  If the  building you h a p 

pen to  be in is hit, you will be killed o r  w o unded .  If it is n o t  hit, you will 

n o t  be killed o r  w o unded .  O n e  place is really as g ood  as another.

After the  bom bs  fall -  a n d  you can see them  falling like g rea t  black 

pears -  there  is a th u n d e ro u s  roar. C louds  o f  dus t  and  explosive fum es fill 

the  air, w hole  sides o f  houses fall in to  the  street. F rom  heaps  o f  huddled  

clothes o n  the  cobblestones b lood  begins to  flow -  these w ere  once  live 

w o m en  an d  children.
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M a n y  are buried  alive in the ruins. O n e  hears the ir  cries -  they ca n n o t  

be reached. Burst w a te r  and  gas m ains  ad d  to  the  danger. A m bulances  

arrive. T h e  blackened  and  c rum pled  bodies o f  the  still-alive are  carried 

a w a y . '5

Bethune an d  Sorenson  trudged  from  hospital to  hospital w ith  the shrill 

screams o f  sirens d inn ing  in their  ears. They  passed th rough  streets where 

buildings were  aflame o r  h ad  been reduced  to  sm oulder ing  rubble. In the 

Avenida C aste llana they had  to  th ro w  themselves to  the g ro u n d ,  narrow ly  

escaping in jury  as a b o m b  exp loded  nearby. T h ro u g h  it all t rucks  moved 

slowly th ro u g h  the  streets ,  the ir  loudspeake rs  b laring  the  Loyalist slogan 

“ N o  pasardn !” (They shall n o t  pass) .16

W itn es s in g  th is  o n s la u g h t  on  helpless  civ ilians, B e thune  raged  a t  n o t  

being able to  find a place w here  his t ra in ing  could  be o f  use. T h e  following 

d ay  he tr ied again .  H e an d  Sorensen visited H osp ita l  N o .  5 n ea r  the  w o r k 

ing-class d is t ric t  o f  C u a t r o  C a m in o s  in n o r th w e s t  M a d r id .  T hey  were  u n 

ab le  to  m eet D r  J u a n  Planelles, th e  h o sp i ta l ’s a d m in is t ra to r  an d  d irec to r  

o f  hea l th  services fo r  M a d r id .  H ow ever ,  they  w ere  in t ro d u c e d  to  T ina  

M o d o t t i ,  on e  o f  Planelles’s assistants.  She w as  an  agen t  o f  the Socorro  Rojo 

In te rn a c io n a l  ( In te rn a t io n a l  Red H elp ) ,  a C o m m u n is t  o rg a n iz a t io n  th a t  

h ad  assum ed  responsibili ty  fo r  hea lth  services in the  a reas  u nder  R epub li

can  con tro l .  She m en tio n e d  th a t  she w as  also  the  p a r tn e r  o f  C a r lo s  C o n t r 

e ra s ,  th e  po li t ica l  c o m m issa r  o f  th e  C o m m u n is t  F ifth  R e g im e n t  a n d  an 

im p o r ta n t  fu nc t ionary  in the  In te rn a t io n a l  Brigades ( i b ) ,  a vo lun teer  force 

o rgan ized  by th e  C o m in te rn .17 M a d e  up  o f  m en f rom  m a n y  co un tr ies  w h o  

were  a rr iv ing  in Spain to  a id  the  Loyalists,  the  Brigades h a d  begun to  take 

shape  in the  m iddle  o f  October .

M o d o t t i ’s w o rd s  gave Bethune a new  idea, a n d  th a t  evening he told 

Sorensen he w as  go ing to  ap p ro a ch  C on tre ras  to  ask for a  place as a surgeon 

in the Brigades. But when they w en t the nex t day to  see Contreras  a t  the head

quarters  o f  the Fifth Regiment, he w as  disappointed again. Contreras snapped, 

“W e’re defending M adrid .  I’m to o  busy. C om e back tonight.  T h e re ’s a bus 

leaving for the  f ro n t .” Eager to  a t  least see som e o f  the fighting, Bethune ar

rived with  Sorensen th a t  evening, only to  learn th a t  the bus w as  going instead 

to  the Brigades headquar te rs  in Albacete, sou theast  o f  M adrid .  T hey  took  it 

anyway, an d  arrived there a t  4 a m  on  Saturday, 7 November.

After a brief sleep they were  in troduced  to  D r  Pierre R ouques ,  a F rench

m an  w h o  w as  se tting  u p  a  base hosp ita l fo r  the  Brigades. R o u q u e s  to ld  

Bethune th a t  he w ou ld  w elcom e him as a m em ber  o f  his staff. H e invited 

him and  Sorensen to  accom pany  him on  an  inspection, saying th a t  during  the
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drive they could discuss the  role th a t  Bethune m ight be ab le  to  play. T hey  set 

o u t  before d a w n  on  Sunday m orn ing  in R o q u e s’s car, a rr iv ing  nearly eight 

hours later a t  IB headquarters  in Vicalvaro on  the eastern outskirts  o f  M adrid .  

However, Bethune had  g row n  m ore  an d  m ore  im pa tien t  w ith  R oques,  w h o  

had  m ade  several w ro n g  tu rns  in the  ro ad ,  an d  w hose  answ ers  to  his ques

tions were vague. “ I c a n ’t w o rk  w ith  th a t  b a s ta rd ,” he grow led  to  Sorensen. 

“ H e  doesn ’t  k now  w h a t  h e ’s d o in g .” 18

At Vilcalvaro they had  lunch w ith  several Brigades officers an d  ca u g h t  up 

w ith  the latest developm ents .  T here  they learned th a t  the  R epublican  prime 

minister an d  his council had  left M a d r id  an d  re trea ted  to  Valencia, g ran ting  

au th o r i ty  to  G enera l Jose M ia ja  to  take con tro l  o f  the  city’s defence forces. 

M ia ja  had  then form ed a Ju n ta  de Defensa (defence council) ,  com posed  o f  

representatives from the unions and  political parties, which had  issued orders 

to  the  var ious militia units  facing the  N a tiona l is ts  a lo n g  the  banks  o f  the 

M a n z a n a re s  River. Early o n  S a tu rd ay  m o rn in g  the  A rm y o f  Africa had  

launched the  long-expected a t tack .  Its m a jo r  th ru s t  w as  d irected a t  the Casa 

de C a m p o ,  a heavily treed  a rea ,  once the  royal hu n tin g  g rounds ,  th a t  the 

R epublican governm en t  h ad  converted  in to  a public  park .  To the  surprise of 

the  a t tackers ,  the militia units, which had  been re trea ting  for m ore  th a n  a 

m o n th ,  d id n o t  give w ay  despite heavy losses, and  by nightfall on  S aturday  

there  h ad  been little change  in the posit ion  o f  each side. T h e  N ationalis ts  

had renewed their  a t tack  on  Sunday morning. M eanw hile  M ia ja  had  ordered 

General Emilio Kleber to  lead the XI In te rna t ional  Brigade o u t  o f  Vicalvaro 

to  reinforce Loyalist forces a t  the Casa de C am po .

This  new s electrified Bethune. T h e  ba t t le  w as  n o w  well in to  its second 

day, an d  he knew  th a t  doc to rs  m ust be desperate ly  needed. H e  w as  sure  he 

w ould  find a place to  serve under  General Kleber, so he an d  Sorensen headed 

back to  M adrid .  The  defenders had  once  aga in  m anaged  to  s top  the enemy 

advance, but before d aw n  on  9 November, Bethune and  Sorensen were a w a k 

ened by the  b o o m  o f  artillery little m ore th a n  tw o  kilom etres away. Kleber 

had  set up  his headquar te rs  in the  area  o f  the  C iu d ad  Universitaria (Univer

sity City), the  sp raw ling  cam pus  o f  the University o f  M a d r id  high above  the 

r ight bank  o f  the M a n za n a res  near  the  n o r th  end  o f  the  C asa  de C a m p o . '9

Trying to  locate the general,  Bethune an d  Sorensen to o k  cover in a bu ild 

ing w ith  XI International Brigade soldiers w ho  crouched below the open w in

d o w s ,  ta k in g  qu ick  a im  an d  firing before d uck ing  the  an sw e r in g  hail o f  

bullets from  the enemy thirty-five metres away. Keen to  see the  fight, Bethune 

paced from  w in d o w  to  w indow  ignoring the bullets whin ing  a ro u n d  him and  

the  shou ts  o f  the  o thers  to  get dow n . Sorensen w as  aw ed  by his sup rem e 

confidence th a t  he w ou ld  no t be h it .10 W hen they finally go t to  see General
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Kleber, they found  him to  be ou tgo ing ,  ta lkative, an d  best o f  all, f luent in 

English. B e thune to o k  an im m ed ia te  liking to  Kleber, w h o  offered  h im  a 

posit ion  as a front-line surgeon. H is  only cavea t  w as  th a t  Bethune w ould  

have to  ob ta in  the  app rova l o f  D r  Fritz Fraenkel,  chief o f  the medical serv

ices o f  the  XI In te rna t ional  Brigade. But B ethune’s hopes were  dashed  once 

again: a f te r  w ait ing  im patiently  for tw o  days, he learned th a t  D r  Fraenkel 

h ad  refused to  accept h im .11

A frustra ted  Bethune now  gave up  on  offering his services as a surgeon. It 

had  never occurred  to  h im  th a t  he w ou ld  be rejected w i th o u t  exp lana tion ,  

an d  it w as  a hum il ia t ing  end  to  his d ram a tic  an d  public  journey  to  fight fas

cism. To give up  an d  go hom e w ould  be em barrass ing ,  so he began casting 

a b o u t  for som eth ing  he could do. H e never considered joining the  In terna

tional Brigades as a soldier, for despite his rhetoric  a b o u t  the  need for vio

lence to  achieve political ends, he w as  a saviour o f  lives, n o t  a fighter.1* At this 

critical p o in t  he rem em bered  th a t  D r R o u q u e s  had  said th a t  the  Brigades 

desperate ly needed am bulances ,  an d  th a t  these could  be bough t in Valencia.

Bethune n o w  seized u pon  the  idea. H e  sent a cable to  the c a s d  request

ing th a t  $ 3 ,0 0 0  be w ired  to  h im  imm ediate ly  an d  th a t  an o th e r  $ 1 ,0 0 0  be 

t ransferred  to  a bank  in Valencia.1’ O n  the  sam e day, in a postcard  to  M a r 

ian Scott, he w ro te ,  “ G oing  to  Valenzia [s/'c] to  buy am bulance .  N o  doctors  

needed bu t medical supplies.” 14 However, he an d  Sorensen had  to  w a it  for a 

ride to  Albacete, f rom  w here  they  could  ca tch  a tra in  to  Valencia. O n  the 

m orn ing  o f  14 N ovem ber  they were still in M adrid ,  pa r t  o f  a c ro w d  absorbed 

in w a tch ing  the largest aerial battle  over the  city since Soviet fighter planes 

had  arr ived a week earlier. T h e  conflict between fourteen  Italian Fiats and  

th ir teen  Soviet planes had  s topped  traffic, an d  people were  cheering on  the 

Soviet planes, shouting ,  “Son  nuestros, son  nues tros!” (They’re ours ,  they’re 

ours!) .  C a u g h t  up  in the exc item ent,  Bethune kep t exclaiming, “ O h  boy, oh  

boy, w h a t  a  dogfight!” 15

Arriving in Albacete, he an d  Sorensen spent the  night an d  then  to o k  the 

t ra in  for Valencia. D uring  the  early  p a r t  o f  the journey  Bethune b rooded ,  

saying little. T h en  he burs t  o u t ,  “ H enn ing ,  I’ve go t it!” M a rry in g  his new  

focus on  am bulances  with his previous experience perform ing  b lood  t ra n s 

fusions, he had  com e up  with an  idea. D uring  their  visits to  Spanish hosp i

tals he had  seen m any  w o u n d ed  m ilic ianos  being b rough t  in on  s tretchers in 

a sta te  o f  shock. His experience as a stretcher-bearer dur ing  W orld  W ar I had  

ta u g h t  h im  th a t  soldiers w h o  bled a g rea t  deal w en t  in to  shock an d  died, 

while those  w h o  were  t rea ted  before losing to o  m uch b lood often survived. 

Even som e o f  those w h o  h a d  lost a g rea t  deal o f  b lood som etim es revived if 

they received a transfusion, he to ld  Sorensen. However, du r ing  World W ar I
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there had  been few transfus ion  facilities near  the front,  an d  the  process re

quired  specially trained doctors  as well as dono rs  w hose  blood type matched 

tha t  o f  each o f  the wounded . Although direct transfusion was a useful m ethod , 

it had  serious lim itations because the  d istance th a t  separated  the w o u n d e d  in 

battle  area  from  transfusion  facilities caused m uch  loss o f  life. H e  had  been 

ponder ing  these problem s, he said, an d  had  com e up  w ith  an  idea. W hy  no t 

rush  w ho le  b lood  to  the  w o u n d e d  in refrigerated  am bulances?  T h e  b lood 

could  be typed  an d  ex trac ted  from  d o n o rs  in advance ,  s to red  in bottles, an d  

preserved by add ing  sodium  citrate; it cou ld  then be t ransferred  by a m b u 

lance to  hospitals  o r  casualty  clearing s ta tions w here  the  w o u n d ed  were  ar

riving du r ing  a bat t le .16

By coincidence, a  service s im ilar  to  the one th a t  B ethune w as  n o w  p la n 

ning already existed in Spain. Set up  by Dr Frederic D uran  i Jorda  in Barcelona, 

it had  begun to  op e ra te  in Septem ber 1936, delivering b lood  by refrigerat

ed truck  an d  tra in  to  the  A ragon  F ro n t  w est o f  th e  city. How ever,  in O c to 

ber Franco had made M adrid  his main target,  and  conflict on the Aragon Front 

cam e to  a virtual standstill.  Few outside  the  A ragon  F ron t,  including officials 

o f  the  Socorro  Rojo In ternacional in M a d r id ,  k n ew  o f  D u ra n  i Jo rd a  an d  his 

w o rk ,  so it is a lm o s t  ce rta in  th a t  B ethune to o  w as  u n a w a re  o f  i t .17

H e  likely realized th a t  setting up  a  mobile  b lood  transfusion  service m ight 

have o th e r  advan tages  beyond succouring  the w o unded .  If he had  joined a 

Spanish hospital team  o r  found  a posting  w ith  the  XI In te rna t ional Brigade, 

he w ou ld  have been serving as an a n o n y m o u s  m em ber  o f  a g roup .  R eports  

o f  his p e r fo rm an ce  as a surgeon  in e i the r  s i tua t ion  w o u ld  n o t  have  been 

particularly  new sw o r th y  in C an ad a .  O n  the  o the r  han d ,  if the  c a s d  could 

po in t  to  an  independent C anad ian  organization  opera ting  near  the  fron t  lines 

in Spain, C anad ians  w ould  be m uch  m ore  likely to  d o n a te  funds to  su p p o r t  

it; a service to  deliver life-giving b lood to  the desperate ly  w o u n d e d  w ould  

surely have en o rm o u s  public appeal.  T here  w as  a Scottish am bu lance  unit 

an d  also  an  English hosp ita l unit  in M a d r id ,  B e thune to ld  Sorensen: w hy 

shou ld  the re  n o t  be a C a n a d ia n  b lood  tran sfu s io n  unit? A nd  surely the  

th o u g h t  crossed his m ind  th a t  if he could  persuade  the  au thori t ies  to  g ra n t  

h im  perm ission  to  head  such a unit ,  he w o u ld  have  the  independence  o f  

action th a t  he a lw ays craved.

A lthough  Sorensen w as  ca u g h t  u p  a t  once  in B e thune’s en th u s ia sm , he 

told h im  there  w as  no  hope  o f  establish ing such a service w i th o u t  the  back 

ing o f  the Socorro  Rojo  Internacional.  So the day  after they arrived in Valen

cia, they w en t  to  the  o rgan iza tion  headquar te rs .  W ith  Sorensen interpreting , 

B ethune ou tl ined  his p lan  to  several officials. T h e  conserva tive  d o c to rs
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am o n g  them  w ere  deeply sceptical. They  po in ted  o u t  th a t  while B ethune’s 

idea m igh t have  m eri t ,  it had  to  be tested ,  an d  w a r t im e  co n d i t io n s  were 

hard ly  app rop r ia te  for medical e x p e r im e n ta t io n /11 Bethune pressed his ideas, 

argu ing  th a t  to  save lives they could  n o t  w ait  until there  were  ideal c o n d i

tions, a n d  n o w  w as  the  time to  take  a  chance. Finally the  officials adm itted  

th a t  his plan  m ight w o rk  -  b u t  w h a t  a b o u t  the  cos t  o f  setting up  an d  m a in 

ta in ing such an  opera tion?  T hey  had  n o  m oney  to  spare  to  pay for la b o ra 

tory  equ ipm en t ,  refrigerators, various types o f  b lood  transfus ion  ap p a ra tu s ,  

a specially equ ipped  vehicle to  t r an sp o r t  the  bottled  b lood , an d  the salaries 

for various medical an d  su p p o r t  staff personnel. Bethune confidently assured 

them  th a t  th e  en t ire  o p e ra t io n  w o u ld  be financed w ith  m oney  sen t from  

C a nada .  Convinced a t  last th a t  the b lood transfusion  service w ou ld  be finan

cially self-sustaining, the  Spanish officials consented  to  B e thune’s plan  and  

offered to  provide a location in M a d r id  o u t  o f  w hich he could  operate.

S orensen w as  taken  a b a c k  a t  B e thune’s p rom ise  th a t  all funds  for the  

b lood  transfusion  service w o u ld  com e from  C a n a d a ,  for Bethune certainly 

had  n o  clear idea o f  costs an d  he had  given his w o rd  to  the S paniards  w ith 

o u t  consu lt ing  the  c a s d .  W hen Sorensen raised the ques tion  du r ing  the ir  

return  tr ip  to  M adrid ,  Bethune replied th a t  the c a s d  simply could no t refuse. 

Back in M a d r id  he sent a cable to  the c a s d  in form ing  them  o f  the  c o m m it

m e n t  th a t  he had  m a d e  o n  the ir  beha lf  fo r  th e  es tab l ishm en t  o f  a b lood  

t ransfusion  service. H e  ad d e d  th a t  he w as  n o w  en rou te  to  Paris to  purchase  

equ ip m en t  an d  needed m ore  m oney  a t  once. H is confidence w as  justified, 

because the  same day, apparen tly  w ith o u t  question, the c a s d  cha irm an , Ben

jamin Spence, au thorized  the  sending o f  a n o th e r  American Express money 

o rd e r  to  Bethune in Paris. T h e  a m o u n t  o f  $ 2 ,0 0 0  w as  added  to  $ 3 ,000  sent 

ea r l ier  in the  w e e k / 9 In a n o th e r  le tter  B ethune w ro te  excitedly, “ A real 

snappy  service can be set up  with special badges for do n o rs ,  s tars for each 

d o n a t io n  ...  it’s a beautiful idea . . .  an d  C a n a d ia n !” 30

O n  Saturday, 21 Novem ber, Bethune an d  Sorensen flew to  Paris, w here  

they began visiting medical supply  com pan ies  to  purchase  equ ipm ent .  But 

despite Sorensen’s assistance as interpreter, Bethune soon becam e frustra ted  

by the language barrier. T h e  next day he to ld  Sorensen th a t  he w as  going to  

L ondon  w here  he w o u ld  have n o  difficulty locating  the  requ ired  supplies. 

Sorensen w as  to  rem ain  in Paris until sum m oned .  H aving  lived in L ondon  for 

several years, Bethune knew  exactly w here  to  find the  m ost recent papers  on  

research in hem atology, an d  he m ay have con tac ted  docto rs  there  w h o  he 

knew  m ight be ab le  to  provide h im w ith  advice o n  the  project he w as  a b o u t  

to  launch .’1 T here  he also set a b o u t  finding a vehicle to  be used to  deliver bot-
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tied b lood , an d  for this pu rp o se  he b o u g h t  a w ood-pane l led  F o rd  s ta t ion  

w agon .  (Because o f  the  light tone  o f  the w o o d ,  the  Spania rds  w o u ld  fondly 

refer to  the vehicle as la rubia , the  b londe.)  H e had  installed in the  in terior 

a k e rosene-opera ted  refrigerator ,  a sterilizer, a gas -o p e ra ted  au toc lave ,  a 

kerosene-run incubator,  and  a d is tilled-water still. Even with all this equ ip 

m en t  there  w ou ld  still be enough  space for s to r ing  bottles o f  blood.

Because he an d  Sorensen w ould  be driving the new  vehicle th rough  France 

en rou te  to  Spain, Bethune w en t to  the  French Embassy in L ondon  to  ask  for 

a laisser-passer, hop ing  to  avoid paying du ty  on  the am bu lance  a n d  its c o n 

tents. However, France w as  one o f  the  signatories o f  the  N on-In te rven tion  

Agreem ent by w hich European  na t ions  had  pledged the ir  neu tra lity  in the 

Spanish conflict, so Bethune’s request was refused. A French official conceded 

th a t  if he were  able to  provide assurance from  the C a n a d ia n  high com m is

sioner, Vincent Massey, tha t  he w as  a bona-fide physician, he would authorize 

a laisser-passer.

At C a n a d a  H ouse,  M assey  agreed to  look in to  the  m a tte r  as quickly as 

possible an d  asked B ethune to  re tu rn .  H ow ever,  a f te r  investiga ting  in re 

sponse to  M assey’s cable, the  C a n ad ian  governm en t  refused to  co o p e ra te .3* 

O n  M onday ,  30 Novem ber,  B ethune re tu rned  to  C a n a d a  H ouse  on ly  to  be 

in fo rm ed  by Lester B. P earson ,  then  first secretary  o f  the  D e p a r tm e n t  of 

External Affairs an d  a t tached  to  the High C om m iss ioner’s Office a t  the time, 

o f  the C anad ian  governm ent’s decision. Desperate to  salvage som eth ing  from 

his efforts,  Bethune persuaded  Pearson to  provide h im w ith  a le tter o f  in tro 

duction  o n  C a n a d a  H o u se  stationery. However, the  letter w as  n o t  enough  to 

convince the official a t  the  French embassy, w h o  to ld  Bethune th a t  he w ould  

have to  pay du ty  on  his vehicle an d  the  medical supplies th a t  he w as  tak ing  

in to  France.

M eanw hile ,  B ethune had  found  a n o th e r  volunteer.  O n  S unday  19 N o 

vember, he had  called on  Cluny Dale, M a r ia n  Sco tt’s brother, w h o  lived in 

London. Dale offered to  in troduce  h im to  H azen  Sise, a n o th e r  M on trea le r  

w h o  w as  deeply interested in the conflict in Spain. Dale te lephoned  Sise and  

suggested th a t  he take  Bethune o u t  for d inner  th a t  night an d  then go  on  to 

the Royal A lbert H all  to  a t tend  a rally in s u p p o r t  o f  R epublican  Spain. Just 

a f te r  6  p m  Sise an sw e re d  the  doo rbe l l  o f  his Chelsea  a p a r tm e n t .  O n  the 

do o rs tep  s tood  a ram rod -s tra igh t  figure. “ I’m N o rm a n  B ethune ,” the  visitor 

announced .  T h en  he m arched  upsta irs  to  Sise’s s tud io  an d  plunged s tra igh t

aw ay  into a description o f  w ar tim e conditions in M adrid .  Despite the  brutal 

aerial b o m b a rd m en t  an d  the  a t tem p t  o f  the  A rm y o f  Africa to  break  th rough  

the  c i ty ’s w estern  defences, he to ld  Sise, th e  hero ic  M a d r i le n o s  had  no t
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wavered. Bethune’s description o f  the suffering o f  the civilian popu la tion  and  

his o w n  visceral response  to  it had  an  electric effect on  Sise, a n d  before 

B ethune had  finished, he b lu r ted  o u t ,  “ M y  gosh ,  1 w o u ld  like to  go  w ith  

y o u !” Later, after leaving the  Royal Albert Hall ,  Sise said to  h im , “ I’m quite 

serious ab o u t  this. I w ou ld  like to  go  back w ith  you. I’ve been so immensely 

concerned  for m on ths  a b o u t  w h a t  is going on  th e re .” Bethune replied th a t  

he w o u ld  have to  ob ta in  the permission o f  the  c a s d  a n d  prom ised  to  cable 

Benjamin Spence in the  m o rn in g .5’

T h e  day  before, B ethune had  also cabled  Sorensen in Paris; he arr ived in 

L ondon  on  M onday ,  and  Bethune b rough t  h im  up  to  da te  on the  events o f  

the pas t  week.’4 M eanw hile ,  the  c a s d  had immediately cabled their approval 

for Sise to  en ter  w h a t  Bethune had  begun to  call “ the  u n i t .” After in troduc

ing the  tw o  men, Bethune explained  th a t  he had  bough t all o f  the  necessary 

supplies except for a few items they could  purchase  in Paris. A final task be

fore they left w as  to  pick up  the new  uniform s he had  ordered.  R a ther  than  

purchase  s ta n d a rd  ones, Bethune had  designed his ow n .  M a d e  in imitation 

o f  the  m o n o  a zu l, a g a rm e n t  w o rn  by m ilic ianos, they were  c lo th-belted ,  

light-blue coveralls w ith a zipper runn ing  from  cro tch  to  neck .”  O n  the chest 

pocke t  beneath  a red cross w as  the  w o rd  “ C a n a d a .” ’6

W ith  Bethune a t  the  wheel,  the th ree  set o ff  a t  d a w n  o n  the  drive from 

L ondon  to  Folkestone, w here  they b oarded  a ferry to  cross the  C hannel to 

France. At French cus tom s in Boulogne, Bethune, to  his chagr in ,  had  to  pay 

the equivalent o f  $ 1 ,2 0 0  in du ty  on  the F ord  an d  the medical supplies. O n  

the w ay  to  Paris he refused to  consult a m ap, insisting th a t  he d id n ’t need one, 

an d  they soon  go t lost; only after w an d e rin g  ab o u t  for som e tim e did he get 

them  back o n  the  r ight rou te .’7 D uring  the ir  brief stay in Paris they  m ade  the 

rounds  o f  medical supply  houses for equ ip m en t  th a t  Bethune had  been u n 

able to  find in L ondon .  Bethune nex t visited the  Spanish Embassy, w here  he 

o b ta in ed  a sa lvo  c o n d u c to  for Sise an d  pape rs  to  a l low  the  Ford to  en ter  

Spain. H e also gave m oney  to  the am b assa d o r  to  be used to  purchase  an t i

te tanus  se rum .’8

Jus t  before they left Paris they fastened to  the side o f  the  s ta t ion  w agon  a 

canvas  sign bearing  the  w o rd s  “ Service canad ien  de t ran s fu s io n .” As they 

drove it th rough  the  R hone  valley, it a t tracted  the a t ten t ion  o f  w orke rs  a long 

the  highway, w h o  saluted them  w ith  clenched fists. O n  Tuesday, 8 December, 

they passed th rough  Spanish cus tom s a t  the  to w n  o f  P o r t  Bou, a few k ilo

metres sou th  o f  Perpignan. After the nearly five-hour run  sou th  to  Barcelona, 

they s topped  overn igh t while mechanics repaired  a p rob lem  th a t  had  devel

oped  in the  Ford . W hen  they picked up  the vehicle the following m orn ing ,
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the  m anage r  o f  the  garage refused B e thune’s offer o f  p aym en t  an d  wished 

them  g ood  luck on their  tw elve-hour journey sou th  to  Valencia, which w as  

n o w  the  R epublican capital.

At th e  h e a d q u a r te rs  o f  the  S o co rro  R o jo  In te rnac iona l  in Valencia, 

Bethune m et w ith  the officials w h o  had  agreed to  back  his b lood transfusion  

service a n d  o u t l ined  the  plan  th a t  he h a d  w o rk e d  o u t  in detail a f te r  his 

research in L ondon .  Discussions con t inued  until late Friday, w hen  he, Sise, 

an d  Sorensen left on  the drive n o r th w es t  to  M a d rid .  The  Socorro  Rojo  had  

a lready selected quar te rs  for the  unit  in the  S a lam anca district, on  the  east 

side o f  M a d r id  several blocks n o r th  o f  the  P arque del Buen Retiro . Inhabited  

by middle an d  upper-m iddle class M adrilenos ,  S a lam anca  had  so far been 

spared from  the daily aerial and  artillery a t tacks  on  the  city th a t  had  begun 

on  16 Novem ber. T h e  headquar te rs  o f  the  Socorro  Rojo  In ternac ional was 

located on  the  th ird  floor o f  a seven-storey building a t  Principe de Vergara 

36. O n  the  floor below  w as  a luxurious  e leven-room  a p a r tm e n t  seized from 

a lawyer w h o  had  acted as legal counsel to  the G erm a n  Embassy.’9 This  now  

becam e the  q u a r te rs  o f  the  In s t i tu te  can ad ien se  de transfus ion  de sangre  

(C anad ian  Blood Transfusion  Institute), the  nam e chosen  by Bethune for the 

unit.  T h e  S oco rro  R o jo  In ternac iona l  also  agreed  to  prov ide  the  In s t i tu te  

w ith  several Spanish doc to rs  an d  nurses an d  som e lab technicians.

B ethune a n d  the  o thers  exam ined  the  a p a r tm e n t ,  a n d  on  14 D ecem ber  

they moved in their  various pieces o f  equ ipm ent .  An eleva tor  and  a flight o f  

b road ,  w ind ing  steps led to  the  second floor an d  a glass d o o r  th a t  opened 

o n to  a  large foyer panelled in green dam ask .  Bethune h ad  chosen this as a 

reception an d  w ait ing  room . O n  the  r ight o ff  the  foyer w as  a large ro o m  

where they set up  m ost o f  the ir  equ ipm ent:  tw o  opera ting  tables on which 

b lood dono rs  w ould  lie, a refrigerator to  s to re  the  b lood , an d  an  au toclave 

to  sterilize bottles an d  instrum ents.  O n  the  left o ff  the  foyer w as  the library, 

w ith  shelves ho lding m ore  th a n  eight th ousand  books  lining three walls.  This 

becam e the adm inistra tive  centre. To the  r ight o ff  the  library w as  a den  and  

to  the left a b ed room , which Bethune decided w o u ld  be his. Directly off  the 

foyer w as  a long hall,  w ith  three b a th ro o m s  o n  one side an d  b ed ro o m s used 

by Sise, Sorensen, the cook , a maid , an d  the d o o rm an  on  the other. At the end 

o f  the hall w as  the kitchen.

It is im p o r tan t  to  no te  th a t  an  a rm - to -a rm  b lood  transfusion  service was 

a lready  op era t in g  a t  the Faculty  o f  M edicine o f  the  University o f  M adrid .  

B ethune’s plan  w as  to  set up  a system, which he la ter  described as a glorified 

milk-delivery service, to  collect blood from donors  a t  the  Instituto and  deliver 

it on  call to  hospitals an d  casualty  clearing sta tions near the front lines. W hen
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required ,  his team  could  also pe rfo rm  transfusions there. To find dono rs ,  he 

organized  rad io  an d  new spaper  appeals sta ting  th a t  the  Instituto w ou ld  open 

on  19 December. H e  w as  very nervous a b o u t  w hether  the M adrilenos  w ould  

respond, know ing  th a t  w ith o u t  dono rs  the Instituto could d o  nothing. But he 

co u n ted  on  the  d ram a t ic  appeal  o f  a service to  replenish the  b lood  o f  the 

w o u n d ed  an d  on the heroic spirit o f  the  Loyalists.40 Peering o u t  the  w indow  

o n  th a t  S a tu rday  m o rn in g ,  he w as  del igh ted  to  see a long  line ex tend ing  

a ro u n d  the  b lock. For the  n ex t  several days the  m em bers  o f  the  Ins ti tu to  

registered d o n o rs  w i th o u t  tak ing  blood. After learning the  nam e,  address, 

a n d  b lood type o f  each person an d  receiving a pledge th a t  the  individual had 

never been afflicted w ith  syphilis o r  hepatit is, they explained th a t  each w ould  

be notified w hen  to  arrive to  d o n a te  b lood. Soon after the  un it  opened , they 

w ere  ab le  to  test for var ious diseases w ith  the ir  ow n  labora tory ,  w hich  was 

set up  by an  A m erican  technician  nam ed  Celia G reenspan .4'

B ethune realized th a t  h o w  m u c h  b lo o d  sh o u ld  be co llec ted  w o u ld  be 

de term ined  by the  d em an d .  H e  w ou ld  have to  persuade  officials in the  five 

M a d r id  hosp ita ls ,  w h ich  h ad  qualified  s ta ff  a n d  facilities to  give t r a n s 

fusions, th a t  his innovative m ethod  o f  delivering whole donated  b lood would  

w o rk .41 H e  w as  also uncer ta in  o f  h o w  long the  b lood  could  be preserved 

afte r  sod ium  c itra te  w as  ad d e d ;  his research indicated  th a t  a safe limit was 

less th a n  tw o  w eeks ,  a l th o u g h  the re  w as  a possib ili ty  th a t  it  cou ld  last 

longer. O n ly  experience w ou ld  prov ide  the answer. T here  w as  also an  u n 

foreseen technical hitch a t  the  ou tse t.  W hen  Celia G reenspan  opened  the 

re f r ige ra to r  to  ex a m in e  the  first lo t  o f  b lood  th a t  h ad  been d o n a te d ,  she 

found  th a t  all seven bottles  h ad  frozen overn igh t .43 Bethune h ad  to  buy a 

re f r igera to r  o p e ra te d  by b u ta n e  gas to  replace the  kerosene-opera ted  one 

they had  b r o u g h t  f rom  L o n d o n .44

In ten hectic days following their  arrival in M a d r id ,  Bethune an d  his team 

had  m anaged  to  set up  the ir  q u a r te rs  an d  a t t r a c t  an d  register m any  p o te n 

tial dono rs .  T h e  chao tic  s ituation  in besieged M a d r id  left h im  free to  oper

ate as he saw  fit, an d  he m ade  the  m ost  o f  the  opportun ity .  Energized by the 

d ra m a  o f  the  s ituation ,  he w as  in his element.  O n  C hr is tm as  Eve he gave the 

first o f  several rad io  ta lks  th a t  w ere  beam ed  to  N o r th  America on  the  sh o r t 

w ave  s ta t ion  e a q . T h e  final sentences revealed his e la tion  a n d  his millenar- 

ian op tim ism : “W h a t  Spain does today, w h a t  you  S pan ia rds  do  to m orrow , 

will decide the  fu tu re  o f  the  w orld  fo r  the  n ex t  h u n d red  years. If you are 

defeated  the  w orld  will fall back  in to  the  new  d a rk  ages o f  Fascism -  if you 

are  successful, as w e are  confident you will be successful, w e will go  forw ard  

in to  the  glories o f  the  new  golden age o f  econom ic  an d  political democracy.
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R em em ber  w e C a n a d ia n  w o rk e rs  are  with you. We have com e here as in to  

the  o p en in g  ba t t le  o f  th e  w o rld  revo lu t ion .  Y our fight is o u r  fight. Your 

vic tory  is o u r  victory. Ask us h o w  w e can  help you. You will find us ready  

to  respond .  S a lu d .”** G iving these rad io  ta lks  w as  an  ad v e n tu re  in itself. 

Sise la ter  recalled h o w  he a n d  B ethune drove  th ro u g h  the  d a rk e n ed  streets 

o f  M a d r id  to  b roadcas t  a t  2 a m  from  the  cellar o f  a building off the  Avenida 

G ra n  Via. T here ,  in a small ro o m ,  its high w in d o w s  b a r r icaded  w ith  m a t 

tresses ag a in s t  b o m b  b lasts ,  they  spoke  in to  m ic ro p h o n e s ,  w o n d e r in g  

w he the r  an y o n e  w as  lis tening.46

The plan  w as  to  begin collecting b lood  after C hris tm as.  So af te r  Bethune 

gave his first b roadcas t ,  he, Sise, an d  Sorensen d rove  in to  the  G u a d a rra m a  

M o u n ta in s  no r thw es t  o f  the city to  inspect several hospitals .  At one  o f  them 

Bethune m ade  the  m ost  o f  an  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  visit a fortified o u tp o s t  a t  the 

front.  Travelling w ith  an  officer in an  a rm o u red  car, they clim bed high into 

the m oun ta ins  an d  arrived a t  an  ab a n d o n ed  sana to r ium  w here  an  alpine b a t 

ta lion  w as  s ta tioned. T h e  c o m m a n d a n t  an d  som e o f  the  o th e r  soldiers, all in 

the ir  twenties, had  b rough t  the ir  wives to  the  post to  celebrate  the  holiday. 

T hey  received the  C a n a d ia n s  w a rm ly  an d  invited them  to  join the  party. 

Despite the  snow  covering the g ro u n d ,  the  d ay  w as  mild an d  the  a f te rnoon  

sun bright. A table and  chairs were  b rough t outside, an d  while the w om en  set 

o u t  food and  wine, a soldier produced  a guita r  an d  began to  play. After lunch 

the ir  hosts  took  them  back to  the hospital bu t  re tu rned  on  C hr is tm as  D ay  to  

guide them  to  the  hea d q u ar te rs  o f  a nearby ski batta l ion .  From there  they 

gazed d o w n  on  El Escorial,  the  magnificent s ix teenth-century  palace built by 

King Philip II, n o w  being used as a hospital. Bethune an d  the o thers  w en t  ski

ing on  b o rro w ed  equ ipm en t ,  and  later th a t  a f te rn o o n  drove  d ow n  to  visit 

the  hospital.  The  experiences exhilara ted  Bethune, w h o  regarded  the Loyal

ist fighters as ideal represen ta t ions  o f  the people he h ad  com e from  C a n ad a  

to  suppor t .  “T hey  have a w onderfu l m orale  up  th e re ,” he later to ld  Fredrick 

Griffin o f  the Star W eekly. “They have real discipline. All com rades,  o f  course, 

good  pro le ta r ians ,  b u t  they sn a p  to  a t ten t io n  an d  salute their  officers.”47

H e re turned  to  M adrid  in high spirits, absolutely certain  n o w  th a t  in c o m 

m itting himself to  com m unism  he had  m ade  the right decision. H e  believed 

th a t  the  m ovem ent he h ad  joined would  sweep the w orld ,  ro o t  o u t  the  greedy 

a n d  co r rup t,  an d  establish peace, justice, an d  prosperity  for all. A nd he h im 

self was a t  the  forefront o f  events, do ing  som eth ing  to  aid suffering h u m a n 

ity. It seemed to  him th a t  in Spain a new  w orld  w as  d aw n ing  before his eyes. 

In his second radio  talk  on  e a q  on  29 December, he referred to  the  conver

sion o f  the  Palace H otel in to  a military hospital th a t  w as  n o w  serving the
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co m m o n  people: “ Its opera ting  ro o m  ...  w ith  trem endous  crystal chandeliers 

and  glittering gold mirrors ,  has eight tables side by side, each staffed by tw o  

doctors ,  an  anaesthetist  and  nurse. Here som e o f  the  m ost fam ous surgeons 

o f  Spain, the  equal,  to  say the  least, o f  any coun try  in the  w orld ,  are a t  w ork .  

Each on  his ow n  specialty. This  first one is a fam ous brain  surgeon w h o  is 

n o w  exploring a w o u n d  o f  the  head. H e  once received $50 0 0 .0 0  for a simi

lar opera tion  in private practice; now  he does it gladly for his $1 .00  a day. 

N e x t  to  h im  a g rea t  abdom ina l  surgeon is sewing up  carefully multiple per

fora tions o f  the  intestine ...  Th is  is his zo th  opera tion  today. H e  is tired and  

weary  bu t his love o f  his coun trym en ,  his pride in his a r t  is as high as ever.”48 

Bethune had  told Frances long before th a t  a d oc to r  should  ideally offer his 

services freely to  all, and , like a medieval m o n k ,  should  be fed, c lo thed, and 

housed th rough  acts o f  charity. Seeing doctors  m otivated  by the  need to  serve 

ra the r  th a n  the lure o f  fee for service seemed the  confirm ation  o f  everything 

he had  argued  for in the past. O n  C hr is tm as  Eve he h ad  sent an open  letter 

to  m em bers  o f  the  C a n ad ian  medical profession via the  c a s d . In it he had 

w ritten: “ I am  under tak ing  this w o rk  as a d o c to r  and  a h u m a n ita r ia n  ...  We 

docto rs  ca n n o t  stand  aside an d  view the presen t tragic  s ituation  o f  millions 

o f  desperate  people w i th o u t  physicians an d  ad e q u a te  medical aid w ith  the 

de tachm en t  o f  any  political op in ion . To com e to  the  relief o f  h u m a n  suffer

ing is the  historic and  trad i t iona l  role o f  the  medical profession. O u r  du ty  is 

plain an d  inescapable. T here  are a t  presen t hospital an d  am bu lance  units in 

Spain from  England, Scotland, France an d  Scandinavian  countries.  C a n ad a  

should  be an d  m ust be represented . It will be. M a y  I urge you to  join with  

me in this non-political hum an ita r ian  effort?” 49

T h e  Institu to  canadiense  de t ransfusion  de sangre w as  ready  to  begin co l

lecting an d  delivering b lood after C hris tm as,  b u t  a lready there were tensions 

w ith in  the  unit ,  m o s t  o f  them  rela ting  to  ou ts iders .  F rom  the  beg inning  

Bethune had  encouraged  m em bers  o f  the  foreign press to  visit the  Instituto. 

W ith  his instinct for public re la tions he knew  th a t  in te rnationa l  coverage of 

the  se t t ing-up  o f  the  transfus ion  service w o u ld  d ra w  a t ten t io n  to  the  R e 

publican struggle aga inst  the  besieging fascist forces. Back in C a n a d a  this 

w ould  help raise funds to  su p p o r t  his w o rk .  D uring  his first weeks in M adrid  

he had  m et m ost  o f  the  foreign newsm en in the city a t  the  bar  in the G ran  Via 

Hotel .  K now ing  they shared his love o f  d r ink ,  he kep t an  am ple supply  o f  a l

cohol a t  the Instituto, so even afte r  they had  w ri tten  the ir  stories a b o u t  the 

un it ,  som e jou rna l is ts  co n t in u e d  to  m ake  social visits. K now ledge  o f  the 

C anad ian  b lood transfusion  service also  spread th ro u g h o u t  the  small foreign 

com m unity  in M a d r id .  Officials from  legations and  from  the In ternational
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Brigades, am o n g  others ,  soon  learned th a t  the  d o o r  o f  the Institu to  w as  a l

ways open to  those w an ting  to  enjoy a d r ink ,  a cha t,  an d  a brief escape from 

the danger  th a t  su r ro u n d e d  them  daily.

However, no t  all m em bers  o f  the  unit  were  co m fo r tab le  w ith  B ethune’s 

open -doo r  policy. Celia G reenspan , w h o  w as  never able to  a d a p t  to  Bethune’s 

helter-skelter ways, w ro te  to  her  h u sband  in Valencia, “This  place is getting 

to  me. It’s used as general meeting place ...  and  as a c lub .” 50 Sorensen was 

even m o re  crit ica l,  a n d  B e thune’s failure to  carefully  screen all v isitors 

a larm ed him. O n e  night a t  the  end o f  a par ty  a t  the  Institu to ,  Bethune es

cor ted  one o f  the  guests, a Scandinavian  journalis t ,  back  to  her residence. 

O n  his re turn  he s t ru tted  into the  d in ing  ro o m  w here  the s ta ff  w as  ea ting  a 

typically late Spanish dinner. “ I k now  tw o  people w h o  just had  a good  fuck ,” 

he boasted. Far from  being am used , Sorensen rem inded  him o f  the  ru m o u r  

th a t  Felix Schlayer, the N orw e g ian  consul,  w as  offering pro tec tion  to  fifth 

co lum nis ts  in the  N o rw e g ian  L ega tion .51 B ethune shou ld  be m o re  careful 

a b o u t  his social con tac ts ,  he said.

Sorensen w as  also  upset by B ethune’s h ab i t  o f  t rea ting  the  Institu to  as a 

hotel,  inviting guests fo r  ex tended  stays. D uring  the  first tw o  weeks o f  its 

opera tion ,  several individuals moved in. O n e  w h o  stayed for several weeks 

was C laud  Cock  burn ,  writing under  the nam e F rank  Pitcairn for the  London  

co m m u n is t  new spaper  T h e  D aily  W orker.*1 A n o th e r  w as  the  English scien

tist J.B.S. H a ldane ,  w h o  arrived in late Decem ber and  stayed for tw o  weeks.53 

H ald an e  in tu rn  b rough t an o th e r  guest,  Vera Elkan, a South African p h o to 

g rap h e r  living in E ng land  w h o  h ad  com e to  Spain to  m a k e  a film on  the  

In terna t ional  Brigades.54 An attrac tive  young  w o m a n ,  she im m edia te ly  a p 

pealed to  Bethune, w h o  invited her to  stay  a t  the  Institu to  until she found 

o th e r  a c c o m m o d a t io n .  Shortly  a f te r  she a r r ived ,  he invited her to  have  a 

p re-d inner  cocktail .  W hile  Sorensen m ixed  the  d r inks ,  B ethune sat beside 

her an d  asked to  look a t  her hand .  Taking it gently in his, he gazed intently 

a t  the lines on  her palm  then looked up, smiling, an d  said, “ You are  a nice 

p e rson .” As if on  cue, Elkan m u rm u red ,  “ M a y  I sleep w ith  you to n ig h t?” 

Bethune did no t hesitate to  offer her a w a rm  bed, an d  until she left in J a n u 

ary she frequently  accom pan ied  h im  as he delivered b lood  to  field hospitals  

an d  casualty  clearing s ta t ions .55

A n o th e r  w o m a n  w h o  arr ived  in late D ecem ber  w as  Kajsa R o th  m an  

(1 9 0 0 -6 9 ) ,  a Swede. Tall, b lond , an d  sexually un inh ib i ted ,  the  th ir ty -th ree  

year old  R o th m an  had  w o rk e d  as a nursem aid  for a French family an d  as a 

m a ra th o n  dancer. After a rr iv ing  in Spain in early 1936, she h ad  established 

a travel agency in Barcelona. She w as  the  d augh te r  o f  a fo rm er  pa r t-o w n er  

o f  the  K arlstad-ticlningen, a liberal Swedish new spaper,  to  w hich  she sent
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articles o n  the  Spanish Civil W ar; she also  co n tr ib u ted  to  R a d io  M a d r id ’s 

Swedish b roadcas ts .56 H e r  reason for visiting the Institu to , she told Bethune, 

was th a t  she w an te d  to  write  a b ook  a b o u t  him. They  retired to  his bed room  

a lm ost im m edia te ly  a fte r  her  arrival an d  rem ained  there for the better pa r t  

o f  tw o  days. W hen  Bethune em erged to  tend to  Institu to  business, he said 

th a t  R o th m an  w as  a journal is t  w h o  w as  conduc ting  an  in-depth interview 

with  h im . T hen ,  w ith  a lewd grin , he added ,  “o r  vice versa .” 57 H e  m ade  no 

a t te m p t  to  be discreet a b o u t  the  liaison. O n e  m orn ing  in early January ,  Celia 

G reenspan  knocked  on his d o o r  w ith  papers  for him  to  check. W hen  he told 

her  to  com e in, she found  him  an d  R o th m a n  in bed together, naked . E m 

barrassed ,  G reenspan  said th a t  she w o u ld  re tu rn  later, bu t  Bethune insisted 

on  dealing with the  papers  there  and  th e n .58 R o th m an  w ou ld  stay o n  in the 

Institu to  until M arch ,  perform ing  various adm inis tra tive  tasks in addi tion  

to  her role as lover.

This  open-house  policy and  B ethune’s naivete in assum ing  th a t  everyone 

w h o  visited the Institu to  w as  politically reliable eventually  spurred  Sorensen 

to  act. H e had taken  an instant dislike to  R o thm an ,  and  o ther  m inor  incidents 

had  d is tu rbed  h im .59 In Ja n u a ry  1937 som eone  com plained  to  the d irector  of 

the  Socorro  Rojo  In ternac ional a b o u t  lack o f  security a t  the Institu to ,  an d  it 

is likely th a t  this person w as  Sorensen. Shortly after the com pla in t  w as  made, 

police officers entered  the  Institu to  an d  to o k  all the  foreigners in to  custody. 

Bethune, Sorensen, an d  Sise as well as H a ldane ,  R o th m an ,  and  an Austrian 

n am ed  H u r tu rg  w ere  arrested . All excep t R o th m a n  an d  H u r tu rg  were  re

leased af te r  they were identified by the  d irec tor  o f  the Socoro  Rojo  In terna

cional. R o th m a n  w as  detained for som e time bu t then  set free. H u r tu rg  was 

n o t  so lucky -  he w as  executed  as a  spy.60

However, despite the  security p rob lem , the  Institu to  functioned well. The 

unit  began to  collect b lood  after C hris tm as ,  calling on  the d o n o rs  w h o  had  

registered the previous week. After receiving the assurance th a t  the do n o r  had  

fasted, a necessity to  e liminate con tam ina t ing  fats from  the  b lood, and  th a t  

he o r  she did no t have syphilis, a 500 cc d o n a t io n  w as  ex trac ted .6' T h rough  

a tube ,  it flowed in to  a bottle  to  w hich  w as  ad ded  a  small am o u n t  o f  sod ium  

citrate . T h e  type o f  b lood ,  d o n o r ’s nam e,  an d  date  o f  the  ex trac tion  were 

recorded on  a label fixed to  the bottle. The  blood was then placed in a refrig

e ra to r  and  chilled to  between 2 and  4 degrees Celsius. D onors  a t  first received 

a chit to  purchase  a small a m o u n t  o f  food; la ter  each w as  given a tin o f  bully 

beef instead and  offered a sho t o f  b randy .61

The delivery o f  b lood began near the  end o f  the last week in  December, but 

it w as  n o t  until early  Ja n u a ry  th a t  the unit  adm inistered  their  first t r an s fu 

sion. Shortly before 3  a m  on 3 January ,  they received a te lephone call urging
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them to  com e im m edia te ly  to  the  small village o f  F uencarra l  on  the  no r thern  

ou tsk irts  o f  M a d rid .  Bethune roused  Sorensen and  their  guard ,  picked up  his 

bag  o f  instrum ents  an d  several bottles o f  b lood  from  the  refrigerator,  and  

headed  d ow nsta irs  to  the  Ford. Driving th rough  the p i tch -dark  streets w i th 

o u t  lights, s topped  every few blocks by a rm ed  militia g u ard s  w h o  d em anded  

to  hear  the  cu rren t  passw ord ,  they a t  last reached their  des tina tion .  It w as  a 

fo rm er  ducal palace th a t  had  been tu rned  in to  a hospital a n d  de tac h m en t  

cen tre  for a un it  o f  Assault G uards .  Following a g uard  th ro u g h  a series of 

long halls hung  w ith  o rn a te  tapestries,  they entered  the  fo rm er  chapel o f  the 

duke an d  duchess, now  being used as an opera ting  room . W here the a l ta r  had 

stood w as  an  opera ting  table on which lay a severely w o u n d ed  soldier, clearly 

in a  sta te  o f  shock. A bullet enter ing his left thigh h ad  rup tu red  his femoral 

artery, causing heavy bleeding. Bethune could barely feel the  m a n ’s pulse and  

realized there  w as  no  time to  test for b lood  type. H e  asked Sorensen, w hose 

b lood  was Type IV, the  universal type, to  act as a donor. Sorensen pulled off 

his c o a t ,  rolled u p  his sleeve, an d  lay o n  a second  table. W ith  S o rensen ’s 

b lood flowing in to  his vein, co lou r  gradually  c rep t  in to  the  so ld ier’s cheeks 

an d  he began to  stir. After they re tu rned  to  the  Institu to ,  Bethune recorded 

the m a n ’s nam e,  the  da te  an d  the  location  o f  the  transfus ion ,  an d  added ,  

“ Im m ediate  im provem ent.  Recovery. N o  reac tion .” 63

In a letter written  a week later to  Benjamin Spence, cha irm an  o f  the  c a s d , 

Bethune described the  w o rk  done  by the unit:

O u r  night w ork  is very eerie! We get a  phone  call for blood. Snatch up  o u r  

packed  bag, take z  bottles (each 500 cc) -  on e  o f  g ro u p  IV a n d  one  of 

g ro u p  II b lood  -  o u t  o f  the  refrigerator  an d  w ith  o u r  a rm e d  gu ard  off we 

go  th rough  the  abso lu te ly  pitch d a rk  streets an d  the  g uns  a n d  m achine 

guns an d  rifle sho ts  so und  like as if they were  in the  nex t block, a l though  

they are  really half a mile away. W ith o u t  lights w e drive, s top  a t  the  hos

pital an d  w ith  a search light in o u r  hands find o u r  w ay  in to  the  cellar p r in 

cipally. All the opera ting  ro o m s in the  hospita ls  have been m oved  in to  the 

basem ent to  avoid falling sh rapnel,  bricks an d  stones com ing  th ro u g h  the 

opera ting  room  ceiling.

O u r  bag contains  a completely sterilized box o f  instrum ents,  towels etc. 

so w e can  s ta r t  w o rk  a t  once .  T h e  m an  is lying m o s t  f requently  on  a 

s tretcher  so w e kneel d o w n  beside him, prick the  finger an d  o n  a slide pu t  

I  d ro p  each o f  Serum type II and  type III. If his red b lood  cells are  agglu

tina ted  by II an d  n o t  by III -  he is a type III. If agg lu tina ted  by II he is a 

III, if by bo th  he is a type I, if neither, he is a g ro u p  IV.
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So now  we k n o w  w h a t  b lood  he can take safely. If I, III o r  IV he gets 

o u r  bo ttle  o f  b lood  g ro u p  IV (the universal b lood).  If he is a II he gets 

b lood g ro u p  II. H e  could  also take IV b u t  as these “Universal D o n o rs” are 

a b o u t  only 4 5 %  o f  the people, w e m u s t  use IPs w hen  w e can. T h en  the 

p roper  b lood is w a rm e d  in a pan  o f  w a te r  an d  w e are  ready  to  s ta rt .  The 

m an  is usually as w hite  as the paper, mostly shocked , w ith  an  im percep

tible pulse. H e m ay be exsangu ina ted  also an d  no t so m uch  shocked , bu t  

usually is bo th  shocked an d  exsanguinated . We now  inject novo-caine over 

the  vein in the bend o f  the  elbow, cu t  d o w n  an d  find the  vein an d  insert a 

small glass C a n u la ,  then run  the  b lood  in. T h e  change  in m o s t  cases is 

spectacular. We give h im always 500 cc o f  preserved b lood and  sometim es 

m ore  and  follow it up  w ith  saline o f  5 %  glucose solution. T h e  pulse can 

n o w  be felt an d  his pale lips have som e color.

Yesterday, we did three transfusions -  this is a b o u t  the average daily, be

sides the  b lood w e leave a t  hospitals  for them  to  use themselves. We co l

lect V2 to  3A  gallon  daily, m ix it w ith  Sodium  C i tra te  (3 .8% ) an d  keep it 

just above  freezing in the refrigerator in sterile milk an d  wine bottles. This 

b lood  will keep for a b o u t  a week ...

Well, this is a g ran d  co u n try  and  g rea t  people. T h e  w o u n d ed  are  w o n 

derful.

A fter  1 had  given a t ransfus ion  to  a French soldier w h o  h ad  lost his 

a rm , he raised the o the r  to  me as I left the ro o m  in the  C asual ty  Clearing 

S tation , an d  w ith  his raised clenched fist excla imed “ Viva la R evo lu tio n "  

[s/cj. T h e  n ex t  boy to  h im  w as  a S pan ia rd  -  a medical s tuden t,  sho t  

th rough  the liver an d  s tom ach . W hen I had  given h im  a transfus ion  and  

asked him  h o w  he felt -  he said “ It is n o th in g ” -  N adal H e recovered. So 

did the F renchm an.

Transfusion  w o rk  should  be given in C asual ty  Clearing S tations w hen  

they com e o u t  o f  the  opera ting  ro o m  o f  the  1st hospital behind the  lines 

an d  before  they are  sent back to  rear  hospitals.  But as M adrid  is the  front 

line, o u r  w o rk  is mostly  here a l though  w e go o u t  25 k ilom eters to  o ther  

pa r ts  o f  the line.64

In his le tter to  Spence, Bethune described the  experience o f  his un i t  as “ a 

very hectic ten  d ays .” 65 T h e  Institu to  had  undergone  a baptism  o f  fire. H o p 

ing to  prevent supplies from  en ter ing  the  city, F ra n co ’s forces m ade  a c o n 

ce n tra te d  s tr ike  a t  the  h ighw ay  lead ing  o u t  o f  the  n o r th w e s t  co rn e r  of 

M a d r id .  T h e  offensive ca u g h t  the  R epub licans  off  g u a rd ,  b u t  they fought 

back doggedly an d  w hen  the  a t tack  ended in the  second week o f  January ,
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the N a tiona l is t  gain w as  m inimal.  T h e  perfo rm ance  o f  the  unit du r ing  this 

brief bu t  intense cam paign  p roved  th a t  it n o t  only w o rk e d  bu t w o rk e d  well. 

A lthough there  is n o  d o u b t  th a t  D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s service on  the  A ragon  F ron t 

w as  the first mobile  b lood transfusion  service in Spain, the  heavy ac tion  on 

the M a d r id  F ron t  m ean t  th a t  B ethune’s Institu to  w o u ld  in fact deliver blood 

to  far m ore  casualty  stations.

In the m ids t  o f  a besieged city fighting to  survive, B ethune’s vision and  

will had  in a m a tte r  o f  weeks created a functioning service from  no th ing  and  

proved tha t ,  despite the  primitive equ ip m en t  available, it cou ld  be success

ful in delivering m uch-needed  b lo o d  to  th e  w o u n d e d .66 Despite  his free

wheeling ways, which led to  a certain am o u n t  o f  d isorganiza tion  an d  various 

tensions w ith in  the  Institu to  staff, it w as  a m agnificent accom plishm ent.  But 

far from  being con ten t ,  Bethune w as  spurred  on  by the  exh i la ra t ion  o f  his 

success: he w as  a lready p lanning  to  achieve more.
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* I  о  *

The Path  w ith  Lions

Madrid, Valencia, Almeria,

January-February 1937

Ever the  “ qu ickener,” the  activist,  B ethune had  little in te rest in the  day- 

to -day  details o f  runn ing  the Instituto. Elated by its perfo rm ance  un d er  the 

pressure  o f  battle ,  he n o w  w a n te d  to  ex p a n d  its scope. This  h ad  been his 

in ten tion  from  th e  beg inning , as is revealed  in a  le tter  he h ad  w ri t ten  to  

Benjamin Spence before C hris tm as: “W e have p lans to  branch  o u t  an d  give 

the  service up  in the  G u a d a r ra m a  M o u n ta in s  up  to  a d istance o f  t o o  miles 

f rom  the  City later an d  m ight need a n o th e r  ca r  bu t  this w o n ’t  be for several 

m o n th s  y e t .” 1 O n ly  th ree  w eeks  later, he decided th a t  he sh o u ld  create  a 

service to  supply  forces in all o f  R epublican  Spain w ith  blood. In the  relative 

ca lm  th a t  followed the  early J a n u a ry  cam paign ,  there  w as  m uch speculation 

in M a d r id  a b o u t  w here  F ra n co ’s forces w o u ld  strike next. Bethune sensed 

th a t  the  n ex t  b a t t le f ro n t  m igh t  be the  so u th e a s t  co a s t  w here  R epub lican  

forces had  a tenuous  ho ld  on  the city o f  M alaga ,  an d  th a t  b lood w ould  be 

urgently needed there.

In early Ja n u a ry  he app roached  officials o f  the  Socorro  Rojo  Internacional 

in M a d r id ,  suggesting  th a t  o th e r  units  like the  Ins ti tu to  shou ld  be set up 

th ro u g h o u t  Republican  Spain. They  replied th a t  the scope o f  his plan  placed 

it far  b eyond  the ir  ju r isd ic t ion .  T h e  s i tu a t io n  h ad  c h a n g ed ,  a n d  they no  

longer h ad  the  a u th o r i ty  o f  tw o  m o n th s  earlier  w h en  they had  a l low ed  him 

to  create the Instituto. They had  assumed responsibility for the care o f  military 

casualties then only because m ost medical personnel in the Sanidad M ilitar  

(the arm y medical bureau) had  gone over to  Franco in the early days o f  the 

N ationa lis t  uprising. But the governm ent in Valencia h ad  n o w  consolidated  

all military pow er  in the R epublican zone, and  a  unified arm y  under  central 

c o m m an d  was quickly tak ing  shape. Part o f  th a t  developm ent w as  a recon

stitu ted  Sanidad Militar, an d  the  Socorro Rojo  officials told Bethune th a t  he 

w o u ld  have to  present his p roposa l  to  officials in th a t  a rm y  depar tm ent .



So on  M onday , 11 J a n u a ry  1937, he an d  Sorensen left M a d r id  in the  Ford 

for Valencia. At the headquar te rs  o f  the  S anidad  M il i ta r  a t  Avenida C olon  

86, they w ere  directed to  the office o f  Colonel C errada .  H e  w as  one  o f  few 

arm y  medical personnel w h o  had  rem ained  loyal to  the  Republic , an d  now  

had  the  title o f  head doctor.1 W ith  Sorensen in terpre ting ,  Bethune outlined 

his scheme for a unified b lood  t ransfusion  service to  cover all sectors in the 

R epublican zone. C e rra d a  agreed in principle bu t d rew  B ethune’s a t ten t ion  

to  tw o  problems. The  first w as  financial: where would  the m oney  com e from? 

B ethune’s response was instant. H e  w as  certain  th a t  the  sam e source th a t  was 

funding the Instituto, the c a s d ,  w ould  be willing to  provide  financial s u p 

p o r t  for the  ex p an d ed  plan. C e rra d a  then w en t  on  to  a second p roblem . Dr 

Frederic D u ra n  i Jo rd a  had  a lready  established the  Barcelona Blood T ran s

fusion Service, an d  no  plans for a unified service to  cover  all o f  Republican 

Spain could  be m ade  w ith o u t  his c o o p e ra t io n . ’

It seems m ore  th a n  likely th a t  by this t ime Bethune k n ew  a b o u t  D u ra n  i 

J o r d a ’s w o rk ,  hav ing  learned a b o u t  it som etim e afte r  tak ing  possession of 

the  a p a r tm e n t  on  Principe de Vergara in December.4 Realizing th a t  w ith o u t  

D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s partic ipa tion ,  C e rrada  w ould  n o t  su p p o r t  his plans for a un i

fied t ransfusion  service, Bethune said th a t  he w o u ld  go  to  Barcelona a t  once 

to  m eet the C a ta lan  doctor. The  fo llowing day, a f te r  a tw elve-hour  drive, he 

an d  Sorensen reached Barcelona an d  found  ro o m s in the  H o te l  C on tinen ta l  

in the  R am bla  C a ta lunya .  In the m o rn in g  they w en t  to  H osp ita l  N o .  18 to  

see D uran  i Jo rda .  After show ing  Bethune his facilities an d  discussing with 

him their  respective techniques o f  collecting and  storing  b lood , the  do c to r  

listened to  B ethune’s plan  for a  un iform  service th ro u g h o u t  the  R epublican 

sector. H e w as  p repared  to  accept the idea, w ith certain  m odifications. The  

m a jo r  change, as Bethune later inform ed Sise in a letter, w as  to  m ake  Barce

lona ,  n o t  M a d r id ,  th e  collection an d  d is t r ibu t ion  cen tre .  “ We p ro p o se  to  

s ta r t  a ‘shu t t le ’ service f rom  Barcelona to  Valencia, M a d r id  an d  C o rdova  

[sic] w ith d is tribu ting  centres a t  these o the r  p o in ts ,” he w ro te .5 Bethune was 

clearly n o t  in a posit ion to  argue. D u ra n  i Jo rd a  w as  an  expe r t  hem atologist,  

which Bethune w as  not,  and  the C a ta la n ’s b lood transfusion  service had been 

first in the  field. It w as  also obvious th a t  D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s facilities an d  eq u ip 

m en t were  m ore  sophisticated  th a n  those in the Institu to , an d  th a t  he had 

developed a m e thod  for collecting an d  storing  b lood  in packaged  pressure 

am poules ,  which Bethune recognized w as  superior  to  the use o f  bottles by his 

unit  in M a d r id .6 So he accepted D u ra n  i Jo rd a ’s conditions. A tentative agree

m en t w as  reached, and  Bethune handed  over 3 ,000  pesetas to  be used for the 

purchase  o f  equ ipm en t .7
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After exam in ing  D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s refrigerated ra ilw ay  ca r  an d  tw o  large 

refrigerated trucks,  Bethune decided to  buy a similar truck  an d  have it o u t 

fitted with refrigerators, which he w as  able to  buy in Barcelona. W hen he was 

unable  to  find a truck  th a t  m et his requirem ents ,  he an d  Sorensen took  the 

train  to  Marseille on 16 January  to  look for one. Several days later they found 

a 2.5 ton Renault,  which Bethune bought. Their  task accomplished, Bethune, 

w hose m ind  w as  never strictly on  business, suggested to  Sorensen th a t  they 

celebrate by visiting a “d ec en t” brothel .  A taxi driver deposited  them  a t  the 

C lub  des Femmes, w here  the  m a d a m  pa ra d ed  a n u m b e r  o f  w om en  before 

them. Bethune a t  once chose a tall, Scandinavian-looking b londe an d  headed 

upsta irs .  Sorensen followed an d  enjoyed himself w ith  his choice. W hen he 

w en t downsta irs ,  he found Bethune, his sexual mission already accomplished, 

im pa tien t  to  leave.8

B ethune te leg rap h e d  Sise in M a d r id  to  m eet h im  a n d  Sorensen in 

Barcelona. T here  Sise ran  in to  S tephen Spender, a you n g  English p o e t  he 

had  m et in L ondon .  O n  assignm ent to  T h e  D a ily  W orker, Spender an d  his 

friend Tom  Worsley had  just a rr ived  in Spain .9 Worsley, a fo rm er  teacher 

an d  freelance writer,  w as  eager to  m ake  som e k ind  o f  co n t r ib u t io n  to  the 

R epublican cause. Sise m entioned  th a t  there m ight be a role for h im  with the 

fo r thcom ing  expans ion  o f  the  b lood  delivery service, an d  suggested  th a t  he 

co m e  to  the  H o te l  C o n t in en ta l  on  Friday n igh t w h en  Bethune w as  expected  

to  re turn .

O n  22 January  Sise in troduced Worsley to  Bethune. As they d rank  whiskey 

th a t  Bethune had  b rough t  back from  France, he told Worsley th a t  he needed 

ano ther  driver for the new  unit. H e  urged him to  com e back  in the m orn ing  

to  try  driving the big Renault an d  decide w hether  to  take on  the  job. The  next 

m orn ing  Worsley joined Bethune, Sise, an d  Sorensen on  a visit to  exam ine 

D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s tw o  refrigerated trucks and  discuss refitting the  R enault in a 

similar fashion. They  spent several hours  with D u ra n  i Jo rd a  an d  w orked  ou t 

a plan  for the  conversion o f  their  vehicle. Enthusiastic a b o u t  w h a t .h e  had 

seen, Worsley agreed to  join the unit  as an  assistant driver to  Sise.

Bethune w as  eager  to  get final app rova l  o f  the  new  service from  Colonel 

C e rra d a  in Valencia. U nfo r tuna te ly  Sorensen could  no t go  a long  to  t ra n s 

late, for he had  co m e  d o w n  w ith  w h a t  Bethune d iagnosed  as b ronchit is ;  

Bethune prescribed medicine for him and  to ld  him to  take  to  his bed. Leav

ing Sise to  oversee the  conversion  o f  the  truck  a t  the  Genera l M o to rs  p lan t 

in Barcelona, Bethune left in the  F ord  late S unday  m orn ing .  In Valencia he 

took  a room  in the  Victoria, an upscale hotel a few blocks from  the h e a d 

quar te rs  o f  the Sanidad Militar. At a m eeting with  Colonel C e rrada  the next
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day, he described the  purchase  an d  refitting o f  the R enau l t  an d  ou tl ined  the 

result o f  his discussions with D u ra n  i Jo rd a .  C e rra d a  replied th a t  he an d  his 

superiors  recognized the need for a unified b lood  service bu t  n o w  realized 

th a t  it w o u ld  requ ire  cons iderab ly  m ore  m o n e y  th a n  the  budge t  o f  the  

Sanidad M il i ta r  could  support .  Bethune said he w as  certain  th a t  the  required  

a m o u n t  to  fund such an  im p o r ta n t  project could  be raised in C a n ad a .  They  

discussed the costs o f  the  various aspects o f  his p roposa l ,  an d  B ethune m ade 

an offer. In addit ion  to  covering the  salaries o f  the three C anadians ,  the  c a s d  

w ould  pay for all equ ipm en t  for the  m ain tenance  o f  the  M a d r id  opera tion  

and  also m ake  a substan tia l co n tr ibu t ion  to w a rd  the  cos t  o f  the  d is tribu tion  

cen tre  in Valencia.10 In re tu rn  the Sanidad M il i ta r  w o u ld  be expected  to  pay 

the  salaries o f  the  Spanish personnel.  C e rra d a  agreed to  d r a w  u p  a co n tra c t  

to  indicate clearly the  m u tua l  responsibilities o f  the  c a s d  an d  the  Sanidad 

Militar, bu t  he w arned  Bethune th a t  it w ou ld  have to  be ap p ro v ed  by the  

w a r  ministry.

C erta in  th a t  this was on ly  a m a tte r  o f  form , Bethune left Valencia, c o n 

vinced th a t  the  new  o p e ra t io n  w as  a  v ir tua l fa i t  a cco m p li. H e  d ro v e  to  

M a d r id ,  arr iv ing on  Wednesday, 27 January ,  an d  imm ediate ly  sent the  c a s d  

a cab le  lis ting th e  a m o u n ts  o f  m oney  he had  received f ro m  them  a n d  in

form ing them  o f  the  purchase  o f  the  R enau l t  in Marseille. H e also discussed 

the  ou tc o m e o f  his meeting w ith  C errada :  “ O u r  new  plan  enthusiastically  

accepted  by Valencia governm en t.  Will cover  all f ronts .  T h e  schem e is to 

transfe r  sealed am pu les  [sic] by b lo o d  refr igera tion  tra in  f rom  collection  

cen tre  a t  Barcelona to  ...  Valencia. F rom  thence to  ten  selected front-line 

po in ts  th ree  th o u sa n d  kilom eters apa r t .  Th is  is first t ime in h is tory  such long 

d istance covered. Also m ain ta in ing  original o rgan iza tion  w o rk in g  perfectly 

on  M a d r id  f ro n t .”

H e also responded rather testily to  the c a s d ’s  frequent dem ands for more in

formation from him. “ Reason for silence either no thing new  o r  censor forbids. 

For Lenin’s sake be reasonable,” he wrote. “W orking eighteen hours  day. C a n ’t 

be w a r  correspondent and  doctor  too. Sent you three letters from France.” "

But despite  B ethune’s boas t,  the  Ins t i tu to  w as  n o t  “w o rk in g  perfectly .” 

D uring  his tw o-and -a -ha lf  week absence, various  la ten t  difficulties had  d e

veloped in to  fu ll-b lown p rob lem s,  an d  he h ad  to  s tay  in M a d r id  for four 

days to  so r t  th ings ou t .  T h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  issue w as  th a t  the  In s t i tu to ’s 

Spanish personnel were n o t  being paid . In ten t o n  his new  projec t an d  busy 

in Barcelona an d  M arseille ,  B ethune h ad  fo rgo tten  to  a l loca te  m o n e y  for 

their  salaries. H e  apologized for the  oversight an d  assured  the unh ap p y  staff
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th a t  a new  plan  o f  o rgan iza tion  w ou ld  guaran tee  regular  income for them. 

They  grudgingly  accepted his promise.

A m ore  serious p rob lem  w as  the lack o f  system in the  op era t io n  o f  the 

Instituto. Celia G reenspan  had  quickly no ted  this flaw afte r  joining the unit  

in December. Im prov is ing  as he w e n t  a long ,  B ethune had  n o t  crea ted  an  

organiza tional s truc tu re  o r  p rocedura l  guidelines, and  his frequent absences 

co m p o u n d ed  the problem . W hen  he w as  there ,  he w as  nominally  in charge, 

bu t du r ing  his absences there  w as  no  clear chain o f  authori ty . Even w hen  he 

w as  present,  his im patience w ith  details and  indifference to  o rganizational 

trivia irr i ta ted  the  staff, w h o  were  a t  times n o t  sure h o w  best to  carry  ou t  

the ir  duties.  G reenspan , w h o  cam e to  see Bethune as “ p a r t  adventurer ,  pa r t  

hu m a n i ta r ia n ,"  felt th a t  in som e w ays his erratic  com ings an d  goings ac tu 

ally com plicated  m atte rs ; left to  themselves, the staff  might have been able 

to  w o rk  o u t  a system to  m ake the  Institu to  function m ore  sm ooth ly .11

Keen to  m ake  progress  on  the unified b lood  delivery service, Bethune set 

o u t  again for Valencia on  the  last day o f  January . But the nex t day he learned 

to  his chagrin  th a t  C e rra d a  had  still n o t  received governm ent app rova l for 

the agreem ent they had  reached the  previous week. C e rrada  also b rough t  up 

an o th e r  m atter:  in the  very near  fu ture , all health  facilities an d  personnel in 

the  R epub lican  sector, inc lud ing  the  Ins ti tu to ,  w o u ld  be placed un d er  the 

exclusive con tro l  o f  the  S anidad  Militar. C e rra d a  m ade  the  po in t  th a t  the 

only change w ould  be the  title o f  the unit,  which w ould  become the  Instituto 

h isp ano -canad iense  de t ran sfu s io n  de sangre .  B ethune w ou ld  rem ain  in 

charge with  the honorary  rank  o f  com andan te  (major), an d  Sorensen and  Sise 

w ou ld  becom e captains. C e rra d a  ended the  meeting by prom is ing  to  check 

again  with his governm en t  superiors  on  the agreem ent. H e  to ld  Bethune to  

com e back on  Saturday, 6 February, w hen  he expected  to  have confirm ation.

Despite C e r ra d a ’s w ords  o f  assurance, Bethune knew  th a t  the p roposed  

change  in the  overseeing o f  the Institu to  w o u ld  be fundam ental .  His t ra n s 

fusion service h ad  opera ted  with com plete a u to n o m y  for tw o  m onths ,  an d  he 

had  hoped  th a t  the  unified service w o u ld  function in the  same way. After his 

m eeting  w ith  C e rra d a ,  he knew  this w o u ld  n o t  be the  case: from  n o w  he 

w ould  becom e responsible to  the  Sanidad M il i ta r .15 The  th o u g h t  o f  serving 

in an  a rm y  bureaucracy  ca n n o t  have been appealing  to  h im , bu t  he w as  still 

determ ined  to  ex p a n d  the  b lood  service a long  the  lines he had  suggested to  

Cerrada.  So convinced w as  he th a t  he w ould  have his w ay  th a t  after his m eet

ing w ith  C e rra d a  he sent an o th e r  cable to  the  c a s d  claim ing th a t  all had 

been a r ranged  as he wished:
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We have succeeded in unifying all rem ain ing  Spanish t ransfusion  units 

under  us. We are  serving t o o  hospital an d  casualty  clearing sta tions in the 

fron t  lines o f  M adrid  an d  t o o  kilom etres from  the f ron t  o f  the  Sector del 

Centro .

The  new  nam e of  the C anad ian  M edical Unit is Instituto H ispano -cana

diense de T ransfusion  de Sangre. I have been appo in ted  director-in-chief 

as a  grateful tr ibu te  to  C anad ian  w orkers  an d  have been given the  military 

rank  o f  co m an d a n te .  Sise an d  Sorensen have been a p p o in ted  cap ta in s  ...

This  is the  first unified b lood transfus ion  service in a rm y  and  medical 

history. Plans are  well under  w ay  to  supply  the  entire  Spanish anti-fascist 

a rm y  w ith  preserved b lood . Your inst itu te  is now  o p e ra t in g  on  a 1000 

kilom etre f r o n t ...

M adrid  is the  centre o f  gravity  o f  the w orld .  All are  well an d  happy.

N o  pasaran!

Salud C a m a ra d as  an d  C o m p a n e ro s . '4

This  cable caused considerable cons te rna t ion  w hen  it reached the  c a s d . 

Bethune’s a n n o u n c em en t  o f  b ro ad e r  responsibilities clearly m ean t th a t  in the 

fu ture  he w o u ld  be requesting  even grea ter  financial s u p p o r t  th a n  he had 

been receiving. C h a irm an  Benjamin Spence convened  a meeting to  discuss 

action on  the matter. O n  8 February  the c a s d  decided to  send som eone  to  

Spain, ostensibly to  help Bethune bu t actually  to  check in to  his hand l ing  o f  

various matters. It was announced  in the D aily C larion  th a t  a “ medical m a n "  

w as  being sent.  However, the person chosen w as  in fact Allen May, a T oron to  

new sp a p e rm a n  w h o  left fo r  Spain la ter  in the  m o n th .  H is mission w as  to 

m ake a th o rough  repo r t  on  the  activities an d  finances o f  the  In s t i tu to . '5

M e an w h ile  B ethune h ad  sen t  a te legram  to  S orensen  in Barcelona a n 

nouncing  the  change in s ta tus  o f  the  Institu to  and  the conferr ing  o f  honorary  

ranks  on  him  an d  Sise. '6 H e  to ld  Sorensen to  com e to  Valencia w ith  Sise and  

Worsley, bringing several am poules  o f  b lood  f ro m  D u ra n  i J o r d a ’s hospital.  

However, Sorensen’s bronchitis had  worsened  and  he w as  unable to  m ake  the 

trip. O n  the  advice o f  a Spanish d oc to r  w h o  feared th a t  he might have tuber

culosis, he was adm itted  to  a hospital. Tw o days later on 5 February, Sise and 

Worsley reached Valencia in the Renault,  which Sise had  had  refitted w ith  re

frigerators an d  o the r  equ ipm en t  a t  the Genera l M o to rs  p lan t in Barcelona.17

T hey  found Bethune in a  b u oyan t  m ood .  H e  to ld  them  a b o u t  the  cable he 

had sent to  the c a s d ,  saying he w as  sure th a t  he w ould  receive final approval 

o f  his p lan  from  the  S anidad  M il i ta r  a t  his m eeting  w ith  C e rra d a  the  fol

lowing m orn ing . Afterwards,  he added ,  they w o u ld  leave Valencia an d  drive
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sou th  a long  the  coasta l road  to  the  city o f  M a laga ,  w hich  w as  a t  the  so u th 

ern limit o f  R epub lican  co n t ro l  a n d  the  m o s t  d is tan t  p o in t  w h ere  b lood  

w ould  be supplied from Barcelona. In th a t  way he could determ ine the  q u a l

ity o f  the roads ,  inspect hospitals  a long  the  rou te ,  an d  explain the  com ing  o f  

the new  transfus ion  service; they could  also deliver bottles  o f  b lood, should  

they be needed. It w ou ld  be a g o o d  w ay  to  try  o u t  D u ra n  i Jo rda 's  pressur

ized am pou les  o f  b lood  an d  test the refitted R enaul t on  a rou te  th a t  it w ou ld  

follow in the  fu tu re . '8

B ethune’s meeting w ith  C e rra d a  had  been scheduled for ю  a m  on 6  Feb

ruary, bu t  a t  noon  he, Sise, an d  Worsley were  still coo ling  the ir  heels outside 

the headquar te rs  o f  the  Sanidad  Militar. Losing patience, Bethune tram ped  

up to  C e r ra d a ’s second-floor office, only to  re trea t  crestfallen a sh o r t  time 

later. H e to ld  Sise an d  Worsley th a t  C e rrada  cla im ed the g o v ernm en t  had  

still n o t  decided a b o u t  his p la n  fo r  an  ex p a n d e d  b lood  service. A lthough  

C e rra d a  had  n o t  adm itted  it, Bethune sensed th a t  the real p rob lem  w as  th a t  

the  Spaniards  w ere  re luc tan t  to  give a foreigner con tro l  over the  p roposed  

expansion  o f  the  service. H e may also have realized th a t  D u ra n  i Jo rda  w ould  

n o t  accep t serving u n d e r  a m an  w hose  qualifications in hem ato logy  were 

inferior to  his ow n. It is possible as well th a t  Bethune, im pa tien t  o f  b u rea u 

cratic bungling an d  extremely frustra ted  by the delay, had  m anaged  to  offend 

C e rra d a  an d  com plicate  m atte rs  further.

D isappo in ted  th o u g h  he w as,  B ethune still w an te d  to  m a k e  the  tr ip  to  

M a lag a ,  an d  an  en c o u n te r  in the  ho te l th a t  evening m ade  h im  even m ore  

determ ined . Like the H otel G ra n  Via an d  the  H otel Florida in M a d rid ,  the 

H o te l  Victoria in Valencia w as  a gather ing  place for m em bers  o f  the inter

na t ional  press. After dinner, Bethune, Sise, an d  Worsley were sit ting in the 

hotel lounge discussing the ir  u p co m in g  tr ip  w ith  several co r re sp o n d e n ts  

w hen  C lau d  C o c k b u rn ,  the D aily W orker  co r responden t  w h o  had  been their 

guest a t  the  Institu to ,  app ro a ch ed  the  g roup .  Bethune invited him up  to  his 

room  for a  drink .  H e  explained  his reasons for going to  M alaga  an d  laid a 

m a p  o f  Spain on  the floor, asking for C o c k b u rn ’s advice on  routes. H e also 

w an ted  C o c k b u rn ’s assessment o f  the military s i tuation  in the  south .  C o c k 

burn  confessed  th a t  the  little th a t  he had  heard  ind ica ted  th a t  th e  R e p u b 

lican posit ion there had  w eakened  considerably.

Bethune knew  the backg round  o f  the  conflict in the  sou th .  M a laga ,  a city 

o f  100 ,000 ,  w as  in the  centre o f  a th ir ty-kilom etre  w ide sliver o f  Republican 

territory  lying between the  M ed ite rranean  and  the Sierra N evada  and  ending 

a  few kilom etres nor th  o f  Gibraltar.  The  areas to  the w est and  to  the  no r th  

o f  the  m oun ta in s  were held by the  N ationalis ts .  T h e  on ly  land rou te  o u t  o f  

the  cul-de-sac w as  a n a r ro w  road  th a t  w o u n d  along  the rugged sea coas t  to
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the p o r t  o f  Almeria, nearly  tw o  hund red  kilom etres to  the east o f  M alaga .  

F ra n co ’s decision to  concen tra te  on  tak ing  M a d r id  had  left the  area  a ro u n d  

M a lag a  as a rela tive b a c k w a te r  in the  w a r  so far. But in m id -Ja n u a ry  an  

offensive led by the N a tiona l is t  A rm y o f  the  South  an d  assisted by a de tach 

m en t  o f  nearly  ten  th o u sa n d  I tal ian  Black Shirts h ad  b ro k en  th ro u g h  a t  

several po in ts  a long  the  per iphery  o f  the  R epub lican  territory. D uring  the 

nex t ten days these units  had  m oved  to w a rd  M alaga.

W h a t  neither Bethune n o r  C oc k b u rn  knew  on  the evening o f  6 February  

w as  th a t  disaster had  a lready ensued. Despite the earlier  arrival o f  c ro w d s  of 

refugees driven into the city by the advance o f  the enemy, R epublican  mili

ta ry  au thori t ies  in M alaga  h ad  ignored the  dange r  o f  their  posit ion  until the 

prev ious  day. T h en ,  on  Friday, 5 February ,  five N a t io n a l i s t  w arsh ip s  had  

appeared  to  the  west o f  M a laga  a n d  begun to  shell R epublican forces a long  

the  coastline. The  poorly  equipped  an d  badly o rganized  militia units  im m e

diately began to  flee to w a rd  the  city, followed only a few kilom etres behind 

by N ationalis t  troops.  O n  Saturday, as the aw areness  o f  the  im m inent arrival 

o f  the enemy spread  th ro u g h o u t  the  city, the  military au thori t ies  un d er  the 

c o m m an d  o f  Colonel Jose Villalba d ithered  a b o u t  w h a t  to  do .  C o m m u n is t  

an d  anarch is t  militia leaders held hastily convened  meetings a t  w h ich  they 

accused the  au thori t ies  o f  treachery. O n ly  the  governor  o f  the  province acted 

decisively: in m id -a f te rn o o n ,  w i th o u t  in fo rm ing  an y o n e ,  he a b a n d o n e d  

M alaga  to  its fate.

C o c k b u rn  had  to ld  Bethune th a t  he did  n o t  believe th a t  M a lag a  w ould  

fall, add ing ,  “T h e re ’s n o  place in Spain h o t te r  r ight n o w .” Sise ch im ed  in 

excitedly, “ M a d r id  w as  the  h o t  spo t  in N o v em b e r ;  w e w ere  there .  N o w  

M a laga ,  an d  w e ’ll be the re !” B e thune’s en thusiasm  also kindled  -  M a laga  

was the place to  be. H e  ann o u n c ed  th a t  they w o u ld  leave Valencia early  the 

following day .19 O n  Sunday m orn ing , 7 February, packed  an d  anx ious  to  get 

s ta r ted ,  he drove Sise an d  Worsley to  pick up  the  R enault,  which w as  being 

repa ired .  But the  vehicle w as  still aw a i t in g  a necessary p a r t .  A m echan ic  

explained  th a t  o n e  could  be fabr ica ted  w ith in  a sh o r t  period  o f  t im e, but 

the  task  proved m ore  difficult th a n  expected and  they had  to  w a it  the  entire 

day. It w as  early evening before Sise arr ived a t  the  H otel Victoria with the 

Renault,  b u t  Bethune insisted they m ust s ta r t  r ight away. H e  w o u ld  drive 

the Ford , an d  Sise an d  Worsley the  Renault.

By th e  time they  left a t  9 p m ,  th e  N a t io n a l i s t  a s sau l t  on  M a la g a  had  

begun. T h a t  m orn ing  the  city had  com e un d er  intense fire from  w arsh ips  in 

the bay an d  from  b o m bers  an d  from  land forces ranged to  the  n o r th  and  

west. The  attackers  faced little resistance from  ineptly organized militia units 

th a t  received n o  d irec tion  from  the ir  leaders. M o re  concerned  a b o u t  their
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personal safety th a n  a b o u t  the  defence o f  the  city, the military c o m m an d  had 

a b a n d o n e d  M a lag a  th a t  a f te rnoon ,  slipping aw ay  in cars w ith o u t  notifying 

anyone .  Even before  the  d e p a r tu re  o f  the ir  leaders, m any  m ilic ianos  had 

already begun to  rush to  the h ighw ay leading east to  Almeria. Behind them  

cam e w ave  afte r  w ave  o f  terror-stricken civilians.

Since the  o u tb re a k  o f  the  w a r  in July, the  people o f  M a laga  had  lived in 

fear o f  the  arrival o f  N a tionalis t  t roops,  especially the  M oors .  T he ir  d read  

h ad  been inspired by the  repeated  vicious th rea ts  m ade  by the  N ationalis t  

com m ander- in -ch ief ,  Genera l Q u e ip o  de Llano, in his nightly  cha t  b ro a d 

casts on  Radio  Sevilla. “The  first sentence th a t  w e shall p ronounce  in M alaga 

is the  d e a th  sen tence ,” Q u e ip o  w arn ed .  Speaking  o f  the  R epub licans ,  he 

charged : “ I t  is t ru e  th a t  they are  sw ine an d  w e a re  gen t lem en. T hey  are 

assassins w h o  o p en  the  bellies o f  w o m en ,  b u rn  ch i ld ren  a t  the ir  m o th e rs ’ 

knees an d  d o  th ings o f  which w e w ould  n o t  be capab le  ...  Id iots  ...  Soon 

you will have y o u r  just deserts, a l though  you m ay  hide below  the  g round ,  

because 1 will d rag  you o u t  o f  there, swine, c o w a rd s .” 10 Six m on ths  o f  such 

in tim idation  had  had  a chilling effect on  the  Loyalist populace .  E xcept for 

the  tiny cadre  o f  covert  F ranco  suppo r te rs  w h o  eagerly aw aited  the  arrival 

o f  N a t iona l is t  tro o p s ,  m ost  M a laguenans  fled the  city in terror. T h e  refugees 

w h o  h ad  been living in the streets since arr iv ing several days before were the 

first to  go. N e ig h b o u r  imitated neighbour, an d  w hole  families soon joined 

the  th ro n g  m oving  to w a rd  the only escape route, the  coasta l h ighw ay to  the 

east.  T h e  fo r tu n a te  few left by car, b u t  the  m a jo r i ty  w ere  o n  foo t.  Before 

nightfall on  7 February  all the streets connected  to  the h ighw ay were  clogged 

with m ilic ianos  a n d  civilians; they spilled o n to  the road  leaving only a nar

ro w  space fo r  the  few rem ain ing  cars, trucks,  an d  an  occasional bus to  pass.

W hile  this w as  happening , Bethune an d  his co m p an io n s  had  run into a 

raging sa n d s to rm  tw o  hundred  kilom etres o u t  o f  Valencia. Driving became 

so h azardous  th a t  they decided to  s top  in the  seaport  tow n  o f  Alicante. It 

was n o w  z  a m ,  bu t they m anaged to  find room s a t  a small hotel. In the m o rn 

ing, 8 February , a f te r  refuelling the ir  vehicles, they w en t  to  to u r  the  local 

hospital.  B ethune’s exc item ent kindled  w hen  the  co m m a n d a n t  to ld  him th a t  

he had received an unconfirmed repo r t  th a t  M a laga  had  fallen, and  they hur

ried back  to  the  vehicles. However, Sise discovered th a t  a pa r t  o f  the  dynam o  

th a t  pow ered the refrigeration unit had  b roken , an d  he urged Bethune to  wait 

to  have the  p a r t  repaired. Bethune insisted they had  to  push  on  to  M a lag a  at 

once. At 10:30 a m  they were  on  the  road  to  M urc ia ,  eighty-five kilometres 

to  the  sou thw est.

As Bethune a n d  his com pan ions  were  tou r ing  the hospital in Alicante, the 

first fugitives from  M a la g a  reached  the  seaside village o f  T orre  del M ar,
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twenty-five k ilom etres to  the  east o f  the  city. In the  lead were  militia cavalry, 

then infantry, m any men accom panied  by their wives and  children. Following 

som e distance behind cam e civilians, entire families w ith  children an d  g ra n d 

paren ts .  A few had  m oun ted  mules o r  rode in donkey  carts  piled w ith  house

hold goods  -  a m attress ,  som e pots  an d  pans, a  few prized possessions. But 

m ost were  on  foo t carry ing  n o  m ore  th a n  a bund le  o f  c lo th ing  o r  a suitcase; 

a lucky few h ad  baskets  o f  food. A lready they w ere  overcom e by fatigue, 

an d  the  roadside  w as  s trew n  w ith  items th a t  had  become to o  heavy to  carry.

At a few m inutes  past 8 a m  on  8 F ebruary  the  first a t tack  on  the  refugees 

b egan .  N e a r  R in co n  de La V ic to r ia ,  ten  k i lo m e tre s  o u t  o f  M a la g a ,  tw o  

N ationa l is t  fighter planes banked  o u t  o f  the clouds; sw oop ing  low  above the 

h u m a n  flood, they opened  fire with their  m achine guns. People shrieked in 

te rro r  and  th rew  themselves face d o w n  on  the  road ,  paren ts  try ing to  shield 

their  children w ith  the ir  bodies. Some people jum ped in to  roadside  ditches, 

o the rs  panicked an d  ran back an d  forth , easy targets  for the  pilots to  strafe. 

T h e  second a t tack  to o k  place tw o  hours  la ter  som e d istance far ther  to  the 

east an d  cam e from the sea. T h e  N ationalis t  cruiser Canarias, accom panied  

by a destroyer, began to  shell the  m u lt i tude  on  the  M alaga  road .  It w as  a t  a 

spo t  w here  the h ighw ay w as  flanked by a steep rocky cliff on  the  landw ard  

side and  a  precipice th a t  fell m ore  th a n  th irty  metres to  the  sea on  the  other. 

T here  w as  n o  escape for the terrified fugitives. Some were b low n ap a r t  by the 

shells an d  o thers  were  c rushed  un d er  large boulders  dislodged from  the  cliff 

by the  shelling. T h e  gunners  were  well a w a re  th a t  their  ta rge ts  were no t  mil

itary: so close w ere  the  w arsh ips  to  the  shore  th a t  the  fugitives could  clearly 

see the sailors jum ping  up  an d  d ow n  w ith  glee a fte r  scoring a d irect hit o n  a 

m u le -d raw n ca r t  o r  a bus .11 The  sole purpose  o f  the  a t tack  w as  to  slaughter  

civilians w h o  suppor ted  the  R epublican  cause.

From 8 February  to  t o  F ebruary  the  shelling con tinued  th ro u g h o u t  day 

light hours  an d  w as  som etim es synchronized w ith  a ir  at tacks.  Even a t  night 

the  sh ips’ crews used pow erfu l searchlights to  locate the ir  victims a long  the 

ro a d  a n d  sp ray  them  w ith  m ach ine-gun  fire. F o llow ing  the  assau lt  o f  the 

naval an d  air forces, a unit  o f  Italian Black Shirts pursed  the  refugees, and  by 

late on  the night o f  ю  February  these t ro o p s  had  arr ived a  few kilom etres 

w est o f  the to w n  o f  M otr i l ,  the  halfway po in t  between M alaga  and  Almeria. 

A t the  sam e m om en t ,  Loyalist re inforcem ents  were entering M otr i l  f rom  the 

east w here ,  sham ed  by the  initial flight o f  their  forces, the R epublican  mili

ta ry  co m m a n d  had  decided to  m ake  a s tand  against  the enemy.

Bethune and  his co m p an io n s  had  arr ived  in M u rc ia  on  the  a f te rn o o n  of 

M onday ,  F eb ruary  8. After checking in a t  a hotel,  Bethune w en t  to  the  local 

h osp ita l  to  inspect it a n d  discuss  his b lood  t ran s fu s io n  schem e w ith  the
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military-medical authori ties .  His inspections cont inued  the following day. At 

d aw n  on  W ednesday m orn ing ,  they left in the  R enau l t  on the n ex t  leg o f  the 

journey to  A lm eria ,  m ore  th a n  tw o  h u n d red  k ilom etres  away. D eciding it 

w as  n o t  necessary to  continue with tw o  vehicles, Bethune h ad  m ade  a r range

m ents  to  leave th e  F ord  in M u rc ia  until the ir  re tu rn .  In A lm eria  he w en t 

directly to  the local hosp ita l,  w here  officials o f  the  Socorro  R o jo  Interna- 

cional to ld  h im th a t  ru m o u rs  o f  the  fall o f  M a lag a  were  true .  Confirm ed 

repo r ts  o f  sea an d  a ir  a t tac k s  on  fleeing refugees also ind icated  th a t  enem y 

t ro o p s  were  m oving  rapidly  a long  the  coasta l h ighw ay  behind them , head 

ing to w a rd  M otril .

Galvanized by the  news, Bethune said they m ust go  on  a t  once, for do c 

tors w ould  be needed. They  left Almeria a t  3:30 th a t  af te rnoon  w ith  Bethune 

a t  the  wheel o f  the  R enau l t .11 After only a few kilom etres they began to  see 

small g ro u p s  m oving  slowly a long  the  roadside , entire families with  mules 

heavily burdened  with family goods.  At first the  g roups  w ere  separa ted  by 

distances o f  nearly  a hund red  metres, bu t  soon  the  gap  n a r ro w e d  until there 

w as  an  u n b ro k en  line th a t  g radually  w idened  as people spilled o u t  on  to  the 

highway, forcing Bethune to  drive closer to  the  r igh t-hand  edge o f  the  road .  

These  were  the  first refugees on  foot w h o  were nearing  the end o f  their  tw o  

hund red  k ilom etre trek from M alaga .

A b o u t  fifteen k ilom etres  o u t  o f  A lm eria  the  ro a d  veered in land ,  rising 

steeply to  the crest o f  a hill before descending to  a vast plain. As they reached 

the  sum m it,  Bethune suddenly  s lam m ed on  the  brakes,  and  he an d  his c o m 

pan ions  go t o u t  an d  s ta red  d o w n  a t  the  spectacle below  them. As far as their 

eyes could  see, a d istance o f  som e tw en ty  k ilom etres , a b road  black co lum n 

o f  refugees from  M alaga  snaked  to w a rd  them across the plain, following the 

road . Bethune an d  the  o thers  go t  back in to  the  truck ,  an d  he drove on , keep

ing his h an d  on  the  horn  as the  masses pa r ted  a ro u n d  them. T h e  fugitives 

were  covered w ith  dus t  an d  m any  were  barefoot;  som e had  rags tied a ro u n d  

the ir  feet, b u t  m ost had  no  p ro tec tion  aga inst  the  sha rp  stones o f  the road. 

M o th e rs  held babies in the ir  a rm s an d  fathers p lodded  a long  w ith  children 

draped  across the ir  shoulders .  H ungry  an d  thirsty, they struggled fo rw ard  

un d er  the  b lazing a f te rnoon  sun; m any  had  n o t  ea ten  since leaving M alaga  

days before. Soon Bethune saw  a t ro o p  o f  cavalry  approach ing ,  followed by 

larger an d  larger g ro u p s  o f  m ilic ianos, the ir  un iform s dir ty  an d  to rn ,  their  

eyes do w n ca s t  as they silently shuffled along. H e  an d  the  o thers  es timated 

th a t  m ore  th a n  three th ousand  m en passed them. H e pulled to  a halt, hoping  

to  ques tion  the  civilians, bu t  n o  one  w ou ld  stop. A few po in ted  back a long  

the road ,  u tter ing  the w ord  “Fascistas!” bu t  they kep t on  m oving  to w a rd  the 

h oped  for haven  o f  Almeria.
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W ith the  hu m a n  s tream  flowing a ro u n d  them , Bethune s tood  in the  road  

beside the R enau lt  deba ting  w h a t  to  do .  Sise rem inded  him th a t  they had  no 

w eapons  to  defend themselves, an d  Worsley said th a t  if they m et an  advance 

unit o f  the Italian Black Shirts, they w ould  be easy targets as they tried to  turn 

the  big R enault a ro u n d  on  a h ighw ay c row ded  w ith  refugees. But Bethune 

po in ted  to  the  inscription on  the  side o f  the R enau lt  w hich  read “ Servicio 

canadiense  de transfusion  de sangre  al f ren te” (C anad ian  Blood Transfusion 

Service a t  the Front) .  “ See th a t ,  boys?” he said. “ Service a t  the  front.  To the 

f ron t  we g o .” 1’ H e  clam bered  back in to  the  R enau lt  and  s ta r ted  the  engine. 

Sise an d  Worsley go t in and  they set off again.

At first they were  nu m b e d  into silence by the ir  g row ing  aw areness  o f  the  

ex ten t o f  the  tragedy  th a t  they were  witnessing. T hen  they began to  d raw  

each o th e rs ’ a t ten t ion  to  the  p light o f  individuals -  people s taggering under  

heavy burdens  and  forced to  the side o f  the  moving th rong ; elderly persons 

w h o  had  given up  an d  collapsed a t  the  r o a d ’s edge. But it w as  the plight of 

th e  c h i ld ren  th a t  m o v e d  B e thune  m ost .  T h r o u g h  m u c h  o f  th e  d is tan c e ,  

m u tte r ing  an d  cursing, he h ad  tr ied to  keep a c o u n t  o f  the  children u nder  ten 

years o f  age an d  those  w h o  were  shoeless, the ir  feet swollen o r  w ra p p ed  in 

b loodied rags. T hey  num bered  in the  th o u sa n d s .14

N e a r  n igh tfa ll ,  still nearly  tw en ty  k ilom etres  s h o r t  o f  Motril*, B ethune 

suddenly  s topped  the  R enau lt  an d  to ld  the  o thers  th a t  they shou ld  forget 

a b o u t  try ing  to  find w o u n d ed  w h o  needed transfusions .  H e  had  decided to 

tu rn  the vehicle a ro u n d ,  fill it w ith  children, a n d  drive them  to  Almeria. As 

soon  as he opened  the  back  do o rs ,  the  th ro n g  o f  refugees m assed  a ro u n d  

him. Aware th a t  a m iraculous o p p o r tu n i ty  w as  presenting itself, the  mute , 

suffering people cam e to  life, shouting ,  crying, reaching ou t,  begging for a 

place in the vehicle. Bethune tried to  accept only children  bu t w as  unable  to  

separate  them  f rom  their  m others ;  n o r  w as  he able to  reject tw o  w o m en  in 

the late stage o f  pregnancy. In a m a tte r  o f  m inutes  the  R enault w as  c ram m ed  

w ith  nearly  forty w o m en  an d  children. Bethune slam m ed the  doors .  Turning 

to  Sise, he to ld  h im  to  drive the  refugees to  Almeria as fast as he could ,  then 

return  to  pick up  him an d  Worsley. M eanw hile  they w o u ld  join the  c ro w d  

m oving  to w a rd  Almeria.

F or  a b o u t  an  h o u r  Bethune and  Worsley t ram p ed  a long  the road  in the 

m idst o f  the  w eary  flood. Bethune began to  tire, so they tr ied unsuccessfully 

to  sleep fo r  a  while under  som e pa lm  trees, then resum ed the  m arch  again. 

A round  m idnight Bethune noticed a s table near  the  road ;  inside they found  

enough  s t ra w  fo r  a m akesh if t  bed ,  an d  B ethune fell as leep immediately . 

W orsley w as  u n ab le  to  to le ra te  the  s tench  o f  the  dung -cove red  f loor and  

joined a g ro u p  ga thered  ou ts ide  a ro u n d  a fire. Several h o u rs  la te r  he and
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Bethune re turned  to  the road . Ju s t  before daw n  they saw  the headlights o f  the 

app ro a ch in g  R enault.  F rom  the  p o in t  w here  Sise had  left them  on  W ednes

day  night,  they h ad  w alked  seventeen kilom etres .15

Sise repor ted  th a t  Almeria w as  in chaos,  an d  th a t  no  provision had  been 

m a d e  to  feed o r  shelter  th e  refugees c ro w d in g  in to  th e  city. After tak ing  

the  w o m en  an d  children to  the  Socorro  Rojo  hospital,  he h ad  refuelled the 

R enau l t  and  m ade his w ay  slowly back a long  the  clogged highway. H e  had 

no t slept an d  w as  obviously exhausted .  Bethune quickly decided to  fill the 

vehicle w ith  a n o th e r  load o f  refugees. H e  to ld  Worsley to  drive to  the hos

pital in Almeria. Sise w ould  then go to  the hotel to  sleep, and  Worsley w ould  

drive back to  find Bethune.

Ju s t  one figure m ore  n o w  am o n g  the  m any  th o usands ,  Bethune trudged 

a long  the coasta l road .  A shor t  d istance east o f  the village o f  Castell de Ferro 

he heard  the  so und  o f  aircraft.  In the  clear a f te rnoon  sky he saw  three  Ital

ian Fiat fighter planes a t tack ing  tw o  small R epublican bom bers ;  sm oke su d 

denly trailed from  the  engine o f  one  o f  the fleeing planes which w en t  in to  an 

uncontro l led  dive an d  hit the water.16 Bethune ran  d o w n  the rocky hillside to 

the beach, w here  a small c ro w d  w as  gather ing  on  the  shore. Militia men had 

a lready w aded  into the sha llow  w a te r  to  help the  c rew  o f  the  d o w n ed  air

craft .  T w o  c rew  m em bers  w ere  unharm ed ,  bu t  five o thers ,  seriously injured, 

lay s tre tched  o n  the  sand . B ethune used o n e  o f  the  few Spanish w o rd s  he 

knew, “m ed ico  ” to  identify him self  an d  rap id ly  ex a m in e d  th e  w o u n d e d ,  

tw o  o f  them  bleeding badly. W ading  o u t  to  the  p lane,  he ripped o u t  some 

wires to  use as tou rn ique ts  to  s top  the  hem orrhaging . T hen  he led the  way 

as militia m en carried  the  w o u n d ed  up  the hill to  the  highway. Som ehow  he 

co m m andeered  a truck ,  an d  w ith  the w ou n d ed  inside and  Bethune s tanding  

on  the  runn ing  board ,  the  vehicle headed  for Almeria, m ore  than  eighty kilo

metres away.

It w as  n o t  long before Bethune saw  the  R enau lt  approach ing .  H e  flagged 

Worsley d o w n  an d  quickly  explained w h a t  had  happened , telling h im to  re

tu rn  to  the  spo t  w here  they had  spent p a r t  o f  W ednesday n igh t in the  stable, 

fill the truck with refugees, and  return  to  Almeria. Worsley followed Beth line’s 

instructions, b u t  on  his re turn  the  R enau l t  b roke  d o w n  and  he h ad  to  spend 

m ost o f  the  night on  the road  until early Friday m orn ing  w hen  a truck  tow ed 

h im an d  his load in to  the city. M eanw hile ,  Bethune con t inued  on  to  Almeria 

with  the w ounded  airm en. W ithou t  medical instrum ents he could  do  little for 

them , an d  before they reached  the  city in the early  evening, the  co-pilot died. 

In the  Socorro  Rojo  H ospita l  in A lmeria , surgeons had  to  am p u ta te  one  arm  

o f  a n o th e r  c rew  member. In the sam e hosp ita l Bethune subsequen tly  per

form ed transfusions on  o the r  m em bers  o f  the  c rew  using b lood b ro u g h t  in

The Path with Lions 1 8 9



the  R enault from Barcelona. Unfortunately, the  men died, w hether  as a result 

o f  the ir  w o u n d s ,  o r  as Sise suspected, from the  b lood  itself, w hich  had  p r o b 

ably deter iorated  du r ing  the several trips the truck  had  taken over the  rugged 

coasta l ro a d .17

Later, B ethune jo ined Sise a t  a sa n a to r iu m  on  the  o u tsk i r ts  o f  Almeria 

w here  he had  taken  a load o f  children. To his fury he found  th a t  they were 

hung ry  a n d  n o th in g  w as  being d o n e  to  feed them . H e ch a rg ed  in to  the 

kitchen, seized some big saucepans and  pu t them  on  the  stove. Cursing  all the 

while an d  issuing orders in English th a t  were incomprehensible to  the  Spanish 

staff, he com m andeered  all the milk and  bread he could find, heated the milk, 

and  crumbled the bread into it. Then  he and  Sise fed the children an d  pu t them  

to  bed. In the  m orn ing  they found  the formerly w an  an d  exhausted  children 

runn ing  a b o u t  playing, “ as lively as cr ickets .” 18

Bethune, Sise, an d  Worsley n o w  encoun te red  A drian  Phillips, a represen

tative o f  the  In ternat ional Red Cross. W hen Bethune discovered th a t  Phillips 

had  n o  idea o f  the ca lam ity  th a t  had  been going on  fo r  the  pas t  five days and  

show ed  n o  interest in tak ing  any  steps to  find food and  medical supplies for 

the  refugees, he insisted th a t  Phillips drive a long  the M alaga  road  to  see for 

himself the  scope o f  the  disaster. Phillips reluctantly  agreed to  d o  so an d  also 

to  take  Sise in his car. Wishing to  record the tragedy occurring o n  the M alaga  

road  for posterity, Sise asked to  be dropped  off  a long the way so th a t  he could 

spend  several hours  tak ing  pho tog raphs .  It was agreed th a t  w hen  the  repairs 

to  the  R enau l t  were com pleted ,  Bethune and  Worsley w o u ld  drive o u t  and  

pick h im up.

By 7 p m  on  i z  F ebruary  the  R enau l t  w as  still being repaired. As Bethune 

an d  Worsley s tood  w atch ing  the  m echanic, the lights suddenly  w en t  o u t  and  

a siren sounded . Seconds later the  g round  shook  an d  a series o f  explosions 

ren t  the  air. As a show er  o f  stone, metal,  an d  glass rained d o w n  on  them , 

Bethune pulled Worsley to  the  floor, yelling a t  h im  to  cover his head. The  

deafening b o m b a rd m e n t  con t inued  for several m inutes, then  s topped .  After 

a few seconds o f  silence, they began to  hear  screams. Raising the ir  heads, 

they found  everything suffused by a reddish-orange glow. F rom  the d o o rw a y  

they could  see buildings a block aw ay  engulfed in flames. B ethune yanked  

W ors ley’s a rm  a n d  s ta r ted  to  run  to w a r d  the  b u rn in g  build ings.  Pushing  

his w a y  th ro u g h  the  c ro w d s  o f  terr if ied ,  s tunned  people ,  he k ep t  sh o u t in g  

“M edico! M ed ico!” Ahead o f  them a bom b  had destroyed a house. Screaming 

people covered with  b lood w ere  t rapped  beneath  jagged pieces o f  m asonry, 

sha tte red  timber, an d  a tangle  o f  electrical wires. For the  n ex t  six  h o u rs  

Bethune w o rk e d  w ith  o thers  to  aid the  victims o f  the  bom bing . The  savage 

incend ia ry  a t tac k  h ad  been ca rr ied  o u t  by a sq u a d  o f  th e  G e rm a n  C o n d o r
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Legion. T h o u g h  the ir  bom bs  did  som e slight dam age  to  a R epublican cruiser 

in the  harbour,  the ir  principal ta rge t  had  been the  helpless refugees jam m ed 

in to  the  city.
Bethune re tu rn ed  to  the  hotel a t  z  a m  to  sleep. Later  th a t  m orn ing ,  w ith  

the  R enau l t  repa ired ,  he an d  Worsley d rove  west on  th e  M a lag a  road  again. 

In the  ea r ly  a f te rn o o n  they p icked  u p  Sise som e fifty k i lom etres  w est  of 

A lmeria an d  con t inued  a long  the  road  to  M otr i l ,  m eeting  fewer an d  fewer 

refugees until,  ro und ing  a bend , they found  the  road  ahead  o f  them  clear for 

as far  as they could  see. T hey  drove  on  a few m ore  k ilom etres  before rea l

izing th a t  they had  passed th e  last refugee from  M alaga .  Worsley an d  Sise 

u rged  B e thune  to  tu rn  a r o u n d ,  b u t  he w as  de te rm in e d  to  reach M otr i l  

where,  he argued , there  m ust  be refugees in need o f  medical trea tm en t.  They 

c o n t in u ed  to  a po in t  a b o u t  fifteen k ilom etres  f rom  M o tr i l  w here  a military 

ba r r ie r  w as  erected  ac ross  the  ro ad .  T h e re  an  officer tu rn e d  them  back ,  

insisting medical personnel in M otr i l  were a t tend ing  to  those  w h o  needed 

care. O n ly  then  d id Bethune perm it  Worsley to  tu rn  th e  R enau l t  a ro u n d .  

C a tc h in g  up  w ith  the  last refugees, they  s to p p e d ,  filled th e  vehicle w ith  

w o m en  an d  ch i ld ren ,  an d  m a d e  the ir  w ay  back to  Almeria, pulling up  in 

f ron t  o f  the  hosp ita l just before m idnight.  It w as  their  last load o f  refugees. 

Bethune, Sise, and  Worsley had  witnessed one o f  the  greatest atrocities o f  the 

Spanish Civil W ar an d  were the  only foreigners w h o  did anyth ing  to  help the 

refugees on  the  M a lag a  road .

T h a t  night Bethune could  n o t  sleep. H e  w as  furious because o f  rum ours  

he had  heard  in Almeria tha t ,  as elsewhere du r ing  the  Civil War, disputes 

had  b roken  o u t  in M a laga  between local com m unis ts  an d  anarchists .  This 

dissension am o n g  left-wing elements had  w orsened  the  s i tuation  there, c o n 

tr ibu ting  to  the  dem ora liza tion  an d  ro u t  o f  the pop u la t io n  from  the  city and  

the disaster on the  road  to  Almeria. Later, in Valencia, he w ould  fume tha t  

there w ere  “a b o u t  a million o f  these anarch is t  bas tards  th a t  we will have to 

pu t up  against the wall and  sh o o t .” 19 The  horro rs  of the M alaga  road  and  the 

b o m b a rd m e n t  o f  Almeria replayed themselves in his m ind . The  fascists’ sav

age t rea tm en t  o f  helpless h u m a n  beings, particu larly  children ,  evoked sheer 

rage in h im , and  he bu rned  to  express his revulsion. H e  fired off te legram s 

to  various  press o rgan iza tions  inform ing them  o f  w h a t  had  happened . Then  

he sa t d ow n  and. w ro te  an impassioned accoun t o f  the  th ree  days th a t  he and  

his co m p an io n s  had  spent in the ir  efforts to  assist the refugees from M alaga ,  

and  described the aerial a t tack:

And n o w  com es  the  final b a rb a r ism .  N o t  co n te n t  w ith  b o m b in g  and

shelling th is  p rocession  o f  u n a rm e d  peasan ts  on  th is  long  ro ad ,  o n  the
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evening  o f  the  i z t h  w hen  the  little s e a p o r t  o f  A lm eria  w as  com ple te ly  

filled w ith  refugees, its popu la t ion  swollen to  doub le  its size, w hen  forty 

th o u sa n d  ex h au s ted  people  had  reached  a haven  o f  w h a t  they  th o u g h t  

w as  safety, w e w ere  heavily bo m b e d  by G erm a n  an d  Italian fascist a ir  

planes. T h e  siren a la rm  sounded  th ir ty  seconds before the  first b o m b  fell. 

These  planes m ade no  effort  to  hit the  governm en t battleship  in the  har

b o r  o r  b o m b  the barracks.  T hey  deliberately d ro p p ed  ten g rea t  bom bs  in 

the very cen tre  o f  the tow n  w here  on  the  m ain  s treet were  sleeping h u d 

dled toge ther  on  the  pavem ent so closely th a t  a ca r  could  pass on ly  w ith  

difficulty, the  exhausted  refugees. After the  planes had  passed I picked up 

in my a rm s th ree  dead  children from the  pavem ent in f ron t  o f  the  P rovin

cial C om m ittee  for the  Evacuation o f  Refugees where they had been s ta n d 

ing in a g rea t  queue w ait ing  for a cupful o f  preserved milk an d  a  handful 

o f  dry  bread , the  only food som e o f  them  had  for days. T h e  street w as  a 

sham bles o f  the dead  an d  dying, lit only by the  o range  glare o f  burn ing  

buildings. In the darkness  the m oans  o f  the  w o u n d ed  children ,  shrieks o f  

agonized m others ,  the curses o f  the  m en rose in a massed cry  h igher and  

higher to  a pitch o f  intolerable intensity. O n e ’s body  felt as heavy as the 

dead  themselves, bu t em pty  and  hollow, an d  in o n e ’s brain  burned  a bright 

flame o f  hate. T h a t  night were  m urdered  fifty civilians an d  an  addit iona l  

fifty w ere  w o u n d ed .  T here  w ere  tw o  soldiers killed.

Bethune called this ac coun t  “The  C rim e on  the  R oad : M a lag a  to  A lm eria ,” 

an d  with a selection from  the m any  p h o to g rap h s  taken  by Sise, it w as  later 

tu rned  into an  effective p ropaganda  pam ph le t  circulated in France an d  N orth  
A m erica .)0

O n  Sunday a f te rnoon  Bethune, Sise, and  Worsley left Almeria for M urc ia ,  

w here  they spent the  night.  Before leaving there  on  M o n d a y  m orn ing ,  i 5 

February, Bethune m anaged  to  find a couple o f  journalists  an d  in form  them 

o f  the d isastrous events o f  the  past w eek .”  T hen  he picked up  the  F ord  and , 

followed by Sise an d  Worsley in the R enault,  set o u t  on  the  th ree -h o u r  tr ip  

to  Albacete. O n  the  w ay  his m ind  tu rned  to  the  Institu to  an d  the need for 

funds to  pay  the salaries o f  the  Spanish staff  an d  the cos t  o f  o th e r  medical 

supplies th a t  they had  to ld  him they badly needed. In A lbacete he explained 

to  Sise th a t  he had  to  rush  to  Paris to  get m oney  an d  buy supplies an d  told 

him to  go  with Worsley to  M a d rid ,  ask ing  him to  assure the staff  o f  the  In 

s t i tu to  th a t  he w ou ld  be there  soon.

But before he left for Paris, he w as  in ten t on  finding o u t  f rom  C e rra d a  

w he the r  his p roposa l  for a  unified b lood service h ad  been accepted ,  so he 

d rove  to  Valencia on  Tuesday. H e sent a cab le  to  the  c a s d  in T o ro n to  to
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request them  to  transfe r  m oney  to  his Am erican Express accoun t  in Paris, 

then w en t to  the  S anidad  Militar. But C e rra d a  again  said n o  decision had 

been reached on  his p roposa l .  The  refusal o f  the  Spanish au thori t ies  to  give 

him an answ er  m u s t  have tested B ethune’s self-control to  the limit, bu t  there 

w as  no th ing  he could  d o  to  force them  to  act.

Late in the  evening o f  19 F ebruary  he reached Paris in the  F ord  an d  took  

a room  in the  H o te l  du Quai-Volta ire ,  w here  he and  Frances had  stayed on 

their  honeym oon. O n  Saturday m orn ing  he contac ted  Peter Rhodes, a United 

Press In ternat ional co r re sp o n d e n t  he knew. After describ ing the a troc ity  on 

the M alaga  road ,  he told Rhodes th a t  he w an ted  to  m ake a film a b o u t  the In

s t i tu to  and  needed to  find a photographer.  Later  th a t  day  Rhodes  arr ived at 

the hotel w ith  a tall, dark -ha ired  young  H u n g ar ia n  w h o m  he in troduced  as 

Geza K arp a th i . ’1 K arpath i ,  w h o  w o rk e d  for a photographer,  suggested th a t  

he com pose  a brief scene and  film it as a test. Bethune agreed an d  gave him 

m oney  to  rent a cam era  an d  buy film. O n  M onday ,  a f te r  viewing K arp a th i’s 

finished p ro d u c t  in a p ro jec tion  ro o m ,  B ethune offered  h im  a posit ion  as 

p h o to g ra p h e r  a t  a sa lary  o f  $ 5 0  a  week. K arpath i  replied th a t  his interest 

was in m aking  a co n tr ibu t ion  aga inst the forces o f  F ranco  and  th a t  he w ould  

accept only $25. Delighted, Bethune gave him 10 ,000  francs to  buy a c a m 

era ,  film, lights, an d  o the r  equ ipm en t .  K arpath i  to o k  his purchases  to  the 

Spanish Em bassy for sh ipm ent to  M a d r id  an d  left by tra in  fo r  Spain a t  the 

end  o f  the  w eek .33

M eanw hile ,  Bethune had  been mulling over  an  idea inspired in him  by the 

p light o f  Spanish children o rp h an e d  and  m ade  homeless by the  war. H e had 

th o u g h t  o f  this earlier  an d  had  spoken  o f  it to  Sise an d  Sorensen, b u t  the 

em o tiona l  im pact o f  the  M alaga  a troc ity  spurred  h im in to  action. H e  sent a 

le tter to  the  c a s d  describing his p lan , w hich  w as  to  es tablish refuges, which 

he called “ch i ld ren’s villages,” in areas  far from  the  battle fronts ,  perhaps  in 

the  Pyrenees.34 Eager to  test the  official reaction  o f  the go v ern m en t  to  his 

idea, he w en t  to  the Spanish Em bassy in Paris w here  he had  a meeting with 

Senora G er trude  A raqu is ta in ,  the wife o f  the  am bassador.  She asked him to 

send her a w ritten  ou tline  o f  his p roposa l ,  an d  he re turned  to  his hotel to  do  

so. T hen  he dashed  off a te legram to  Sise, telling h im to  bring toge ther  some 

architects  he knew  in Barcelona an d  p u t  them  to  w o rk  d raw in g  up  p lans for 

a refuge fo r  children in the  foothills o f  the Pyrenees.35

O ver  the nex t few days he collected various supplies and  o th e r  items to  

take  back  to  M a d r id .  W ith  him w as  Allen M ay, the  c a s d  representative, 

w h o  had  arr ived in Paris tw o  days before Bethune.36 H av ing  ob ta ined  the 

funds sent by the  c a s d  an d  bou g h t  the necessary supplies in Paris, Bethune 

and  M ay  left for Barcelona, arriving there on Friday, 26 February. At the Hotel
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C ontinen ta l  they m et Sise an d  Worsley w h o  had  a l ready  arr ived in response 

to  a cable sent by B ethune from  Paris.

F rom  the  rage and  h o r ro r  he had  felt in Almeria, Bethune’s m o o d  had  now  

sw ung  to  a lm o s t  feverish en thusiasm . After in troduc ing  M ay  to  the o thers,  

he invited them  all to  his room  w here  he began to  show  off  his num erous  

purchases, no t all o f  which had  a medical applica tion .  First he b ro u g h t  ou t  

a po r tab le  g ra m o p h o n e  which he w o u n d  up  an d  placed on  a table . F rom  a 

stack o f  new  records  he chose one an d  played it. Eyeing the  g ra m o p h o n e  

admiringly, he said, “ C ute ,  eh? Nice to n e ? ” 37 H e  then unpacked  various sur

gical instrum ents  and  o th e r  supplies before open ing  an o th e r  b o x  an d  pulling 

o u t  a handful o f  glossy pho tographs  th a t  he had  had  taken o f  himself in Paris. 

There were one hundred black-and white prints o f  each of the tw o  poses he had  

s truck for the photographer. Bold and  dram atic ,  they depicted him head-and- 

shoulders, artistically posed in three-quarter and  profile views. Tossing them 

on  his bed, he chose a handful an d  a t  once  sa t  d o w n  to  sign them. H e  w o u ld  

later inscribe m any  o f  them  an d  send them to  friends in N o r th  America.

H is focus suddenly  changing, he d ro p p ed  his pen an d  asked  Sise if he had  

ac ted  on  the  te legram  he had  sent on  W ednesday  a b o u t  th e  c h i ld ren ’s re

fuges. Sise replied th a t  he h ad  needed m ore  detail an d  had  decided to  w ait  

for B e thune’s re turn .  Bethune seized pencil a n d  p ap e r  an d  began to  sketch 

enthusiastically. W hen  he finished, he w arn ed  Sise th a t  a l though  th e  funds 

for the  projec t w ou ld  be C a n ad ian ,  the  concep t  w o u ld  have to  be presented 

so as to  make it appear  to  be Spanish inspired. H e had noted th a t  even though  

his idea had  evoked  praise from  Senora A raqu is ta in ,  she seemed sensitive 

a b o u t  foreign in terference in Spanish affairs. Ju s t  like the  S anidad  Militar, 

he added .

This  tu rned  his m ind  to  the unresolved question o f  the unified b lood trans

fusion service. Saying th a t  he w as  fed up  w ith  C e r ra d a ’s evasiveness, he a n 

nounced  th a t  he was going to  drive to  Valencia o n  S atu rday  to  c o n f ro n t  him 

yet a g a in . '8 Taking  a large roll o f  Spanish m oney  from  his suitcase, he waved  

it in the air. “ M oney  talks, m oney  ta lk s ,” he chortled ,  ap pa ren t ly  convinced 

th a t  despite all he had  sensed a b o u t  Spanish reluctance to  pu t  a  foreigner in 

charge o f  the  project,  this tangible  evidence o f  C a n ad ian  funding  w o u ld  buy 

the  acceptance o f  a unified service w ith  h im in charge .34 However, Sise later 

to o k  him aside an d  w arned  him th a t  he had  learned th ro u g h  Sorensen th a t  

D u ra n  i Jo rda  w as  pu tt ing  up  stiff resistance to  the  idea o f  nam in g  Bethune 

as chief o f  the  p roposed  service.40

Bethune, May, an d  A nton io  Galan,  a m em ber  o f  the  Institu to  staff, arrived 

in Valencia on Sunday, 28 February. Despite Sise’s warning, Bethune, optimistic
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as ever an d  keen for publicity, called toge ther  several in te rna t iona l  corre

spondents  in the hotel lounge and  announced  th a t  he had  returned from Paris 

w ith  a substan tia l a m o u n t  o f  m oney  for a unified b lood  transfusion  service 

soon  to  be set up  w ith  h im  in charge. Breezily assuring  the reporters  th a t  he 

w ould  sign an agreem ent w ith  the  Sanidad M il i ta r  the  fo llow ing m orn ing , 

he urged them  to  meet h im  in the  lounge a t  n  a m  afte r  his m eeting with 

C e rra d a ,  w hen  he w o u ld  officially break  the news. The  repor ters  show ed up, 

b u t  Bethune did no t  arrive until r 1:30. Looking ra the r  subdued, he to ld  them 

th a t  the  ag reem ent had  n o t  been signed an d  asked them  to  hold the  story 

until he gave the go-ahead .

H e  w as  being less th a n  op en ,  fo r  he n o w  knew  the re  w o u ld  be no  go- 

ahead .  C e rra d a  had  to ld  h im th a t  the  Sanidad M il i ta r  w o u ld  n o t  pu t  him  in 

charge o f  a unified b lood service an d  th a t  he had  also  lost au to n o m o u s  c o n 

trol over the  Institu to  in M a d rid .  Tw o o f  the  Spanish  doc to rs  w ork ing  there 

w ou ld  henceforth  share  full responsibility w ith  him in its opera tion .  D uran  

i J o r d a ’s objections an d  the  g row ing  opposit ion  o f  the  Spanish governm ent 

to  pu tt ing  foreigners in posit ions o f  responsibility w ith in  the  military had 

b locked  B e th u n e ’s p lans.  P a r t  o f  the  p ro b lem  w as  his inabili ty  to  speak 

Spanish, bu t there w as  m ore  to  the  decision. H o w  m uch  C e rra d a  revealed to 

Bethune is no t  clear, bu t  the  Sanidad M ilitar  had  been inform ed by one o f  the 

Spanish doc to rs  a t  the  Institu to  o f  the  prob lem s th a t  had  arisen there, and  

this had  convinced them  th a t  B ethune’s te m p eram en t  m ade him unsuitable 

to  adm inister  a large o rganization .4' However, a l though Cerrada  had rejected 

Bethune as the  head o f  the  Institu to  and  o f  the  p roposed  unified transfusion  

service, he had  m ade  it clear to  h im  th a t  the  Sanidad M ilitar  still expected 

con t inu ing  C a n a d ia n  financial su p p o r t  for the  M a d r id  unit ,  as well as the 

addi t iona l  funds th a t  B ethune had  pledged for the new  branch  o f  the  b lood 

service in Valencia. C a n ad ian  m oney  w ould  indeed flow, b u t  it w ou ld  no t 

buy B ethune w h a t  he w an te d .41

The decision of the Spanish authorities was understandable, bu t  to  Bethune 

it m ust  have seemed immensely unjust.  After all, he alone  had  conceived the 

Institu to ,  an d  it had  been his vision o f  the  need for a  unified b lood  transfu 

sion service th a t  propelled  the  projec t in to  existence. N o w  he saw himself 

reduced to  the level o f  just ano ther  functionary, subject to  the orders o f  others. 

It w as  a bitter  d ra u g h t  to  swallow, fo r  the  shadow  side o f  his keen, questing 

mind was his inability to  w o rk  with o thers  unless he led. A road  o f  increasing 

frustra t ion  n o w  opened  before him.
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* II  *

Clipped Wings

Madrid, Valencia, March-June 1937

The rejection o f  Bethune’s proposal to  lead a unified b lood transfusion service 

m arked  a tu rn ing  po in t  in his mission to  Spain. It seemed to  him th a t  blind 

bureaucracy  w as  ham pering  the  creation  o f  a desperate ly needed service th a t  

would  save m any  lives. T h e  fact th a t  C e rrada  had  seemed to  encourage  his 

p roposa l  in late J a n u a ry  an d  had  led him o n  for five m ore  weeks only deep 

ened his resentm ent.  Since his arrival in Spain the  prev ious N ovem ber ,  he 

had  believed fervently th a t  he was p a r t  o f  a  tru ly  revolu t ionary  m ovem ent 

free o f  bourgeois failings. N o w  he felt th a t  the  adm in is t ra to rs  o f  the R e p u b 

lican governm ent were  n o  different from the petty  bureaucrats  he had  kn o w n  

and  despised all his life in capitalist society. Feeling betrayed, refusing to  accept 

th a t  to  som e ex ten t  his ow n  behav iour  had  caused the  d isa p p o in tm en t  o f  his 

hopes, he bu rned  w ith  anger.

Yet he realized th a t  so m e h o w  he had  to  save face in C a n a d a ,  fo r  the 

substantia l financial con tr ibu t ions  raised by the  c a s d  had  been in tended to 

su p p o r t  a un it  led an d  o p e ra te d  by C a n ad ian s .  It m ay  have  been fo r  this 

reason th a t  on  his re turn  to  M a d r id  on Tuesday, z  M a rc h ,  he concealed the 

t ru th  from  Jean  W atts ,  a D aily  C larion  repor te r  w h o  had  arr ived a t  the  In

s t i tu to  while he w as  in Paris. '  In her f ront-page sto ry  in the  3 M a rc h  D aily  

C larion , the  first tw o  sen tences were: “ T h e  C a n a d ia n  b lo o d  t ran sfu s io n  

service headed  by D r  N o rm a n  Bethune w as  reorganized to d a y  to  ex tend  to  

all f ronts  o f  the Spanish w a r  w ith  the  con tro l  bo ard  o f  tw o  Spanish docto rs  

a n d  th e  m ed ica l  m a n .  T h e  pro jec t ,  bea r ing  th e  official s ta m p  o f  the  w a r  

ministry, represents a positive ach ievem ent in in te rna tiona l  c o o p e ra t io n .”

Still sm art ing  f rom  his rejection by the  Sanidad Militar, Bethune n o w  had  

to  turn his full attention to  the operation o f  the Instituto. O n  5 February, F ra n co ’s 

forces, a t tack ing  from  sou th  o f  M a d r id ,  had  launched a m a jo r  offensive th a t  

becam e kn o w n  as the  Battle o f  Ja ra m a .  T h o u g h  falling sh o r t  o f  their  aim of



cutting the road  to  Valencia, the Nationalists  inflicted heavy losses on  R e p u b 

lican t ro o p s  over  the  cou rse  o f  the  m o n th .  D u r in g  B e thune’s absence the 

Instituto  had  been called into action, and  a l though  co m b a t  had  ended during 

the  last week o f  February, the  casualty  list app roached  ten th ousand ,  and  the 

d em an d  for b lood  con t inued  after his re turn  to  M adrid .

O n  8 M arch  the  N ationalis ts  a t tacked  M a d r id  again ,  this t ime from  the 

nor th .  T h e  offensive was conducted  a lm ost entirely by Italians o f  the Corpe 

de T rupp i Voluntarie. In response to  a call f rom  D r  D oug las  Jolly, a N ew  

Z ea lan d e r  in charge o f  the In ternational Brigade hospital in G uada la ja ra ,  60 

k ilom etres  n o r th ea s t  o f  M a d r id ,  Bethune set o u t  on  Friday m orn ing ,  12 

M arch ,  carry ing  ten bottles o f  b lood an d  a refrigerator. W ith  h im  in the Ford 

were Sorensen, Antonio  Culebras, w h o  w as  one o f  the doctors  a t  the Instituto, 

and  Geza K arpathi,  w h o  had  just arrived from Paris. Reaching G uadalajara ,  

B ethune delivered the  b lood  an d  the  refrigerator. Both w ere  desperate ly  

needed, and  Bethune later w ro te ,  “ We feel fine. We feel like a successful sales

m an w h o  has just placed a big o rder  for goods. This  is great!  Isn’t  it g rand  to 

be needed, to  be w a n te d !” 1 H e  perform ed a transfusion on  a badly w ounded  

soldier,’ an d  then , look ing  for an o p p o r tu n i ty  for K arpath i  to  sh o o t  some 

action shots o f  shell explosions for the film, decided to  head  o u t  to w ard  the 

front line.

It w as  early a f te rnoon ,  a n d  a light rain began to  fall as he tu rned  n o r th  on 

n - i  I ,  the  m ain  highway. T hey  h ad  passed the  village o f  Torija, a b o u t  tw enty  

k ilom etres o u t  o f  G u ad a la ja ra ,  w hen  they saw  a series o f  vehicles moving 

sou th  on  a hill high above  the  village o f  Trijueque, som e five k ilom etres to  

the  north .  Losing sight o f  Trijueque a t  a bend in the  highway, they m et a long 

line o f  Republican  soldiers in head long  flight. T hose  in the  lead w aved  their 

a rm s,  w arn ing  Bethune to  tu rn  a ro u n d .  H e  had  driven in to  a massive retreat, 

an d  th e  vehicles they had  seen, B ethune realized, were  m ost likely Italian 

a rm o u red  ca rs  pursu ing  the  R epublican  forces.

Ignoring his c o m p a n io n s ’ p ro tests ,  B ethune drove  even faster, pas t  dense 

c ro w d s  o f  fleeing soldiers.  A bullet th u d d e d  in to  a f ron t  fender an d  o thers  

w hined  past.  Recognizing th a t  they w ere  n o w  un d er  d irec t enem y fire, he 

b raked ,  s ta lling the  engine. As he tr ied to  re -s ta r t  it, tw o  R epub lican  so l

diers jum ped  on  the  runn ing  bo ard ;  a lm o s t  im m edia te ly  on e  w as  hit by a 

bu lle t an d  fell o n to  th e  pav e m e n t .  Realiz ing he h a d  f looded the  engine, 

Bethune shou ted ,  “ O ut!  Everybody o u t ! ” an d  his co m p an io n s  dove in to  the 

m uddy  roadside  d itch .  Despite the  flying bullets, Bethune ran  a ro u n d  to  the 

o th e r  side o f  the  vehicle to  help  the  u n h a rm e d  so ld ier  d ra g  his w o u n d ed  

co m p an io n  to  the  safety o f  the  ditch. C rouched  there ,  t ry ing  to  decide w h a t
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to  do  next,  Bethune glanced up  a t  the  Ford. In the  m iddle  o f  the  windshield  

on  the  d r iver’s side w as  a bullet hole: h ad  he s tayed  in his seat,  he w ou ld  

have been killed.

M inu tes  la ter  the  firing s topped .  B ethune w aited  a few  m o m e n ts ,  then 

ordered  his co m p an io n s  across a field to  a w o o d  a b o u t  a  h u n d re d  metres 

away. In the  scram ble  to  reach  cover, the  fou r  lost sight o f  each o th e r ;  u n 

ab le  to  find Sorensen an d  K arpa th i ,  B ethune an d  C u leb ras  set o u t  th rough  

the  fields to  Torija a sh o r t  d is tance to  the  sou th .  T h e re  they rep o r ted  to  a 

casualty  c learing-sta tion  w here  they w o rk e d  for several hours  before being 

taken  back to  M a d r id  in an a rm y  truck .  As they w ere  a rr iv ing  in Torija ,  

R ep u b lican  re in fo rcem en ts  f rom  M a d r id  w ere  hea d in g  n o r th  to  en d  the 

re trea t  an d  drive back the Italians. T h e  F ord  w as  picked u p  the  follow ing 

day  and  re tu rned  to  the  Institu to .  Sorensen an d  K arpath i  m a d e  the ir  way 

back to  M a d r id  separate ly.4

F or  Sorensen,  C u lebras ,  an d  K arpa th i ,  the  experience on  the  G u a d a la 

ja ra  ro a d  -  n o t  to  m e n tio n  B e th u n e ’s da redev il  p e r fo rm a n c e  -  h a d  been 

terrifying. But B ethune had  been exh i la ra ted .  Sise la ter  no te d ,  “ H e  loved 

ge t t ing  in danger. H e  loved th e  smell o f  d an g e r  . . .  It w as  a lw ays  very e x 

citing being w ith  B ethune ...  H e needed  th a t  ad renalin  in the  system  th a t  

com es f rom  a dan g e ro u s  s ituation .  I go t  qu ite  frightened w ith  h im so m e

times, dr iv ing  blindly in to  situations.  We never k n ew  w h e th e r  the re  w as  a 

m ach ine  gun  a ro u n d  the  corner, b u t  he w o u ld  never pause to  reconnoitre .  

H e  w as  the  cavalry  m an  type .” 5 B ethune him self  to ld  an  A m erican  d oc to r  

in the  In terna t ional  Brigades, “T h e  f ron t  is reality. T here  is the  m o s t  b e a u 

tiful de tac h m en t  there. Every m inu te  is beautifu l because it m ay  be the  last 

a n d  so it is en joyed to  the  full.” 6

But perhaps  it was B cthune’s friend H aro ld  Beam ent w h o  best explained 

his eagerness to  co u r t  danger. In do ing  so, he pu t  his finger on  the  nexus o f  

narcissism an d  hum an ita r ian ism  th a t  lay a t  th e  core o f  B ethune’s character. 

Years later Beam ent w ould  say o f  B ethune’s risk-taking:

[It] intensified th e  concep t  o f  d r a m a  in re la t ion  to  himself. Beth, m ore  

th a n  m ost men, had  a tendency to  sit back  an d  look  a t  his o w n  image, 

no t in the mirror, bu t  in the  m ir ro r  o f  life an d  say, “ O h  well, gee, I 'm  quite 

a guy. C a n ’t take th a t  a w a y  from  m e ,” [that] so r t  o f  thing. T h a t ’s very 

im p o r ta n t  in unders tand ing  Beth . . .  T h a t  emerges as ex trem e dedica tion ,  

a m an  w h o  laid his life on  the  line time an d  aga in ,  persistently try ing  to  

aid people in extrem ely  adverse circum stances. T h a t  supplied som eth ing  

th a t  Beth’s ego needed consistently . . .  I’m n o t  tak ing  aw ay  from  the  fact 

th a t  he really w an te d  to  be o f  som e service, som e g rea t  service w ith in  his
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reach for m ank ind .  I th ink  he w as  dedica ted  to ta lly  in th a t  way. But this

o the r  vanity th ing still is in the  p ic ture .7

T h e  p rob lem  w as  tha t ,  a l though  dange r  thrilled Bethune, rou tine  duties 

did  no t,  yet on his re turn  from  the  G u ad a la ja ra  fron t  he was forced to  deal 

w ith them. D uring  his absence in sou thern  Spain, com plica tions  had  arisen 

in the  runn ing  o f  the  Instituto . O n e  o f  them  w as a crisis in decision-making. 

F or  the  first five days a fte r  he an d  Sorensen had  left M adrid  on  г i January , 

Sise had  been in charge  o f  the  un it ;  then  B e thune h ad  su m m o n ed  h im  to  

Barcelona an d  Sise had  been absen t for a full m on th .  W ith  n o  official chain 

o f  c o m m an d ,  Kajsa R o th m a n  took  over the runn ing  o f  the  Institu to , bu t  she 

found  it difficult to  deal w ith  C u leb ras  an d  Vicente G oyanes ,  tw o  o f  the 

Spanish docto rs  assigned to  the  un it .8 R o th m an  was efficient, bu t  she w on 

only grudging cooperation  from the Spaniards. Irritated by the w ay  she sw ag

gered a b o u t  w earing  the  un iform  o f  a m ilic iano  an d  a Sam Browne belt,  they 

were unwilling to  be responsible to  someone w ho  w as  not only a foreigner w ho  

had  tu rned  up  a t  the  Institu to  by chance bu t a w o m a n  an d  B e thune’s lover 

in to  the  bargain.

They  were also deeply concerned  a b o u t  the  ques tions o f  the ir  o w n  salary 

and  rank .  G oyanes,  w h o  had  an  arm y  rank  o f  lieutenant,  had  com e w ith  the 

unders tand ing  th a t  he w ould  be p ro m o ted  to  cap ta in .  C u lebras  expected  to  

be g ran ted  the sam e rank . So Bethune had  prom ised  in late J a n u a ry  to  pay 

Culebras a cap ta in ’s salary an d  m ake up the difference between w h a t  Goyanes 

was receiving in a rm y  pay as a lieutenant an d  the salary o f  capta in. However, 

Bcthune’s involvement in the M alaga-Almeria tragedy had  delayed his depa r

ture  for Paris to  collect m oney  w ired  to  h im  to  cover the In s t i tu te ’s expenses, 

so the S paniards  h ad  had  to  w o rk  th ro u g h o u t  F ebruary  w ith o u t  pay. W hen 

Bethune re tu rned  to  M a d r id  on  2. M arch ,  he paid the  back salaries o f  Cule

bras  an d  G oyanes an d  also those  o f  tw o  newly a p p o in ted  docto rs ,  Valentin 

de la L om a an d  A ndres Sanz. But this left h im  w ith  little m oney  to  pay for 

vital equ ipm en t  needed a t  the  Instituto. As to  rank ,  w hen  Bethune finally had  

to  ad m it  th a t  the Sanidad M il i ta r  had  rejected his p roposa l ,  the Spaniards 

realized th a t  his prom ise to  a rrange  the p rom otion  o f  G oyanes and  Culebras 

m ean t nothing.

However, the prob lem s in the Institu to  ran  deeper even than  this. O n  his 

return , Bethune had  seen for himself th a t  the a tm osphere  there w as  markedly 

d ifferent from the  cheerful bustle o f  the  early  days o f  its existence. T h e  elan  

w as  gone, an d  governm ent rules were reducing efficiency. For instance, strict 

new  regula tions  had  been im posed  m a n d a t in g  th a t  only u n ion  chauffeurs  

be perm itted  to  drive governm en t vehicles. In a le tter to  Benjamin Spence,
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Bethune po in ted  o u t  th a t  a  h igh-ranking  officer in the S anidad  M il i ta r  had  

ac tua lly  been a rres ted  fo r  d r iv ing  the  ca r  given to  him fo r  his use .9 C o n 

fron ted  by such t r iu m p h s  o f  bu rea u c ra t ic  red tape  over  c o m m o n  sense, 

Bethune m ore  an d  m ore  often  gave w ay  to  o u tbu rs ts  o f  temper.

But it w as  the  a t t i tude  o f  the  doc to rs  th a t  d is tu rbed  him most.  Sise had 

to ld  h im  th a t  w hen  he re tu rned  to  M a d r id  from Almeria on  17 February, he 

h ad  found  them  in a hostile, a lm ost  rebellious m o o d  an d  openly crit ical o f  

Bethune’s prolonged  absence. They  also hinted th a t  because Bethune w as  not 

a hem ato log is t,  he w as  no t com peten t  to  head  the unit. N o w  Bethune could 

see for him self  th a t  som e o f  them  show ed  n o  en th u s ia sm  fo r  the ir  w o rk ,  

trea ting  it as a m ere job; he accused them  o f  being “ bourgeois  loafers .” O ne 

o f  them , he to ld  Sorensen, w as  m o s t  certa in ly  a  F ranco is t  sy m p a th iz e r .10 

Softening his tone  considerab ly  for c a s d  reading, he w ro te  to  Spence th a t  

“ the  Spanish doc to rs  w h o  w o rk  w ith  us seem to  be incapable o f  accepting 

responsibility o r  ac ting  on  the ir  o w n  initiative. Consequently , I am  forced to  

a t ten d  to  every detail myself .” "  As a lways,  his inability  to  speak  Spanish 

(and his refusal to  learn) com plicated  m atters .  “ If they w a n t  to  ta lk  to  me, 

they’ll have to  learn English,” he to ld  one  o f  the  co rresponden ts  he k n e w ."

As it happened , Goyanes and  Culebras, the tw o  Spanish doctors  appoin ted  

by the  Sanidad M il i ta r  to  share  m a n ag e m en t  o f  the  Institu to  w ith  Bethune, 

were the  ones for w h o m  he had  the  least respect. T h o u g h  he w as  critical o f  

G oyanes,  it was  C ulebras  w h o  an tagon ized  him m o s t .1* W hen  the  la tte r  had  

arrived a t  the  Institu to , Bethune had  agreed to  hire his wife, M a n o li ta ,  and  

three o the r  persons. O n ly  later did  he learn th a t  these o thers  w ere  C u leb ras ’s 

sister, her fiance, and  his b ro th e r ’s fiancee. In a staff  o f  fifteen Spaniards, they 

cons ti tu ted  a pow erfu l  nepotistic faction -  referred to  by Sise as a “ family 

c o m p a c t” -  in conflicts w ith  the o thers  an d  w ith  the  C a n a d ia n s .4  To m ake  

matters worse, there was an  ongoing feud between Culebras an d  Loma. These 

internecine struggles po isoned the  a tm osphe re  o f  the Institu to  an d  reduced 

its efficiency.

After B ethune’s re turn  to  M a d r id  in M a rc h ,  the m u tua l  dislike between 

him and  Culebras exploded into open  conflict. N either  Lom a n o r  Sanz shared 

C u lebras’s loath ing of  Bethune, bu t  bo th  sympathized w ith  his unwillingness 

to  serve under  a foreigner. C ulebras  resented his subservient role and  w anted  

to  replace Bethune as com andante  o f  the Instituto. As a m em ber o f  the Spanish 

C om m unis t  Party  he had som e influence, an d  there is little d o u b t  th a t  he had  

provided in form ation  to  the Sanidad M ilitar  designed to  underm ine Bethune. 

To him  it was  sweet justice th a t  from now  on  he and  G oyanes w ould  a t  least 

share  a degree o f  contro l  over  him. To Bethune, on  the o the r  han d ,  it was 

humiliat ing th a t  a m a n  w h o m  he despised an d  considered a slacker w ould

z o o  P H O E N I X



now  share  in the m anagem en t  o f  the Instituto. This  injustice, as he saw  it, 

confirmed his con tem p t for the judgm ent o f  the Sanidad Militar.

F rom  the  po in t  o f  view o f  the  Spanish, the  behav iour  o f  the  C anad ians  

also  left m uch  to  be desired. M a n y  years later M a n o li ta  C ulebras  w ro te  o f  

them: “T hey  to o k  up  space, they ate, they gossiped, they sm oked  and  they 

d ra n k  up  to  the po in t  th a t  w hen  there w as  n o  m o re  w hiskey th a t  they had 

sent f rom  the  United States, they d rank  the  labo ra to ry  a l c o h o l . I t  is highly 

unlikely th a t  the C anad ians  actually  d ra n k  the  labo ra to ry  a lcohol,  bu t  there 

is no  d o u b t  th a t  a lot o f  dr ink ing  w en t o n  a t  the Institu to  -  an d  by Bethune 

in particular. H e  a lw ays d ran k  heavily w hen  he w as  f ru s tra ted  an d  upset, 

which he w as  from M a rc h  o n w ard ,  and  this affected his w ork .  Sorensen later 

recalled B e thune’s hands  shak ing  badly while  he w as  giving a t ransfus ion  

af te r  a d r ink ing  bout.  A lcohol also often  fuelled his destructive rages. O n  

one such occasion he picked up  a cha ir  and  hurled  it w ith  such force against 

a wall th a t  it b roke  into pieces.16 In an o th e r  incident,  he re tu rned  late to  the 

Institu to  from  delivering blood; unable  to  raise a  response after repeatedly 

knocking , he sm ashed  the  glass d o o r  w ith  his gloved fist. '7

U n fo r tu n a te ly  for his h ea l th ,  his d iet w as  as p rob lem atic  as his heavy 

d r ink ing .  Because o f  the  severe food sho r tage ,  the  d ishes offered by the  

Ins t i tu to ’s co o k  were  mostly  beans o r  lentils; on ly  occasionally w o u ld  there 

be fish and ,  very rarely, meat.  Rejecting this fare, Bethune w en t  for days ea t 

ing only black bread  an d  d r ink ing  coffee. A no ther  p roblem  w as  his a lm ost 

co n s tan t  insom nia. U nable to  sleep a t  night,  he also found it impossible to 

m ain ta in  the practice he had  begun a t  T rudeau  o f  go ing to  bed in the  after

noon .  Lack o f  sleep h ad  been a p rob lem  for h im  from  the early  days o f  the 

opera tion  o f  the b lood  t ransfusion  service, an d  exhaustion  som etim es over

cam e him. H is response w as  to  lie d ow n  wherever  he happened  to  be, even 

on  a train platform, and  fall instantly asleep for up to  an  hour. In the pas t  such 

r a n d o m  n ap s  w o u ld  be en o u g h  to  revive h im , a n d  he w o u ld  forge on  with  

renewed energy; however, this resilience w as  no  longer there. T h e  co m b in a 

t ion  o f  excessive d r ink ing , inadequa te  diet, an d  lack o f  sleep u ndoub ted ly  

exacerba ted  his o u tbu rs ts  o f  te m p er . '11

By m id -M arch ,  bo th  the  Spaniards  an d  the  C anad ians  in the  Institu to  had 

become deeply concerned  by B ethune’s increasingly erratic  behaviour. Tw o 

o f  the  C a n ad ian s  w ere  so a la rm ed  th a t  they decided to  take  concrete  action. 

O n e  o f  them , Ted Allan, w as  the  newest arrival a t  the  Institu to . A twenty-  

one-year-old w ri ter  from M ontrea l ,  Allan belonged to  the c p c ;  he h ad  left his 

job as a staff  repo r te r  fo r  the D aily  C larion  to  com e to  Spain in F ebruary  to  

join the  In terna t iona l Brigades. W hen  Peter Kerrigan, the  political com m is

sa r  o f  the  British Brigade, learned from  Allan th a t  he h ad  k n o w n  Bethune in
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M ontrea l ,  he sent him to  M a d r id ,  w here  he arr ived in late February. H av ing  

heard rum ours  o f  difficulties in the Instituto, Kerrigan had  given Allan the  as

s ignm ent o f  ferreting o u t  in fo rm ation  on  B e thune’s p e r fo rm an ce . '9 Bethune 

liked Allan, invited h im to  join the  g row ing  ranks  o f  the  Instituto , and  partly  

in jest, called h im the  “ political co m m issa r” o f  the  b lood  transfus ion  service.

The  o the r  C a n ad ian  determ ined  to  d o  som eth ing  a b o u t  B ethune’s behav

iour  w as  H enn ing  Sorensen, w hose  disi llusionm ent had  been building since 

December. O n  their  first meeting, Bethune’s dynam ic personality  had  had  the 

same impact on  Sorensen as it la ter had  on  Sise, an d  w h a t  Sorensen witnessed 

dur ing  N ovem ber  an d  early Decem ber o f  1936 only confirm ed his a d m ira 

tion .  H e  saw  B ethune as an ideal c o m m u n is t  -  inte lligent an d  a tireless 

worker,  courageous  to  the  po in t  o f  foolhardiness ,  an d  com pass iona te  in his 

t rea tm en t  o f  the  w o unded ,  especially children  -  an d  had  felt it w as  a priv i

lege to  be his interpreter. But by m id-December, B ethune’s o p en -d o o r  policy 

a t  the  Institu to  an d  his ap p a re n t  indifference to  the th rea t  o f  fifth-columnist 

activity began to  change S orensen’s appra isa l .  T hen  there  w as  the  issue o f  

Kajsa R o th m an ;  S orensen’s initial suspicion an d  dislike o f  her had  only in

creased w ith  time. She had  begun to  ac t  as B e thune’s in te rp re ter  w henever 

the  tw o  w ere  together, an d  this upset Sorensen.20 Sensitive an d  easily hur t ,  

he felt th a t  her in trusion had  distanced Bethune from  him an d  he becam e 

jealous o f  her.

In the end, while  giving Bethune credit for m any  positive qualities such as 

his courage  an d  his tender  t r ea tm e n t  o f  the  w o u n d ed ,  Sorensen cam e to  be

lieve th a t  he had  feet o f  clay, th a t  despite his age he behaved “ like a gifted 

youngs te r  w h o  had  yet to  m a tu r e .” 21 S orensen’s ideal w as  th a t  o f  a “ red 

k n ig h t ,” pure  o f  hear t ,  self-denying, an d  unfailingly faithful to  his beliefs. 

B e thune’s f reewheeling an d  som e tim es  vu lgar  w ays  o ffended  S o rensen ’s 

puritan ica l view o f  com m unism . N o  dedica ted  p ar ty  member, he felt, w ou ld  

ever a l low  his personal interests -  especially bourgeois diversions such as sex 

an d  par ty ing  -  to  interfere w ith  his co m m itm en t  to  the  cause. Sorensen also 

deplored B ethune’s egotism an d  “ unquenchab le  th irs t  for a t te n t io n ,” which 

he saw  as an o th e r  bourgeois  characteris tic .22 Bethune also tr ied to  pull rank .  

H e  often  com plained  th a t  Sorensen failed to  give p roper  c red it  to  his s ta tus 

w hen  he in tro d u c ed  h im  to  S pan ia rds .  O n  on e  occas ion  w h en  they were 

s tand ing  in a queue  in a  bank ,  Bethune said, “ I’m tired o f  wait ing , H enning. 

G o  up  to  the  teller an d  tell him  w h o  I a m .” W incing a t  this un -p ro le ta rian  

suggestion, Sorensen had  a ha rd  time convincing the im pa tien t  Bethune th a t  

the  te ller w o u ld  likely n o t  give h im precedence because o f  w h o  he w a s .2’ 

Sorensen w as  further  d is tu rbed  by the a m o u n t  o f  c a s d  m oney Bethune had
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been spending  on  expensive hotel acco m m o d a t io n s  an d  meals w hen  he w en t 

to  France, n o t  to  m en tion  o n  his various personal purchases. H e  w as  also 

extrem ely  w orr ied  a b o u t  B ethune’s heavy d r ink ing ,  for he could  see th a t  it 

w as  affecting his w o rk .  Eventually he decided th a t  B ethune’s self-indulgence 

am o u n ted  to  an  a b a n d o n m e n t  o f  principle: he w as  n o t  perfo rm ing  as a loyal 

pa r ty  m em ber  an d  m ust be rep laced .14

As Sorensen w as  ponder ing  w h a t  ac tion  to  take, m atte rs  cam e to  a head. 

Possibly to  dem onstra te  his to tal con tem p t for the  bureaucrats  o f  the Sanidad 

Militar, Bethune had  no t sent them the money he had  pledged for the  es tab 

lishment o f  a  b lood transfusion service in Valencia. W hen  Colonel Cerrada  

sent a request for the promised funds in M arch ,  Bethune refused to  answer. 

Sorensen, w h o  translated C e rra d a ’s message, urged him to  send the money but 

Bethune flew into a rage an d  refused. M eanw hile  Sorensen had  just learned 

from  Ted Allan th a t  he had com e to  the Instituto to  investigate Bethune; Allan 

encouraged  Sorensen to  try to  find som e w ay  to  contro l Bethune’s behaviour. 

So the tw o  pu t their  heads together  and  decided on  a course o f  action. They 

w ould  write  a le tter criticizing Bethune’s conduc t and  asking th a t  he be re

called from  the Instituto, and  they w ould  send it via the  Spanish com m unis t  

par ty  to  Tim  Buck, secretary o f  the C om m unis t  Party  o f  C a n a d a .15

Sorensen then con fron ted  Bethune a b o u t  the  presence o f  Kajsa R o th m an  

in the Institu to  because a recent incident had  increased his a lready deep sus

picion o f  her. After recovering from  his illness in Barcelona, he had  re turned  

to  M a d r id  in late F ebruary  to  d iscover th a t  som e docum en ts  in the Institu to  

files w ere  missing. A m ong  them  w as his salvo conductor  the d o cu m en t  th a t  

al low ed him to  leave an d  re-enter Spain. H e  suspected R o th m an  o f  stealing 

the  papers .  N o w  he co n fron ted  Bethune w ith  an u lt im atum : he w ould  leave 

th e  In s t i tu to  unless she w as  evicted. B ethune m ust have e i ther  refused to  

dismiss R o th m a n  o r  tried to  tem porize ,  because Sorensen left M a d r id  on  19 

M a rc h  fo r  Valencia where, w ith  the assistance o f  D r  Ju a n  Planelles, medical 

d irec to r  o f  the  Fifth R eg im ent in M a d r id ,  he w as  given a posit ion  in the 

Sanidad Militar. “I left Bethune in d isgus t ,” Sorensen later sa id .16

Events m oved  qu ick ly  over  the  n ex t  few days. S urpr ised  by S orensen’s 

a b ru p t  depar tu re ,  Sise, M ay, an d  Allan held a m eeting to  decide w h a t  to  do. 

Agreeing th a t  Bethune had  to  go, they were discussing how  to  m anage  this 

w hen  B ethune s tepped  o u t  f rom  beh ind  a cu r ta in .  “ So th a t ’s w h a t  y o u ’re 

p lann ing  to  d o  w ith  m e ,” he sa id , th e n  s ta lked  o u t  o f  the  In s t i tu to .17 H e 

stayed aw ay  for several days, an d  on  his return  he learned th a t  a message had 

arr ived from the  Sanidad M il i ta r  in Valencia in his absence, o rder ing  h im to  

repo rt  there  a t  once. H e ignored it as well as a second message th a t  arrived
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the  n ex t  day. O n ly  w h en  a n o th e r  te leg ram  in fo rm e d  h im  th a t  unless he 

com plied  w ith  the  o rd e r  he w o u ld  be placed u nder  m il ita ry  a r res t  did  he 

leave M a d r id  for Valencia on  T hursday ,  i  April.

W hen  he w as  ushered into C e rra d a ’s office, Bethune found  th a t  Sorensen 

was there to  act as interpreter. Sorensen w arned  him th a t  he was in very hot 

water, b u t  the ever-соску Bethune brushed  the  w arn ing  aside, saying th a t  he 

would  n o t  be scalded. The  meeting soon escalated into a series o f  increasingly 

hostile exchanges between Bethune an d  C e rrada ,  w ith  Sorensen having to  

th ink fast how  to  soften B ethune’s biting rem arks  in his transla tion .  W hen 

Cerrada  dem anded  to  k n o w  w hy he had  failed to  provide the funds he had 

promised, Bethune gave the specious excuse th a t  he was unwilling to  violate 

a law a b o u t  to  passed by the  C anad ian  P arliam ent th a t  w ou ld  forbid C a n a 

dians from serving in foreign military forces.18 And he pointedly reminded Cer

rad a  th a t  his w as  n o t  the only b roken  promise: the  R epublican governm ent 

had  failed to  live up  to  its agreem ent to  pay the salaries o f  the Spanish per

sonnel in the  Instituto, and  Bethune had  had  to  pay them  o u t  o f  c a s d  funds.

C errada  then  referred to  var ious reports  o f  B ethune’s conduc t,  saying th a t  

the  Sanidad  M il i ta r  regarded it as undesirable , an d  conc luded  reproachfully, 

“ We d o n ’t  understand  your  behaviour, considering y o u ’re a c o m m u n is t .” H e 

had  found the chink in Bethune’s a rm o u r  -  his pride in the new  faith to  which 

he h ad  com m itted  himself  -  an d  Bethune a t  once changed  his tack. Low er

ing his voice, he m a in ta ined  th a t  their  differences w ere  the  result  o f  factors 

beyond his contro l:  he h ad  n o t  received all the messages sent to  h im , he had  

been totally  involved in the  b lood transfusion  service dur ing  the  af te rm ath  of 

the Battle o f  the J a ra m a  an d  du r ing  th e  Battle o f  G u ad a la ja ra ,  an d  he had 

been the victim o f  the ever-present p rob lem  o f  the language barrier. “ It was 

all a m isunders tand ing ,” he insisted.

Tem pers  cooled  so m e w h a t  on  bo th  sides, a n d  B ethune left the meeting 

sure th a t  he had  go t a ro u n d  C errada .  At the d o o r  o f  the  office he grinned  at 

Sorensen an d ,  rem inding  him o f  his earlier  confidence th a t  he w o u ld  be able 

to  handle  the s ituation ,  said, “ I to ld  you so, H en n in g .” 29 However, C e rrada  

w as  n o t  entirely  ta k e n  in. A fter  B ethune left, he to ld  Sorensen th a t  the  

Sanidad M il i ta r  had  seriously considered order ing  B ethune’s arrest an d  court  

m artial .  Perhaps because o f  the ir  hope  o f  fu tu re  C a n ad ian  financial suppo r t ,  

they had  n o t  done  so, bu t  they h ad  called h im  on  the  ca rp e t  to  m a k e  it clear 

th a t  he w as  in their  coun try  and  subject to  their  c o m m an d .  Em barrassed  by 

a fe l lo w -C a n ad ia n ’s bad  behaviour,  Sorensen w as  o ffended  by B e thune’s 

haugh ty  indifference to  Spanish sensitivities an d  his refusal to  express  the 

slightest regret for his ac tions .30 This  resen tm ent w o u ld  have consequences.

Z 0 4  P H O E N I X



B ethune re tu rn ed  to  M a d r id  o n  S aturday , 3 April.  H ow ever ,  Sorensen 

rem ained  in Valencia a t  the request o f  the  military police, w h o  in te rrogated  

him a t  length. Some o f  the in fo rm ation  provided  by Sorensen w as  used in a 

highly c o n d e m n a to ry  rep o r t  o f  B ethune m ade  by the  police on  th a t  sam e 

d a te .31 It referred to  the le tter th a t  Sorensen and  Allan had  earlier sent to  the 

C a n ad ian  C o m m u n is t  Party  requesting B ethune’s rem oval as d irec to r  o f  the 

Instituto. T h en ,  fo llowing a brief h is tory  o f  the  Institu to  from  its inception 

an d  an accoun t  o f  the  meeting between C errada  an d  Bethune o n  Friday, 2 

April, the  police repo r t  s ta ted  th a t  there  w as  evidence to  suggest th a t  bo th  

Kajsa R o th m an  and  Bethune were  involved in espionage, an d  in addition ,  

th a t  Bethune m ight have stolen jewellery th a t  w as  in a sealed room  o f  the 

a p a r tm e n t  a t  Principe de Vergara 36 w hen  he an d  his co m p an io n s  arr ived in 

December. In fact the  supposed  “ev idence” for these crimes w as  th in ,  and  

the  ab su rd  accusation  o f  espionage an d  theft  w as  n o  m ore  than  the  p roduc t 

o f  the  a tm o sp h e re  o f  ex trem e suspicion a b o u t  foreigners an d  fear o f  fifth 

co lum n  activity am o n g  the  Republicans a t  this t im e.31

Sorensen returned to  M adrid  on M onday, 5 April. With him he brough t the 

in fo rm ation  th a t  a reorganizat ion  o f  the Sanidad Militar, to  be announced  

w ith in  days, w ou ld  end  the  a u to n o m y  o f  all foreign units  in the  Republican 

sector. T h e  nex t day, a long  with M ay  and  Sise, he con fron ted  Bethune to  try 

to  m ake  him accept th a t  a l though  the C a n ad ian  role in m anag ing  the  Insti

tu to  had  to  end, financial suppo r t  from C a n a d a  was essential if its w ork  were 

to  continue.  Bethune had  b ro u g h t  the  b lood  transfusion  service in to  being: 

n ow  he m ust ensure  its survival by re tu rn ing  to  C a n ad a  to  raise the  funds to  

keep it going.

At first Bethune flatly refused. H e  said th a t  if he could  no  longer direct 

the op era t io n  o f  the  unit,  he w ou ld  join the  In ternat ional Brigades as he had 

in tended  the  previous Novem ber. H e  w as  a surgeon, no t  a public speaker, 

an d  o thers  w ith  grea ter  o ra to r ica l  skills should  ac t  as publicists. T h e  others 

a rgued  th a t  no  one  w as  m ore  qualified th a n  he to  tell the story o f  the  b lood 

transfusion  service, explain  its vital role in the struggle aga inst  fascism, and  

m ake  an  appeal  to  progressive C a n ad ian s  to  con t inue  their  generous  giving 

o f  m oney  to  ensure  its con t inued  existence. T h e  som etim es hea ted  d iscus

sion w en t on  for hours  until a t  last Bethune agreed to  re tu rn  to  C a n a d a  to  

u nder take  a publicity  cam paign . W ith  him w ould  go the film H eart o f  Spain , 

w hich Geza K arpath i  an d  H erb e r t  Kline, the  p h o to g ra p h e r  an d  writer, were 

in the  final stage o f  com ple t ing .33

T h e  a n n o u n c e m e n t  o f  th e  change  in s ta tu s  o f  all foreign con t ingen ts  

in Spain w as  m ade  o n  T hursday ,  8 April 1937 .34 D uring  the n ex t  few days
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Bethune pondered  his p rom ise  to  re turn  to  C an ad a .  It seemed unfair  to  him 

th a t  Sorensen, Sise, an d  M a y  w o u ld  be rem a in ing  beh ind  in his Ins ti tu to  

while he w as  sen t hom e. H e  decided to  hand  the entire  op era t io n  over to  the 

Spanish au thori t ies  a t  once. W i th o u t  consu lting  his com rades ,  he sent the 

following cable to  the c a s d  on  M onday ,  12 April:

G overnm en t  decrees all o rganizations in Spain w he the r  Spanish o r  foreign 

m ust com e under  con tro l  o f  ministry  o f  War. N o  independen t o rgan iza

tions allowed. The  Sanidad M ilitar have taken over contro l C anad ian  unit. 

O u r  position n o w  nom ina l.  Fortuna te ly  transfusion  service is well e s tab 

lished an d  can carry  on  w i th o u t  us . . .  Strongly urge you ac t  immediately 

au thorize  me by cable as chief to  first w i th d ra w  C a n ad ian  personnel,  sec

ond  hand  over to  gov ’t cars,  refrigerators an d  equ ipm ent ,  th ird  agree to 

p rov ide  $ 2 0 0  m on th ly  6 m os. for m a in te n an c e  inst itu te ,  fo u r th  re tu rn  

C a n a d a  w ith  such C a n a d ia n s  as desire  w ith  film for an tifasc is t  p r o p a 

g an d a .  O u r  w o rk  as C a n a d ia n s  here is finished . . .  O n ly  fu tu re  cables 

signed Beth B ethune are  f rom  me ...  C o n t in u e  co llec tion  funds  m any  

schemes m ore  urgent now  than  b lood  transfusion . Will in form  you later 

Salud Beth Bethune.35

B ethune’s sw eeping  rec o m m en d a tio n  th a t  all C a n a d ia n  par t ic ipa t ion  in 

the b lood t ransfusion  service be te rm inated  as ton ished  the  c a s d . Benjamin 

Spence w as  equally  puzzled by B e thune’s w arn in g  to  d isregard  cables no t 

signed “ Beth B ethune .” Som ething w as  clearly going on  behind the  scenes at 

the  Institu to , an d  Spence w as  determ ined  to  find o u t  w h a t  it was.

W h a t  now  ensued w as  a fencing m a tch  by te legram . O n  15 April, Spence 

replied to  B ethune’s cable , saying th a t  the c a s d  w o u ld  prefer th a t  the unit 

rem ain  intact,  even if in fu ture it m ight take  on  o the r  duties. H e  also  asked 

for the  inpu t  o f  the o the r  m em bers  o f  the  unit a b o u t  w h a t  they w ished to  see 

done.  Bethune did no t  reply, so after three days Spence sent an o th e r  cable 

addressed  to  “ B ethunit” (not “ Beth B ethune” ) asking for m ore  in fo rm ation .  

Bethune replied tersely, “ Awaiting  governm en t decision reorganizat ion  next 

few days till then no  fresh news Salud .”

O n  M onday , 19 April, he w ro te  a le tter o f  resignation to  the  head o f  the  

Sanidad Militar. Perhaps realizing th a t  the  c a s d  w o u ld  n o t  su p p o r t  pulling 

all the C a n ad ian  personnel o u t  o f  M a d r id ,  he a t tem p ted  to  define the  roles 

th a t  they w ould  play:

C a m a ra d a :

In view o f  the  fact th a t  the  Institu to  H ispano -C anad iense  de T ransfusion
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de Sangre as conceived by me in January  is now  opera ting  as an  efficient, 

well-organized institute, an d  as p a r t  o f  the  s m ,  it is clear to  me th a t  my 

function as chief o f  the  o rgan iza tion  here in Spain has com e to  a natu ra l  

end . Since I a m  firmly o f  the  op in ion  th a t  all services o f  the  Republican 

Arm y should  be contro l led  by the Spanish people I hereby offer my resig

nat ion  as chief o f  the  organization .

If the  resignation is accepted I will a t  once proceed to  C a n a d a  to  carry  

o u t  p ro p a g a n d a  w o rk  in connect ion  w ith  the  Institute an d  in s u p p o r t  o f  

the P opu lar  Front.

In view o f  the necessity o f  the co n t inua t ion  o f  financial su p p o r t  o f  the 

Institute in Spain from  the  P opu lar  F ron t in C a n a d a ,  I hereby delegate my 

au thori ty  as Chief representative o f  the  C anad ian  C om m ittee  to  Aid S pan

ish D em ocracy  to  the  following m em bers: Allen M ay, Ted Allan, H azen 

Sise and  H enn ing  Sorensen. I w o u ld  also suggest th a t  the  functions o f  the 

above  m em bers  o f  the  C om m ittee  should  be as follows: Allen May, offi

cial secretary and  responsable [sz'c] o f  the  C anad ian  C om m ittee; Ted Allan, 

political com m issar; H azen  Sise, direc tor  o f  tran sp o r t ;  H enn ing  Sorensen, 

liaison officer between C a n ad ian  representatives an d  S anidad  Militar.

Also, in view of  the  urgency o f  the situation and  the necessity o f  showing 

o u r  p ro p aganda  film as quickly as possible, I w ou ld  like my resignation to  

take effect immediately.

Dr N o rm a n  B ethune36

O nly  after he had  posted  the  le tter did he show  a copy to  the  o the r  m e m 

bers o f  the  unit.  Realizing th a t  officials in the  Sanidad  M ilita r  w o u ld  expect 

a de ta i led  e x p la n a t io n  o f  the  s i tu a t io n ,  Sise, M ay, an d  S orensen  hu rr ied  to  

Valencia the  following day. M eanw hile ,  Bethune did n o t  com m u n ic a te  with 

the  c a s d  again ,  so one  week later, on  Tuesday, 2 7  April,  yet an o th e r  cable 

arrived from  the com m ittee ,  again addressed to  “ Bethunit .” It expressed co n 

cern  a b o u t  w h a t  w as  going on  an d  again  asked for the inpu t  o f  the  o ther  

m em bers  o f  the  unit. It is n o t  clear if Bethune show ed  this cable to  Sise, May, 

and  Sorensen w hen  they re turned  on Wednesday, bu t  on  T h u rsd ay  he replied 

to  th e  c a s d : “ N o  cause anxie ty  c o n d i t io n  un it  here cab le  con ta in ing  full 

reo rgan iza t ion  in fo rm ation  follows in tw o  d ays .”

Seventeen days h ad  n o w  elapsed since Bethune h ad  sent his cable urging 

te rm ination  o f  the  C a n ad ian  role in the b lood transfusion  service, aside from 

six m o n th s ’ funding . Despite  the  requests  o f  th e  c a s d  fo r  m o re  in fo rm a

tion  an d  for the  inpu t o f  his co m p an io n s ,  the  com m ittee  had  received only 

tw o  brief replies, bo th  from  Bethune, assuring  them  all w as  well an d  th a t
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exp lana tions  w ou ld  soon  be forthcom ing. Increasingly concerned by the  lack 

o f  in fo rm ation  and  by ru m o u rs  a b o u t  B ethune’s personal conduc t,  Spence 

decided to  call a  meeting to  discuss h o w  to  deal w ith  the  crisis.57 O n  Tues

day, 4 M ay, he received the following cable f rom  Bethune, w h ich  he read 

aloud  a t  the  c a s d  meeting:

Rela tionship  with Sanidad M il i ta r  clarified an d  satisfactory. All Spain or

ganization  as p lanned  by me now  proceeding. N am e  H ispano-C anad iense  

being re ta ined  fo r  M a d r id  sector. Bethune unit op era t in g  sm oo th ly  and  

efficiently. All here agree Bethune re turn  C a n a d a  w ith  w onderfu l film now  

finished for p ro p ag a n d a  w o rk .  R em ain ing  C a n a d ia n s  to  d irect disposal 

C a n ad ian  funds aid adm in is tra t ion  a long  lines m y suggestions. All have 

civil s ta tus  only. Spanish military medical officers in charge actual opera 

t io n s .  D u r in g  m y absen c e  C a n a d ia n  c o m m it t e e  in ch a rg e  c o m p o se d  

M ay, directing  secretary, Sise, in charge t ran sp o r t ,  Sorensen, liaison with 

S a n id a d  ...  All r e p re se n ta t iv e s  c o n te n t .  Signed B e thune ,  M ay ,  Sise, 

Sorensen. Beth B ethune .’8

The phrase  “ du r ing  my absence” seems to  indicate th a t  despite his letter 

o f  resignation to  the  Sanidad Militar, Bethune had  m anaged  to  convince h im 

self th a t  he w ou ld  be able to  re turn  to  the  Institu to  after the fundra is ing  tour. 

In any  case, the  c a s d  w as n o t  satisfied w ith  his cable. O nce  again  the  w o rd 

ing w as  in B ethune’s voice only, despite the multiple signatures. T h e  message 

merely intensified the com m ittee ’s suspicion th a t  they w ere  n o t  being given 

a full account.  A nd they were not,  because a l though Tim Buck was a m em ber  

o f  the  c a s d , he had  clearly n o t  revealed to  the  com m ittee  all the  con ten ts  of 

the letter o f  denuncia tion  sent to  him by Sorensen an d  Allan in M arch .  So the 

com m ittee  decided th a t  the on ly  w ay  to  learn w h a t  w as  happen ing  w as  to 

send A.A. M acLeod as their  representative to  M a d r id  to  investigate.59 Spence 

imm ediate ly  sent a cable an n o unc ing  their  decision an d  telling B ethune th a t  

he m ust m eet with M acL eod  before leaving for C a n ad a .  Perhaps assum ing 

th a t  the C a n a d ia n  funding  o f  the  Institu to  w ou ld  be limited n o w  th a t  the 

b lood service w ou ld  be m anaged  by the Spanish, he also gave Bethune the go- 

ahead  to  investigate his idea o f  child-relief w ork .  M acLeod sailed on  13 May, 

an d  on  th a t  da te  Spence cabled  Bethune th a t  he a n d  Sorensen should  meet 

h im  in Paris on  24 M ay; he added  th a t  Bethune should  re tu rn  to  C a n a d a  as 

soon  as possible w ith  the  film, as the com m ittee  w as  p lanning  a rally to  w el

com e him in T o ro n to  on  12 June .40

O n  Sunday, 16 M ay, B ethune left fo r  Paris.  Igno r ing  Spence’s sugges

t ion ,  he d id n o t  take Sorensen a long , likely n o t  w ishing M acL eod  to  hear
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Sorensen’s version of recent developments in the Institu te .41 While wait ing  for 

M a cL eo d ’s arrival,  Bethune cabled  Spence for m ore  funds, b u t  his request 

w as  refused. U nde te r red ,  he lived well in Paris ,  as  a lways.  Louis  H u o t ,  a 

friend from  M o n trea l  then  living in Paris, recalled, “ H e  used to  derive the 

grea test pleasure from  staying in the  m ost  expensive places ...  an d  order ing  

...  cha m p a g n e  ...  H e  w ould  go  to  places like the Tour  d ’Argent for d inner  ... 

an d  getting chits ...  he w o u ld  pin all this toge ther  an d  derive g rea t  pleasure 

from  the idea o f  the anguish  it w ou ld  cause w hen  he delivered it.” 41 M ak ing  

the m ost  o f  his stay, Bethune a t tended  the  French tennis cham pionsh ips  and  

shopped  for clothing, o rder ing  a num ber  o f  m ade-to-m easure m onogram m ed  

dress shirts, which he paid  for w ith  c a s d  money.4’

W hen  he m et M acL eod  on  Wednesday, z6  M ay, Bethune first com plained  

a b o u t  having been denied further funds for the m om en t .44 Then  he moved on 

to  his new  project to  aid Spanish children m ade  homeless by the  war. Away 

from his critics a t  the  Institu to ,  he felt he had  a chance to  win over M acL eod  

an d  convince h im o f  the  urgent need to  act. H e  pain ted  his p ic ture in b road  

strokes, launching  in to  a descrip tion  o f  the  desperate  p light o f  th o u san d s  of 

Spanish w a r  o rphans .  T h e  best w ay  to  help them , he to ld  M acL eod ,  was to  

c rea te  “c h i ld ren ’s v illages” in areas  ou ts ide  the  w a r  zone ,  par t icu la rly  in 

nor thern  Spain. As the Institu to’s b lood transfusion service w as  in the  process 

o f  being t ransferred  to  Spanish authori ties ,  he a rgued , it w ou ld  no  longer be 

necessary to  raise funds fo r  it f rom  the  C a n ad ian  public. T h e  focus o f  a new  

appeal  could  be the ch i ld ren’s villages. If the  project o f  supplying b lood  for 

the w o u n d ed  had  m oved C a n ad ian s  to  d o n a te  to  the cause , w ould  they no t 

react even m ore  strongly  to  a request to  help children? H e did n o t  mention 

to  M acL eod  th a t  the  Spanish au thori t ies  still expected  the  c a s d  to  fund the 

M a d r id  b lood  t ransfusion  service even afte r  the Sanidad M il i ta r  took  over 

the  m a n ag e m en t  o f  it, n o r  did  he m en tion  th a t  they also expected  C a n ad ian  

funding  for the  un it  to  be set u p  in Valencia. Yet he m ust  have k n o w n  tha t  

his new  projec t w ou ld  ei ther d ra w  funds aw ay  from  these b lood transfusion  

services o r  w ou ld  require twice the  a m o u n t  o f  fundra is ing  in C anada .

U naw are  o f  these com plica ting  factors, M acL eod  w as  impressed w ith  the 

idea o f  th e  “c h i ld re n ’s v illages.” B ethune h ad  a lready  spoken  a b o u t  it to 

m em bers  o f  a  Basque com m ittee  in Paris, a n d  they n o w  suggested th a t  the 

tw o  C anad ians  fly to  Bilbao to  discuss the proposal w ith  au thori t ies  there. 

Bedazzled by Bethune’s rhetoric , M acL eod  took  up  the duel by telegram with 

Spence. H e  cabled  h im on  T hursday ,  z6  May, agreeing w ith  the  decision to 

delay  send ing  m oney  until he cou ld  learn m o re  a b o u t  the  com p le t io n  o f  

the  film an d  the  s ituation  in M a d rid .  But he ad ded  th a t  he w as  considering 

flying to  Spain w ith  Bethune on  a quick visit to  investigate his p roposal to  set
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u p  refuges for w a r  o rp h an s  there. However, the  c a s d  w as n o t  in favour  of 

the  Bilbao p roposit ion  an d  w as  anx ious  to  get Bethune back to  C a n ad a .  So 

Spence cab led  back  the  fo llow ing  day, telling M a cL eo d  to  a r r a n g e  for 

B ethune’s im m edia te  re turn  since he w as  needed for a speaking  to u r  to  raise 

badly needed funds. Spence suggested th a t  if the  film were  n o t  com ple ted  by 

the time Bethune sailed, M acLeod an d  one o f  the m em bers  o f  the  M adrid  

unit  cou ld  supervise its com plet ion .  “ Better Bethune w i th o u t  film than  bo th  

later,” he w ro te .45

But M a cL eo d  w as  still un d er  B e thune’s spell. Ignoring  Spence’s m ost 

recent message, he cabled  h im on  M onday ,  31 M ay, th a t  Bethune needed to 

rem ain  a t  least one w eek longer in o rder  to  finish the  film. H e  now  asked for 

$2 ,000  to  cover costs o f  com pleting  the  film, pay B ethune’s fare and  his other 

expenses, an d  launch the  new  ch i ld ren’s project. Bethune could  sail on  the 

N o rm a n d ie  on  9  June ,  he w rote.  H e also recom m ended  th a t  the  c a s d  accept 

responsibility for m ainta in ing five hundred  Spanish w a r  o rp h an s  a t  an  annual 

cos t  o f  $ 5 0 ,0 0 0 .  As for th e  b lood  t ran sfu s io n  un it ,  he suggested  th a t  he 

should  go to  M a d r id  a t  once to  formally transfer  it to  the  S anidad  Militar.

H owever, the  c a s d  had  a lready tu rned  d o w n  B ethune’s request for a s im 

ilar a m o u n t  o f  money for his expenses, an d  they w a n te d  to  k n o w  w h a t  had 

happened  to  the  balance o f  $600  th a t  Bethune had  a week earlier to ld  them 

w as in his A m erican Express account.  Also, they were  n o t  willing to  a b a n 

don  su p p o r t  o f  the  b lo o d  transfus ion  service o r  to  c o m m it  them selves  to  

the  ch i ld ren’s village projec t w i th o u t  know ing  m ore  details. Believing th a t  

M acL eod  had  m ade  his decision in B ethune’s favour  w i th o u t  getting  all the 

facts, Spence declined to  send m ore  money.46

M eanwhile , having w on over M acleod and  confident th a t  th ings w ere  now  

going his way, Bethune had  no t been able to  resist tw eak ing  the noses o f  his 

less-than-loyal co m ra d es  in M a d rid .  O n  Saturday, 29 M ay, he had  sent a 

cab le  to  Sorensen, Sise, a n d  M a y  in fo rm ing  them  th a t  he h ad  p e rsuaded  

M acL eod  to  w i th d ra w  the C a n ad ian  staff o f  the  unit  f rom  M a d rid .  H e  also 

a d ded  th a t  he an d  M acL eod  w ere  going to  Bilbao.47 T h o ro u g h ly  a la rm ed  

a t  the news, the  th ree  C anad ians  determ ined  to  scotch B ethune’s plan. They 

persuaded  the  military police in M adrid  to  te legraph the  Spanish em bassy  in 

Paris w ith  instruc tions no t to  a l low  M acL eod  an d  Bethune to  en ter  Spain. 

T he  police invited the  Canad ians  to  exam ine the dossier they kept on Bethune 

in o rder  to  m ake any  necessary correc tions o f  the  da ta  they h ad  collected. 

T he  dossier revealed th a t  the police had  been p lanning to  expel Bethune from 

Spain if he had  n o t  decided to  leave voluntarily .48
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T h e  three  nex t cabled Spence to  aler t  h im  to  the undesirable consequences 

o f  w i th d r a w in g  th e  t r a n s fu s io n  service u n i t  f ro m  M a d r id ;  they  d id  n o t  

m en tion  B ethune’s p roposed  Bilbao tr ip  n o r  their  conference w ith  the  mili

tary police. T h e  cable, which the  com m ittee  received on  3 1 May, read in part: 

“ F rank  expressions w ithhe ld  to  da te  for obv ious  reasons. Due to  c ircum 

stances su r ro u n d in g  B ethune’s d ep a r tu re  w hich  he doubtless  will explain  on 

arrival we advise against his operating  further projects in Spain but believe him 

very valuable in C a n a d a  for p ro p ag a n d a .  Advise strongly aga inst  reducing 

blood unit support.  W ithdraw al would  have regrettable political consequences. 

C able  sent a b o u t  10 April con ta in ing  code signature  Beth B ethune suggest

ing w ithd raw a l  w en t w i th o u t  o u r  consen t con ta ined  misleading in form ation  

com plications o f  which we rep u d ia te .” 49

A t ab o u t  the  sam e time, o u t  o f  money an d  w ith  the c a s d  refusing to  back 

the  ch i ld ren’s village projec t w i th o u t  fu rthe r  in fo rm ation ,  M acL eod  gave in. 

O n  I Ju n e  he cabled  Spence ask ing  him to  rush  funds to  pay for B ethune’s 

fare to  N e w  York a n d  a lso  those  o f  the  f ilm m akers ,  Geza K arpa th i  and  

H erb e r t  Kline. Receiving no  im m edia te  reply, he b o rro w ed  the m oney  to  buy 

th ird  class tickets fo r  them  on  the  Q u een  M a ry .*0 O n  W ednesday, 2 June ,  

Bethune, K arpathi,  an d  Kline sailed from  C herbourg  for the  five-day voyage. 

Forced o u t  o f  Spain while the  rest o f  his un it  rem ained in ac tion ,  frustra ted  

a t  n o t  being ab le  to  carry  o u t  his pro jec t o f  establish ing ch i ld ren’s villages, 

Bethune fretted his w ay  across the Atlantic. T h o u g h  it m ust  have galled him 

to  ad m it  it, he w as  n o w  well aw a re  th a t  his o w n  behav iour  h ad  led to  his 

recall.  As he w ou ld  la ter  confess to  Sise w hen  they m et again in M ontrea l ,  

“ I have b lo tted  my c o p y b o o k .” $l
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*12 *

Preaching the Faith

The Speaking Tour, ]u n e -O cto b er  1937

B ethune arr ived in N ew  York on  M onday ,  7 Ju n e  1937 , an d  w as  m e t by 

Benjamin Spence, w h o  shepherded  him to  a hotel. T h a t  a f te rnoon  he gave a 

lengthy press conference, replying in detail to  ques tions on  the political and 

military aspects o f  the  Spanish Civil W ar an d  criticizing the  failure o f  the 

dem ocrac ies  to  com e to  th e  a id  o f  the  R epublican  g o vernm en t .  P ound ing  

fist in to  palm, he dem an d e d ,  “ W h a t ’s the m a tte r  w ith  England, France, the 

United States, C a n ad a ?  Are they afra id  th a t  by supplying a rm s  to  the  Loy

alist forces, they’ll s ta r t  a w orld  w ar?  Why, the  w orld  w a r  has s ta r ted .  In 

fact,  it’s in its th ird  stage -  M an ch u r ia ,  E thiopia,  an d  now  Spain. I t’s d em o c

racy aga inst  fasc ism .” T h en  he ad d e d ,  “ We in M a d r id  c a n n o t  un d e rs ta n d  

such timidity, such poltroonery  on  the  p a r t  o f  the  dem ocratic  na t ions .” 1 H av 

ing struck  this keynote, he w ou ld  keep to  it: f rom  n o w  on ,  he w ou ld  m ake 

the  th re a t  o f  in te rna t iona l  fascism the  linchpin o f  a lm o s t  every speech he 

gave. Q uest ioned  on  the future o f  the  Institu te ,  he insisted tha t ,  following his 

publicity to u r  to  raise funds, he w ould  re turn  to  Spain to  resum e his role and  

to  set up an  organization  to  aid children o rp h an ed  by the war. H e  apparen tly  

still did n o t  believe th a t  he w ould  be perm anen tly  exc luded from  the blood 

transfusion  unit.

For the  nex t five days he stayed in N e w  York, hop ing  th a t  the  film H eart 

o f  Spain  w ou ld  be com ple ted  in time for h im  to  take  it to  C a n ad a .  However, 

several technical prob lem s caused delays, so it w as  n o t  yet finished w h en  he 

left N ew  York by tra in  for Buffalo on  Sunday, 13 June. A w elcom ing  c o m 

m ittee w as  w ait ing  to  take  h im  to  T o ro n to  by au tom ob ile .  T h ro u g h o u t  the 

week the c a s d  h ad  been rush ing  p repa ra t ions  for a reception on  the  night 

o f  M onday , 14 June, a t  which he w ould  be greeted as a w a r  hero. Front-page 

stories in the com m unis t  D aily C larion  focused on  him an d  the  p a ra d e  and  

rally in his honour.  “ Let us p repare  to  w elcom e one o f  the  grea test C a n a d i 

ans o f  o u r  t im e,” the p ap e r  u rged its readers .1



En rou te  f rom  Buffalo o n  M o n d a y  a f te rn o o n ,  B ethune a n d  his par ty  

s topped  briefly in H am il ton  to  visit w ith  his m o the r  before con t inu ing  on to  

T o ron to ,  arr iv ing shortly  before 8 p m  a t  Union  S ta tion .3 Bethune go t into 

a n  o p en  to u r in g  car, a n d  the  w a it ing  c ro w d  o f  m o re  th a n  tw o  th o u sa n d  

people  b roke  in to  loud  app lause  as he w as  driven slowly a long  F ron t Street, 

then nor th  on  University Avenue. Behind followed tw o  m arch ing  bands  and  

a p a ra d e  o f  hund reds  o f  p lacard -bearing  m archers  th a t  s tretched m ore  than  

tw o  kilom etres a long  the  city’s widest boulevard.

T h e  p a ra d e  ended  a t  Q u e e n ’s Park ,  w here  nearly  five th o u sa n d  people 

en thusias t ically  w elcom ed  B ethune as he w as  escorted  ac ross  the  law n  and  

u p  th e  steps o f  a  b a n d s ta n d .  W h e n  he s te p p ed  to  th e  m ic ro p h o n e ,  the  

c ro w d  gave h im th ree  long  cheers.  Rais ing his r igh t h an d  in a clenched-fist  

sa lu te ,  he began ,  “ Friends a n d  co m ra d es ,  s a lu ta t io n s  f rom  the  anti-fascis ts  

o f  Spain  to  the  an ti-fascis ts  o f  C a n a d a .  S a lu te  [s/cj .” T h e  th r o n g  roared  

an d  ra ised  the ir  fists in response .  B e thune sp o k e  briefly, th a n k in g  those  

w h o  h ad  c o n t r ib u te d  m oney  for th e  b lood  tran sfu s io n  service, p ra is ing  the 

co u ra g e  o f  th e  S pan ish  p eop le ,  a n d  em p h a s iz in g  th e  a b s o lu te  need  o f  a 

co m m o n  f ro n t  ag a in s t  ris ing  w o rld  fascism. T h e  Spanish  conf lic t  w ould  

lead to  a m uch  w id er  war, he w a rn e d ,  possib ly  w ith in  a year. “ T h e  w orld  

w a r  is on  n o w ,” he insisted; “ th is  bat t le ,  th is  w orld  w a r  will m ean  the  end 

o f  fascism in w o rld  h is to ry .” 4 At th e  conc lus ion  o f  his ad d re ss ,  a you n g  

girl, on e  o f  a g ro u p  o f  twelve dressed as Red  Cross  nurses, crossed the  stage 

to  presen t h im  w ith  a bouque t .  W hen he kissed her  cheek, th e  eleven o thers  

d e m a n d e d  the ir  due,  so  to  the  ap p lau se  o f  th e  c ro w d  he w e n t  d o w n  the 

line, kissing each o f  the  girls.

T h e  following day, as the  featured speaker  a t  a c a s d  conference held in 

Carl ton  United Church in Toronto, he was in a m ore combative mood. Veering 

from  his previous em phasis  on  the  need to  defend dem ocracy  aga inst fas

cism, he cam e close to  revealing his co m m u n is t  faith. “ Political d em o cra 

cies,” he charged, “ a re  a shell an d  a sh a m .” E ngland  w as  no  m ore  th a n  a 

handful o f  capita lists  m an ipu la ting  w orld  events. As for the British Empire, 

it w as  only “ blocks o f  gold scattered a ro u n d  the  w o r ld .” H e  w en t  on  to  label 

the  co ro n a t io n  o f  King G eorge VI, w hich  had  taken  place in W estm inster  

A bbey in M ay, as “ the  biggest bu ild -up  an d  advertising  s tu n t  fo r  the  next 

war. And w e’ll be asked  to  go  over there  and  fight for the  E m pire .” Pausing, 

he scanned  the audience an d  then con tinued ,  “ Well, w e’ll fight, yes, b u t  we 

w an t  to  k n o w  w h a t  we fight for.” These were deliberately provocative w ords, 

in tended  to  sting m any  people in a city w here  the  largest single g ro u p  w as  of 

British origin. T h e  com m en ts  were  widely an d  so m e w h a t  critically reported  

in the local press, despite the  general adm ira tion  for Bethune’s achievements.5
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B ethune n ex t  tu rn e d  to  Spain. K now ing  th a t  his aud ience  included the 

leading m em bers  o f  the  c a s d , he chose to  explain  in detail his schem e to  

build a n u m b e r  o f  ch i ld ren’s villages for som e o f  the  u n fo r tu n a te  thousands  

w h o  h ad  becom e o rp h a n s .  Back in M ay, w hen  he had  conv inced  A.A. 

M acLeod to  su p p o r t  his p roposa l ,  he had  said it w ou ld  require $ 5 0 ,0 0 0  a 

year. N o w  he escalated the  sum  to  $1 million, adding,  perhaps  to  his left- 

w ing  listeners’ surprise, th a t  the  best w ay  to  raise such a sum w as to  hire a 

pub lic -re la t ions  exper t .  “ It w o u ld  be well w o r th  the  m o ney ,” he assu red  

them. “ H e ’ll swing it for y o u !” As a postscrip t he urged the conference n o t  

to  consider  evacuating o rp h an s  from Spain. Children taken  from  their  h o m e

land w ould  “ lose th a t  beautiful revolu tionary  sp ir i t .” H is sales pitch p roved  

effective. T h a t  evening  the  c a s d  form ally  ag reed  to  launch  a na t iona l  

fundraising cam paign  to  care  for five h u n d red  Spanish children. T hey  also 

decided to  m ain ta in  s u p p o r t  for the  M a d r id  b lood  t ransfusion  service, even 

th o u g h  it w as  n o w  contro l led  by the  R epublican  governm en t  o f  Spain. '’

Following the  conference’s a f te rnoon  session, Bethune had  re tu rned  to  his 

hotel to  rest before his speech in the evening. W aiting  in the lobby w as  free

lance reporte r  William Strange, w h o  asked for an  interview. “ If you d o n ’t 

object to  asking yo u r  ques tions while I’m tak ing  a ba th  and  shaving, I’ll talk 

to  y o u ,” B ethune replied. “ O therw ise ,  no .  I’ve g o t  on ly  a few m inu tes  to  

spare .” 7 Strange agreed. D uring  the interview he m ade a po in t  o f  asking, “ By 

the  way, doctor,  are  you a c o m m u n is t?” T h e  question  appeared  to  surprise 

Bethune, w h o  responded sharply, “ M o s t  emphatically, I am  not! W h a t  m akes 

you a s k ? ”

W hen  Strange m entioned  B ethune’s clenched-fist salute a t  M o n d a y  n igh t’s 

rally, he re tor ted ,  “ Look here, let’s get this th ing  straight.  You can call me a 

socialist if you like. I am  a  socialist in the  sam e w ay  th a t  millions o f  sane 

people are socialists. I w a n t  to  see people getting a square deal,  and  I hate fas

cism. T h e  clenched fist is used as a ‘People’s F ro n t ’ salute. It’s used in Spain 

by everybody w h o  is aga inst the  fascists.” 8 It w as  the  first t ime th a t  the ques

tion a b o u t  B ethune’s par ty  m em bersh ip  h ad  been raised, an d  he responded  

as he h ad  been told to  do. The  party  line on  this m a tte r  w as  abso lu te ly  clear: 

public aw areness  o f  his political com m itm en t  could  alienate potential donors  

w h o  were as much an ti-com m unist as they were anti-fascist.  This w as  n o t  the 

last t im e he w o u ld  be asked  a b o u t  his polit ical beliefs, an d  each tim e he 

w ould  find it m ore  painful to  lie.

After co n fe rr in g  a t  length  w ith  c a s d  officials on  the  schedule  fo r  the  

fundraising tour, Bethune left T o ro n to  for M o n trea l  on  the a f te rn o o n  o f  17 

Ju n e  for the  second stage o f  his hom ecom ing. As in T o ron to ,  the  c a s d  had
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carried  o u t  an  intensive publicity cam paign  there  d raw in g  a t ten t ion  to  his 

arr ival .  W hen  his tra in  pulled  in to  W in d so r  S ta t ion  early  th a t  evening, a 

c ro w d  o f  a  th o u sa n d  w as  wait ing , c a s d  m em bers  greeted him on  the  p la t

form , an d  then  suppo r te rs  lifted h im  to  the  shoulders  o f  tw o  men w h o  m ade 

their  w ay  th rough  a cheering th ro n g  to  a banner-d raped  car, one o f  a caval

cade o f  au tom obiles  th a t  then  pa ra d ed  th ro u g h  the  d o w n to w n  streets. For 

tw o  days new spaper  advertisem ents  an d  processions o f  cars  carry ing  posters 

had  ann o u n c ed  his fo rthcom ing  appearance  a t  the M o u n t  Royal A rena on 

Friday night.  It w as  the sam e meeting place w here  the  scheduled appearance  

of the three Spanish delegates had  been banned by the M ontrea l City Council 

nearly  seven m o n th s  earlier. N o w  m unicipal au thori t ies  chose n o t  to  inter

fere, an d  the  chief o f  police even provided a squad  o f  twenty-five policemen 

to  prevent interference from  any hostile elements.

Bethune arr ived a t  the  a rena  just before 8 p m . M o re  th a n  five hundred  

people w ere  ga thered  near  the en trance ,  w ait ing  to  hear  the  speeches tha t  

w o u ld  be b roadcas t  ou ts ide  by loudspeakers .  As he entered  the  aud i to r ium , 

a bugle sounded ,  an d  the  capacity  cro w d  o f  eight th o u sa n d  b roke  in to  th u n 

d erous  applause .  T h e  bugle sounded  again  as Bethune joined th ree  o thers  on 

the speakers’ p la tfo rm . H e gazed o u t  over the  c ro w d  an d  raised his fist, and 

in response people sp ran g  to  the ir  feet, cheering, app laud ing ,  and  re turn ing  

the  salute. W hen  his tu rn  cam e to  m ove to  the  m ic rophone ,  he w as  cheered 

wildly again .  Speaking slowly an d  deliberately, he outlined  the principles for 

w h ich  the  R epub licans  w ere  fighting a n d  t raced  the  h is to ry  o f  the  b lood 

t ransfusion  service. W hen he described the  scenes a long  the M alaga-A lm eria  

ro ad ,  pa r t icu la r ly  those  involving ch i ld ren ,  he spoke  with qu ivering  e m o 

tion. H e ou tlined  his plan  for a “ child-city” in Spain, an d  urged his listeners 

to  find it in their  hearts  to  each su p p o r t  a child for a  year, a t  a cos t  he esti

m ated  a t  $100.

As he th a n k e d  the  audience,  the  b an d  began  to  play  the  P opu la r  F ron t 

a n th em ,  “ N o  P asa ra n .” W hen  he re tu rned  to  his seat,  people rushed to  the 

p la tfo rm  w ith  money. N early  $ 2 ,000  w as  do n a ted  on  the spo t.9 Dr Gabriel 

N a d e a u ,  w h o  saw  B ethune for th e  first a n d  last t ime th a t  n igh t,  la ter  

rem arked : “Tall, pale an d  th in ,  he looked ascetic, and  w ith  a d ifferent garb  

he w ou ld  have passed for a friar o r  a parson .  T h e  impression th a t  one  got 

listening to  h im w as  th a t  he w as  sincere and  the  sincerity o f  his conviction 

m ade  his appeal  the stronger.” 10

D esp i te  the  success o f  his speeches, B e thune’s psychological s ta te  w as  

precarious. A lthough  he w as  lionized daily as a w a r  hero ,  he knew  very well 

th a t  the  c p c  w as highly critical o f  his behav iour  in Spain, an d  this ate a t  his
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self-esteem. H e  also  soon  d iscovered  the re  w as  little left o f  his o ld  life in 

M on trea l .  H e g o t  aw ay  from  his c a s d  duties one  day  an d  w en t  o u t  to  the 

H o p ita l  du  Sac re C o e u r  to  visit som e fo rm er  colleagues an d  patients .  After 

the  w a rm  send -o ff  he had  received, he w as  shocked  by the  s ta ff ’s hostile 

reaction to  his presence now. Seeing him in the corr idor,  a g ro u p  o f  nursing  

sisters tu rned  and  hurr ied  away. The  m o th e r  superio r  refused to  see him. H e 

later joked th a t  she had  h idden, fearing to  m eet w h a t  she believed w as  an 

incarnation  o f  S a ta n ."  But the h u m o u r  barely concealed  his h u r t  an d  anger 

th a t  his fo rm er  associates still believed th a t  G od  m a rc h ed  w ith  Franco.

Some old  social acquain tances  avoided him as well. H e quarre lled  with 

Fritz an d  M ieze Brandtner,  w h o  were  re luc tan t to  give up  the  lease on  the 

Beaver Hall Square apa r tm en t .  O th e r  friends simply ignored his presence. 

W hen  G eorge H o lt  called, Bethune to ld  h im  he w as  the  first friend w h o  had  

done  s o . "  M a rg a re t  D ay  w as  am o n g  those w h o  sh unned  him, though  no t 

for political reasons. Despite her having told h im  their  a ffa ir  w as  over, he 

h ad  sent her letters an d  gifts from Spain, bu t she had  never replied. N ow, 

a l though  he besieged her w ith phone  calls, she refused to  m eet h im .13 T hose 

w h o  did see h im  were w orried  a b o u t  him. George M o o n e y  later said, “T here  

w as  less o f  the spark le  in him. Less o f  the Beau Brummell.  H is clo thes were 

cheap  an d  impressed. H e d id n ’t  laugh the  way he used to. T h e  spring in his 

step was gone  ...  H e  w as  d r ink ing  heavily.” ' 4

Frances C o lem an  also no ted  a sha rp  change.  A larm ed by B ethune’s w orn  

appearance ,  she persuaded  him to  go to  the  L auren t ians  w ith  her to  escape 

his political activities for a  few days. H is debility w as  a p p a re n t  even to  the  

c a s d  officials, w h o  agreed he should  avoid public duties for tw o  weeks. So 

after his w eekend w ith  his ex-wife, Bethune w en t  to  O n ta r io  fo r  a brief stay 

with  his sister, Jane t  Stiles, in Kitchener. It w as  n o t  a successful visit: Bethune 

and  his brother-in-law, a businessm an, had  several lengthy and  heated  argu 

m ents  over  po li t ics . '5 Bethune then left for T o ro n to  to  visit Paraskeva and  

Philip C lark .  W hen  he adm it ted  he had  a lm o s t  no  money, they offered to  

take  h im in until the c a s d  cam e up  w ith  funds they had  prom ised  to  pay  his 

living expenses. T h e  C larks  also rented  a  ca r  for h im , an d  he rem ained  w ith 

them  during  the last few days o f  J u n e . '6 Paraskeva C lark  had  been fascinated 

by Bethune since he broke  up  her d inner  par ty  in 1936, an d  his anti-fascist 

activities in Spain had  added  to  his appeal .  N ow , w ith  Bethune as a house 

guest,  their  m u tua l  a t t rac t io n  grew. O n e  n igh t as they d rove  toge ther  to  a 

party, he pu t a hand  on  her leg an d  said, “ You are like w ine .” Soon af te rw ard  

he app ro a ch ed  Philip an d  to ld  h im  he w an ted  to  m ake  love to  Paraskeva but 

w ould  d o  so only w ith  Philip’s permission. Philip replied th a t  the decision
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w as  h e rs . '7 A nd  so  began  an  a ffa ir  th a t  w o u ld  co n t in u e  off  a n d  on  until 

Bethune left for China.

M eanw hile ,  he w as  fre tting  a b o u t  the u pcom ing  speak ing  tour. Despite 

the  public accolades his speeches had received, he knew  th a t  the  to u r  was 

in p a r t  a face-saving so lu t ion  imposed u pon  h im  by the  c p c  to  get h im  ou t 

o f  Spain. H e  believed th a t  by raising  needed  funds  he m igh t  a to n e  for 

aspects o f  his behav iour  he now  regretted. But as the day  to  begin the  tou r  

ap p ro a ch ed ,  he becam e m ore  an d  m ore  convinced th a t  his sins did n o t  merit 

such a  heavy penance. H e  did  n o t  feel qualified for the  role, he to ld  the  c a s d  

-  he w as  a surgeon , n o t  a travelling publicist. H eart o f  Spain , he felt certain , 

w ould  tell the story o f  the  t ransfusion  service an d  reveal the h o r ro rs  o f  the 

w a r  m ost  effectively. Longing to  be free to  re tu rn  to  Spain, he argued  tha t  

an y o n e  cou ld  p resen t  the  film to  C a n a d ia n  an d  A m er ican  audiences  and  

appeal for financial con tribu tions .

P araskeva  C lark  observed  him s truggling  w ith  depression : “ Beth had 

appa ren tly  re tu rned  f rom  som ew here ,  sa t by this lam p  an d  just em ptied  a 

full bottle  o f  rye, an d  it w o u ld n ’t be an y  effect on  h im  a t  all, supposedly, 

only very qu ie t ...  D am n  it he just ...  [felt] trem endous  m elancholy  and  dis

il lusionment, and  he felt he, he w as  d isappo in ted  in the  sins he found  here 

after Spain, you k n o w  ...  there  w as  n o  money, everything fell to  pieces, the 

a tm osphe re  fell off, an d  the  com m unis ts  to o k  him bu t w an te d  to  hold him 

an d  discipline h im in a w ay  w hich  you c o u ld n ’t  ho ld  Bethune ...  an d  he felt 

th a t  he cu t  his bridges from  m edicine an d  his grea t posit ion  and  com forts  

an d  so on  ...  he w as  kind o f  just b rooding , actually .” 18

But no t  for long. In the  last week o f  Ju n e  he m arched  into the  c a s d  of

fices in T o ro n to  to  an n o u n c e  he was re tu rn ing  to  Spain. T h e  c a s d  officials 

argued  w ith  h im , bu t  no th in g  cou ld  de ter  him. S om eone then  te lephoned  

c p c  h ead q u ar te rs  a few blocks away. T h e  only person  o f  au tho r i ty  in the 

office, Joseph Salsberg, a h igh-ranking  p ar ty  member, rushed over to  try to  

reason w ith  Bethune. But Bethune was n o t  willing to  listen. Seizing a pencil, 

he slashed bold lines across a m ap  o f  Spain, indicating  N ationalis t  str iking 

po in ts  a ro u n d  M a d rid .  “Joe ,  if I d o n ’t  m ake  it now, I’ll never be able to  get 

in ,” he declared. “ I’m needed m ore  there  th a n  I am  here. You’re all here. 

You can  go  o u t  an d  raise m oney  . . .  I m ust  go  b ac k .” H e had  m ade  a deci

sion, he said, an d  it w as  unalterable.

Recognizing th a t  Bethune’s em otions  were o u t  o f  contro l ,  Salsberg let him 

talk  himself o u t  an d  w hen  he finally calm ed dow n ,  tr ied again, unsuccess

fully, to  reason  w ith  h im. As a last resort,  he w arned  th a t  B ethune’s failure 

to  obey par ty  orders  w o u ld  be a serious breach o f  discipline an d  w ould  lead
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to  his disgrace in the eyes o f  the  party. Bethune began to  waver. Eventually 

he backed  d o w n  and  agreed to  em b a rk  the  n ex t  week on  the  first leg o f  the 

fundra is ing  to u r . '9

Leaving T oron to  by tra in  a t  the  beginning o f  July, Bethune headed  for the 

A lgom a District no r th  o f  Lake H u ro n  w here  he had  lived du r ing  his early 

teens. O n  Sunday, 4 July, he m ade  the first speech o f  his to u r  in the  m ining 

to w n  o f  K irk land  Lake before an  aud ience  o f  six h u n d re d  in the  S trand  

T h ea tre .10 M o re  th a n  th ree  m on ths  la ter  he w ou ld  m ake  his last address  in 

H am ilton ,  O n ta r io ,  to  eighteen hund red  people.21 In between, w ith  only brief 

interludes for travel between engagements, he often m ainta ined a daily sched

ule o f  tw o  appearances  an d  som etim es as m any  as four. H is  it inerary  took  

h im from  N o r th e rn  O n ta r io  th rough  the  C a n ad ian  West to  British C o lu m 

bia, sou th  to  California, no r th  again to  British C olum bia ,  an d  back to  Central 

C anada .  T hen ,  after brief visits to  several A m erican cities, he w en t  east to  the 

M arit im es.  Travelling by tra in ,  au tom obile ,  an d  ship, he spoke in every large 

city in C a n a d a  before  c ro w d s  o f  several th o u sa n d  an d  to  m uch  sm aller  

g ro u p s  in m any  sm all to w n s .11 H e  ap p e a red  in a renas ,  chu rches ,  school 

a u d i to r iu m s ,  an d  gym nas ium s,  in Legion, un ion ,  an d  e thn ic  g ro u p  halls, 

an d  a t  open -a ir  meetings in parks.  H e  addressed  service clubs, C h a m b e rs  of 

C om m erce ,  medical conferences, an d  small gatherings in private homes.

A t the  beginning o f  the  tour, he w as  still sm art ing  f rom  having to  b o w  to  

par ty  discipline. But, he w ro te  to  Frances C o lem an  on  the th ird  day  o f  the 

tour, “ A lthough  this public speak ing  is n o t  to  m y liking I will go th rough  

w ith  it.” 13 F ou r  days later, however, on  Sunday, n  July, he sent a plaintive 

cable f rom  Sudbury  to  the In s t i tu te  in M adrid :  “ O n  trans  C a n a d a  tour. Can 

eye [szc] expect from all com rades  in M a d r id  sam e s u p p o r t  as eye a m  giving 

unit  Wire me com m ittee  W inn ipeg” 14 It w as  a  plea for backing for his hoped- 

for re turn  to  Spain. O n  Wednesday, 14 July, R epublican forces launched an 

offensive to  the  west o f  M adrid .  Bethune eagerly followed daily  new spaper  

repor ts  o f  w h a t  becam e kn o w n  as the  battle  o f  Brunete, chafing against the 

heavy schedule o f  speeches im posed  on  him, longing to  be back  in ac tion  

w here  he believed he belonged.

Yet he cou ld  n o t  help  b u t  be m oved  by the  en th u s ia sm  o f  the  c ro w d s  

w herever  he spoke du r ing  those first days. M o s t  audiences were  m ade  up  of 

w orkers ,  m any  o f  them  unem ployed , b u t  the re  were  middle-class m en and  

w om en  am ong  them , an d  Bethune quickly realized th a t  the majority, w hether  

com m unis ts ,  socialists, o r  liberals, had  com e to  see, hear, an d  even touch  a 

m an they regarded as a hero. In a w orld  m ired in econom ic  depression  and 

in which aggressors were  on the m arch ,  he w as  seen by m any  as a m an of
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princip le  w h o  had  th e  cou rage  to  ta k e  a s tand .  H e  had  a lw ays  enjoyed 

perform ing  before an  audience, an d  now, w arm in g  to  the ta sk  an d  d raw ing  

on  his natu ra l  ability as an actor, he polished his delivery so th a t  he could eas

ily carry  his listeners th rough  speeches lasting tw o  hou rs  an d  more. Speak

ing in to  the m ic rophone  in an  a lm ost  conversational tone ,  he se ldom  raised 

his voice, his na tu ra l  m a n n e r  convincing those  w h o  heard  h im o f  the  depth 

o f  his sincerity. W hen he described the g radua l stirr ing o f  a w o u n d ed  Span

ish soldier as co lou r  crep t back in to  his cheeks du r ing  a transfus ion ,  they 

listened in rap t  a t ten tion .  W hen he lowered his voice to  speak a b o u t  the dead 

children he had  lifted in his a rm s  an d  carried  o u t  o f  the  bu rn ing  rubble  after 

the  bom bing  o f  Almeria, they hissed an d  shou ted  “ S ham e!” They  cheered 

w hen  he to ld  them  a b o u t  the val ian t defence o f  M a d r id  by the Republicans 

an d  chan ted  their  stirring slogan, “ N o  pasaran!"

O n  m o s t  occasions he used the same basic speech. After first ou tlin ing  the 

orig ins  o f  the  w a r  an d  th e  princip les involved, he w en t  o n  to  describe  in 

g raphic  detail the  b ru ta l  effect o f  the  military conflict o n  bo th  c o m b a ta n ts  

an d  civilians. T hen  he related the  role o f  the  M a d r id  b lood  transfusion  unit 

an d  ended  w ith  an  appeal  for funds to  m a in ta in  it an d  to  build ch i ld ren’s 

refuges. As he cam e to  feel m ore  a t  ease on  stage, he increasingly addressed 

a n o th e r  theme: the spread o f  fascism. F rus tra ted  in his a t tem p ts  to  fight the 

ro o t  causes  o f  tubercu losis ,  as he had  long  ago  vow ed , he n o w  dedica ted  

himself to  battling the  political disease he believed w as  threatening the world. 

H e w arn ed  his audiences o f  signs o f  the  em ergence o f  fascism in C a nada ,  

bitterly recounting  the incident th a t  resulted in his paying du ty  in France on 

the  F ord  am bu lance  he had  bough t in L ondon ,  because the  C a n ad ian  gov 

ernm en t  w as  suspicious o f  the c a s d : “ I asked O t ta w a  for perm ission to  rec

o m m e n d  the  use o f  a C a n ad ian  a m b u lan c e ,” he to ld  his listeners, “ an d  I was 

refused by M ackenzie King, the same m an w h o  a  little later was photographed  

shaking  hands  w ith  the  biggest m urdere r  in the w orld  today  -  H itler.” He 

u rged  his aud ience  to  fo llow  the  lead o f  R epub lican  Spain by fo rm ing  a 

C a n ad ian  united  f ron t  o f  liberals, socialists, an d  com m unis ts .15

How ever,  s tray ing  to o  far  f rom  the  them e o f  a id  fo r  Spain  w as  p o te n 

tially dan g e ro u s  in  the  eyes o f  the  c p c . T hey  h ad  m ade  it c lear  to  h im  th a t  

the a im  o f  the to u r  w as  to  describe the  s i tua tion  in Spain for the  purpose  o f  

raising  funds; he shou ld  avoid  political rhetoric .  C a n a d ia n  public  op in ion  

w as  fundam en ta l ly  an t i -com m unis t ,  an d  C a n a d ia n  m edia generally  leaned 

to w a rd  the  N a tio n a l is t  cause  in Spain, frequently  referring  to  the  R epub li

cans as “ R eds .” As a result, m any  middle-class liberals w h o  w ere  opposed  

to  the fascist a t tack  on  Spain’s elected governm ent had  becom e fearful o f  the
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degree o f  c o m m u n is t  influence o n  th e  R epub licans .  B ethune u n d e r s to o d  

tha t ,  to  avoid  a l iena ting  a large g ro u p  o f  po ten tia l d o n o rs ,  he m u s t  conceal 

his pa r ty  m em bersh ip .  In fact, the p a r ty  h ad  instruc ted  h im  to  deal w ith  the 

issue in an  em pha t ic  m a n n e r  r ight a t  the  s ta rt .  In the  to w n  o f  T im m ins ,  on 

the  th ird  d ay  o f  the tour, he s ta ted: “ I am  n o t  a co m m u n is t .  I a m  an a n t i 

fascist.” After telling the  audience th a t  the  M a d r id  un i t  had  adm inis tered  

seven h u n d red  transfus ions ,  he added ,  “T hey  call me a Red. T h en  if C h r is 

tianity  is Red, I am  also  a Red. T h ey  call m e a Red because  I have  saved 

som e five h u n d red  lives.” 16

For the nex t tw o  weeks he d id n o t  directly raise the  issue, tho u g h  c o m 

m ents  he m ade  a t  a R o ta ry  C lub  luncheon in Sault Ste M a rie  on Tuesday, 13 

July, clearly revealed w here  he s tood  politically. “W h a t  side are  you o n ? ” he 

asked his listeners, m ost  o f  them  small businessmen. “ D o  you feel yourself  

superio r  to  the m an  w h o  served you a t  the  table to d a y  o r  the  m an  a t  w o rk  

on  the  streets? If so, then it is w rong .  For you  an d  I are  n o t  superior  in any 

w ay  to  th e  m a n  w h o  lives by the  w o rk  o f  his h a n d s .” A nd he qu ick ly  

rebu tted  the  w o rd s  o f  the R o ta r ia n  w h o  in tro d u c ed  him by saying th a t  a 

desire for adven tu re  had  led him to  Spain. “ I d id  n o t  go  Spain because o f  

any  a d v e n tu ro u s  u rg e ,” B ethune insisted, “ b u t  because  o f  a very definite 

principle involved in the conflict th e re .” 17 His position w as  n o t  lost o n  his 

hearers. In the m inutes  o f  the meeting, the  secretary no ted ,  “ D r  Bethune was 

guest speaker  an d  his ta lk  bordered  on  c o m m u n ism .” 18

Six days later, on  19 July, cam e W innipeg, the  first s top  on  the  w estern  leg 

o f  the  tour. D espite the  lateness o f  the  h o u r  -  it w as  1:30 a m  -  a  band  an d  a 

jubilant welcom ing  par ty  o f  five hund red  w ere  w ait ing  on  the  p la tfo rm  for 

the tra in .  As the  band  s truck  up, Bethune w as  lifted in to  the  a ir  an d  carried, 

clenched fist held high, th ro u g h  the  cheering c row d  to  a w ait ing  taxi w hich 

took  h im to  the  H otel F o r t  Garry. In the a f te rn o o n  he spoke a t  the U k ra in 

ian L ab o u r  Tem ple an d  in the  evening in the  W alker  T h ea tre ,  w here  som e o f  

the  audience had  to  be seated on  th e  stage to  a c c o m m o d a te  the  overflow  

c row d  o f  tw o  th ousand .

Bethune, w earing  a w hite  suit , w as  in troduced  as “ the  g rea t  kn igh t-e rran t  

o f  m odern  times w h o  had  valorously  and  unselfishly vo lun teered  to  help  the 

Spanish people  fight for the ir  f re ed o m .” 19 Instead  o f  go ing  directly  to  the 

s ituation  in Spain as he usually did , he opened  his address  w ith  a fervent call 

for the  unity o f  all progressive forces in C a n ad a .  H e defined these forces by 

trac ing his life from  his early years as a w o rk e r  th rough  university an d  m e d 

ical school,  an d  by po in ting  o u t  th a t  as a doctor,  a long  w ith  w hite -co lla r  

em ployees, lawyers, teachers,  an d  unskilled labourers ,  he to o  w as  a m em ber  

o f  the  w o rk in g  class. All o f  these professions a n d  occ u p a t io n s  in C a n a d a
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shou ld  unite as they h ad  in Spain, he said. It w as  no  less im p o r ta n t  to  form 

a united  fron t here th a n  it w as  there.

T h en  he rela ted  w hy he had  gone  to  Spain an d  ou tlined  the  role o f  the 

t ransfusion  service. G raphically  describing the  ho rro rs  o f  the  war, his voice 

rose as he cr ied  th a t  M a d r id  w o u ld  never su r re n d e r  -  “ Never! Never!! 

N ever!!!” 30 W hen  the applause  subsided, he moved to  his conclusion with  an 

em o tiona l  d em an d  for w o rk e r  unity in C a n ad a .  “ Say little, d o  more. D o n ’t 

say it, d o  it! D o  it now! T o d ay !” As he s tepped back to  signal the  end o f  his 

speech, the c row d  w as  on  its feet, cheering and  raising clenched fists. It was 

his m ost e loquen t  address  to  date.

Energized by the  em o tiona l  response, he felt th a t  the  time to  speak the 

t ru th  a b o u t  his polit ics had  com e. T h e  fo llow ing  n igh t  he a p p e a red  a t  a 

b a n q u e t  in the  St Charles  Hotel given in his h o n o u r  by m em bers  an d  su p 

porters  o f  the  W innipeg  branch  o f  the  c a s d . Following a series o f  eulogies 

to  him, Bethune w as  invited to  speak, an d  this t ime he w en t  far beyond his 

usual text. “ I have the h o n o u r  to  be a  co m m u n is t ,” he began simply. H e went 

on  to  explain  th a t  his conversion  h ad  s ta r ted  tw o  years earlier  in the Soviet 

U nion  w here  he h ad  con tra s ted  the cond it ion  o f  people he had  just seen in 

the  L ondon  s lum s w ith  the  healthy  citizens o f  M oscow : “ I d id n ’t care  then 

w h a t  the  system w as  called ,"  he said, “ bu t I knew  th a t  w h a t  we w an te d  was 

the  th ing those  Russians had  g o t .”

N ex t  he tu rn ed  to  an o th e r  co n t ra s t  th a t  had  impressed him. “T h e  Russ

ian w om en  w ere  n o t  so sex-conscious as Western w om en .  They  looked one 

s tra igh t  in the  face an d  w alked  like queens ."  T hen ,  reprising elements o f  his 

speech o f  20  Decem ber 1935, he w en t on ,  “ I am  rem inded  o f  the  time w hen  

Alice asked if she could  be queen  an d  the  W hite  Q ueen  answ ered  her: "Yes, 

my dear, you'll be queen ,  bu t  y o u ’ll s ta r t  as a p aw n  and  w hen  w e get to  the 

n in th  square ,  w e’ll all be queens together.’ T h a t  is the  idea o f  com m unism . 

W e’ll s ta r t  as paw ns  an d  in the  end ,  w e ’ll all be kings an d  queens together .” 

H e  then  shifted  to  the  them e o f  m ale  ex p lo i ta t ion  o f  w o m en ,  w h ich  he 

c la im ed no  longer existed in the  Soviet Union . “T h a t  is w hy  every w o m an  

unless she is just a bund le  o f  sensuous nerve-endings, m ust be ei ther a so 

cialist o r  a c o m m u n is t ,” he said. “ You w o m en  could  s top  w a r  -  just as the 

clergymen o f  the  last genera tion  could  have s topped  the G rea t  W ar -  if they 

had  had  the cou rage  to  say it w as  aga inst  the  will o f  Christ . W hy  d o n ’t  you 

w om en  unite and  give up  this sense o f  p roper ty?” In conclusion he said, “The  

men w h o  are fighting in the  governm en t forces in Spain are  fighting for you, 

just as m uch  as d id the  men in the  G re a t  War. It is a better th ing  to  fight for 

dem ocracy  than  to  fight for y o u r  king an d  country. C a n a d a ’s t ime o f  agony 

has no t  com e yet, bu t  it will com e. D o  n o t  despair  if the bourgeois  class will
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n o t  coope ra te  w ith  you. W hen  the  clash com es,  they will melt like snow. We 

bourgeois m ust  hum ble  ourselves before the  w orke rs ,  no t  go  d o w n  to  them , 

bu t go up to  them  and  ask them  if w e m ay help  them  in the ir  w o r k . ” 3'

Despite the p a r ty ‘s o rd e r  to  rem ain  silent a b o u t  his political affiliation, it 

had  been only a m atte r  o f  t ime before Bethune revealed it. “ I w anted  to  ta lk ,"  

he later explained to  his friend G eorge H olt.  “ I w an te d  to  adm it  th a t  I a m  a 

C o m m u n is t  Party  m e m b er ." ’1 H is par ty  m em bersh ip  w as  the  badge o f  the 

faith to  which he had  dedicated himself, his w h ite  plume; he w as  p ro u d  of 

it an d  yearned to  f launt it. As principled as his father, w h o  had  also m ade  

in tem pera te  public s ta tem ents ,  he w as  fired by the  sam e heartfe lt  certain ty  

o f  his beliefs an d  the sam e passion to  convert others.

But his need to  speak o u t  ran  even deeper. H e  had  a lw ays said th a t  he was 

an  artis t ,  an d  his conversion  to  c o m m u n ism  had  altered  his view o f  w h a t  

th a t  m e an t .  Ju s t  before leaving Spain ,  in a ram b l ing  letter  he h ad  sent to  

M a ria n  Scott an d  o the r  friends, he had  explicitly linked the  role o f  the  artis t  

to  th a t  o f  a revolutionary. “The  function  o f  the  artist  is to  d is tu rb ,” he wrote.  

“ H is  du ty  is to  a ro u se  th e  sleeper, to  sh ak e  th e  co m p lac en t  pillars o f  the  

w o rld .  H e  rem inds  the  w o rld  o f  its d a rk  ancestry, sh o w s th e  w o rld  its 

p resent,  an d  po in ts  the w ay  to  its new  bir th  . . .  H e  m akes  uneasy the  static, 

the  set an d  the still. In a w orld  terrified o f  change,  he preaches revolu tion  -  

the  princip le  o f  life. H e is an  ag ita tor,  a d is tu rb e r  o f  th e  peace -  qu ick ,  

im patien t,  positive, restless an d  disquieting. H e  is the  creative spirit o f  life 

w o rk in g  in the  soul o f  m a n .” 33 Bethune h ad  a lw ays loved to  shock  the  c o m 

placent,  bu t  professing his faith in co m m u n ism  n o w  served a purpose  tha t  

transcended  m ere p rovoca t ion  -  o r  even politics. In rallying o thers  to  the 

cause, he w as  avow ing  a p ro fo u n d  sense o f  w h o  an d  w h a t  he was.

From W innipeg on w ard ,  Bethune’s speeches contained  increasing am o u n ts  

o f  co m m u n is t  rheto r ic  d ra w n  from  the  tom es o f  M a rx is t  theory  th a t  filled 

one o f  his suitcases an d  which he pored  over  a t  every oppo r tun i ty .  At every 

s top  he b o u g h t  n ew spapers  an d  m agazines  to  keep  ab re a s t  o f  new s f rom  

a b ro a d  and  often  stayed up  half  the  n igh t read ing  th e m .34 In B randon ,  after 

his revelation  in W innipeg , he a n n o u n c ed ,  “ I am  a ‘R e d ’ an d  p ro u d  o f  i t .” 

In Saska toon  tw o  days later he spoke a t  length on  the  M arx is t  belief in class 

s truggle .35

By openly speaking the tru th  a b o u t  his views a t  last, Bethune felt he was 

once again in contro l o f  his life. But he was still labouring under  a heavy phys

ical and  em otional burden. The  to u r  was exhausting , and  the  apa thy  o f  m any 

in the audiences he addressed  ou traged  his conviction  th a t  C anad ians  m ust 

unite to  con fron t  the rising forces o f  w orld  fascism. A m a n  w h o  heard  him
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speak in Prince Albert,  S aska tchew an ,  rem em bered : “ C erta in ly  the  m ost  

lasting impression was the sheer driving force o f  the m an ...  I have yet to  hear 

ano ther  w h o  gave such an  irresistible impression o f  sincerity. But there was 

a n o th e r  quality  ...  a sense o f  som e th ing  held u n d e r  con tro l  a t  the  cos t  of 

suprem e effort. I th ink it w as  p robably  a com binat ion  o f  fatigue an d  anger.” 36

D evelopm ents  in Spain also fuelled B ethune’s rage. T h e  new s w as  bad , for 

a new  N a tio n a l is t  offensive w as  again  th rea ten ing  M a d r id .  B ethune grew  

ever m ore  frustra ted  th a t  the par ty  expected h im to  rem ain  in C a n ad a  giving 

speeches w hen  he should  be in Spain w here  his medical skills were  so des

pera te ly  needed . Perhaps  because he h ad  h ad  no  reply to  his te leg ram  to  

the Institu to  o f  11 July, he decided th a t  as soon as the  to u r  ended  he w ould  

re turn  to  Spain to  serve in the  f ron t  lines as a surgeon  w ith  the  In ternat ional  

Brigades. This  time, he prom ised  himself, no  one  w ould  ta lk  h im o u t  o f  it.

Arriv ing in Regina f rom  B ran d o n  on  T hu rsd ay ,  z z  July, he dec ided  to  

an n o u n c e  his decision to  his co m ra d es  in M a d r id .  H e h ad  a t  last received a 

cab le  f rom  them , a delayed response to  his plea fo r  su p p o r t .  H av in g  w ired  

A.A. M a cL eo d  in Paris  fo r  in s t ruc t ions ,  Sise, S orensen , a n d  M a y  n o w  

replied to  Bethune: “ Sorry delay  reply y o u r  w ire. H ave  been a t  f ron t .  Insti

tu te  w ork ing  full blast. O v e r  4 0 0  bottles used a l ready  du r ing  this victorious 

offensive. Also m a in ta in in g  transfus ion  team  near  front.  H ave  heard  g low 

ing reports  success y o u r  meetings. Bravo. R em em ber  you have o u r  fu ll  su p 

p o r t w o rk  yo u  are d o in g  in  C anada  [ a u th o rs ’ italics]. Sa lud  to  C a n a d ia n  

people plus g ood  luck to  yourself .” 37 B ethune cab led  back th a t  he w ou ld  be 

re tu rn ing  to  Spain, b r ing ing  w ith  h im a Ford s ta t ion  w agon  d o n a te d  by a 

g ro u p  o f  farmers in M a n i to b a  an d  a  copy  o f  H eart o f  Spain . After deliver

ing these  in M a d r id ,  he w o u ld  go  to  A lbace te  to  jo in  th e  In te rn a t io n a l  

Brigades as a su rg e o n .38 H e  m u s t  have  hoped  th a t  his fo rm e r  co m ra d es  

w ou ld  no t a t tem p t  to  block his re turn ing  to  Spain if they knew  he w o u ld  no t 

try  to  re tu rn  to  the  Institu to .

M o v in g  a h e ad  w ith  the  fund ra is ing  tour,  B ethune fu r th e r  w idened  the  

scope o f  his speeches. H e spoke in grea ter  dep th  o f  the changing w orld  order, 

w arn ing  th a t  fascist forces w ere  a l ready  a t  w o rk  beyond Spain, feverishly 

p rep a r in g  to  u n d e rm in e  an d  des troy  dem ocra tica lly  elected governm ents .  

Even in C a n a d a ,  he insisted, fascism had  “ insidiously ...  begun to  rear  its 

h e a d .” 39 H e  po in ted  to  cap ita l ism  as a  m enace to  free societies, speak ing  

m ore  an d  m ore  o f  au tho r i ta r ian ism  an d  capita lism  as the  tw in  enemies of 

the c o m m o n  people. H e  told his listeners th a t  society was m ade  up  o f  two 

classes: those w h o  believed in special privileges for the  few, an d  those  w h o  

believed in rew ard ing  individuals w h o  ea rned  their  achievem ents by ta lent
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an d  hones t  toil.40 T h e  only w ay  to  end this unequal class struggle w o u ld  be 

for the  co m m o n  people o f  C a n a d a  to  join the  struggle fo r  global dem ocracy  

th a t  w ou ld  cu lm inate  in the  es tab l ishm ent o f  “ in terna tiona l soc ia lism .”4' 

After tw o  addresses in Regina on  Thursday, he left a t  m idnight on  a three- 

day, 1 ,500 kilom etre  tr ip  th a t  took  him  by tra in  west to  S aska toon ,  n o r th  to 

E d m o n to n ,  an d  so u th  to  Calgary. O n  M o n d a y ,  26 July, he w en t  w est  to 

British C o lu m b ia  an d  ch an g ed  tra ins  for an even longer jou rney  in to  the 

United States to  address  g roups  in California . Back in V ancouver on  Sunday, 

I  A ugust ,  he ap p e a red  before  a full house in th e  O rp h e u m  T h ea tre ,  the  

la rgest in th e  city w ith  a  seating  capac i ty  o f  just u n d e r  th ree  th o u sa n d .  A 

copy of  the  com pleted  H ea rt o f  Spain  had  a t  last reached him, an d  before his 

address  he announced  to  the audience th a t  they w o u ld  be the  first in C a n a d a  

to  view it. After the  show ing  o f  the  film an d  B ethune’s address ,  the cha irm an  

o f  the  m eeting opened  the ques tion  period th a t  usually  fo llowed. W h e n  a 

m an  s tood  up  an d  asked if B ethune w as  a com m unis t ,  he again  professed 

his faith, replying, “ I have the  h o n o u r  to  be accepted  as a  m em ber  o f  the 

C o m m u n is t  Party .” 41

Rushing to  meet schedules, captive to  the o rders  o f  c a s d  o r  par ty  officials 

w h o  arranged his comings and  goings a t  every stop, Bethune longed for a little 

t ime to  himself to  th ink  an d  to  escape. After the  O rp h e u m  engagem ent,  he 

took  the  m idnight ferry to  Vancouver Island. W aiting for h im  on  the  dock  in 

Victoria w as  Nigel M o rg a n ,  a p ro m in e n t  c c f  official an d  ch a irm an  o f  the 

meeting a t  w hich  Bethune w o u ld  speak  th a t  evening. M o rg an  to o k  him  for 

breakfas t ,  a n d  then  B ethune asked  if the re  w as  som e local sp o t  w h ere  he 

could  be a lone  for awhile.

M o rg a n  drove  h im  to  nearby  Thetis  Lake, w here  they rented a canoe and  

padd led  to  a  small island several h u n d red  m etres from  the shore. “ I w a n t  to 

be a lone  for several h o u r s ,” B e thune to ld  M o rg a n .  “ W hen  I’m ready, I’ll 

whistle  an d  you can  com e over an d  get m e .” As M o rg an  pushed  off  in the 

canoe,  he looked  a t  his w atch : it w as  just a f te r  9 a m . It w as  a lm ost  4 p m  be

fore he heard  Bethune signal an d  w en t to  pick him up. Leaving him in the 

m orn ing ,  M o rg a n  had  th o u g h t  Bethune to  be d is tan t ,  noticeably tense, and  

a lm ost uncom municative. N o w  his m ood  had sw ung  to  the opposite  extreme, 

an d  he seemed a d ifferent individual,  ou tgo ing  an d  chatty. M o rg a n  d rove  

him into the  city to  the Poodle D og  Cafe on  Yates Street,43 w here  Bethune 

wolfed d o w n  a meal, keeping up  an an im ated  conversation  until they left for 

the  meeting, scheduled for 8 :30  p m . T here  he spoke to  a receptive c ro w d  o f  

nearly n ine hund red  people.44 F rom  Victoria he travelled no r th  to  speak at 

C um ber land  an d  N a n a im o  an d  then to o k  the  ferry sou th  to  Seattle, W ash
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ington, for a one-day  speaking  engagem ent before re tu rn ing  to  Vancouver 

an d  the O rp h e u m  T h ea tre  for a  repea t  pe rfo rm ance  o n  7 August.

In all his speeches so far, Bethune had  m ade  the  p o in t  th a t  he w o u ld  be 

going back to  Spain a t  the  end  o f  the tour. By mid-August,  however, he had 

s topped  saying this: a t  som e poin t  he had  been told th a t  Spain w as  closed to 

him. T h e  tru th  was th a t  his com m unis t  com rades  did n o t  w a n t  him to  return, 

an d  in any  case the  Spanish au thori t ies  w ould  n o t  a l low  him back in to  the 

country. A larm ed by B ethune’s cable announc ing  his p lan  to  re turn  to  Spain, 

Sise, Sorensen, and  M a y  had  reported  its con ten ts  to  A.A. M acLeod. H e  in

s tructed  Rev. A.E. Smith, a T o ron to  c lergym an an d  p ro m in e n t  c p c  m em ber  

a b o u t  to  leave for Spain, to  investigate B ethune’s s tand ing  there. After Smith 

conferred  w ith the th ree  C anad ians ,  Sise sent the  fo llowing message to  the 

local co m m u n is t  o rgan iza tion ,  the  Provincial C om m ittee  o f  M adrid :

D ear  co m ra d e  Felipe

A.E. Smith, a m em ber  o f  the C entra l  C om m ittee  o f  the C o m m u n is t  Party 

o f  C a n a d a  w as  here yesterday. H e  gave me instruc tions for you to  inform 

the  secret police (Checa) co m ra d e  o f  the  C entra l  C om m ittee  o f  Valencia 

th a t  b e t h u n e  (in a telegram dated  z z  July) announced  to  us his intention 

to  re tu rn  to  Spain to  join the In ternat ional  Brigades.

We w ould  be pleased if the  secret police com rade  were to  send a  cablegram 

to  Tim Buck (Secretary-General o f  the  C o m m u n is t  Party  o f  C a n ad a ) ,  but 

only if the  secret police is capab le  o f  using an  indirect m ethod  o f  c o m m u 

nication , the w o rd  “ N o r e n ” m ust be used instead o f  b u t h u n e  [s z c ] .

If you  w a n t  to  ta lk  a b o u t  this in m ore  detail,  send me a note , telling at 

w h a t  t ime I m ay see you,

h a z e n  s i s e  o f  b lood transfusion

The Provincial C om m ittee  then p repared  a repo r t  on Bethune, w ith  a  copy 

o f  Sise’s message a t tached ,  and  sent it o n  17 A ugust  to  the Cen tra l  C o m m it

tee o f  the  C o m m u n is t  Party  in Valencia:

This  co m rade  w as  expelled by the  Blood Transfusion C om m ittee  an d  sent 

back  to  C a n a d a  in a clever m a n n e r  because he w as  the  one  responsible in 

M a d r id  for the  C a n ad ian  C om m ittee  for aid to  Spain.

For being im m ora l.  A m ong  o the r  things, he w as  often d ru n k  an d  never in 

a cond it ion  to  carry  o u t  a mission as delicate as b lood  transfusion.

I .  H e took  aw ay  jewels w ith  the  p re tex t  th a t  he w as  going to  hand  them
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over t o  the  S R I  (Socorro R o jo  In ternacional)  an d  afte r  declared  th a t  he 

w ou ld  sell them  in Paris to  raise funds fo r  the Institute. It’s still n o t  kn o w n  

w h a t  he did with these objects.

z. H e thoughtlessly squandered  m oney  w ith o u t  th ink ing  th a t  it cam e from 

the  solidarity  th a t  the C anad ian  p ro le ta r ia t  w as  show ing  to  Spain an d  on 

m any  occasions this w as  raised cent by cent.

3. H e always show ed  a g rea t  interest in going to  the  f ron t  w henever  there 

w ere  [military] opera tions;  b u t  never w ith  the  good  in tention  o f  p e r fo rm 

ing transfusions.

4. H e  left Spain tak ing  with him a film th a t  he had  m ade  on the  various 

fron ts  w i th o u t  having it passed by the censors.

5. There are  various suspicions th a t  this Bethune m ay be a spy accord ing  

to  a rep o r t  n o w  in Central C om m ittee  o f  o u r  Party and  in the H e a d q u a r 

ters o f  the Sanidad Militar.

6. H e  had  frequen t  visits an d  in terview s w ith  a s o m e w h a t  suspicious 

w o m a n  called “ t a j s a ”  th a t  w e believe to d a y  is curren tly  in Valencia. 

This concrete repo r t  show s the m ost significant things th a t  make us believe 

th a t  “ n o r e n ”  b e t h u n e  m ust n o t  com e to  Spain an d  for this reason  we 

agree w ith  the  C anad ian  com rades  and  the C om m unis t  Cell o f  the M adrid  

Blood Transfusion Institute (located a t  #  36 Principe de Vergara, te lephone 

5 0 8 8 1 .)45

As head  o f  the  C o m m u n is t  Party o f  C a n a d a ,  T im Buck received a copy  of 

th is te legram , an d  it m u s t  have been the  final evidence th a t  confirm ed the 

p a r ty ’s decision no t to  a l low  Bethune to  re tu rn  to  Spain.

It is n o t  possible to  k n o w  exactly  w hen  Bethune finally learned th a t  he 

could no t go back, bu t the  realization m ust have hit him hard .  H e had  hoped  

th a t  the speaking  to u r  w ould  a tone  for his sins. N o w  his services w ere  again 

being rejected, an d  this left him w ith  the  serious p rob lem  o f  w h a t  to  d o  w ith 

his future. H e knew  th a t  his identification w ith  R epublican  Spain h ad  closed 

m any  d o o rs  to  h im  in M o n trea l ,  an d  his o u tr igh t  preach ing  o f  com m unism  

during  the to u r  had  no  d o u b t  m ade m atte rs  worse. H e  had  so offended som e 

C atholic  au thori t ies  in Q uebec  th a t  they app ro a ch ed  ow ners  o f  new spapers  

an d  rad io  s ta tions an d  asked them  n o t  to  publicize his speeches.46 H e  could 

certainly never get his old job  a t  Sacre C o e u r  back , an d  he knew  his politics 

w o u ld  m ake  him persona  n o n  grata  in m any  o the r  hospitals .  O n  the  tour, in 

addi tion  to  confessing he w as  a com m unis t ,  he h ad  again  raised the  question 

o f  socialized medicine. “ In my practice I hated  the tw o ,  five and  ten-dollar  

bills th a t  cam e between me an d  my pa t ien ts ,” he to ld  one audience. “ M an y  

o the r  doc to rs  feel the sam e way. I believe th a t  doc to rs  should  be civil ser
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vants  an d  th a t  trea tm en t should  be free to  the public an d  paid  for o u t  o f  gen

eral t a x a t io n .” 47 T ry ing  to  m a k e  th e  p o in t  to  his aud iences  th a t  doc to rs  

should  be no  m ore  respected th a n  craftsm en in o the r  occupations,  he had  on 

occas ion  referred  to  himself  as a  ca rpen te r ,  m echan ic ,  o r  p lu m b e r  o f  the 

h u m a n  body. Such s ta tem en ts  were  an a th e m a  to  m ost  o f  the C a n ad ian  m ed

ical es tablishm ent.  So a l though  he knew  th a t  w ith  his skills an d  experience 

he could  find w o rk  som ew here ,  he also  knew  th a t  he w ou ld  never again  be 

a chief o f  surgery.

H is uncerta in ty  a b o u t  his fu ture w en t  far beyond  the  loss o f  his posit ion 

in his profession. H e had become disillusioned w ith  N o r th  A m erican society 

an d  politics in general. In Spain he had  witnessed the  w eaken ing  o f  the R e

publican cause by bitter infighting am o n g  com m unis ts ,  socialists, an d  an a r

chists, even in the  face o f  enem y attacks .  T hus  in his speeches he had  sough t 

to  rally all progressive forces in C a n a d ia n  society, calling again  an d  again 

for people to  unite aga inst  the rising tide o f  fascism. In small m in ing  tow ns 

o f  the  C a n ad ian  Rockies an d  large cities o f  C a n ad a  and  the United States, he 

h ad  w arn ed  his listeners th a t  a w o rld  w a r  w as  a lready  go ing  on . H e  had 

po in ted  to  the  Italian seizure o f  Abyssinia in 1935, the  N a tionalis t  uprising 

in Spain in 1936, an d  m ost recently, the  o u tb rea k  o f  the S ino-Japanese W ar 

on  7 Ju ly  1937 .48 Unless western dem ocracies took  im m edia te  ac tion  against 

these aggressors , he w arned ,  a fascist global hegem ony w ould  result. But by 

this po in t  in the  to u r  he realized to  his despair  th a t  isolationist th ink ing  p re

vailed in C a nada .  M o s t  people smugly refused to  believe th a t  foreign events 

could  have repercussions in N o r th  America; his w o rd s  fell on  d ea f  ears even 

am o n g  the  so-called “ progressive” individuals w h o  cam e to  listen to  him. 

Indeed,  a m e m b er  o f  one  o f  his audiences  w ro te  to  th e  ed i to r  o f  a  n ew s

pap e r  dem and ing  to  k n o w  w h a t  possible rela tionship  there  was between the 

battlefields o f  Spain an d  the serenity o f  N o r th e rn  O n ta r io .49

Such po li t ica l  na ive te  ex a sp e ra te d  B ethune . H e  w as  also o u tra g e d  by 

th e  unwillingness o f  political leaders to  take  ac tion  to  bring the  econom ic 

depression to  an  end. Like so m any  others  dur ing  the  1930s, he was appalled 

by w h a t  he saw  as bourgeois  greed, indifference to  the  p light o f  the w o rk 

ing class, an d  blind fear o f  the  spread  o f  socialist an d  co m m u n is t  ideas. This 

same fear, he believed, had m otivated  politicians and  m em bers  o f  the medical 

p ro fess ion  to  reject his p ro p o sa ls  to  a t tac k  tube rcu los is  an d  in troduce  

socialized medicine. D r  Wendell M acLeod, one o f  his former colleagues in the 

m g s  P H ,  recalled, “ N o rm a n  cam e back  f r o m  Spain know ing  th a t  th ings were 

w ashed  up ...  because o f  the  sam e kind o f  apa thy  as had  w ashed  up the m ed

ical care  p rog ram  ...  In the  m o o d  he w as  in, he could  n o t  have settled d ow n  

in M on trea l  to  professional practice .” 50 H is feelings had  only g ro w n  stronger
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in the course o f  his tour. A nd there  w as  a deeper  level to  his d isconten tm ent .  

H is experience in Spain had  changed  him forever. H e  had  never lived a c o n 

ventional life, bu t  in Spain he had  been a lm ost  constantly  on the move, w o rk 

ing u n d e r  crisis co n d i t io n s  a n d  pass ionate ly  devo ted  to  a cause . N o w  he 

found  himself perm anently  uproo ted  from  a norm al w ay  o f  life an d  alienated 

from  C a n ad ian  society.

But as had  happened  the  year before, w orld  events meshed w ith  his per

sonal destiny. Spain had  been the  focus o f  his passionate  interest; n o w  his 

a t ten t ion  sw ung  to  China.  T h ro u g h  new spapers  including the D aily Clarion, 

he h ad  been following developments in the Sino-Japanese War, angered a t  yet 

a n o th e r  s tate being a t tacked  by a fascist aggressor. While o n  tour, he read 

Agnes Sm edley’s C hina 's R ed  A rm y  M arches, in w h ich  the  A m erican  left- 

w ing activist told o f  the heroic struggles o f  the co m m u n is t  a rm y  an d  o f  the 

idealistic new  society th a t  C hinese  com m unis ts  were  fighting to  establish. 

W ith  the  d o o r  to  Spain barred ,  it n o w  occurred  to  h im  th a t  he m ight go  to 

C h ina  instead, perhaps  to  establish a b lood-transfus ion  unit  there. H e  m e n 

tioned  the  idea o n  i z  A ugust  a t  a small a f te rn o o n  ga ther ing  in the  hom e 

o f  a  c a s d  official in S alm on A rm , British C o lu m b ia ,  say ing  th a t  he had  

been giving th o u g h t  to  a project th a t  w ould  take him to  C h ina ,  w here  a week 

earlier Japanese  forces had  taken  contro l  o f  Beijing. This nugget o f  new s was 

picked up  by a lu rk ing  r c m p  in form er  shadow ing  Bethune an d  w as  relayed 

to  h ea dquar te rs .51 W he the r  before this da te  o r  later the  sam e m o n th  is not 

clear, bu t  som etim e in A ugust Bethune con tac ted  Tim Buck in T o ro n to  and  

suggested  send ing  a medical un it  to  C h in a  to  w o rk  w ith  th e  co m m u n is t  

Eighth R ou te  Arm y.u  However, as Bethune well knew, all the resources o f  the 

c p c  an d  the  c a s d  were curren tly  being pou red  into Spain; for the m om en t  

the  pa r ty  d id no t  give h im  a  definite response.

M ull ing  over  these ideas, fo r  the  rest o f  A ugust  he travelled  th ro u g h  

A lber ta ,  S ask a tch ew an ,  an d  M a n i to b a ,  speak ing  in small tow ns .  H e  a p 

peared again in Calgary, and  from there sent a last wistful appeal to  the c a s d  

a b o u t  Spain. W rit ing  on  16 A ugust,  he p leaded, “ All engagem ents  assigned 

to  me e i th e r  by you  o r  the  p ro v in c ia l  c o m m it te e s  since m y to u r  s ta r te d  

have  been k ep t  by me on time. I have n o t  missed a single date  in spite o f  

three an d  occasionally  four speeches a  day. Spain will be peaceful a f te r  the 

C a n ad ian  publicity tour .” 55 T here  w as  n o  reply. F rom  Calgary  he w en t  on  to 

E d m o n to n ,  Regina, an d  Saska toon , reaching W innipeg , the  last s top  o n  his 

w estern  tour, on  Sunday, 29 August. H e  w as  in back in O n ta r io  in W indsor  

on  Wednesday, 1 September, an d  in L ondon  the following day.
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At a rally  in St C a th a r in e s  on  3 S ep tem ber  he gave his last scheduled  

speech. In a letter  published  in the  D a ily  C larion , he es t im ated  th a t  th irty  

th o u sa n d  people had  heard  him speak  d u r in g  the  tw o  m o n th s  o f  the  to u r .54 

“ I have  becom e, for th o u sa n d s  o f  w o rk e rs ,  a sym bol -  to  co n tem p la te  this 

responsibili ty  is te rr ify ing ,” he w ro te .  “ I feel a t r em en d o u s  urge to  get  back 

in to  the  m ass an d  hide myself  from  th is  b r igh t  g lare. You will k n o w  h o w  I 

feel, I k n o w .” 55 For the  ebullien t individualis t  a n d  lover o f  the  limelight to  

w ri te  th is ,  he m u s t  have been w ea ry  indeed. How ever,  the  c a s d  had  m ore  

p lans fo r  h im . Impressed by the  size o f  th e  c ro w d s  he w as  a t trac t ing ,  and  

in response to  requests  for h im  to  ap p e a r  in places w here  he h ad  no t visited, 

in m id-A ugust  it h ad  hastily  scheduled a  new  five-week series o f  speaking  

engagem ents .
Before Bethune began  this new  tour, the c a s d  sent him to  D etro it  where 

the  local com m ittee  o f  the  American Medical Bureau to  Aid Spanish D em oc

racy had  a r ranged  for a meeting in the  D etro it  A rt  Institute.  O n  the  eve of 

his d ep a r tu re  from T o ro n to ,  w o rd  reached the c a s d  th a t  the  D etro it  police 

com m issioner  had  w arned  the  local com m ittee  th a t  he w ou ld  no t a l low  them 

to  show  H eart o f  Spain  unless they  rem oved  from  the  film “ uncom plim en

ta ry ” references to  Hitler and  Mussolini. Despite a  last-minute injunction tha t  

prevented  the  th rea tened  police ac tion ,  it w as  clear to  bo th  c a s d  an d  c p c  

officials in T o ron to  th a t  dur ing  the  D etro it  appearance  it w ou ld  be necessary 

for Bethune to  deny em phatica lly  th a t  he had  any  co m m u n is t  affiliation. For 

the  sake o f  the  cause, he dutifully  lied again. D uring  his address  he said, “ I 

gave up  my hospital.  I w en t  to  Spain. I d id it because I believe in d em o c

racy. I am no t a socialist o r  a c o m m u n is t .” 56

T h e  following week he spoke in N iag a ra  Falls, O n ta r io ,  o n  Tuesday, 14 

September. Before a ga ther ing  in Jubilee Hall ,  he once m ore  obeyed par ty  

o rders  an d  to ld  his audience,  “ I w en t to  Spain last October. I did  n o t  rep re

sen t  an y  political party , just the  best people  in C a n a d a ,  the  people  w ho  

believe in dem ocracy .” 57 T h e  nex t evening he appeared  before a s tanding- 

room  c row d  o f  m ore  th a n  three th o usand  in T o ro n to ’s M assey Hall. There 

he confessed th a t  his political developm ent had  begun in M oscow , an d  th a t  

he had  gone  to  Spain because th e  Spanish Civil W ar w as  a  class war. But 

a l though  he ended  by calling  for the  fo rm a t io n  o f  a un ited  f ro n t  to  s top  

fascism an d  pro tec t  w o rk e rs ’ r ights, he carefully avoided  calling himself  a 

com m unis t .  After this engagem ent he re tu rned  to  the United States again, 

addressing audiences in Boston, N ew  York, an d  Philadelphia before tu rn ing  

n o r th  to  speak in H alifax  an d  M o n c to n .58 Back in M o n trea l ,  he appeared  in
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S tra thcona  Hall, w here  a lm o s t  a year before he had  spoken  a b o u t  his tr ip  

to  th e  Soviet U n ion  an d  m a in ta in ed  th a t  he w as  n o t  ready  to  becom e a 

co m m u n is t .59 T h e  political journey  he had  since m a d e  w as  g rea te r  by far 

th a n  the  sum  o f  his travels .  Ten days later, w ith  an  address  in H am il to n ,  

O n ta r io ,  on 14 O c to b e r  1937, the second to u r  cam e to  an  end .60

B ethune’s ex t rao rd in ary  perfo rm ance  on  the to u r  raised th o u san d s  o f  do l

lars for the cause o f  R epublican Spain an d  inspired som e young  C anad ians  

to  vo lun teer  for the  M ackenzie -P ap ineau  Batta lion ,  p a r t  o f  the In terna t ional  

Brigades fighting there.6' Yet despite this success and  his fervent co m m itm en t  

to  com m unism , the  c p c  still had  reservations a b o u t  his stabili ty  an d  relia

bility. A.A. M acL eod  later observed, “ H e  could  n o t  w o rk  with o the r  people; 

|he  was] never a real Party m a n .”61 Bethune had  indulged in crea tu re  c o m 

forts th ro u g h o u t  the  tour, an d  w hen  M acL eod  received the bills, “ he to re  his 

ha ir  o u t . ” 63 A nd long  a f te rw a rd ,  T im  Buck c o m m e n te d  a b o u t  B e thune’s 

speaking  tour, “ Yes, Bethune raised money, bu t  he also spent a lot o f  money. 

N o rm a n  liked his rye.” 64

Despite the  public accolades, Bethune had  n o t  yet redeemed himself  and  

in his hear t  he knew  it.
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Viva Espana. In this jaunty 
inscription Bethune declared 
his com m unist faith before 
he set sail for Spain. 
l a c  c - i 39723; reproduced 
by perm ission

M em bers o f the C anadian blood transfusion unit. Because o f the intense fighting in the 
M adrid  sector, Bethune’s delivery system brought m ore blood to  battlefronts than any 
o ther organization in Spain, n f b / l a c  p a - i  1 4 7 8 2 ;  reproduced by permission



The Ford am bulance in fron t o f the Instituto. Sorensen, Sise, and Bethune with 
tw o Spanish m em bers o f the Instituto. T he Spaniards called the Ford la rubia (the 
blond) because o f its light-coloured w ood panelling. Courtesy b m h

A dm inistering a transfusion. Bethune spoke often o f the alm ost m iraculous effect 
a timely transfusion could have even on badly w ounded soldiers. C ourtesy b m h



Kajsa R othm an. Bethune’s 
affair w ith the uninhibited 
Swede caused tensions w ithin 
the Instituto. Reproduced 
by perm ission o f  the Labour 
M ovem ent Archives and 
Library, Stockholm
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Enjoying life in the Sierra de G uadarram a. Bethune spent C hristm as 1936 
w ith Loyalist fighters in the m ountains no rthw est o f  M adrid . Courtesy 
n f в /H azen Sise
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Bethune in Barcelona. 
This hum orous sketch 
w as done in 1937. 
A uthors’ collection

Evacuad M adrid . The 
menace o f the bom bing 
o f M adrid  by the 
N ationalists is conveyed 
in this stunning poster. 
A uthors’ collection



Celebrity photograph. Bethune used c a s d  funds to  have 
professional photographs taken o f himself and ordered many 
prints to  au tograph  and send to  his friends. Courtesy b m h

M other and child. 
This pho to  vividly 
depicts the misery 
along the Almeria 
road. Courtesy 
NFB/Hazen Sise
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Refugees along the A lm eria R oad. H azen Sise’s photographs were the only visual 
record of the sufferings o f the thousands o f civilians from  M alaga w ho were fired 
upon by N ationalis t forces as they fled to  Almeria. Courtesy NFB/Hazen Sise

H elping refugees into the 
am bulance. H orrified by 
the suffering o f the M alaga 
refugees, Bethune set 
abou t rescuing as many 
children and m others as 
he could.
C o u rtesy  N FB /H azen Sise
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R eturning from 
Spain. Bethune’s 
journey hom e was 
no t a happy one, for 
he knew  th a t in the 
eyes o f his com rades 
he had “ blotted his 
copybook." 
Courtesy B M H
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A hero’s welcome. G reeted by enthusiastic crow ds, Bethune gave a speech in T oronto 
th a t shocked as m any as it thrilled because o f  its criticism o f British imperialism. 
C ourtesy B M H
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Paraskeva C lark. A lthough 
Bethune had m et the T oronto  
artist in 1 9 3 6 ,  the tw o  did 
no t become lovers until his 
return  from  Spain in 1937. 
l a c  E 0 0 6 0 7 8 5 9 9 ;  rep ro 
duced by perm ission

W ith children in Sudbury, O n tario . Always a t his best w ith youngsters, 
Bethune likely enjoyed tim e ou t from his speaking tour. C ourtesy b m h
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A com m unist in 
W innipeg. It w as here 
tha t Bethune publicly 
announced his politi
cal faith, telling an 
audience, “ I have 
the honour to  be 
a com m unist." 
C ourtesy b m h
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Raising funds in New 
York. M any American 

£} volunteers w ho sup- 
* ^  ported  Republican 
к 1 Spain also helped 
'  Bethune w ith his 

preparations for his 
mission to  China. 
Courtesy b m h
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E n tr’acte

Montreal, N ew  York City, 
O ctober-D ecem ber 1937

His hopes o f  re turn ing  to  Spain dashed, ou traged  by the indifference o f  m any 

C anad ians  to  his im passioned pleas th a t  they  address  social issues a t  hom e 

an d  the rise o f  fascism ab ro a d ,  Bethune h ad  found  the speaking  tours  a time 

o f  lonely frus tra t ion .  M a r ia n  Scott said she on ly  la ter  realized th a t  the to u r  

had  been “ an u n h ap p y  an d  s to rm y tim e in his life.” 1 Despite his devot ion  

to  com m unism , he w as  haun ted  by feelings th a t  he had  n o t  yet accom plished 

any th ing  g rea t  an d  th a t  t ime w as  runn ing  ou t.  “ In all my life, 1 have  never 

ach ieved  b e t te r  th a n  se co n d  b e s t ,” he to ld  his fo rm e r  lover  Elizabeth  

H u rc o m b  in M o n trea l  in September.2 H e  felt personally  ad r if t  as  well, for 

M a r ia n  Scott rem ained  com m itted  to  her m arr iage  an d  M a rg a re t  D ay  c o n 

tinued to  avoid h im .5 H is em otional ties to  Frances C o lem an  were, as always, 

com plex  an d  frustra ting .  U nab le  to  let go  o f  the pas t ,  he h ad  w ri t ten  to  her 

occasionally  dur ing  the  tou r  and  as usual could n o t  keep from  criticizing her. 

H e  w en t  so  far as to  tell her th a t  he n o  longer respected her  because o f  the 

life she w as  leading. She m u s t  have reproached  him , because o n  14 Septem 

ber he h ad  re tu rned  to  this them e in a le tter w ri t ten  to  her from the  King 

E dw ard  H otel in N iaga ra  Falls:

Is it n o t  true  we m ight write  to  each o th e r  the  rem arks  o f  o u r  t im e and  

add  bu t little to  the p o o r  satisfaction we n o w  possess?

I regret -  it is a co n s tan t  pain in my hear t  th a t  I have ha rm e d  you. I did 

n o t  intend to  h a rm  you.

I w as  ill-educated (sexually) as you, never forget that.

If I knew  h o w  to  recom pense you I w ou ld  d o  so. I d o  n o t  k n o w  that.

M y  pa th  is set on  a s trange road ,  bu t  as long as I feel it’s a good  road  I 

will go  d ow n  it. And you m ust go d ow n  yours.

W hen  I said I had  no  longer respect for you -  you, w h o  I once respected



-  I m ean t,  to  me your  life w as  devoid  o f  dignity. But my dignity  an d  your 

dignity  perhaps  d o  n o t  agree.

M ine  is uncom prom ise ;  hatred  o f  evil and  stupidity, personal u n c o n ta 

m ina t ion  an d  uncon tac t;  aloneness. T h a t  is all I m eant.  I see n o w  once 

m ore,  I have m ade  the m istake to  suggest to  you a course o f  action.

Forgive me.

Beth4

M eanw hile ,  the  c p c  had  decided to  take  up  the  m a tte r  o f  sending a m e d 

ical unit  to  China.  Because the  pa r ty  lacked funds for such a project,  Tim 

Buck a p p ro a c h e d  Earl Browder, the  general secretary  o f  the  C o m m u n is t  

Party  o f  the  United States ( c p u s a ) .  At a c p c  conven tion  in T o ro n to  on  t o  

O c to b e r  1937, B row der  agreed th a t  such a unit  should  be sent, an d  a jo int 

com m ittee  o f  the  tw o  parties w as  fo rm ed .5 Bethune w as  asked to  be a m e m 

ber o f  the  unit.  For h im  this w as  a godsend , a  w ay  o u t  o f  the  dead  end in 

w hich he found  himself. Eager to  prove himself in the p a r ty ’s eyes, he said, 

“ I accept on  one  cond it ion ,  th a t  if I d o n ’t com e back, you will let the w orld  

k n o w  th a t  N o rm a n  Bethune died a C o m m u n is t  Party  m em ber .”6

Fie w as  to ld  th a t  funding  an d  o rgan iza tion  o f  the  un it  w ou ld  be done  in 

N ew  York an d  he w o u ld  have to  go  there  soon . O n  one  level he w as  elated: 

he had  w an ted  an o th e r  chance af te r  Spain, an d  this w as  it. Yet he also  faced 

m o m e n ts  o f  te rrifying d o u b t  a b o u t  w h a t  lay ahead .  H e  had  been rootless 

since re turn ing  from  Spain, an d  n o w  in his final days in M on trea l  he said 

g o o dbye  to  the  very last o f  his o ld life. T h e re  is n o  record  o f  his seeing 

Frances C o lem an  o r  M a r ia n  Scott, yet he m ust  have done  so. H e m et Tibbie 

Park  for tea, telling her he felt as if he w ere  living in som e strange k ind  o f  

lim bo, in an  unreal w orld .  Perhaps d read ing  the isolation he w o u ld  face, he 

asked Park  to  go  w ith  h im  to  C h ina ,  b u t  she said she could  no t.  H e  also 

asked H azen  Sise, w h o  w as  back in M o n trea l ,  b u t  Sise to o  refused.7 H e  tried 

again and  again  to  see M a rg a re t  Day, b u t  she kep t him  a t  a r m ’s length. M any  

years la ter  she recalled how  a friend finally p honed  her saying th a t  Bethune 

w as  a t  her a p a r tm e n t ,  s tanding  r ight beside her, an d  it w as  M a rg a re t ’s duty 

to  speak to  him. In the  end  she gave in an d  saw  him. By this t ime Bethune’s 

m o o d ,  ever volatile, h ad  sw u n g  from  excitem ent a b o u t  his new  projec t to  

depression. “ I have b u rn t  my bridges, no  hospital will touch  me n o w ,” he 

told Day. “T h e  P ar ty ’s going to  send me to  C h in a .” T hen  he began to  cry, 

saying, “ I’m to o  old , bu t  the re’s no th in g  I can  d o  now. 1 have no  money. I 

have no  job. I have no th ing . So I’m going to  C h in a .” D ay  th o u g h t  to  herself  

th a t  he w o u ld  die there. She felt th a t  he believed th a t  to o .8
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A rriv ing  in N e w  York in late O ctober ,  he w as  greeted  by a recep tion  

com m ittee  from the Am erican M edica l Bureau to  Aid Spanish  Dem ocracy.9 

Despite their  con t inu ing  involvement in the Spanish cause, som e m em bers  of 

the  o rganization  offered w h a t  cash they could  for the  Chinese project,  while 

o thers  joined in the search for non-m edical supplies, ran  e rrands ,  an d  p ro 

vided tran sp o r ta t io n  for Bethune. A few days a fte r  his arrival they to o k  him 

to  a H a l lo w e en  p a r ty  in the  q u a r te rs  o f  a li ttle th e a t re  g ro u p .  It w as  an 

evening o f  dancing, drinking, and  socializing with  people w h o  treated  h im as 

a he ro  for his c o m m itm e n t  to  Spain ,  an d  Bethune, sp ir its  rising, enjoyed 

himself thoroughly.

H e  soon  realized, however, th a t  it w as  one  th ing  for the  pa r ty  to  decide to 

send a medical un it  to  C h ina  an d  qu ite  a n o th e r  for them  to  m ake it happen , 

for little progress  had  been m ade. A m ong  various problem s, the m o s t  seri

ous w as  finding enough  m oney  for the  venture . After his pas t  th ree  m onths  

o f  fundraising, he w as  well aw a re  th a t  Spain, n o t  C h ina ,  w as  the  focus o f  

concern  for left-wing an d  liberal elements in N o r th  America. T im  Buck had  

told h im frankly th a t  the  c p c  could  offer him n o  m ore  th a n  best w ishes for 

the C h ina  project. T h e  C o m m u n is t  Party o f  the  United States, however, was 

a n o th e r  matter. It too  w as  fully com m itted  to  Spain, b u t  Earl B row der was 

hopeful th a t  m oney  could  also be found  for a  medical mission to  China.

Brow der’s interest in China dated  from his experience as a C om intern  agent 

there  du r ing  the  i ^ z o s .  H e  w as  also well in form ed a b o u t  the m o s t  recent 

political an d  military deve lopm ents  th ro u g h  reports  from  his close friend 

Philip J. Jaffe, w h o  assured h im th a t  su p p o r t  could  be found for the  medical 

unit. Jaffe w as  a successful N ew  York businessm an an d  ed i to r  o f  the journal 

C hina Today, published by the A m erican  Friends o f  the  Chinese People, a 

C o m m u n is t  Party  fron t  o rg an iza t ion  un d er  C o m in te rn  con tro l .  Ja ffe  had 

recently re turned  from  China,  w here in June  he had  m ade the difficult trek to 

the  d is tan t  h ea d q u a r te rs  o f  the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y a t  Yan’an ,  in Shaanxi 

Province. T here  he in terviewed M a o  Z edong  an d  o ther  m em bers  o f  the party  

h ierarchy an d  spent time with Agnes Smedley, learning her assessment o f  the 

deepening  military  conflict w ith  J a p an .  Smedley, the  A m erican  journa l is t  

w hose  b ook  C hina ’s R ed  A rm y  M arches Bethune had  read o n  his speaking 

tour, had  been staying in Yan’an since February 1937. Assuring Jaffe th a t  the 

m ost  urgent need o f  the  em batt led  Chinese w as  tra ined  medical personnel, 

she pressed him to  take whatever steps he could to  rally American public op in

ion to  the  cause. In A ugust she had  followed this up  w ith  an  appeal ,  made 

jointly with M a o  Zedong ,  to  the American and  C anad ian  C om m unis t  parties
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urging the fo rm ation  o f  an  o rganization  to  send medical supplies an d  per

sonnel to  Yan’a n .10

Jaffe’s response  w as  the  fo rm a tio n  o f  the  C h ina  Aid Council  ( c a c ) ;  its 

purpose  w as  to  focus public interest on  C hina an d  to  appeal for aid to  be sent 

there. T h e  c a c  w as in fact an o u tg ro w th  o f  the  A m erican  League for Peace 

an d  D em ocracy ( a l p d ) ,  a com m unis t  fron t  organization . A p ro m in e n t  a l p d  

figure an d  Jaffe’s close c o l la b o ra to r  in launch ing  the  c a c  w as  W illiam E. 

D o d d  Jr, son o f  the  A m erican am b assa d o r  to  N azi Germany. W hen Bethune 

arr ived in N e w  York, the c a c  had  barely begun to  function  in a small office 

a t  268 F ourth  Avenue. Jaffe had  p rovided  the m oney  for the  ren t  an d  office 

equ ipm ent .  H e  also pe rsuaded  Corliss L am o n t ,  a  w ealthy  left-wing intellec

tual,  to  join h im in m ak ing  a cash d o n a t io n  to  a fund to  be used to  buy su p 

plies fo r  the  m edica l un it  to  ta k e  to  C h ina .  Each m a n  gave  $ 1 ,0 0 0 ,  an d  

th ro u g h  D o d d ’s con tac ts  w ith several affluent N ew  Yorkers sym pathe tic  to 

the plight o f  C h ina ,  addi t iona l  suppor t  w as  ra ise d ."  F am ous doctors  such as 

Charles  M a y o  an d  W ilder  Penfield, as well as a  large n u m b e r  o f  celebrities 

including the dancers Alfred Lunt an d  Lynn Fontanne an d  the actors Franchot 

Tone an d  K a th a r in e  C ornel l ,  a lso  lent the ir  nam es an d  help to  the  en ter

p r is e ."  T h e  mission o f  the  c a c  unit w o u ld  be to  proceed to  C h ina  an d  there 

liaise w ith  representatives o f  the  Chinese governm en t in the  te m p o rary  ca p 

ital o f  H a n k o u ,  in the  hope th a t  they w o u ld  eventually  be sent to  serve with 

the C o m m u n is t  Eighth R ou te  Army.

N o t  long after his arrival ,  Bethune learned th a t  a n o th e r  m em ber  had  been 

chosen for the unit. After considerable searching, the  C om m unis t  Party  o f  the 

United States had  persuaded  a young  do c to r  to  join the  mission to  China.  H e 

w as  Lewis M . Fraad, a g rad u a te  o f  D ow nsta te  M edica l College in Brooklyn 

w h o  w as  just beginning his internship. As a c p u s a  member, he was also trying 

to  organize  a un ion  for interns in several Brooklyn hospitals.  Despite early 

misgivings a b o u t  the ven ture ,  which he initially regarded  as bo th  rom antic  

and  im practicable, F raad  w as  s truck  by B ethune’s com m itm en t.

A t this p o in t  the  c a c  decided th a t  the m ost  useful first step w as  to  in tro 

duce  Bethune to  N e w  Yorkers o f  substance  w h o  were sym pathe tic  to  p ro 

gressive causes. By then  an  accom plished fundraiser, Bethune skilfully took  

a d v a n ta g e  o f  this oppo r tun ity .  By C hr is tm as  he, F raad ,  a n d  D o d d  w ould  

m a n ag e  to  raise a n o th e r  $ 3 ,5 0 0 ,  in a d d i t io n  to  th e  pe rsona l  d o n a t io n  o f  

$ 2 ,0 0 0  f rom  Jaffe  an d  L a m o n t . '3 A huge d ra w b a c k  to  the ir  fundra is ing  

efforts w as  the  c a c ’s  reluctance to  publicize the medical un i t ’s existence until 

it reached  its des tina tion .  Fear ing  th a t  the  A m erican  g o v e rn m e n t  o r  the
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Japanese  might try  to  prevent its arrival in C h ina ,  they felt it w ou ld  be u n 

wise to  launch a public cam paign  for m oney  to  pay for equipm ent .

N o t  know ing  their  precise des tination  o r  the specific role they w ould  play, 

Bethune and  Fraad found  it difficult to  decide w h a t  equ ip m en t  to  take. In

fluenced par t ly  by in fo rm a tio n  b r o u g h t  back  by Jaffe f rom  Y an 'an ,  they 

began collecting m ateria l to  outfit a small field hospital.  In their  appeals  for 

funds, this w as  their  declared objective, an d  as the  m oney  gradua lly  cam e 

in, they began  m a k in g  the  ro u n d s  o f  medical a n d  surgical supply  houses, 

com par ing  prices an d  appealing  for d iscounts. The  pu rchased  supplies were 

s tored in a w arehouse .  O th e r  vital necessities for the unit were  suitable c lo th 

ing an d  personal items. To endure  the rigorous w in ters  in the  m o u n ta in o u s  

regions o f  no r thw este rn  C hina  w here  the  co m m u n is t  forces were  opera ting ,  

B ethune k n ew  th a t  they w o u ld  requ ire  long underw ear,  socks, sw ea te rs ,  

gloves, a n d  a lined jacket. H e  bo u g h t  these in N ew  York, though  he waited  

until his last days in C a n ad a  to  buy himself a pair  o f  knee-high logger’s boots. 

T hey  also needed a varie ty o f  equ ipm en t  for survival in a m obile  guerrilla 

war. T h e  ideal source  fo r  m o s t  o f  these w as  A b erc ro m b ie  a n d  F itch ,  the 

renow ned  N ew  York outfitter, w here ,  am o n g  o th e r  things, Bethune bough t 

a sleeping bag, canvas  w a te r  bags, com pressed  fibre pann iers  (lighter and  

m ore  flexible th a n  metal trunks) ,  a C o lem an  kerosene lam p, an  a lum inum  

canteen, an d  cook ing  utensils.

H is spirits rose as day  by day  the  small m o u n ta in  o f  supplies grew. But 

Fraad com plained  th a t  w h a t  they had  collected w as  ridiculously inadequate .  

H o w  could they possibly k now  w h a t  they w ould  need? T hey  were  setting off 

in to  th e  u n k n o w n  a n d  h ad  no  w ay  o f  k n o w in g  w h ich  supplies  w o u ld  be 

m o s t  im p o r ta n t .  W h e n  they  ra n  o u t  o f  ce r ta in  m edicines,  as they  surely  

would ,  w h a t  then? Bethune brushed aside such practical objections, insisting 

th a t  so m e h o w  they w o u ld  m a k e  do . H e w o u ld  have liked to  have  a g rea ter  

varie ty o f  eq u ip m en t  a n d  supplies to  take ,  b u t  he knew  it w as  n o t  possible 

given the  funds available. W h a t  m a tte red  to  h im  w as  th a t  he w as  go ing  to 

Ch ina .  H e  said  he cou ld  no  longer to le ra te  the  w estern  decadence  th a t  had  

once  seduced him, a n d  found  u rb a n  life c o r ru p t  an d  boring.  In the  Chinese 

h in te r land  there  w o u ld  be no  d is t rac ting  d iversions, on ly  the  revo lu t ionary  

reality o f  a w a r  in w hich  he cou ld  use his surgical skills to  m a k e  his c o n 

tr ibu t ion  aga ins t  a fascist aggressor. N o th in g  w as  rem otely  as im p o r ta n t  as 

tha t .  In such up b ea t  m om ents ,  he felt a pass ionate  ce r ta in ty  th a t  C h in a  was 

to  be his life’s fu lfillment.’4
B e th u n e ’s e n th u s ia sm ,  in tense  energy, a n d  w illingness  to  give h im self  

unreservedly to  som eth ing  he believed in gradually  overcam e Fraad 's  logical
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pessim ism ,'5 b u t  th a t  al l-consuming dedication m ade his wife, Irma, shudder. 

While she shared her h u sband’s com m itm en t to  com m unism , she w as  ab so 

lutely opposed to  his decision to  accom pany Bethune. She and  Fraad had  been 

m arried  less than  a year, and  it w as  clear to  her th a t  in his zeal to  get to  China, 

Bethune w as  trying to  take her husband  from her. It was o f  no  consequence 

to  h im  th a t  F raad might well die there. “ H e  w as  a rival. As a w o m an ,  I saw 

him as a r ival,” she later recalled, describing herself  as “ a ghost a t  the dinner

party .” B ethune’s suggestion th a t  she might d o  a quick study in nursing fun

dam enta ls  an d  follow them  to  China did  n o t  relieve her fears.16

By this t ime a th ird  m em ber  o f  the  unit  h ad  been selected. A lthough  the 

C anad ian  C o m m u n is t  Party  could n o t  provide financial assistance, it did find 

a nurse to  accom pany  Bethune an d  Fraad. She w as  Jean  Ewen, the twenty- 

six-year-old d augh te r  o f  Tom  M cEw en ,  on e  o f  the  c p c ’s  founding  members. 

Ewen w as  neither  politically com m itted  n o r  eager  to  please her father, w ith  

w h o m  she w as  usually a t  cross purposes ,  b u t  she agreed  o u t  o f  hum an ita r-  

ianism and  a sincere love for China to  join Bethune and Fraad. A graduate o f  St 

Jo seph ’s School o f  N urs ing  in W innipeg, she had  spent four years in a R om an  

C a th o l ic  m ission  hosp i ta l  in the  n o r th e a s te rn  C h inese  p rov ince  o f  S han 

dong ,  re tu rn ing  to  C a n ad a  in Ju n e  1937. She had  found  a hospital position 

in T o ron to  bu t yearned to  go back to  C h ina .  She learned o f  Bethune’s mis

sion w hen  Sam Carr, the  c p c  nat ional  organizer, asked her t o  com e to  his 

T o ro n to  office and  to ld  her a b o u t  the  fo rm ation  o f  the medical unit.  As she 

spoke Chinese and  knew  som eth ing  o f  Chinese culture ,  he po in ted  ou t,  she 

could  be invaluable to  Bethune an d  Fraad. T here  w ou ld  be no  salary, but 

her expenses w ou ld  be covered.

Ewen said she w as  interested bu t needed tim e to  consider. The  nex t day 

she telephoned C a rr  to  accept the assignment. Arriving in M a n h a t ta n  in early 

December, she w as  interviewed by a psychologist to  determ ine th a t  she was 

em o tiona l ly  fit for such a difficult mission. After being accepted ,  she met 

B ethune an d  jo ined him for several days in his search  for supplies before 

re tu rn ing  to  T o ro n to  to  p repa re  for th e  tr ip .  H e  cou ld ,  she la ter  recalled, 

“c h a rm  a cigar-s tore Ind ian  r igh t  o u t  o f  his fea thers an d  paint.  [He was] 

witty, sarcastic. Very well educated  beyond his profession. H e  w as  a ladies’ 

m an ,  an d  how  they th rew  themselves a t  h im .” 17

Despite his focus o n  the  mission to  C h ina  an d  his av o w e d  rejection of 

bourgeois  decadence, Bethune had  found  tim e to  involve himself  in ano ther  

love affair. At the  H allow een  par ty  he had  a t tended ,  he had  m et Elsie Siff, a 

pretty  young  N e w  Yorker o f  left-wing v iew s.18 H e  asked her  to  dance, and  

th o u g h  he w as  soon  w hisked  aw ay  to  be in troduced  to  o th e r  adm irers ,  he
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m anaged  to  see her again  on  several occasions. H e invited her  to  the  theatre , 

and  dur ing  N ovem ber  an d  D ecem ber  they saw  each o th e r  often. T hey  first 

w en t to  see Clifford O d e r ’s G olden  B oy, s ta rr ing  the  ill-fated actress Frances 

F arm er  in her first stage role. Bethune w as  less impressed by it th a n  by the 

am a te u r  p roduction  Pins a n d  N eed les, a revue p u t  o n  a t  the  L a b o r  Stage by 

union w orkers  in the  g a rm e n t  trade .  H e  an d  Siff w en t  to  one  o f  the  early 

perform ances,  an d  he thorough ly  enjoyed the p ro d u c t io n ’s r ibald  th ru s ts  at 

the es tablishment in num bers  such as “ Doing  the Reactionary ,” “ N o t  Cricket 

to  P icket,” an d  “ I t’s Better w ith  a U nion  M a n .”

For Siff, w h o  had  fallen in love with Bethune, these were  joyful days. They 

danced  a t  house parties, w en t  for Sunday a f te rnoon  drives ou ts ide  the  city in 

a ca r  b o rro w ed  for the  day, and  had  coffee an d  pie a t  the M a n h a t t a n  chain 

o f  Childs Restauran ts ,  which Bethune liked to  frequent -  despite c o m p la in 

ing th a t  everything tasted  like library p a s te . '9 H e  w as  a t  his best w ith  her, 

affectionate and  caring; w hen  she was suffering from  a  serious sinus ailment, 

he insisted o n  go ing  w ith  her by taxi to  Brooklyn to  m ake  ce rta in  the  spe

cialist t rea ted  her correctly. The  tw o  soon  becam e lovers, bu t  Siff knew  from 

the beginning th a t  she cared  far  m ore  for h im  th a n  he did for her. H e  had 

mentioned his ex-wife only in passing, bu t  she sensed he was still deeply e m o 

tionally involved w ith her. Despite this, she w as  so smitten with Bethune tha t  

she offered to  go  to  C h ina  w ith  him. H e refused her, saying th a t  she w as  too  

frail for such a  difficult m ission.10

Although he to o k  time off for evening party ing an d  his new  affair, Bethune 

kep t busy each day  raising funds an d  visiting medical supply  houses. H e  also 

had ano ther  im p o r tan t  task to  carry  out.  Badly in need o f  a refresher course 

in general surgery, especially in incisions an d  su tures ,  he called on  Louis 

Davidson, assistant professor o f  thorac ic  surgery a t  N ew  York’s C o lum bia  

University. D avidson, a form er fellow pat ien t a t  T rudeau ,  w as  glad  to  oblige. 

After bringing Bethune up  to  date  on  surgical techniques, he suggested they 

meet an o th e r  medical colleague for d inner  a t  L ongcham p’s R e s ta u ra n t  one 

evening. Bethune already knew  D avidson’s o ther  guest, H o w a rd  Lilienthal, a 

distinguished thorac ic  surgeon an d  form er president o f  the American Associ

at ion  for T horac ic  Surgery. D uring the  d inner Bethune dom ina ted  the c o n 

versation as usual,  holding his listeners rap t  as he vividly outlined the horro rs  

o f  the  Japanese  invasion o f  China an d  explained w ith  deep em otion  w hy he 

felt compelled to  go there. At one poin t  he asked Lilienthal to  consider joining 

him. T h e  incredulous Lilienthal rem inded Bethune th a t  he w as  seventy-six 

years old. Bethune leaned forw ard  an d  said, “ But, Doctor, w e need you and  

perhaps you might die in C h ina ,  and  w h a t  w ould  be m ore  noble th a n  to  die 

in China for your  fellow m a n ?” Lilienthal declined the honour .1'
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Shortly  a f te r  arr iv ing in N e w  York, Bethune had  also  been in touch  w ith 

R ichard  H .  M eade ,  a n o th e r  fe llow-m em ber o f  the  a a t s  w h o  had  w o rk e d  

w ith  h im  in p repa r ing  the  p ro g ra m  o f  the  annua l m eeting o f  the  Society in 

M inneso ta  in 1936. D r  M e ad e  an d  his wife had  been in the  audience when 

Bethune spoke in Philadelphia on  the  fundraising tou r  in September, and  they 

h ad  invited him to  spend the  evening w ith them. M ary  M eade had  been much 

impressed by B ethune’s speaking  ability  a n d  personal cha rm , so they invited 

him to  Philadelphia to  address  a meeting o f  the  Foreign Policy Association 

o n  Saturday ,  20 N ovem ber .  T h e  top ic  o f  th e  add ress  w as  “ Europe: N ew  

Forces a n d  O ld  T ens ions .” A lthough  he knew  little a b o u t  the  subject,  

Bethune accepted ,  b u t  he only began  to  organize his though ts  on the m o rn 

ing train from N ew  York to  Philadelphia. H e was one  o f  tw o  speakers invited 

to  address  the  luncheon  m eeting in the  Bellevue S tra tfo rd  Hotel.  The  o ther  

was R a y m o n d  G ra m  Swing, a p o p u la r  M u tu a l  N e tw o rk  co lum nis t  on  the 

N ew  York s ta t ion  w o r .

M a ry  M e ad e  la ter  w ro te  a crit ique o f  the  speeches for the Foreign Policy 

A ssoc ia tion ,  s ta t ing  th a t  S w ing’s add ress  “ w as  beyond  p ra ise” b u t  th a t  

B e thune’s “ w as  fo r  a varie ty o f  reasons  perfectly  aw ful.  H is  delivery was 

execrab le  a n d  his m a t te r  w orse .  T h a t  he apo log ized  an d  th a t  the re  w ere  

several w h o  had  also heard  h im before -  equally  d u m b fo u n d ed  -  is the  co ld 

est com fo r t .  H e m ade  a lam e em otiona l  plea for Spain which som e o f  the 

aud ience  w ere  glad  to  h ea r  as Swing had  tossed  Spain ra th e r  com plete ly  

aside, b u t  lost his cause by do ing  it badly .” 12 W hen  Bethune m e t the  M eades  

a f te rw ard ,  he a t  first seemed dow ncas t  by his p o o r  perform ance bu t shrugged 

off  his failure and  tu rn ed  the  conversation  to  his belief in com m unism  as the 

panacea for the  w o r ld ’s ills. After d inner  his hosts took  him to  a dance  party  

a t  a friend’s hom e w here  he w as  trea ted  as a guest o f  honour. H e  relaxed and  

en joyed  himself, m an ag in g  to  a t t r a c t  m o s t  o f  the  w o m e n ,  w h o  th ro n g ed  

a b o u t  h im  th ro u g h o u t  the evening. By M o n d a y  he was back in M a n h a t t a n .23

A t som e po in t  in December, F raad  inform ed Bethune th a t  he w o u ld  be 

unable  to  accom pany  him to  C h ina  because his request for a passpo r t  had 

been tu rn ed  dow n . H e  prom ised  th a t  he w ou ld  try  again  an d  join Bethune 

later.24 T h e  c a c  m anaged  to  find a substitu te , D r  Charles  E dw ard  Parsons. 

An American citizen an d  tw o  years younger  th a n  Bethune, he had  been m ed

ical d irector  an d  chief surgeon o f  the  N o tre  D am e Bay M em oria l  H ospita l  in 

Twillingate, N ew fo u n d lan d ,  between 1923 an d  1934. However, he w as  an 

alcoholic  an d ,  unable  to  con tro l  his d r ink ing , had  left his posit ion  an d  gone 

to  K ingston, N ew  York, to  open  a private practice. After he agreed to  join 

the  unit,  B ethune an d  F raad  visited him a t  9 :30  one m orn ing  to  find th a t  

Parsons had  a lready been d r ink ing  heavily.25 Despite his alcoholism an d  the
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fact th a t  he w as  n o t  a m em ber  o f  the  c p u s a ,  he w as  nam ed  the head o f  the 

medical unit,  possibly because he w as  the only Am erican in the  g roup .  This 

m ean t he w o u ld  be responsible for handling  the  u n i t ’s funds an d  for re p o r t 

ing to  the  c a c  by m ain ta in ing  con tac t  w ith  D o d d .16

H aving  Parsons p u t  in charge w as  a b low  for Bethune, for he m ust  have 

th o u g h t  tha t ,  given his experience in Spain, he should  have led the unit.  It is 

possible th a t  Tim Buck had  in form ed Earl B row der o f  Bethune’s inability to  

handle  money, his d r ink ing  p rob lem , an d  his tendency to  ac t  independently  

o f  pa r ty  orders.  Bethune m ay also have rubbed  Jaffe  -  and  possibly D odd  -  

the  w ro n g  way. Jaffe la te r  w ro te  th a t  B ethune h ad  g o t te n  on  his nerves 

“ w hen  o n  a n u m b e r  o f  occas ions he w o u ld  com e o r  s to rm  in to  my office 

dem an d in g  m oney  for a variety o f  needs .” 17 A lthough  his p r ide  w as  hur t ,  

B ethune tr ied  to  conv ince  h im self  th a t  even the  shaky  h an d  o f  Parsons 

assisting him w o u ld  be better  th a n  no  hand  a t  all. In the rem ote  h in ter land  

o f  Ch ina ,  he to ld  F raad , there  w o u ld  be no  whisky to  tem p t  Parsons,  an d  he 

w o u ld  be ab le  to  re fo rm  the  m a n ’s d r in k in g  p ro b le m .18 H e  w as  perhaps  

coun ting  o n  the  isolation to  keep himself  from  tem p ta t io n  as well.

A lthough  n o  longer a  m em b er  o f  th e  un it ,  F raad  c o n t in u ed  to  help 

Bethune, conduc ting  daily te lephone canvassing, m ak ing  visits to  potentia l 

do n o rs ,  an d  checking  a n d  rechecking  inventory. By th is  t im e they had  

am assed  a considerable a m o u n t  o f  medical eq u ip m en t  an d  supplies: scalpels 

an d  o the r  surgical instrum ents ,  special types o f  dressings, anaes thesia  (local,  

general, an d  intravenous), a portable x-ray  machine, hypoderm ic syringes and  

needles, an d  surgical gloves. T here  w as  also  a limited supply  o f  su lfathiazole 

in am p o u les  for in t ra m u scu la r  injection an d  a b o u t  tw o  th o u sa n d  sulfa 

tablets.  Yet how ever  m uch  they m anaged  to  collect, they knew  it w ou ld  be 

a d ro p  in the ocean com pared  to  the desperate need th a t  lay ahead  in C h ina .19 

But a t  last the c a c  decided th a t  the  un it w as  ready  to  m ove, urged on  by the 

im pa tien t  Bethune. D uring  these last days he spoke eagerly, a lm o s t  ecsta ti

cally, o f  the release he w ould  feel w hen  he reached the  co m b a t  zone, far  from 

the banality  an d  ted ium  o f  u rban  life.’0 H e  w as  bo th  fleeing the d isa p p o in t 

m ents  o f  the past and  runn ing  to w a rd  an  idealized future.

As the  final items w ere  ad ded  to  the  cache o f  supplies, B ethune’s m ood  

fluctuated between this ex trem e enthusiasm  and  a d a rke r  realization o f  w h a t  

going to  C h ina  m ean t  for him  personally. H e had  eagerly so u g h t  the cha l

lenge o f  the  mission, bu t in his m ore  reflective m o m e n ts  he knew  only too  

well the  risks involved. H e  m u s t  have asked  h im self  w h a t  w o u ld  happen  

w hen  the un it’s pitifully small a m o u n t  o f  supplies w as  exhausted. If they were 

having so m uch troub le  raising m oney  now, w here  w o u ld  funds com e from
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in the future? H e  knew  th a t  several doc to rs  had  been asked by the  c p u s a  to  

join the  unit  bu t  had  refused, saying th a t  going to  C h ina  w ould  be a  death  

s e n t e n c e . T h i s  view w as  sha red  by m em bers  o f  th e  A m erican  M edica l 

Bureau to  Aid Spanish Democracy w h o  had  volunteered time to  help Bethune 

collect an d  sor t  supplies th ro u g h o u t  N o v em b e r  and  December. Evelyn K irk 

patrick ,  one  o f  these volunteers, later recalled the  a tm osphe re  in the  w are 

house w here  the  mission’s equ ipm en t  an d  supplies were  being assembled:

All o f  us felt he w as  going to  his dea th .  We knew  w h a t  cond it ions  were 

there. H e  w as  going to  cu t  himself  o ff  a t  his age from  m odern  medicine. 

I w o rk e d  w ith  him in those  last m o n th s  w hen  he w ould  com e d ow n  and  

there w as  n o  fanfare an d  he w a sn ’t  the  hero  from  Spain and  he w as  sitting 

a ro u n d  o u r  w arehouse  an d  I w as  pu tting  the  stuff together. A nd the  boys 

w ere  really th ink ing  th rough  with him. W h a t  kind o f  saddle  bags? H o w  

m uch medicine? W h a t  kind o f  stuff do  you take? W h a t  is volatile in this 

k ind  o f  cold? It w as  grim . H e  w as  very business-like, he never show ed 

anyth ing . I w ou ld  go  hom e an d  cry ...  W ould  anyone  have gone to  the 

lengths th a t  he did  to  go there unless he had  already said goodbye to  many 

things here? H e w as  very lonely a t  the  end. T h e  decision pu t a kind of 

space a ro u n d  h im .31

A w eek before he left N ew  York, B ethune expressed his feeling o f  a p a r t 

ness in a le tter to  Elizabeth H u rc o m b ,  to  w h o m  he had  avoided saying g o o d 

bye dur ing  his last days in M ontrea l .  H e  w ro te ,  “ M y  road  ahead  is a s trange 

an d  dange rous  one  ...  I d o n ’t  w a n t  to  a t tem p t  a t  my tim e -  an d  in my time 

left -  any  serious em otional engagement. I am  th rough  with such things, I feel 

myself steeled against them  ... I loved you once. I have great affection for you 

now. R em em ber  me w ith  quie tness and  respect. B eth .” 33

O n  the  fo llow ing  Friday, N ew  Y ear’s Eve, a gala par ty  w as  held in the 

sam e little th e a tre  q u a r te rs  w here  Bethune had  ce lebra ted  H allow een .  O n  

this occas ion the  revellers included m ost o f  those w h o  had  w orked  with him 

during  the  past tw o  m onths .  Toasts were d ru n k ,  hands  shaken, an d  embraces 

and  kisses exchanged . Elsie Siff w as  there, an d  Bethune gave her his yellow 

ta r tan  necktie as a keepsake. As he kissed her farewell, he slipped a note into 

her hand .  In it he tenderly  th a n k ed  her for her co m p an y  du r ing  his stay  in 

M a n h a t t a n .34 O n  N e w  Year’s Day, 1938, he b oarded  a tra in  heading west. 

H is first s top  w as  T o ro n to  w here  he bou g h t  a few m ore supplies. H e  m ay 

have visited his m o the r  in nearby  H am il to n ,  b u t  it seems unlikely, fo r  bo th  

she an d  his sister had  been angered an d  em barrassed  by his open  avow al of
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his com m unis t  faith. A lthough he w ould  write  m any  letters from  C hina  to  

friends in N o r th  America, he sent none  to  his family.”

D u r in g  his b r ie f  s to p  in T o ro n to ,  B e thune s tayed  w ith  th e  C larks .  

Paraskeva C lark  gave h im her  set o f  w a te rco lo u rs  in the  h o p e  th a t  he m ight 

find time in C h ina  to  pa in t .  “ You have so m uch  in y o u r  p a in t in g ,” she as 

sured h im , an d  he said, “ You know , praise from  you m eans  m uch  to  m e .” 36 

T hen  he ga thered  his luggage an d  they set off by taxi for U nion  Station . H e 

reminisced d u r in g  th e  ride, an d  as they passed  the  University  o f  T o ro n to  

m en tioned  th a t  he had  g rad u a ted  in m edicine there .  T hen  a sudden  th o u g h t  

s truck  him: “ O h  my G o d ,  I’ve fo rgo tten  my surgical in s t ru m en ts !” he e x 

claim ed. In the rush  he had  left them  in his room . W ith  barely t im e to  ca tch  

his t ra in ,  he begged Paraskeva to  send the  ins t rum en ts  to  V ancouver by a ir  

freight the  fo llowing day.37

F rom  T o ro n to  he w en t  to  C h icago  to  m eet Parsons. If conflict between 

the  tw o  m en h ad  n o t  a lready  o ccu rred  in N e w  York, it began  then ,  as 

P arsons m entioned  in a le tter to  D odd . W rit ing  just a few hours  before he, 

Bethune, an d  Ew en left V ancouver  o n  the  E m p ress  o f  A sia , he in fo rm ed  

D odd ,  “ I had  to  p u t  up  som e o f  o u r  small needs over an d  above  B e thune’s 

t o o  -  for his equ ipm en t  which he h ad  no t purchased  in T o ro n to  as p lanned. 

I m et him  in C hicago an d  found  him b ro k e .” 38 Enclosed w ith  the letter  w as  

a signed co n tra c t  th a t  Parsons h ad  just received an d  w as  n o w  returning. In 

it he an d  Bethune gave their  services for a m on th ly  p aym en t  o f  $ 1 0 0 ,  to  be 

paid  to  a  family member. Several m o n th s  a f te r  reach ing  C h in a ,  B e thune 

w ou ld  d irec t th a t  his s t ipend  be sen t  to  F rances C o le m a n .39 Travel an d  

a c co m m o d a t io n  cos ts  were  to  be borne  by the  c a c . T h e  tw o  d o c to rs  an d  

Jean  Ewen (w ho  w as  n o t  paid) had  agreed  to  p ro v id e  the ir  services fo r  a 

period  o f  six m on ths .40

H av in g  a lready  an tag o n ized  Parsons ,  B e thune a lso  m a n ag e d  to  a n n o y  

Ewen even before the  E m press o f  A sia  sailed. O n  Saturday, 8 January ,  he 

an d  Parsons w ere  leaning over the  rail o f  the  sh ip  w hen  they hea rd  the  skirl 

o f  bagpipes an d  saw  Ew en com ing  up  the  gangp lank ,  being played ab o a rd  

by tw o  pipers in full h igh land  regalia. W hen she joined them , Bethune d e

m anded ,  “ W h o  are  those  oatm ea l savages se renad ing?”

Ewen replied th a t  the  pipers were friends w h o  had  com e to  see her off. 

B ethune sneered,  “ I d o n ’t  believe it, T o m ’s daugh ter ,  a d a m n e d  Scottish 

nationalist? You should  be asham ed  o f  yourself!” O u traged  a t  his rudeness 

an d  by his reference to  her co m m u n is t  father, w ith  w h o m  she had  a s to rm y 

re la tionship, Ewen to ld  him she did n o t  care w h a t  he believed.4'
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As the liner glided ou t o f  Burrard  Inlet into Georgia Strait, Bethune penned 

notes o f  farewell to  M a r ia n  Scott an d  Frances C olem an. In his le tter to  Scott 

he w as  euphoric : “ You see Pony, w hy  1 m u s t  go  to  China.  Please read Edgar 

S now ’s b ook  -  R ed  S tar O ve r  C hina. Agnes Smedley -  R ed  A rm y  M arches. 

Bertram ’s First A c t in  C hina. I feel so h ap p y  Sc gay now. H app ie r  th a n  since 

I left Spain. G oodbye  Sc bless you. Beth.”4Z

His letter  to  his ex-wife w as  very d iffe rent in tone ,  revealing as always 

bo th  his genu ine  concern  an d  his irresistible urge to  criticize an d  contro l 

her. H e  w ro te ,  “ M y D ear  Frances, I am  do ing  w h a t  I can  for you, for justice 

Sc m y fo rm er  love fo r  you. I am  giving you w h a t  is due you. Please d o  no t 

cons ider  it in an y  o th e r  w ay  excep t as tha t .  It w o u ld  seem th a t  the  t im e for 

offering advice is gone  bu t I beg o f  you to  leave M o n trea l .  I feel so unh ap p y  

a b o u t  you  Sc w h a t  you have becom e an d  will becom e. Escape for y o u r  life 

o r  te rr ib le  people  will kill everything in you th a t  I once  loved. G o odbye ,  
Beth. ”43

Frances C o lem a n  la te r  descr ibed  B e thune’s C h in a  v en tu re  as “ his last 

fling,” bu t  it w as  m uch  m ore  th a n  tha t .  Yearning to  overcom e his pas t  fail

ures, he h ad  p inned his hopes on  this new  mission as his last chance to  keep 

the vow  he had m ade so m any years before to  do  something great for h u m a n 

ity. H e  w as  fiercely determ ined  th a t  C h ina  w ould  be his salvation: this time 

he w o u ld  get it right.
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* 14 *

Into the Fray

Hankou to Xi'an,  7  February-29 March 1938

Given B ethune’s newly minted  co n tem p t for bourgeois  luxuries,  he m ay no t 

have app roved  o f  the com forts  o f  tou r is t  class on  his journey to  H o n g  Kong. 

The  ninety passengers a b o a rd  the E m press o f  A sia  were pam pered  by a  crew  

of over five hundred . At d inner an orchestra played; gentlemen were expected 

to  w ear suits and w om en evening dresses. The  ship’s amenities included a sw im 

m ing  pool,  shuffleboard , dancing, an d  movies. '  Despite the en t icem ent o f  a 

well-stocked bar, Bethune seems to  have m anaged  to  con tro l  his d rinking, 

for Jean  Ewen later stated th a t  she never saw him d ru n k  o r  pursuing w o m en .1 

Struggling aga inst tem p ta t ion  p robab ly  d id n o t  im prove his temper, an d  he 

cha in -sm oked  in com pensa tion .

T h e  sh ip ’s o th e r  passengers included several m issionaries an d  the ir  fam i

lies, the wives o f  som e United States Army servicemen s tationed in the Philip

pines, an d  a few Chinese businessmen from  H o n g  Kong. Also on  b oard  were 

a num ber  o f  A m erican pilots en rou te  to  join the Flying Tiger sq u a d ro n  th a t  

Claire L. Chennault,  a retired US Army Air Corps captain, w as  forming to  fight 

the Japanese .  A no ther  passenger w as  tw enty-nine-year-old  M ichael Lindsay, 

a g rad u a te  o f  Balliol College, O x fo rd ,  w here  his fa the r  w as  master. Lindsay 

w as  on  his w ay  to  Beijing to  teach a t  Yenching University, an A m erican- 

sponso red  inst i tu t ion .  H e  an d  B ethune s truck  up  an  a c q u a in tan c e  w hich ,  

against all odds,  w o u ld  be renewed m on ths  later in a rem ote  area  o f  n o r th 

western  China.

T h e  th ree  w ee k s’ jou rney  d id n o th in g  to  im prove  re la t ions  a m o n g  the 

m em bers  o f  the medical unit. They  avoided  each o ther  a t  meals and  m et only 

briefly a t  o the r  times; w hen  they s topped  a t  Y okoham a,  Kobe, N agasak i ,  and  

Shanghai,  each left the  ship separate ly  for sightseeing excursions.  However, 

Bethune an d  Ewen knew  th a t  Parsons w as  dr ink ing  heavily an d  th a t  he spent 

m any  h o u rs  ca ro u s in g  w ith  the  sh ip ’s engineers  a n d  ra d io  o p e ra to rs .  O n
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occasion he lost con tro l  o f  himself an d  once  had  to  be forcibly ejected from 

the  sa loon  afte r  m ak ing  a public  d is tu rbance .3

Bethune w as  convinced th a t  Parsons w as  using the  un i t ’s m oney  to  buy 

liquor. H e also feared tha t  on  one of his shore visits Parsons might be mugged 

an d  lose the ir  funds as well as the  various letters o f  in troduc tion  he carried. 

Ewen shared  B ethune’s concern ,  so they asked Parsons to  divide the funds 

am o n g  the  th ree  o f  them  an d  su rren d er  the  letters before he w en t  ashore .  

Parsons refused, saying he w as  in charge an d  only he had  the  r ight to  carry  

the  m oney  an d  docum en ts .  M a t te r s  cam e to  a head  a t  Y o k o h am a .  W hen  

Parsons re tu rned  d ru n k  to  the  ship late a t  night,  Bethune co n f ro n ted  him 

an d  d em anded  an  accoun ting  o f  the u n i t ’s finances. W hen  P arsons rebuffed 

him, Bethune w en t to  E w en’s cabin  an d  described the  encounter.4 O pen ing  

his w alle t to  show  her he had  only $ 2 0 0  left, he asked her to  join him in 

sending a cable to  the  C h ina  Aid Council ask ing  th a t  Parsons be b ro u g h t  to  

heel. R e luc tan t  to  take  sides, Ewen refused, an d  Bethune sta lked o u t .$

Before the  E m press o f  A sia  reached  Shanghai on  24 January ,  however, 

E w en changed  her m ind . W hen  the  sh ip  d o cked ,  B ethune w en t  asho re  to  

send a jo int cable to  Philip Jaffe: “ D em an d  recall d ru n k a rd  P arsons  success 

a lready endangered  cable H o n g  K o n g .”6 D uring  the  final th ree  days o f  the 

voyage there w as  n o  reply from  N e w  York, an d  B ethune’s f ru s tra t ion  grew. 

T here  w as  m ore  troub le  as soon  as they d isem barked  in H o n g  Kong. A p re

a r ranged  c o n tac t  failed to  appear, an d  w hen  they w en t  to  the  T h o m a s  C ook  

agency office to  collect a m oney  w ire  D o d d  had  prom ised  to  send, they  dis

covered th a t  it had  n o t  arrived. At this po in t  Parsons adm it ted  th a t  he had 

no  m ore  money. A ccording to  Ewen, Bethune flew in to  a rage, “ s tom ping  

a n d  k ick ing  every th ing  in s ig h t .” P arsons  suggested  they  go  to  the  H otel 

Sylvia, w hich  w as  o w n ed  by a  friend o f  his, telling them  th a t  they  w ould  

be a l low ed to  sleep in the  se rvants’ quar te rs  there. Bethune began to  curse 

Parsons for having d ru n k  aw ay  m oney  th a t  w as  bad ly  needed. But with no  

o the r  op tion ,  he an d  Ewen paid  the  tax i  fare to  the hote l.7

Fortunately, funds from  N ew  York soon  arrived, an d  they were able to  pay 

for meals an d  ac com m odat ion ;  the ir  equ ip m en t  an d  supplies they deposited 

in the  C a n a d ia n  Pacific w arehouse  for la ter  t r an ssh ip m e n t  to  the  interior. 

Likely they also received w o rd  from  the  c a c  th a t  Agnes Smedley h ad  left 

Yan’an and  w as  now  in H an k o u ,  where she w ould  be able to  ac t  as their liai

son. They  cabled  her care  o f  the  US Em bassy in H a n k o u ,  an d  she a r ranged  

for them to  fly there  on 7 February.8 H a n k o u  had  become the tem porary  c a p 

ital o f  the  Chinese G u o m in d a n g  (Nationalist)  governm en t af te r  the  Japanese  

seizure o f  N an jing  in m id-D ecem ber 1937 an d  w as  being bom bed  daily by 

the  Japanese .  W hen the  un it  arrived, they found  themselves p lunged a t  once
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into the  a tm osphe re  o f  war,9 a ir  raid sirens wail ing  as an air c rew  rushed  to  

shroud  the plane in camouflage matting. Waiting for them on  the ta rm ac  were 

Smedley a n d  Jack  Belden, a y o ung  A m erican  jou rna l is t  w i th  U nited  Press 

In terna t ional .  T h e  vehicle th a t  Smedley had  hired w as  unable to  ca rry  their 

pile o f  luggage as well as them , so  she suggested  th a t  they travel by r ick 

shaw . R e fus ing  to  be h a u le d  by a h u m a n  being ,  B e thune  w a lk e d  beh ind  

th e  o thers  to  the docks w here  they b oarded  the  ferry to  cross the  H a n  River 

to  the  city cen tre .10

Their  destination was an  Episcopalian mission com pound .  Within its walls 

w ere  a red-brick  church , several teachers’ bungalow s, an d  the large w ooden  

residence o f  Bishop Logan H . R oots .  M issionaries o f  o th e r  faiths often  re

ferred  to  the  c o m p o u n d  as th e  “ M o sc o w -H e a v e n  A x is” o r  th e  “ Y an’an- 

H eaven  Axis.” This w as  because Roots, know n as the “ pink b ishop ,” offered 

hospitality  to  journalists ,  d ip lom ats ,  an d  officials o f  bo th  the  G uo m in d a n g  

an d  the  C o m m u n is t  Chinese forces. O n e  o f  the leftists to  w h o m  R oots  had 

provided te m p o rary  ac com m odat ion  w as  Smedley, w h o  had  recently arrived 

f rom  Shanxi Province, w here  she had  spen t the last th ree  m on ths  o f  1937 

w ith  the  Eighth R ou te  Arm y.11 W hen  she to ld  R oo ts  th a t  she had  no  place 

to  stay an d  n o  m oney  for a c c o m m o d a t io n ,  he took  her in .11 She had  since 

a r ranged  w ith  h im  to  let the  three m em bers  o f  the c a c  medical un it  stay in 

the  co m p o u n d  until she could  find ac com m odat ion  for them  in the  city. At 

d inner  th a t  night,  Bethune held forth  a b o u t  his experiences an d  op in ions .  

Smedley also  had  plenty  to  say an d  soon  discovered, as Ewen no ted ,  th a t  

Bethune had  little t ime for op in iona ted  fem ales . '3

Shortly  a f te r  Smedley in troduced  Bethune an d  the  o thers  to  R oo ts ,  Z h o u  

Enlai,  political d irec to r  o f  the  Chinese C o m m u n is t  Party, an d  Bo G u, coo r

d ina to r  o f  the  Eighth R oute Army Medical Service, appeared .  H aving  learned 

from  Smedley o f  the expected  arrival o f  the medical unit,  they were  eager to  

meet them. The  tw o  men were acting as liaison officers with the G uom indang  

governm ent in accordance w ith the  United F ron t agreem ent reached between 

it an d  the  Chinese C o m m u n is t  Party  in Septem ber 1 9 3 7 .14 T he ir  advice w as  

th a t  the  m em bers  o f  the  un it  should  meet w ith  D r  R o b e r t  K.S. Lim, the  head 

o f  the  N a tiona l  Red Cross  Society o f  C h in a . '5

Late th a t  evening Smedley accom pan ied  Bethune,  Ewen, an d  P arsons  to 

the  L u the ran  M ission  c o m p o u n d  w here  D r  Lim had  his office. To the ir  sur

prise, he addressed  them  in excellent English delivered in a Scottish ac ce n t . '6 

U nder  the  te rm s o f  the United F ron t A greem ent, Lim w as  obligated  to  assist 

bo th  C o m m u n is t  a n d  G u o m in d a n g  m il ita ry  forces. H e  exp la ined  th a t  he 

w a n te d  to  c o o rd in a te  E ighth  R o u te  A rm y  hosp i ta ls ,  linking th e m  w ith  

am bu lances  to  t r a n sp o r t  the  seriously w o u n d ed  to  the rear. M o s t  docto rs
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an d  nurses w ere  a fra id  to  go  to  the  special a rea  con tro l led  by the  Chinese 

C o m m u n is ts ,  he sa id , an d  he asked  Bethune if he w ou ld  go. B ethune said 

he had  n o  in ten tion  o f  going anyw here  else an d  asked  Ew en if  she to o  w as  

willing. She sa id  she w as ,  bu t Parsons, clinging to  his ro le  as the  head o f  a 

separa te  medical unit ,  tu rn ed  on  them  angrily. “ I cam e to  C h ina  to  s ta r t  a 

hospital so th a t  the  A m erican  people  w o u ld  have som e th ing  they can  su p 

p o r t  a n d  k n o w  is the ir  very o w n ,” he p r o te s te d . '7 A p ro lo n g ed  shou ting  

m a tch  w ith  B ethune ended  w ith  Parsons reluctantly  agreeing to  su rrender  to 

Lim the  receip ts  he ca r r ied  for th e  supplies an d  e q u ip m e n t  s to red  in the  

w arehouse  in H o n g  Kong; these w ere  needed so th a t  Lim could  a rrange  their 

sh ipm en t  to  H a n k o u . '8

A lthough relieved to  learn they w o u ld  eventually receive the a l l- im portan t  

supplies, Bethune hated having to  w ait  for them  to  arrive. H e was also deeply 

d is tu rbed  by the  devasta t ion  an d  suffering caused by the  enem y a t tacks  on 

the  city. T h e  daily  a ir  raids rem inded  him  o f  the  suffering he h ad  witnessed 

in M adrid  an d  A lm ena .  T h e  a im  o f  the  bom b in g  w as  the  sam e as th a t  o f  

N a tiona lis t  a t tacks  in Spain: to  slaughter  the helpless an d  inspire te rro r  in 

civilians. W ith  few Chinese ant i-a ircraf t  guns to  harass them , the  Japanese  

flew low  over the  city, choos ing  the ir  targets a t  will.  N o t  until a few days 

before B ethune an d  Ewen d ep a r ted  d id a C hinese  fighter s q u a d ro n ,  just 

arr ived in W u h a n ,  take off  to  ha rry  the enemy.19

M oved  by the  scenes o f  chaos  an d  des tru c t io n  a r o u n d  them , B ethune 

im plo red  Lim to  p u t  h im  an d  Ewen to  w o rk  w hile  they  w aited  for their  

equ ipm ent .  The  following day  they w en t  to  the sister city o f  H a n y a n g  to  a 

Presbyterian mission hospital. They  found  it disorganized an d  opera ting  with 

a skeleton staff .10 T here  were  few beds, an d  patients  lay o n  the  floor, barely 

a t tended  to. T h e  halls were  filled w ith  the  w o u n d ed ,  w ait ing  for assistance, 

som e dying before they received it. T h e  hospital had  no  cleaning staff, so the 

floors were  covered with b lood, excrem ent,  an d  w aste  from  opera tions;  the 

resulting stench hung  in the  air.1' It w as  far w orse  th a n  an y th ing  Bethune 

had  seen in hospitals  in Spain an d  a to ta l shock for Ewen, w h o  had  had  no 

w ar tim e  experience.

M eanw hile ,  P arsons  con t inued  to  com plica te  the  s i tua tion .  A lthough  he 

h ad  tu rn ed  over  the  receipts for the  medical eq u ipm en t ,  he insisted he w as  

still the  head  o f  the  unit  an d  refused to  give up  th e  funds sent to  him  from 

N e w  York. T h e  th ree  w ere  n o w  living in a ro o m in g -h o u se  Smedley had  

found  for them , bu t  P arsons refused to  speak  to  B ethune an d  Ewen. W hile 

they w o rk e d  in the Presbyterian  hosp ita l,  he d ran k ,  co n t in u in g  to  d r a w  on  

the  c a c  funds. Bethune an d  Ewen each sent a le tter  to  N e w  York ou tl in ing  

the  circum stances  an d  p lead ing  fo r  P arsons’s recall.  Smedley, w h o  w as  also
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concerned ,  explained  the  s i tua tion  to  Z h o u  Enlai and  asked  him  to  a rrange  

for a represen ta tive  from  the  Chinese C o m m u n is t  Party  an d  also one from  

the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y to  send a cable to  the  c a c  pro test ing  P a rso n s ’s be

haviour. She sent her ow n  cable dem an d in g  th a t  D odd  a n d  Jaffe recall him 

immediately. T he ir  response  was: “ Try an d  sm o o th  o u t  difficulties between 

P arsons an d  Bethune. Parsons a first-class surgeon. Bethune, fam ous b lood- 

t ransfus ion  specialist, Spain, fair  su rg eo n .” 21 And they sen t  m ore m oney  -  

to  Parsons.

B ethune a n d  Smedley w ere  a t  the ir  w its ’ end. B e thune w as  offended 

because he believed th a t  the c a c  th o u g h t  he an d  Parsons were engaged in a 

petty  p o w er  struggle for contro l  o f  the  unit.  Smedley, w h o  had  taken  o n  the 

role o f  acting as a liaison between N ew  York an d  the  unit,  despite n o t  being 

on  the best o f  term s w ith  the American C om m unis t  Party, recognized th a t  the 

c a c  h ad  decided to  ignore her assessm ent o f  the  s ituation  an d  decided to 

act. W ith o u t  explain ing  her ac tion  to  the  c a c ,  she dissolved the unit,  telling 

B ethune a n d  Ew en they m u s t  n o w  cons ider  them selves  m em bers  o f  the 

E ighth R ou te  Arm y.13

Bethune w as  angry  a t  the  c a c  bu t resented Smedley’s a rb it ra ry  decision to  

end the un it’s existence. However, he realized th a t  there was no th ing  he could 

do: Smedley w o rk e d  closely w ith  bo th  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y an d  D r  Lim, 

and  she knew  the military medical conditions in the areas w here he and  Ewen 

were heading. She could also provide financial assistance, w ithou t which they 

could do  nothing. Since her recent arrival in H a n k o u ,  Smedley had  formed 

an  o rganization  she nam ed  the  N o r th w e s te rn  Partisan Relief C o m m ittee .14 

T h ro u g h  her  m any  c o n tac ts  she had  a lready  raised  a subs tan tia l  a m o u n t  

in tended to  aid the families o f  partisan  units  fighting a longside the  Eighth 

R ou te  Army, and  she to ld  Bethune an d  Ewen she could d ra w  on  these funds 

to  pay  for their  t ra n sp o r ta t io n  to  the w a r  zone .15

Smedley also found  an o th e r  d o c to r  willing to  join them. H e  w as  Richard 

Brow n, a C anad ian  Anglican missionary.16 H av ing  left his mission hospital 

in G uide in H e n a n  province, he had arr ived in H a n k o u  o n  15 February  to  

renew  his passport ,  receive dental trea tm en t,  and  conduc t mission business.17 

D uring  a visit to  Bishop R oots  he learned o f  the u rgen t need for medical per

sonnel in the Red Triangle, the northw est  region held by C om m unis t  forces.18 

W hen  R oots  told him th a t  Bethune an d  Ewen p lanned  to  go  there, Brown 

expressed  interest.  R o o ts  suggested  he m eet w ith  Smedley to  learn m ore  

details. After she described the  s ituation ,  B row n decided to  offer his serv

ices. H e  explained th a t  the Japanese ,  w ho  had a lready bom bed  Guide, w ould  

soon  o v e r ru n  his a rea  a n d  close the  mission hosp ita l.  Believing th a t  his 

com m itm en t  w as  to  the Chinese people, he w as  willing to  go  w here  the  need
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was greatest,  even if it m ean t  trea ting  co m m u n is t  w o u nded .  O n  16 February  

he m e t Bethune an d  Ewen an d  assured them  th a t  as soon  as he ob ta ined  the 

perm ission o f  his superiors  he w o u ld  fo llow  them  to  the  n o r th w e s t .29 O n  

Saturday, 19 February, he sent an airmail le tter to  Bishop W hite  in T o ron to  

expla in ing  w h a t  he p roposed  to  d o .3° Early th e  following m o rn in g  he left 

H a n k o u  to  re turn  to  his mission a t  Guide.

M eanw hile ,  Parsons’s behaviour had escalated into crisis. Bethune received 

a call a t  the  Presbyterian  hospital saying th a t  Parsons,  in a delir ious rage, 

had  th rea tened  som e o f  the  residents in his board ing-house .  Bethune dashed 

to  the scene, go t  him  in to  bed, and  b ro u g h t  in an  English d oc to r  to  exam ine 

him. The  physic ian gave Bethune a certificate dec laring  Parsons a chronic  

alcoholic incapable o f  caring for himself. W ith  this certificate an d  the  assis

tance o f  a n o th e r  doctor,  Smedley had  Parsons adm itted  the  following day 

to  the  R o m an  C atholic  M ission H ospita l  for t rea tm en t.  A few weeks later 

Parsons w ould  agree to  re turn  to  the U nited States.3'

Bethune w as  relieved to  be rid o f  Parsons a t  last, b u t  tensions were  bu i ld 

ing between him  and  Smedley. T he ir  personalities had  clashed a lm o s t  from  

the  beginning: bo th  w ere  s trong-w illed ,  o u tsp o k e n ,  q u ick - tem pered ,  an d  

a t  times self-righteous. Smedley, w h o  w as  pay ing  for the ir  t r a n sp o r t ,  had  

her o w n  ideas a b o u t  h o w  Bethune an d  Ew en could  m ake  themselves m ost 

useful to  the  Eighth R ou te  Army, an d  a t  one po in t  she an d  Bethune argued  

fiercely. H e  b rough t  o u t  the  instruc tions he an d  Parsons had  received from 

the C h ina  Aid Council on  the eve o f  their  d ep a r tu re  f rom  N e w  York and ,  

su m m on ing  Ewen, read them  aloud . O n e  o f  them , which he em phasized  to  

Smedley, s ta ted  th a t  in the  event o f  a conflict between the  instruc tions o f  the 

Eighth R oute  A rm y an d  those o f  Smedley, he w as  to  accept the  decision of 

the  Eighth R ou te  Arm y.32

B e thune’s ir r i ta t ion  w ith  Smedley w as  ex a ce rb a te d  by th e  delay  in the 

a rr ival o f  the  eq u ip m e n t  f rom  H o n g  Kong. H e  yea rned  to  be serving a t  

the  f ro n t  w ith  the  Eighth  R o u te  Army, n o t  f lounder ing  in the  m o rass  o f  

H a n k o u .  H e repeatedly  urged Smedley an d  Lim to  a l low  him an d  Ew en to  

leave and  to  send the equ ipm ent after them. Jam es  Bertram, a journalis t  from  

N ew  Z ea lan d ,  m et Bethune a t  this t im e, p robab ly  a t  one  o f  several d inners  

in H a n k o u  a t tended  by m issionary  d o c to rs  and  n ew spaper  m en. H e  la ter  

w ro te  his impression o f  B e thune’s sta te  o f  mind: “ H e  w as  then very tense 

an d  s trung  up  -  sm oking  heavily a n d  obviously u nder  considerab le  strain  ... 

H e w o re  a small po in ted  beard  a la Lenin, an d  liked to  str ike a Lenin pose 

w hen  being ph o to g rap h e d  ...  I th o u g h t  h im  a very lively an d  gifted m a n ,  bu t  

pretty  egoistic an d  certainly driven by a d aem on  o f  his ow n :  he w an te d  to  be 

a hero  o r  a m artyr  o f  the Revolution, a t  any cos t .’’33 Bethune continued  badg 
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ering Smedley and  Lim, w h o  finally gave in. T hey  could  go, they  were  told, 

a n d  they w ould  n o t  go  em pty  handed .  Lim an d  Smedley do n a ted  m oney  for 

them  to  buy enough  surgical equ ipm en t  an d  medical supplies in H a n k o u  to  

m eet the ir  initial needs.54 Bethune an d  Ew en eagerly set a b o u t  pack ing  the 

purchases ,  w h ich ,  w ith  the ir  personal  be longings,  filled fifteen pieces o f  

luggage an d  som e ca r to n s .35

O n  Tuesday, 22 February, no  dou b t  to  everyone’s relief, Bethune and  Ewen 

b o a rd e d  the  5 a m  t ra in  bou n d  for Beijing.36 A ccom pany ing  them  as their  

guide w as  an  Eighth R oute  A rm y soldier nam ed  Z h o u  Z angzheng  w h o  was 

re tu rn ing  to  his unit. Their  u l t im ate  des tina tion  w as  the  to w n  o f  H o n g to n g  

in the  Jin-Cha-Ji Border  Region, a political area  sou thw est  o f  Beijing created 

by the  te rm s o f  the United F ron t  A greem ent an d  in which the  com m unis ts  

had  been g ran te d  sovere ignty .37 O n e  o f  the  th ree  d iv is ions o f  the  Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y w as  h ea dquar te red  there. The  d is tance between H a n k o u  and  

Linfen, the  nearest rail te rm inus  to  H o n g to n g ,  w as  a lm ost  a th o u sa n d  k ilo

metres. In peacetim e it w o u ld  have been an easy three-day tr ip ,  bu t  w ar tim e 

cond it ions  tu rn ed  it in to  an  epic journey.

They  travelled th ird  class, called “ hard  sea t” because o f  the uncom fortable 

w o o d en  benches in the  carriages. T h e  spaces beneath  the  seats an d  in the 

racks above  were c ra m m ed  w ith  luggage an d  personal possessions, an d  peo

ple jam m ed  the n a r ro w  aisles. T here  were no  d in ing  facilities in th ird  class, 

so passengers b rough t their ow n  food o r  bough t it from the vendors haw king  

their  wares on  s ta tion  p la tform s. At m any  stops, board ing  passengers lugged 

w ith  them  farm produc ts  an d  livestock such as chickens an d  goats ,  a n d  the 

pungent smells o f  people and  anim als in close quar te rs  hung  in the  hum id air. 

To endu re  eighteen h o u rs  u nder  such cond it ions  w as  try ing even for Ewen 

an d  Z h o u ,  w h o  had  experience o f  rail travel in C h ina ,  bu t  Bethune found  it 

unbearab le .  Long  before the s low -m oving tra in  reached the rail-junction city 

o f  Z h en g z h o u ,  five h u n d red  k ilom etres  n o r th  o f  H a n k o u ,  he had  decided 

th a t  he had  to  find a better w ay  to  con tinue  the  journey.

T h ey  a r r iv ed  a t  Z h e n g z h o u  a t  1 1  p m . A fter  rec la im ing  th e i r  luggage 

a n d  equ ipm en t  an d  hiring por te rs  to  transfe r  it to  a w es tb o u n d  t ra in ,  they 

discovered there  were no  seats available on  it. T hey  sent Z h o u  in to  the city 

to  find accom m o d a t io n ,  bu t  he re tu rned  to  repo r t  th a t  the  city’s hotels were 

full o f  refugees fleeing th e  Ja p an e se .  It w as  n o w  afte r  m idn igh t  an d  the  

s ta t ion  w as  locked, so Z h o u  suggested they spend the  night in a freight shed. 

As they settled d o w n  under  their  sheepskin  coats,  a w o m an  carry ing  a child 

c re p t  in to  a co rne r;  there  she hudd led ,  try ing  to  p ro tec t  her  w ail ing  baby 

from  the  cold. Ewen offered her a qu il t  th a t  she w as  carry ing  and  to ld  her 

B ethune w as  a doctor.  H e  then  b ro u g h t  o u t  a tin o f  con d e n se d  m ilk  and
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helped th e  m o th e r  spoon-feed  the  hung ry  child . T h e  n ex t  m o rn in g  the 

w o m a n  to ld  them  she w as  a so ld ier’s wife an d  th a t  she h ad  to  s u p p o r t  

herself  while her h u sband  was away. Bethune offered her money, w hich  she 

refused a t  first. To a l low  her to  save face, he assured her th a t  it was n o t  char

ity b u t  a loan, an d  th a t  he w ou ld  re turn  to  collect it a t  the end o f  the  war.38

Shortly  before n o o n  they b o a rd e d  a tra in  b o u n d  for T o n gguan ,  nearly 

three hu n d red  kilom etres west o f  Z h engzhou .  By harangu ing  the c o n d u c to r  

a n d  paying him $25 M ex ,  a ra the r  large sum , B ethune a r ranged  for them  to 

travel second class in a w agon-lit  c o m p a r tm e n t .39 T h e  journey tu rn ed  o u t  to 

be a long one  because the  engineer kep t s topp ing  the tra in  w henever  J a p a n 

ese bom bers  were  sighted. They  had  travelled for only an  h o u r  w hen  a larm  

bells sounded  an d  the tra in  screeched to  a halt. W ith  the o th e r  passengers, 

they ran  in to  a field an d  th rew  themselves on  the  g round .  Luckily it w as  a 

false alarm: aircraft  d roned  high overhead bu t were heading for m ore  d is tan t  

prey. T h e  all-clear soon  sounded ; however, the  engine had  been uncoupled  

a n d  moved several h u n d red  metres d o w n  the  tracks,  an d  by the  time it was 

again linked to  the  cars an d  the passengers h ad  regained the ir  seats, m ore  

th a n  an  h o u r  had  passed. This process w ou ld  be repeated  several t im es over 

the  course o f  the n ex t  day.

T h e  anc ien t walled  city o f  Tongguan , w here  they hoped  to  transfe r  to  a 

n o r th b o u n d  tra in  to  Linfen, is located a t  the  g rea t  bend o f  the  Yellow River 

where it tu rns  eas tw ard  to w ard  the sea. There  the river cuts th rough  the loess 

pla teau; over the centuries powerful w inds from  the  Gobi Desert have buried 

a vast region in thick layers o f  fine silty soil. F rom the train  Bethune and  Ewen 

gazed o u t  a t  a landscape  carved  in to  perfec t te rraces  by w ind  a n d  water,  

sm ooth  rounded  hills topped  by long sharp  crests loom ing above. T here  were 

no  trees, only scrub do t t in g  the  yel low ish-brow n earth .  They  arr ived a t  the 

railway station outside Tongguan a t  3  p m  on  Thursday. Their  guide suggested 

they w alk  the  th ree  k ilom etres to  the sou th  gate o f  the city while he followed 

with por te rs  carry ing  their  luggage.

At the  city ga te  they  sh o w ed  the ir  passes, a n d  an  E ighth  R o u te  A rm y 

gu ard  directed  them  to  the  barracks ,  w here  they w ere  w arm ly  received by 

the  co m m a n d in g  officer. T hey  w ashed ,  ate a qu ick  meal,  a n d  set to  w o rk  

tend ing  w o u n d e d  soldiers. T h en  Bethune w as  asked  to  t rea t  a civilian w ith  

a gang renous  leg, w hich  he h ad  to  am p u ta te .  A fte rw a rd  he w as  nonplussed  

to  find Ewen in a hea ted  a rg u m e n t  w ith  the m a n ’s wife, w h o  insisted on  t a k 

ing the  m aggo ty  leg so  th a t  it cou ld  be buried  w ith  her h u sb a n d  w h en  he 

died. “ O h ,  com e on! T h is  is the  tw en tie th  ce n tu ry !” Bethune grow led  and  

to ld  Ew en n o t  to  give it to  her. But the  w o m a n  m anaged  to  seize th e  leg and  

ca r ry  it off.40
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W hen  they finished surgery, Bethune o rdered  Ewen to  com e outside  the 

building w ith him. She knew  from  his tone th a t  he was upset, an d  he soon 

rounded  on  her. They  had  just trea ted  Eighth R ou te  A rm y patients ,  the first 

o f  many, he said coldly. If she w an ted  to  rem ain  as his assistant,  she m ust u n 

derstand  th a t  the natu re  o f  their  relationship was entirely professional. Under 

no  c i rcum stances  m ust  she ever address  h im  inform ally: she m u s t  a lw ays 

refer to  him as “ D octor .” And because he was the doctor, it w as  he an d  never 

she w h o  w o u ld  m a k e  every d iagnosis  a n d  dec ide the  n a tu re  o f  t r ea tm e n t  

required . Ew en was puzzled. She had  never addressed  him by his first nam e 

d u r in g  the ir  w o rk  toge ther  in the  hospita l in H a n y a n g  a n d  h ad  m ade  no 

a t te m p t  to  d iagnose  a  p a t ie n t ’s co nd i t ion .  A lthough  angered  by his harsh  

tone  an d  feeling th a t  he w as  trea ting  her  as a servant,  she determ ined  to  do 

her best to  please h im .4'

Learning to  his frustra t ion  th a t  they w o u ld  n o t  be able to  m ake  a  ferry 

connect ion  to  cross the  Yellow River until the  fo llowing day, Bethune w en t 

off  on  his ow n  to  explore  the city. H e could no t resist s topp ing  n o w  an d  then 

a t  ven d o r’s stalls to  sample bowls o f  ba i jiu, a fiercely po ten t  rice liquor avail

able everywhere in large ea r th en w are  vessels. W ander ing  th rough  the maze 

o f  n a r ro w  streets, he eventually  realized he had  lost his way. However, he 

soon  heard  his nam e called an d  saw a m an  on  a bicycle, a revolver s trapped  

to  his w ais t,  pedalling  to w a rd  him. This  tu rn ed  o u t  to  be D r  R obert  M c

Clure , a C anad ian  medical missionary  w h o  w as  acting field d irec to r  for the 

In ternat ional Red Cross. En rou te  by rail to  his headquar te rs  in Z h engzhou ,  

he h ad  s topped  a t  T on g g u an  s ta t ion  w h ere  w orr ied  C hinese  officials in 

form ed him th a t  a C a n ad ian  d o c to r  had  gone missing.

By this time Bethune had d runk  a considerable am o u n t  o f  bai jiu . As usual,  

l iquo r  roused  his volatile temper, a n d  he co m pla ined  bitter ly  to  M cC lu re  

a b o u t  the  delay  in his jou rney  no r th .  As they w alked  back  to  the  a rm y  

barracks,  M cC lu re  tried to  tu rn  the conversa tion  to  C a n ad a  and  the practice 

o f  m edicine there .  But B ethune sh o w ed  no  p leasure  in m eeting  a n o th e r  

C a n ad ian  d oc to r  an d  fellow gradua te  o f  the University o f  T o ron to ,  even in 

the  unlikely location o f  no r thern  C hina in the middle o f  a war. M cC lure  later 

said, “ H e  d id n ’t feel himself  a C anad ian .  H e felt th a t  he’d given up  C anada .  

H e  w as  very crit ical o f  the es tab l ishm ent ...  They  were  all m oney-grubbers ,  

they were  sta tus-chasers. Very p a rano id  a b o u t  anybody  in tho rac ic  surgery, 

particularly  [because] they had  ostracized him and  had n o t  recognized his 

ability. T hey  had  kep t him o u t  o f  practice, kep t him o u t  o f  the  jobs th a t  he 

w an ted  to  do .  T hey  had  th w ar te d  h im  in his efforts to  establish his b ran d  o f  

th o rac ic  surgery  in C a n a d a .  Very b it te r  ...  H e  w as  fighting in th e  w orld  

revolu tion .  The  Spanish f ron t  had  closed off an d  he was go ing  to  the  C h ina
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f ro n t .” 4- M cC lu re  w arned  him th a t  the Japanese  were m oving  rapidly  south  

to w a r d  th e  city  o f  L infen, b u t  B e thune insisted th a t  he w o u ld  co n t in u e  

n o r th ,  Japanese  o r  n o  Japanese .  Back a t  the  b a r racks  M cC lu re  w ished him 

luck an d  left.

T h e  n ex t  m orn ing ,  Bethune, Ewen, a n d  Z h o u ,  fo llow ed by ten  por te rs  

ca rry ing  the ir  luggage an d  equ ipm en t  in w hee lbarrow s ,  set o ff  for the  south  

bank  o f  the Yellow River, Bethune likely nurs ing  a hangover  from  bat jiu . 
After crossing in a junk , they arr ived a t  the  railway s ta tion  in the tow n  o f  

Fenglingdu on  the  nor th  side o f  the river; there  they learned th a t  the  train  

leaving fo r  Linfen w as  a lready  packed  w ith  C hinese  t ro o p s  being  sen t  to 

c o n f ro n t  the  advancing  Japanese .  Luckily Z h o u  noticed an  em pty  boxca r  a t  

the  end o f  the tra in ,  an d  the  por te rs  helped them  haul their  fifteen cases and 

several ca r tons  d o w n  the p la tfo rm  an d  a b o a rd .  T h e  th ree  settled in, perched 

on  improvised cushions Z h o u  had  m ade  from  bales o f  hay. A short  time later 

th ree  w o m en  in a rm y  u n ifo rm s  c lim bed  in. T h ey  identified themselves as 

teachers en route to  Yan’an  to  enrol in K angda ,  the  Anti-Japanese Aggression 

M il i ta ry  an d  Political University.

Several hours  after its scheduled d ep a r tu re  time the  tra in  a t  last began  its 

run  to  the city o f  Linfen, tw o  h u n d red  kilom etres to  the  no r th .  Like their  

previous tw o  trains, this one moved agonizingly slowly as it w ended  its w ay  

th rough  the valley o f  the Fen River. T hey  had  gone som e d istance w hen  one 

o f  the  teachers began to  play a small flute. A n o th e r  joined her, playing an  er 

h u ,  a t rad i t io n a l  Chinese tw o-s tr inged  violin, an d  th e  th ree  teachers  sang 

rousing  an t i - Japanese  songs p o p u la r  a m o n g  par t i san  forces in the  no r th .  

Bethune dug  in to  his luggage an d  b rough t  o u t  a ukulele. T w ang ing  aw ay  on 

it, he sang several Spanish tunes. Ewen w as  as ton ished , as he se ldom  let his 

personal side show. N o t  to  be o u td o n e ,  Z h o u  pulled a  m o u th  o rg an  from 

his pocket.  H e  tu rn ed  o u t  to  be a skilled perfo rm er  w ith  an extensive reper

to ire ,  w h ich  to  th e  C a n a d i a n s ’ a m u s e m e n t  inc luded  a  lively vers ion  o f  

“ Yankee D o o d le .”43

D u r in g  the ir  th i r ty -h o u r  journey, several t ra in s  passed th e m  carry ing  

refugees sou th  to  Tongguan . O m inously ,  each one w as  packed , w ith  people 

sit ting on  the roofs o f  the  cars an d  even clinging to  th e  engine. But Bethune 

and  Ewen were  still unprepared  for the chaos  they found o n  reaching Linfen. 

W hen the train  arrived in m id-afternoon on  Saturday, 26 February, the station 

w as  in turm oil .  T h o u san d s  o f  men, w o m en ,  a n d  children  loaded d o w n  with 

possessions jostled frantically with throngs o f  soldiers, m any o f  them w ounded ,  

all try ing to  s to rm  the  tra in  from  T ongguan  even before the incom ing  t ro o p s  

had  d isem barked .  Seemingly u n concerned  a b o u t  the ir  o w n  p red icam en t.
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Bethune w as  o u traged  th a t  no  governm en t agency w as  a t tem p ting  to  hand  

o u t  food an d  medicine to  those  in need.44

T h ere  w ere  no  por te rs ,  b u t  w ith  Z h o u ’s help  B ethune an d  Ewen m a n 

hand led  their  luggage an d  equ ipm en t  d o w n  the p la tfo rm , forcing the ir  way 

th ro u g h  the  despera te  hordes.  T h en  Z h o u  w e n t  in to  the  city to  rep o r t  to  

Eighth R ou te  A rm y H eadquar te rs .  N o t  long afte r  he left, the  air-raid siren 

sounded ,  an d  Bethune and  Ew en w ere  sw ept a long  in the c ro w d  th a t  dashed 

in to  trenches dug  in the  sand  near  the  s ta tion .  T h ir ty  seconds later, several 

Japanese  planes zoom ed  in low, strafed  the  s ta t ion ,  then sped on  to  o ther  

targets.

Shortly a f te r  the  all-clear sounded ,  Z h o u  re tu rned  w ith  three soldiers to  

help carry  the ir  bags an d  supplies. H e  told Ewen th a t  a Japanese  force was 

rapidly  bearing d o w n  on  Linfen an d  w as  less than  fifteen k ilom etres away. 

T h e  headquar te rs  o f  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y had  been moved, an d  there  was 

no  tim e to  search  for it. T h e  on ly  w ay  to  avoid  ca p tu re  w as  to  re tu rn  to 

Tongguan  as soon  as possible. W hen  Ew en to ld  Bethune they w ould  have to 

go  back ,  he lost his temper, b lam ing  the s i tuation  on  her. “ O f  all the  dam ned  

inefficiency 1 have ever seen!” he shou ted .  “ W here  the  hell are  yo u r  b ra ins?” 

But there  w as  n o  o th e r  op t io n :  they w ere  ca u g h t  be tw een  an  advanc ing  

Japanese  arm y  an d  a re trea ting  Chinese o ne .45

However, the t ra in ’s engineer, terrified o f  an o th e r  Japanese  air a t tack ,  now  

refused to  leave. As the c ro w d  milled in confusion ,  Z h o u  noticed a freight 

tra in  a b o u t  to  head  south .  O n e  car, loaded w ith  rice, still had  en ough  room  

for the  three o f  them  and  their luggage. They  dragged themselves ab o a rd  just 

before the  train  pulled out.  Bethune an d  Ew en slept in te rm ittently  o n  rock- 

ha rd  bags o f  rice an d  w o k e  in the  middle o f  the  n igh t to  realize th a t  they 

were n o t  moving. A ngry voices were  raised ou ts ide ,  an d  Z h o u  w en t off  to 

find o u t  w h a t  w as  going on. It turned ou t tha t  they were on a siding in a village 

called Goasi ,  only forty kilom etres sou th  o f  Linfen. T h e  engineer had  a b a n 

doned  the tra in  because he w as  afra id  to  proceed a long  the  heavily bom bed  

rail line. Bethune an d  Ew en rem ained  in the ca r  until daylight,  w hen  Z h o u  

returned to  tell them th a t  an Eighth Route  Army officer, M a jo r  Li, and  a h an d 

ful o f  soldiers had  decided to  carry  aw ay  the  rice, which w ould  o therw ise  fall 

in to  the  hands  o f  the advancing  enemy. As soon  as they cou ld  m ake  a r ran g e 

ments to  buy mules and  carts in nearby villages, they w ould  leave. They  w ould  

head  sou thw es t  to  the Yellow River an d  try to  cross in to  the  neighbouring  

province o f  Shaanxi. M a jo r  Li had  prom ised  tha t,  after he deposited  the  rice 

a t  an Eighth R ou te  A rm y depo t ,  he w ou ld  a r range  for the  C anad ians  and  

the ir  equ ip m en t  to  be taken  nor th  to  Yan’an.
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Resigning them selves to  a n o th e r  lengthy w ait ,  B e thune a n d  Ew en sat 

dow n under a m ulberry tree near the entrance to  the village. O n e  on  each side 

of the trunk ,  they leaned back, exhausted .  Suddenly a d ro p  o f  liquid splashed 

o n to  Ew en’s han d ,  an d  then another.  They  jum ped up  to  search  the  tree, and  

to  the ir  h o r ro r  d iscovered  th e  b ody  o f  a  child  in red t ro u se rs  su spended  

upside d o w n  from  the to p  branches.  “ M y  God! M y  G o d ! “ Bethune m u t 

tered as they hurried  back to  the t ra in .46

It w as  nearly  tw o  days  before the  soldiers found  an d  b o u g h t  ca r ts  and  

hired mule drivers to  carry  the tw o  hundred  bags o f  rice, each weighing forty 

kilos. At noon  on  28 February  1938, the  ca ravan  o f  fifty soldiers, drivers, and 

assistants  an d  forty-tw o carts,  each d ra w n  by th ree  mules, began the  trek. It 

w as  a w arm ,  sunny  day, an d  a t  first all w en t well. A b o u t  4 г м  Bethune, w ho  

w as  w alk ing  beside the  lead car t ,  saw  tw o  Japanese  planes heading south .  

T h e  a i rc ra ft  s igh ted  the  ca rav an  a n d  headed  in the ir  d irec tion .  M a jo r  Li 

shouted a com m an d ,  an d  everyone ran  aw ay  from the mules and  carts. There 

w as  no  shelter, so they th rew  themselves face d o w n  o n  the  sandy  g ro u n d  

som e fifty metres away. O n e  p lane banked  an d  sw ooped  above  them  to  gain 

a clear sighting o f  its target.  T hen  it dove, levelling off a t  no  m ore  th a n  sixty 

metres as it roared  to w a rd  the ca ravan .  A lthough  Bethune w o u ld  later esti

m ate  th a t  the  p lane w as  so low  the pilot could  have hit the  ca ravan  w ith  a 

baseball, the  four bom bs  it d ro p p ed  missed the  leading carts.  However, on 

the  second  pass, b o m b s  exp loded  close to  the  last ca r ts ,  sp ray ing  deadly  

shrapnel horizontally  a t  bullet-like speed less th a n  a metre above the ground . 

T h e  sc ream s o f  w o u n d e d  a n d  dy ing  mules filled the  a ir  as the  p lane  flew 

away. Fifteen o f  the an im als  were killed in the a t tack  and  twelve w o u n d ed ;  

fou r  m en required  medical a t ten t io n .47

F our  hours  passed dur ing  which Bethune trea ted  the  w o u n d ed ,  an d  sol

diers transported  them  to  a nearby village. Several carts also had  to  be repaired 

an d  the  ca ravan ,  n o w  half  its original size, w as  restruc tured.  Ewen, w h o  had  

been a t  the  rear  o f  the ca ravan  an d  had  narrow ly  escaped serious injury, was 

in a sta te  o f  shock  an d  could  barely help Bethune. As he dressed a w o und ,  

he said to  her, “ Every m an m ust have tw o  baptism s in his life, one  with w ater  

an d  one w ith  fire. You’ve just had  yours  w ith  fire.”

“ You’re nothing but a bloody missionary!” she snapped . T h e  w ords  struck 

him deeper th a n  she could  have k n ow n ,  an d  he exp loded ,  shouting ,  “ D o n ’t 

you ever say th a t  again, you fucking son o f  a b itch !” She ran aw ay  in tears .48

Travelling all night,  sleeping fitfully on  the bags o f  rice, they arr ived  a t  

d aw n  on  Tuesday a t  a village on the sou th  bank  o f  the Fen River. They  found 

ro o m s in a small inn, where,  exhausted ,  they ate the  food provided. T hen  

Bethune w en t o ff  to  sleep in the  nex t room  while Ewen d row sed  w here  she
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w as. M e an w h ile ,  w o rd  o f  th e  a r r iva l  o f  a foreign d o c to r  qu ick ly  spread 

th rough  the  village an d  a c ro w d  o f  people ga thered  in the fron t ro o m  o f  the 

inn w ait ing  for Bethune to  aw aken .  Some began to  ques tion  a m em b er  of 

the  ca ravan ,  w h o  w as  s tanding  guard .  H e  w as  a young  teenager Bethune had 

n icknam ed  Buck because o f  his p ro trud ing  f ron t teeth , an d  he launched into 

a vivid descrip tion  o f  the  Japanese  a t tack ,  including a loud rendit ion  o f  the 

roars  o f  the  Japanese  a irc ra ft  an d  the  exploding  bom bs. Suddenly the  inner 

d o o r  o f  the  room  burs t  open ,  and  Bethune sta lked o u t  “ like a thunde rs to rm  

in long johns .” T h e  Chinese scattered , terrified o f  the  “ foreign devil.” Pick

ing Buck up  by the  collar, Bethune carried  h im outside. “ N o w  fo r  C h r is t ’s 

sake, shu t  u p !” he growled  an d  re tu rned  to  his room . Ewen, roused by the 

co m m o tio n ,  heard  Buck re turn  an d  assure his audience, n o w  slowly filtering 

back , th a t  despite the  foreign d o c to r ’s bad  temper, he had  “a g ood  hear t  and  

golden h a n d s .”49

U nable to  re tu rn  to  sleep, Bethune and  Ewen ordered  breakfast,  a bowl o f  

sweet fermented rice w a te r  conta in ing  a bea ten  egg, an d  began to  exam ine 

and  trea t  the  patients  w h o m  Buck had  organized  in a long line. A few were 

soldiers, bu t  m o s t  w ere  civilians. D uring  the  process Bethune an d  Ewen sev

eral times exchanged  sharp  w ords ,  an d  she refused to  follow the  trea tm en t 

he d ic ta ted  for a pa t ien t  suffering f rom  leprosy. H av ing  had  considerab le  

experience w ith  the  disease dur ing  her  previous stay  in C h ina ,  she said th a t  

v itam in pills and  dressings w o u ld  d o  n o th in g  for him. Bethune contro l led  

his tem per  until they had  seen the last pa t ien t  an d  ea ten  a meal. T h en ,  as he 

had  done  in Tongguan , he suggested they take a w alk ,  and  Ewen braced her

self for w h a t  w as  com ing. O n ly  a few steps from  the inn, he burs t  ou t ,  “ You 

are  trucu len t ,  self-sufficient, overconfident,  an d  absolute ly  no  use to  me and  

you  are  also a d isgrace  to  y o u r  il lustr ious f a th e r !” 50 Ew en sh o t  back ,  “ I 

a lw ays try  to  be a disgrace to  m y father.” T h en ,  she added ,  “ I will be pleased 

to  leave this b loody  unit  w hen  w e reach X i’a n ,” an d  w alked  off.51 But this 

w as  n o t  the  end o f  Bethune’s displeasure w ith  her. W hen  they re turned  to  the 

inn they found several soldiers, dirty, ragged and  covered w ith  lice an d  blood, 

wait ing  for treatm ent.  Bethune dem anded  dressings and  drugs, an d  Ewen had 

to  tell him  they h ad  none  left, just a dozen  vials o f  ca tgu t,  because Bethune 

h ad  used up  everything else trea t ing  people a long  the  way. H e  refused to 

believe her, sure the  supplies were  simply m isp laced .51

W ith  no th ing  to  do  until the carts  were  transferred  to  the  nor th  side o f  the 

Fen River, Bethune explored  the city o f  X injiang on the  far  shore. The  river 

was low  for the season, a b o u t  a metre an d  a half  deep, an d  Bethune had h im 

self carried across piggyback by a husky Chinese. The  tw in spires o f  a Rom an 

C atholic  mission church  on  the  city skyline a t t rac ted  his a t ten t ion ,  an d  he
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m a d e  his w ay  there .  T h e  tw o  residen t F ransciscan  priests  g ree ted  h im  

warmly, hand ing  him  a cigar  an d  open ing  a bo ttle  o f  red wine. T hey  told 

h im they w ere  expecting  the  Japanese  w ith in  th ir ty-s ix  hours .  T h e  m a y o r  

and  the police h ad  a lready fled, b u t  the  parish ioners  an d  the ir  families had  

rem a ined ,  ho p in g  to  find refuge in the  chu rch  c o m p o u n d .  In response  to  

B ethune’s ques tion  o f  w he the r  the Japanese  w o u ld  respect the  French flag 

flying above  the  chu rch ,  they sh rugged  an d  po in ted  o u t  th a t  the  Japanese  

had  killed m issionaries in o the r  areas. But, they  said , it w as  the ir  d u ty  to 

rem ain  to  try to  pro tec t  the ir  parishioners. Bethune relaxed his co m m u n is t  

principles so  far as to  a t tend  an evening service an d  later w ro te  o f  the  F ra n 

ciscans, “ I ad m ired  the ir  co u ra g e  ...  T h e i r  last w o rd s  to  me were ,  as we 

parted ,  ‘I hope  w e m eet again  on  ea r th ,  if no t ,  then  in H eaven .’” 53

T h e  following m orn ing  the por te rs  hau led  the rice across the  river, then 

prepared  to  ca rry  Bethune an d  Ewen. She said she w o u ld  ra the r  swim across 

in her underw ear,  b u t  Bethune to ld  her she w o u ld  scandalize the  local p o p 

ulation. So she sa t on a cha ir  grasped by four porters w h o  lifted it to  shoulder  

height as they w ad ed  in to  the water. M idw ay, one lost his grip  a n d  the  cha ir  

t ipped ,  p lung ing  Ewen headfirs t  in to  the  frigid, m u d d y  water.  S truggling 

to  her feet, she saw  a large g ro u p  o f  Chinese on  the  shore  gr inn ing  a t  her 

m ishap. A m ong  them , ben t doub le  with laughter, w as  Bethune. For the  nex t 

tw en ty -four  hours  she refused to  speak to  h im .54

T h e  w ag o n  leader, having learned th a t  the  Japanese  had  a lready  cap tu red  

Linfen a n d  w ere  head ing  so u th ,  w as  de te rm in e d  to  m ove m ore  rap id ly  an d  

to  travel by n igh t w est  a lo n g  the  n o r th  b an k  o f  the  Fen River. H e  w as  in 

f re q u en t  conflic t  w ith  Bethune, w h o  insisted o n  s to p p in g  th e  c a ra v a n  to  

t r e a t  w o u n d e d  so ld ie rs  a lo n g  th e  way. O n e  w as  a boy o f  n o  m o re  th a n  

six teen w hose  sh o u ld e r  h ad  been sm ashed  to  a pu lp  by a bullet. W eeping, 

he cried o u t ,  “ I d o n ’t  w a n t  to  die! I have  n o t  l ived!” B e thune t rea ted  h im, 

as he d id  all the  w o u n d e d ,  “w i th  g rea t  te nderness  -  a lm o s t  like a n u n ,"  

Ewen la ter  n o te d .55

To add  to  their problems, hordes o f  abandoned ,  hungry  children joined the 

w a g o n  tra in  every tim e they s topped .  B ethune trea ted  the ir  a i lm en ts  an d  

often fed them. H e also argued the re luc tan t q u ar te rm as te r  in to  issuing arm y  

trousers and  jackets to  c lo the  them , Gleefully pu tt ing  on  as m any  as three 

un iform s an d  caps,  the  children now  considered themselves rich, having so 

m any  new  c lo thes  an d  so m uch  r ice .56 B ethune also  insisted on  t rea ting  

w o u n d e d  civilians an d  refugees w h o  were  un co n n ec ted  w ith  the  Eighth  

R ou te  A rm y o r  the  co m m u n is t  partisans.  T hose  w h o  had  n o w here  to  go he 

loaded  on  the  carts.  O n e  o f  these w as  a w o m a n  w h o  had  lost her  child in a 

bom bing . O n e  night he accom pan ied  som e soldiers w h o  w en t  to  a village to
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set boo b y  traps ,  an d  he re tu rned  w ith  an  ab a n d o n ed  baby  -  a boy -  which 

he gave to  the  w o u n d ed  w o m an .  She w as  overjoyed: kissing his han d ,  she 

w ished  h im  ten  th o u s a n d  years  o f  life. W h e n  Ew en tran s la te d ,  Bethune 

g r inned  an d  replied, “ M a k e s  you feel a little like G o d ,  d o n ’t i t?” Ewen 

b ro u g h t  h im  back to  ea r th  by asking w he the r  there  h ad  been a roll o f  c o p 

per  co ins tied to  the  b ab y ’s rags. B ethune said yes, b u t  th a t  he h ad  given 

the  coins to  one o f  the  soldiers. “T h en  you had  better  go  an d  get th e m !” 

Ewen to ld  him. A ccording to  Chinese cus tom , the  coins m ust be kep t as they 

assured  an  adop tive  p a re n t  th a t  the  baby  w o u ld  no t be claim ed by its birth 

family in the  future. Bethune to ld  Ewen she h ad  the  m ind  o f  a  cash register, 

b u t  he w en t  an d  fetched the  money.57

O n  T hursday , 3 M a rc h ,  they ca u g h t  up  w ith  the  re trea ting  Chinese arm y 

a t  the city o f  Hejin  an d  stayed there overnight.  T h e  nex t day  w as  B ethune’s 

forty-eighth birthday, an d  af te r  trea ting  som e w o u n d ed  soldiers he m arked  

the  occas ion by s trolling th ro u g h  the m arke t .  H e  w as  keeping daily  notes 

a b o u t  the journey, and  in a  later article he m en tioned  seeing “ live ca rp  in 

w a te r  buckets  for sale, black pigs w ith  big floppy ears,  barkless dogs, white  

pape r  w indow s,  lousy k a n g s .”** T hey  left Hejin later th a t  day  an d  by m id 

evening  reached  the  village o f  Y u m enkou  on  the  eas t  b an k  o f  the  Yellow 

River where they found m ore than  five thousand  troops  o f  the fleeing Seventy- 

Sixth Division o f  the  Shanxi Province A rm y an d  the ir  military equipm ent ,  

w ait ing  to  be ferried to  the  opposite  side o f  the  b road ,  swift river.5,, In the 

sam e article  B ethune described w h a t  he saw: “ H ere  w as  an unforge ttab le  

sight. Lit by a dozen fires five th o usand  men were collected with trucks, carts, 

mules, horses, artillery an d  g rea t  piles o f  stores w ait ing  to  cross the  river into 

(the province of |  Shensi |Shaanxi].  T h e  light o f  the  fires was reflected back 

from  the  steep wall-like m o u n ta in  side. T h e  river rushes between tw o  high 

cliffs. T h e  sw ift  c u r re n t  (12. miles a n  hou r)  carries  g rea t  f loating ice floes 

w hich  clash  aga inst  each o the r  far  o u t  on  the da rk  surface. T h e  w hole  scene 

is wild an d  fan tas t ic .” 60 T here  were only four junks,  an d  Bethune w as  told 

th a t  it m ight n o t  be possible to  get all the  men an d  equ ipm en t  across before 

th e  Ja p a n e se  arr ived . A t d a w n  he an d  Ew en b o a rd e d  a  junk  ca r ry ing  a 

h u n d re d  soldiers  a n d  several pieces o f  artillery, plus m ules  a n d  baggage. 

The  officer in charge to ld  them  th a t  the  Japanese  h ad  a lready  entered  Hejin. 

Arriving safely o n  the w est bank ,  they climbed a hill an d  w ere  directed  to  a 

cave w here  they could  find shelter while  their  equ ipm en t  cou ld  be b rough t  

across the  river. T hen  they re tu rned  to  the r iverbank to  w atch  soldiers setting 

u p  arti llery pieces an d  d igging trenches.  M e an w h ile  the  ferries con t inued  

h o u r  after h o u r  tran sp o r t in g  m en an d  supplies from  the east bank .  The  m ad 

dash  to  the  Yellow River w as  over.
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O f  her  experience w ith  Bethune, Ewen la ter  recalled, “ no  m an  ever re

m oved  so m uch  lead f ro m  peop les’ bone,  flesh, an d  gu ts  as he did , o r  set 

m ore  b roken  bones o r  am pu ta ted  so m any  extremities. Indeed we h ad  nearly 

tw o  tons  o f  surgical an d  medical supplies w hich w e had  b rough t  w ith  us -  

w hen  w e g o t  near  the Yellow River w e d id n ’t have enough  to  p u t  in a good- 

sized b aske t .” W hen the supply  o f  m orph ine  tab le ts  ran  o u t  halfw ay  to  the 

Yellow River, Bethune subst i tu ted  op ium  dissolved in Chinese whiskey as an  

anaesthetic ,  which w o rk e d  rem arkab ly  well.6'

O n  Sunday, only hou rs  a f te r  the  last soldiers an d  equ ipm en t  h ad  reached 

the  w est bank  o f  the Yellow River, Japanese  troops  arr ived on  the opposite  

shore.  T h e  tw o  sides engaged in an  in te rm itten t  exchange  o f  arti llery an d  

machine-gun fire, bu t  fortunate ly  the  defences prepared  by the  Shanxi troops  

p reven ted  th e  Ja p an e se  from  crossing. T h a t  even ing  B e thune a n d  Ewen 

learned th a t  tw o  soldiers had  left for X i’an , tw o  hu n d red  kilom etres to  the 

sou thw est,  to  a r range  for Eighth R ou te  A rm y trucks to  pick them  up. For

aging in a nea rby  village for medical supplies, they m anaged  to  locate som e 

bottles o f  t inc ture  o f  cam phor ,  digitalis,  an d  adrenalin  as well as silk sutures, 

syringes, and  am poules  o f  cocaine.61

Until the  t ru ck s  arr ived , there  w as  little th a t  they could  d o  to  pass the 

time. Deprived o f  the  op ia te  o f  ac tion ,  Bethune w ithd rew  in to  himself, often 

refusing to  answ er  w hen  Ewen spoke to  him. W hen he did ta lk ,  he fretted 

an d  fumed so m uch th a t  she co m p ared  him to  “ a bear  w ith  a boil in his ear .” 

H e criticized everything a b o u t  her -  her  lipstick, her frivolities,  her playing 

ball w ith  the  young  soldiers. At last the  fighting ended , an d  they were  able 

to  light a fire ou ts ide  the  cave. Sitting over it, Bethune began to  ta lk  for the 

first t ime a b o u t  his life before C h ina .  Ew en w as  surprised  th a t  he confided 

in her because she felt th a t  from  the  beginning o f  the ir  journey he had  dis

liked her, cons idering  her u n w o r th y  o f  being the  d augh te r  o f  a d istinguished 

C a n a d ia n  co m m u n is t .  She observed ,  “ If  you w e re n ’t sick o r  w o u n d e d  he 

co u ld n ’t  see you, n o  m a tte r  w h o  you were ,  excep t o f  course  for the  Party  

leadership ...  H e firmly believed the M arx is t  doctrine a lone imbued men with 

com pass ion ,  honesty, an d  a sense o f  du ty .” 6’ N ow , however, his conversa

t ion  ranged  far  beyond  m a tte rs  polit ical,  an d  he ta lked  obsessively a b o u t  

his ex-wife. Ewen later w ro te ,  “ It w as  here I heard  a b o u t  D r  B e thune’s wife, 

Frances, the light o f  his life. A lthough  I had  never m e t her  I learned a great 

deal a b o u t  her an d  h o w  w onderfu l  she was. D r  Bethune b lam ed himself  for 

the  failure o f  the ir  m arriage. H e  w as  very u n h ap p y  in his personal life and  

c o u ld n ’t  m ake  the  ad jus tm en ts  required  for lasting relationships. H e did no t 

accept himself  o r  his l im itations, w as  p ro u d  to  a fault ,  an d  his irascibility 

touched  w ith  a r rogance  m ade him u napproachab le .  H e  lacked un d e rs ta n d 
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ing o f  a n o th e r ’s po in t  o f  view, an d  felt th a t  he w as  right, o r  ra the r  th a t  M a rx  

w as  r igh t .” 64

Finally, u n ab le  to  e n d u re  the  forced inactivity  any  longer, B ethune 

announced  th a t  they m ust s ta rt  for X i’an  on  foot. O n  Friday m orn ing  he and 

Ewen set ou t .  W ith  them  w as a young  Eighth R ou te  A rm y soldier nam ed  Li, 

a rep lacem ent for their  fo rm er  guide, for Z h o u  Z angzheng ,  to  w hose quick 

th ink ing  they ow ed  so  m uch ,  h ad  left them  a t  Hejin to  re tu rn  to  his unit. In 

the  la te  a f te rn o o n  o f  the  second  day  o f  w alk ing ,  they passed th ro u g h  the  

gates o f  the  city o f  H ancheng . Directed to  a base hospital in an  aba n d o n ed  

tem ple ,  they sp e n t  th e  nex t seven days t rea t ing  th e  sick a n d  w o u n d ed .  

B ethune la ter  w ro te  th a t  they were  “ besieged w ith  civilian pa t ien ts ,  p u l

m o n a ry  tube rcu lo s is ,  o v a r ia n  cyst, gas tr ic  u lcer.” 65 O n  W ednesday , 19 

M a rc h ,  an  Eighth  R ou te  A rm y truck  ca r ry ing  the ir  luggage a n d  supplies 

arr ived in  H ancheng .
T w o  days  later they drove in to  the anc ien t walled  city o f  X i’a n .66 Bethune 

immediately dem anded  to  be taken to  the public baths. H e  later rem arked  on 

the  “ ineffable bliss o f  a h o t  b a th ,” his first since leaving H a n k o u  exactly one 

m o n th  earlier.67 Ew en, w h o  had  been using the  ladies’ section o f  the  baths, 

m et Bethune in the  lobby afte rw ards .  “ Well,” he said, “ you d o n ’t look like 

the  person  th a t  s ta r ted  o u t  on  this junke t  in H a n k o u .” She replied th a t  he 

d id n ’t  in any  w ay  resemble the  d u d e  w h o  had  s tepped off the  E m press o f  

A sia  in H o n g  Kong. “Jesus!” he said. “ It seems a  hundred  years a g o !”68 A 

sh o r t  t ime later they arr ived a t  the  Eighth R o u te  A rm y barracks ,  w here  Lin 

Beiqu, ch a i rm an  o f  the  S h an -G a n -N in g  Special R egional G o v ern m e n t ,  

g reeted them and ,  to  the ir  surprise, welcom ed them  back to  the  land o f  the 

living.69 H e  to ld  them th a t  N o r th  A m erican new spapers  had  reported  tha t  

they had  d isappea red  w hen  Japanese  forces over ran  Linfen an d  were  p re

sumed dead .70

Lin Beiqu had  reserved ro o m s fo r  them  a t  the X i’an  G uest  H ouse ,  a small 

hotel favoured by foreign visitors to  the  city.71 H e to ld  them  th a t  a  fine west- 

ern-style d inner  had  been o rdered  for them , and  in the spirit o f  the occasion 

ordered  an o ld Buick to  be b ro u g h t  o u t  o f  s torage to  drive them to  the  hotel 

in s ta te .71 After all the  tw o  C a n ad ian s  had  been th ro u g h ,  it m ust  have been 

a surreal experience to  find themselves seated a t  a table w ith  a white linen cloth 

and  napkins, eating western cuisine served on  fine bone china. While they were 

eating, o the r  foreigners in the  d in ing  room  in troduced  themselves. These  in

c luded  m em bers  o f  the  League o f  N a tio n s  Epidemiological Unit s ta tioned  in 

X i’an: H einrich  von Je ttm ar,  an  A ustr ian ,  a n d  H e rm a n n  M ooser, a Swiss, 

bo th  medical scientists, an d  Eric Landauer,  a Swiss engineer. B ethune and  

Ewen lingered over b randy  an d  coffee w ith  them  until nearly  midnight.
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Bethune go t on  well w ith  the th ree  Europeans .  Less th a n  half  an h o u r  into 

the  meal. D r Mooser, the  head o f  the  League unit,  m ade him a  tentative offer 

o f  all the medical equ ip m en t  an d  supplies he had  b ro u g h t  to  X i’a n .73 The  

purpose  o f  the League unit,  he explained ,  w as  to  prov ide  services to  prevent 

the  o u tb reak  o f  plague in the  region, an d  in th is  capacity  they had  been in 

Yan’an  and  knew  o f  the  ex trem e inadequacy  o f  medical facilities there. They 

had  b rough t  from Geneva full equ ipm ent for a fifty-bed surgical hospital and  

were  looking for a place to  set it up. Yan’an, w here  they had  a lready es tab 

lished a la b o ra to ry  to  begin testing the  pop u la t io n  for infectious diseases, 

w ou ld  be an  ideal location. M o o se r  said th a t  the  offer w as  ten ta t ive  only 

because League regu la tions  specified th a t  th a t  they m u s t  p rov ide  services 

solely to  civilians and  m ust n o t  side w ith Chinese o r  Japanese  military forces. 

A liberal w h o  w as  clearly opposed to  the Japanese,  M oose r  had  no  objections 

to  a id ing  the com m unis ts  an d  w as  eager to  find a w ay  a ro u n d  the  p ro h ib i

tion. If they could  w o rk  o u t  w h a t  Bethune referred to  as a “ fo rm u la ” th a t  

w ou ld  justify the use o f  the  hospital eq u ip m en t  in Yan’an ,  M o o se r  w ou ld  

agree to  have it t ran sp o r te d  there  in t rucks  o w n ed  by the  unit.  W h e n  the  

m aitre  d ’ app ro a ch ed  to  tell them  it w as  m idn igh t a n d  the d in ing  room  was 

closing, they agreed to  cons ider  the  m a tte r  in m o re  dep th  an d  re turn  to  their  

discussions after Bethune an d  Ewen had  had  a good  n igh t’s sleep.

However, on  the ir  re turn  to  the  barracks ,  they were  m e t by Lin Beiqu and  

a m an in a un ifo rm  with no  insignia o f  rank . This  w as  Z h u  De, co m m a n d e r  

in chief o f  the  Eighth R ou te  Army. H av ing  just arr ived from  Yan’an ,  he w as  

w ait ing  to  see Bethune. W hile  Lin m a d e  the  in tro d u c t io n ,  Z h u  De sh ook  

Bethune’s h an d  an d  then em braced  him. Smiling broadly, each m an  in his 

ow n  language said , “ Let me have a look a t  y o u !” They  bo th  laughed  as Z h u  

De w alked  round  an d  ro u n d  Bethune, sizing h im up. Bethune w as  thrilled, 

for he had  looked fo rw ard  to  meeting one o f  the  heroes o f  the  Chinese c o m 

m unis t  revolution. T h e  general greeted Ewen too ,  an d  she w en t  to  her room  

to  sleep. W hen she m et Bethune for breakfast,  she found  him as en ra p tu re d  

as a young  bride, raving ab o u t  how  w onderfu l  Z h u  De was. And no  w onder :  

the renow ned  military leader had  welcom ed Bethune as an  equal.  His discus

sion w ith  Z h u  De an d  Lin had  lasted till early  m orn ing . Both o f  them  were 

receptive to  the  idea o f  setting up  the  League hospital in Yan’an ,  though  final 

approval ,  they reminded Bethune, w ou ld  have to  be gran ted  by M a o  Z edong  

and  o the r  m em bers  o f  the co m m u n is t  governm en t there.

Despite  having h ad  on ly  a coup le  o f  hours  sleep, B ethune w as  keen to  

renew  his discussion w ith  M o o se r  on  the  hospital scheme. D uring  their  next 

meeting  they devised the  “ fo rm u la ” for M o o se r  to  presen t to  his superiors 

in Geneva. H e would  tell them th a t  a unit o f  C anad ian  and  American doctors
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an d  nurses had  arr ived in n o r th e rn  S haanxi province  w ith  the  purpose  o f  

trea ting  people suffering from  tubercu losis  an d  o th e r  con tag ious  diseases. 

T hough  the  m ajority  o f  those trea ted  w ould  be w om en  an d  children from the 

civilian p o p u la t io n ,  they w o u ld  a lso  include w o u n d e d  soldiers w h o  were 

diseased. M o o se r  in tended to  em phasize B ethune’s extensive N o r th  Ameri

can  b ac k g ro u n d  in tu b e rcu la r  m edicine an d  E w en ’s an d  R icha rd  B ro w n ’s 

medical m issionary  experience in C h ina .74

A fter  th e  last detail  had  been w o rk e d  o u t ,  M o o se r  confessed  th a t  the  

League’s permission for the  proposal w as  only a first step, for a l though  he 

h ad  all the  necessary equ ip m en t  fo r  the  hosp ita l ,  he had  no  m oney in his 

budget to  m a in ta in  it. As had  been the  case in Spain, B ethune’s response  was 

im m edia te  an d  typical o f  his eager op t im ism . H e  assu red  M o o se r  th a t  he 

could  persuade the  o rgan iza tion  th a t  had  sent him to  C h ina  to  provide the 

required sum. The  following day. D r  J iang  Q ixian ,  chief medical officer o f  the 

Eighth R oute  Army, arr ived in X i’an . After listening to  B ethune’s sum m ary  

o f  his negotiat ions w ith Mooser, he immediately agreed in principle. Bethune 

sent a w ire  to  Agnes Smedley in H a n k o u  asking her to  cable N e w  York at 

once requesting  a guaran teed  m onth ly  co n tr ibu t ion  o f  $ i , o o o . 7$

M eanw hile  he con tinued  his discussions w ith  Mooser,  an d  som e o f  these 

covered m ore  th a n  the  m a tte r  o f  the  field hospital.  M o o se r  h ad  som e expe

rience in hem ato logy , an d  B ethune discussed w ith  h im a  m a t te r  th a t  had  

appa ren tly  been on  his m ind  since leaving Spain. H e w as  concerned  a b o u t  a 

n u m b e r  o f  unexpected  dea ths  th a t  he a t t r ib u ted  to  transfusions he had  given 

there. T h e  case o f  the  French a irm en in A lm ena  w as  explicable, because the 

b lood  with which they were  transfused had been carried a long d istance over 

ro u g h  ro ad s ,  likely affec ting  its quality. But the re  had  been o th e r  u n e x 

pla ined dea ths  following transfusions ,  and  one in part icu la r  had  continued  

to  troub le  him. It w as  th a t  o f  a young  N orw eg ian  soldier in the  International 

Brigades, w h o m  Bethune described as a m o th e r ’s d ream  o f  a son, just eighteen 

years old. H e said there w as  no  reason for this dea th  except for the transfu 

sion. “ It w as  like I had  killed m y ow n  so n ,” he to ld  Mooser.  And he blamed 

himself  too  for no t unders tand ing  from  subsequen t unexplained  dea ths tha t  

the transfusions could be deadly for certain patients. At this time the R n  fac

to r  had  n o t  yet been identified, bu t  Bethune had  com e to  the  conclusion tha t  

there  m ust  be a positive an d  a negative in b lood  th a t  needed to  be m atched  

between ce rta in  d o n o rs  an d  recipients. T h e  lack o f  m oney  for research and 

a  labora to ry  had  prevented h im  from investigating the problem , bu t the  mys

tery had  con t inued  to  h a u n t  h im .76

How ever, he h ad  little t ime to  b rood  over pas t  mistakes. A ccom panied  by 

D r  Jiang , he now  began to  visit various drug  an d  medical supply  outlets  with
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money given him by Lin Beiqu to  buy materials to  take no r th .77 H e an d  Ewen 

also  m e t w ith  m em bers  o f  the  League o f  N a t ions  Epidemiological U nit  to  

discuss the  possibility o f  a un it  in the occupied zones an d  a t  the  f ron t  where 

it w as  needed .78 H av ing  a t tended  to  business, he found  time to  poke  a b o u t  

in X i’an. Trying to  en ter  the restricted area th a t  housed governm ent buildings 

a n d  the  residences o f  political leaders, he w as  w arned  off by a G u o m in d a n g  

sentry. Unable to  understand Chinese and  determ ined to  go  w here  he w anted, 

B ethune kep t w alk ing .  H e w as  co u r te o u s ly  ro u n d e d  up  by G u o m in d a n g  

soldiers an d  held inco m m u n ic ad o  while  w o rd  w as  sent to  the  authori ties .  

After a few h o u rs ’ incarcera tion  he w as  re tu rned  to  the  X i’an  guest house .79

H e also busied himself w ith  writing . D uring  his stay in X i’an  he first p ro 

duced  a s ix - thousand  w o rd  accoun t  o f  the  m o n th - long  trek  there, to  which 

he gave the h u m o ro u s  trave logue title o f  “ See Shensi F irs t.” 80 This  he sent as 

a le tter to  William D o d d  J r  o f  the  C h ina  Aid Council;  he also  sent a copy to  

the  C a n ad ian  League for Peace and  Democracy.8' In an o th e r  a t tem p t  to  m o l

lify the  C A C ,  he prepared  a lengthy repo rt  exp lain ing  his role in the  unit  after 

the  d ep a r tu re  o f  Parsons a n d  the p roposed  entry  o f  B row n, an d  ou tlin ing  

M o o se r ’s offer o f  the League field hospital. “ I am  carrying on  in the  capacity  

o f  the head  o f  the unit  until I am  relieved,” he w rote.  “ M y  plan  is to  a p p o in t  

D r  Brown in charge as soon  as he arrives in the  nor th .  I will d o  this on my 

o w n  responsibility, w ith o u t  w ait ing  for your  approval.  If you w a n t  to  send 

o u t  an o th e r  m an  instead o f  Brown to  take  charge why th a t  will be o k  with 

me. But consider  this seriously -  th ink  o f  the  trem endous  publicity  value of 

having a medical missionary  in charge o f  a com bined  C a n ad ian  an d  Ameri

can  M edica l  un it  to  th e  C o m m u n is t  Red Army. T h e  te rr ib le  band i ts !  I t’s 

sim ply perfec t.” 81

He also  w ro te  to  Smedley, bringing her up  to  date  on  the  s i tuation  with 

M oose r  an d  telling her th a t  he though t he w ould  need $ 1 ,000  (Mex) a m onth  

to  m a in ta in  the  p roposed  field hospital.  A lively postscrip t show s his mind 

a lready  racing ah e ad ,  casting  a b o u t  for ways to  m ake  the  m o s t  o f  his new  

situation:

Please send us over books ,  papers  an d  d o n ’t forget to  write! W hy  no t 

send over  a G oodw ill  Delegation! And if they com e,  to  b ring  w ith  them  a 

K odak  developing outfit for o u r  Rolliflex C a m era ,  m ore  films, p r in ting  

paper, an d  a  g ood  enlarger. Also a repea ting  22 long  rifle for shoo ting  

ducks, pheasan ts  etc w ith which the  coun try  is filled . . .  A b o u t  2 th ousand  

ro u n d s  o f  am m u n it io n ,  to  go  w ith  it. I need som e w ool socks . . .  We need 

coffee to o .  T h e re ’s n o t  m uch  to  ea t  here excep t millet an d  ca rro ts !  We
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should  have a movie done  (36 m m . size). But I will write  you from  Yen- 

nan  [Yan’an] m ore  a b o u t  o u r  requirem ents .  T h e  coffee an d  socks can be 

g o t in H o n g  K ong  b u t  there  is one  lesson to  be learned -  a lw ays travel 

w ith  y o u r  luggage in C h ina  -  never leave it to  be sent! G o o d b y e  for the 

present.  We are  well an d  happy.8’

Bethune had  reason to  be elated. With his cus tom ary  luck he had  escaped 

every h az ard  on  his perilous journey, an d  n o w  M o o s e r ’s offer o f  a fully 

equipped field hospital had  dropped  into his lap like a gift o f  the gods. Despite 

se tbacks such as Parsons’s defection and  the  tension between him an d  Ewen, 

he was just one m ore  journey aw ay  from  where he w an ted  to  be. H e  had  once 

called M a d r id  the “centre o f  gravity o f  the w o r ld ,” bu t  now  he had  found a 

new  one  -  Yan’an ,  the  heart o f  the  C o m m u n is t  Revolution in China.
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M ission

Yan’an and Jin-Cba-Ji, 3 0  M arcb-9 July 1938

Before d aw n  o n  Wednesday, 3 0  M a rc h ,  Bethune an d  Ew en set off, r iding on 

to p  o f  one  o f  a g ro u p  o f  E ighth R ou te  A rm y t rucks  b o u n d  for the  city of 

Yan’an ,  nearly Z 5 0  kilom etres to  the  no r th .  Fine yellow dus t  raised by the 

t rucks  soon  coa ted  their  faces, hair, an d  clothing. T h e  rugged road  w o u n d  

th ro u g h  yellow ish-brow n loess hills ca rpe ted  with spring  flowers, snak ing  

its w ay  up  the sides o f  p la teaus an d  plunging sharply  d o w n  in to  canyons.  

F lank ing  the  ro ad ,  t ier  u p o n  tier  o f  te rraced  gardens  c lung  to  th e  steep 

hillsides. T h e  convoy  s topped  for the  n igh t  in the  to w n  o f  S anyuan ,  and  

Ew en to o k  B ethune to  a p e r fo rm an ce  o f  C hinese  op era ,  w here  they were  

su r rounded  by people happily  m unch ing  peanu ts  an d  w ate rm elon  seeds and  

quaffing cups o f  tea. T h e  s trange-looking foreigners were  a godsend  to  the 

com edians  w arm in g  up  the audience before cu r ta in  time, an d  they poked  a 

g rea t  deal o f  fun a t  them . '

After a n o th e r  day  o f  dusty  journey ing , they  s to p p e d  to  visit the  burial 

g ro u n d  o f  H uangd i ,  the first em pero r  o f  C h ina .  In his best p ro le ta r ian  m ode 

Bethune m ade  it kn o w n  th a t  he strongly  d isapproved  o f  the  veneration  of 

anc ien t kings. However, he m ade  no  p ro test a b o u t  the  m arvellous meal they 

ate th a t  n igh t -  m oun ta in s  o f  fried noodles  accom pan ied  by s team ed  bread  

an d  succulent Shaanxi duck  baked  in pa lm  leaves in an  oven o f  h o t  s tones .1 

O n  the th ird  day  they emerged into the valley o f  the Yan River. Ahead o f  them 

lay th e  o ld walled  city o f  Y an’an ,  w a tc h ed  over by a lofty e igh th -cen tu ry  

pag o d a  on  a  hill above . Located tw o  hund red  k ilom etres  sou th  o f  the  G rea t  

Wall, the city h ad  for centuries been the  gatew ay to  all w h o  arr ived from  the 

n o r th  en rou te  to  X i’an . Since J a n u a ry  1937 it had  served as the military, 

medical,  and  adm inis tra tive  cen tre  o f  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y an d  the  C h i

nese C o m m u n is t  Party.

Ju s t  ou ts ide  the city a young  guard  s topped  them  to  exam ine  the ir  passes. 

G az ing  a t  Bethune, he sa id , “ Please let me look  a t  you ,  fo r  m y eyes will



p erhaps  never see such a miracle  again. You have com e to  help us .” Ew en 

translated , an d  Bethune s tepped d ow n  from the  truck  and  spoke a few w ords  

to  the  boy before they drove o n . ’ T h e  stars were o u t  w hen  they a t  last drove 

u n d er  the  g rea t  to w er  o f  the  city’s sou th  gate. T h e  truck  s topped  in a dingy 

street, an d  the  driver revved the  engine to  an n o u n c e  the ir  arrival.  Bethune 

a n d  Ewen go t d o w n ,  while the faithful Buck w en t off  to  find o u t  w here  they 

were to  stay. T hen  a stocky, dark -ha ired  m an  tore  up  to  them  on  a  bicycle 

a n d  afte r  identifying himself  as D r  M a  H aidc ,  asked in Am erican-accented  

English w h o  they were. “ Why, the  w hole  to w n  w as  w ait ing  for you from  

this m o rn in g  o n w a rd  w ith  gongs a n d  d ru m s!” he to ld  Bethune an d  Ewen. 

M a ,  w hose  w estern  nam e was George H atem , w as  an  A m erican d oc to r  of 

Lebanese descent w h o  h ad  had  arr ived  in Yan’an  in 1936. W ith  h im had  

com e the  journalis t  Edgar Snow, to  ga ther  in form ation  for his book  R ed  Star 

over C hina. W hen  Snow  left the  country ,  H a te m  had  stayed on  to  practise 

medicine in Yan’an .4

T h e  au th o r i t ie s  were  soon  notified o f  the  C a n a d ia n s ’ arr ival ,  an d  they 

were taken  to  the Yan’an  G uest H o u se ,  a series o f  caves cu t  in to  the hillside. 

Each had  a  neatly sw ep t  d ir t  floor, r ice-paper  w indow s, w hitew ashed  walls, 

and  a padded  d rape  over the  rounded  entrance.  A k a n g - а  hea ted  clay sleep

ing p la tfo rm  -  ran  a lo n g  o n e  wall ,  an d  there  w ere  a few pieces o f  c rude 

w o oden  furniture; a bean-oil lam p  provided  light. Ewen w as  discomfited to 

find th a t  her sleeping area  lacked a door. “ N ever m ind ,  c o m ra d e ,” Bethune 

teased. “They  believe in the  o p en -d o o r  policy!”

After the  greeting delegation left, M a  invited them  to  join him  for d inner  

o f  noodles  a t  a coopera tive  res tau ran t ,  an d  Bethune peppered  him w ith  a 

th o u sa n d  ques tions  as they ate. T hey  then w en t  to  M a ’s cave residence to  

enjoy the luxury o f  coffee cap tu red  from the  Japanese .5 After they cha tted  for 

several hours ,  M a  escorted  them  back to  the  guest house.

They  had  little t ime to  settle dow n . Shortly  a f te r  m idnight Ewen cam e to 

Bethune’s cave to  tell h im  th a t  M a o  Z e d o n g  had  sent a messenger to  say he 

w an ted  to  see h im a t  once. Bethune told her she need no t bo ther  com ing with 

h im , b u t  she insisted o n  tagging  along. T hey  fo llow ed a sold ier to  M a o ’s 

quar te rs ,  w hich w ere  also  located in a  cave. F rom  a shor t  en trance hall they 

en tered  a  c h a m b e r  w ith  a  w hite -vau l ted  ro o f  an d  a brick  floor. A cand le  

bu rned  on  a rough  h an d m ad e  table, an d  by its flickering light they could  see 

a tall figure in a p la in  b lue co t to n  u n ifo rm  aw a it in g  them . Smiling, M a o  

Z e d o n g  w alked  to w a rd  Bethune w ith  a rm s  ex tended .  G rasp ing  B e thune’s 

hands ,  he repeated  “H u a n y in g ” (welcome) several times in his h igh-pitched 

voice. After gazing a t  Bethune for a long m om en t ,  he began to  speak while 

an  interpreter, Li X ue, transla ted  in to  English.6’ Also a t  the m eeting w as  Dr
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J iang  Q ix ian ,  the chief medical officer o f  the  Eighth  R ou te  Army, w h o  had  

helped Bethune collect medical supplies in X i’a n .7

For Bethune the  m o m e n t  w as  even m ore  thrill ing th a n  his m eeting with  

Z h u  De. W ith  childlike pride he presented to  M a o  a small square  o f  white  

silk on  w hich  had  been sewn an  inscrip tion  certifying h im a m em ber  o f  the 

Com m unis t  Party o f  C anada .  To Bethune’s delight,  M a o  responded, “ We shall 

transfer you to  the C o m m u n is t  Party  o f  China so th a t  you will be an inalien

able pa r t  o f  this coun try  now .”8 To be so accepted an d  welcom ed by the  most 

fam ous hero  o f  the  Chinese revolu tion  w as  ba lm  to  B ethune’s self-esteem.

M a o  greeted Ewen an d  asked how  it w as  th a t  she spoke  Chinese so flu

ently. She to ld  him th a t  she had  been a missionary. “ O h ,  yes, a r e n ’t w e a l l?” 

he replied, laughing. T hen  he invited them  to  sit dow n . O n  the  table  were 

small teacups ,  an  open  package  o f  c igarettes ,  an d  bow ls  o f  pea n u ts  an d  

sunflower seeds.9 As the in terpre ter  poured  tea from  a large the rm os,  M a o  

rem arked  on  Bethune’s resemblance to  Lenin, an d  Bethune beamed. The  co n 

versation tu rn ed  to  the  role th a t  Bethune an d  Ew en could  play in the  Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y M edica l Service. Bethune suggested o rganiz ing  a t ransfusion  

service as he had  d o n e  in Spain, bu t on  learning th a t  refrigeration , c o m m u 

nications, an d  facilities were  lacking, he p roposed  mobile  surgical units in

stead, insisting he w an te d  to  be near  the front.  H e explained  th a t  the  sooner  

medical a t ten t io n  cou ld  be given to  a w o u n d ed  soldier, the  g rea te r  w ere  his 

chances  o f  recovery. H ow ever ,  B e thune’s w ish to  serve a t  “ th e  f r o n t” c re 

a ted  ce rta in  problem s. It w as  clear to  M a o  th a t  Bethune did  n o t  unders tand  

h o w  guerr il las  o p e ra te d  -  the re  w as  n o  fixed “ f ro n t” per  se bu t r a th e r  a 

co n s tan t ly  shifting  series o f  ba t t le s  a n d  s tra teg ic  re trea ts .  D iscussions on 

this top ic  an d  m any  others w ou ld  continue between them over a num ber  of 

days, for a l though  M a o  w ould  later write  th a t  he had  m et Bethune only once, 

Ewen recalled th a t  M a o  in fact w a lk e d  up  the  hill to  visit B ethune’s cave 

a lm o s t  every even ing .10

Bethune also to ld  M a o  a b o u t  D r  M o o se r ’s willingness to  offer the  League 

o f  N a t io n s ’ fifty-bed surgical hospital for co l laborat ive  use w ith  the  Eighth 

Route  Army. M a o  strongly objected to  establishing such a hospital in Yan’an, 

po in ting  o u t  th a t  the need o f  add i t iona l  medical assistance w as  g rea te r  in 

Shanxi Province. Bethune replied th a t  perhaps  the League facilities could  be 

used to  create a mobile  field hospital. M a in ta in ing  such a unit w ou ld  depend 

on  financial su p p o r t  from the C hina Aid C ouncil ,  he w en t  on ,  b u t  he said he 

felt certain  th a t  the  A m erican o rganization  w ould  agree to  his request for a 

m onth ly  co n tr ibu t ion  o f  $1 ,000 . H e  ad ded  th a t  he had  a l ready  asked Agnes 

Smedley to  t ransm it  his request by cable to  N ew  York. T h e  discussion c o n 

tinued until daw n .  M a o  an d  J iang  enthusiastically  accepted B ethune’s p ro 
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posa l th a t  the c a c  fund a mobile hospital an d  agreed to  a l low  M a  H aide  to  

join the  u n i t . "  Until final a rrangem en ts  were m ade,  it w as  decided, Bethune 

w ould  be assigned to  the Border Regional H osp ita l  in Yan'an.

Keyed up  by his meeting w ith  M a o ,  Bethune slept for only a few hours. 

By i o  a m  he w as  o n  his w ay  to  a series o f  meetings an d  interviews, followed 

by a formal ban q u e t  o f  welcome. W ord  o f  his arrival had  spread quickly. As 

an  in ternationally  recognized surgeon, a he ro  in the Spanish Civil War, and  

the first foreign d oc to r  to  arrive in Y an’an  since the o u tb rea k  o f  the  Sino- 

Japanese  W ar in Ju ly  1937 , he w as  an  ins tan t  celebrity. Everyone w an ted  

to  m eet h im  an d  hear  h im  speak . H is largest aud ience ,  several th o u sa n d  

s tuden ts  a t  K angda ,  the  A nti-Japanese  Aggression M il i ta ry  a n d  Political 

University, lis tened to  his speech an d  ques tioned  him  a b o u t  in te rna tiona l 

events,  the  w a r  in Spain, an d  the varieties o f  political op in ion  in C a n a d a  and 

the  United States. M o re  banque ts  an d  m ore invitations to  speak followed, 

bu t a f te r  four  days o f  being lionized, Bethune began to  tire o f  it. By n o w  he 

an d  Ewen had  been moved to  so m e w h a t  m ore hum ble  cave residences a t  the 

foo t  o f  Phoen ix  M o u n ta in .  T hey  furn ished  these sim ply w ith  tab les  and  

chairs bought a t  a m arket.  They  also began to  d o  their  ow n  cooking. Bethune 

w as  determ ined  to  pay his ow n  way, believing th a t  he had  com e to  assist the 

Chinese, n o t  bu rden  them  w ith  expenses, which he felt should  be covered by 

the  C h ina  Aid Council.

H e did , however, agree to  have a x ia o  g u ei (little devil) assigned to  him as 

his houseboy. H e  Z ex in ,  a  ve te ran  o f  the  Long  M a rc h ,  w as  little indeed, 

scarcely m ore  th a n  a m etre  an d  a  half  tall, an d  weighing less th a n  forty-five 

kilos; ac tua lly  tw en ty  years  o ld ,  he ap p e a red  m uch  younger. Terrified by 

B ethune’s looks on  the ir  first meeting, he p rom ptly  ran  aw ay .12 After being 

fetched back by an interpreter,  he w as  in troduced  to  Bethune, w h o  showed 

him w here  to  s tow  th ings in the cave an d  how  to  a r range  his bed. H e Zexin 

also had  to  p repare  B ethune’s meals, an d  as they se ldom  had  an  interpreter, 

he s truggled to  u n d e rs ta n d  the  fo re igner’s ins truc tions .  B ethune w as  p a r 

ticularly  fond  o f  boiled eggs for b reak fas t  an d  sternly rejected H e ’s m any 

a t tem pts  to  cook  one to  his liking. O n  the day  w hen  H e finally go t  it right, 

Bethune presented  him with a book  as a rew ard .  T hen  he had  the  interpreter 

take  a p h o to g rap h  o f  h im  ea ting  the egg, H e Z ex in  beside him.*3

D uring  these early days in Yan’an ,  Bethune w as  ponder ing  the  p roposed  

mobile  field hospital.  T h o u g h  he w as  optim istic  th a t  the Eighth R ou te  Army 

an d  th e  League Epidem iological U nit  w o u ld  reach som e ag reem en t  th a t  

w ou ld  a l low  the  eq u ip m en t  to  be used, he knew  th a t  w i th o u t  the financial 

support  o f  the China Aid Council,  the hospital could no t function. Tw o weeks 

had  passed since he had sent his request for funding via Agnes Smedley to  N ew
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York, bu t  he had  had  no  response. H e  began to  w o n d e r  if she had  received 

any  o f  the  messages th a t  he had  sent from  X i’an. O n  Wednesday, 6 April, he 

sent an o th e r  te legram  to  her in H a n k o u .  T w o  days later, w hen  he had  still 

received no  reply, he asked D r  R obert  Lim, w h o  happened  to  be in Yan’an 

on  a brief visit f rom  H a n k o u ,  to  deliver a le tter to  her. In it he w rote,

This  is a desperate  effort  to  co n tac t  you an d  th ru  [szc] you, the  Ameri

can  C om m ittee ,  o f  which this Unit is the  medical representative. N o t  hav

ing any  reply to  tw o  letters an d  tw o  te legram s sent you from  Sian [Xi’an], 

the day  before yesterday we sent you an o th e r  te legram via the com mercial 

te legraph com pany , from  Yennan [Yan’an]. To this te legram , in English, 

there  has also been no  reply. T h e  substance o f  these le tters an d  telegram s 

has been to  repo r t  on  the  medical s i tuation  ...  I considered it im p o r ta n t  

th a t  you should  k n o w  an d  be kep t conve rsan t w ith  the  part icu lars  ...  We 

regard  you, an d  have given the  medical an d  political au thori t ies  o f  the 8th 

a rm y  the in fo rm ation ,  as o u r  direct c o n tac t  w ith the A m erican C o m m it 

tee, especially for fast relay o f  new s an d  requests,  by cable to  A m er ic a . '4

H e told Smedley o f  the decisions reached a t  his first meeting with M ao ,  e m 

phasizing th a t  he had  prom ised  the  co m m u n is t  leader th a t  financial su p p o r t  

from  N ew  York w ould  be forthcoming. Then  he added ,  “ Please send us some 

money. I have zo  dollars  left an d  Jean  has a sim ilar am o u n t .  We are  paying 

for everything -  all o u r  food we buy an d  cook  ourselves, the furniture, etc for 

o u r  com fortab le  caves -  we d o n ’t  w a n t  to  cost the  8th arm y a cent -  bu t  we 

will if you d o n ’t te legraph us some. Yennan [Yan’an] is a very exciting place, 

but not for surgeons. With comradely greetings, N orm an  Bethune (temporarily- 

in-charge-where-the hell-is-Brown), C anad ian -A m erican  Unit. 8th a rm y .” 15 

F ou r  days later, w hen  he an d  Ew en had  used up  the  last o f  the ir  money, 

he had  no  choice bu t  to  a p p ro a c h  D r  J iang  Q ix ian .  Asking for financial help 

w as  em barrassing ,  an d  to  m ake  m atte rs  worse ,  Bethune had  to  confess th a t  

since he h ad  no t hea rd  from  Smedley he w as  losing hope  o f  su p p o r t  for the 

mobile field hospital from the China Aid Council.  J iang’s imm ediate response 

w as  to  a r range  for Bethune a n d  Ewen to  receive $ i o o . ‘6

M eanw hile ,  Bethune w an te d  to  be p u t  to  w o rk ,  so D r  N elson  Fu invited 

h im to  visit the  Border Region H osp i ta l ,  d ivided betw een  Yan’an  an d  the 

tow n  o f  Y anchuan, som e forty k ilom etres aw a y . '7 In Yan’an  in the  hills on 

the  edge o f  the  city, a ro w  o f  caves h ad  been cu t  o u t  to  house the  hospital 

w a rd s .18 Each w ard  was tw o  metres high by th ree  metres wide. A ka n g  a long  

one  wall p rov ided  space for a b o u t  eigh t pa t ien ts .  T h e  on ly  access to  the 

hospital,  which w as  nearly  150 metres above  g ro u n d  level, was by w ay  o f  a
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steep, n a r ro w  path  th a t  becam e dangerously  slippery a fte r  rain o r  snowfall. 

T here  w ere  no  sheets; patients  hudd led  together  o n  the dirty, m a tted  s traw  

th a t  covered the kangs, still clad in the soiled, ta t te red ,  an d  lice-infested rem 

nan ts  o f  the ir  uniform s. T h e  a tm osphere  w as  heavy w ith  the  stench o f  dried 

pus, b lood , urine, and  feces. Sanita tion  m easures were  a lm ost  non-existent,  

for there  was no  runn ing  water, n o r  w ere  there  latrines. E xcrem ent crawling 

with  flies w as  left in buckets until they were full; then the waste w as  taken to  

the  fields to  be used as fertilizer. Medicines and  instrum ents were lacking, and  

electricity w as  available only in the  op era t in g  room . Bethune w as  as tounded  

by w h a t  he saw, b u t  w hen  the  chief surgeon, Dr G ao ,  asked him to  substi

tu te  for h im  while he w en t to  H a n k o u ,  he reluctantly  agreed.

However, a f te r  on ly  a  few days Bethune could no  longer pu t  up  with the 

conditions.  H e w en t to  D r  Fu an d  d em anded  a series o f  changes, only to  be 

told tha t  the medicines and  facilities he requested were no t available. They were 

in Yan’an, n o t  H a n k o u ,  Fu rem inded him. Bethune exploded . A nnouncing  

th a t  he w ou ld  go on  strike until the changes were m ade ,  he left the  hospital 

an d  re tu rned  to  his c a v e . '9 At this po in t  D r M a H aide  in tervened and  per

suaded  Bethune to  discuss his com plain ts  w ith  h im an d  D r  Fu. O ver  m any 

ho u rs  they  tried to  m a k e  B e thune u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  the  co n d i t io n s  in the 

Yan’an hospital were  actually  superior  to  those in the  battle  area  to  which 

he w as  so  eager to  go. If he could  n o t  deal w ith  cond i t ions  in the Border 

Region H osp ita l ,  h o w  could  he possibly cope  in even m ore  ex trem e s i tua

tions? B ethune to o k  som e convincing , M a  H aid e  la ter  recalled: “ H e ’d sit 

d o w n  an d  discuss things and  argue things an d  he’d get aw fully  impatient.  

T h en  h e’d have to  cool d ow n  a little an d  w e’d s ta r t  all over again . . .  The  

realities o f  th e  C hinese  s i tua t ion ,  the  polit ica l,  the  m ater ia l ,  the  medical 

s ituation  w ere  entirely d ifferent th a n  any  concepts  th a t  he had  ...  So for us 

w h o  were  here o n  the  spo t,  he w as  th ink ing  in te rm s ...  [that) d id n ' t  fit and  

w hen  y o u ’d argue w ith  h im, his im patience w ou ld  get  the  up p er  h a n d . ’’10 

But slowly B ethune’s tem per  cooled . H is concern  for the  sick and  w o u n d ed  

overcam e his ou trage  a t  the  cond it ions  in the  hospital an d  he carried  o u t  the 

opera tions  th a t  had  been scheduled. H e  even spoke som e k ind  w ords  to  a 

startled Ewen, saying, “ Nurse, 1 take  back everything nasty I have said to  you 

a b o u t  y o u r  w o rk ,  you are  an  excellent scrub n u rse .” ZI

How ever, a new  crisis e rup ted  w hen  the long-aw aited  reply from  Smedley 

arrived from  H a n k o u ,  a belated response to  Bethune’s letter o f  2.6 M a rc h  in 

w hich  he had  enthusiastically  repor ted  the possibility o f  using the  League of 

N a t io n s  hospital an d  asked for c a c  funding. To B ethune’s as ton ishm ent,  her 

letter oozed venom . She accused him o f  “ bam boozling  the  American pub l ic” 

by suggesting th a t  for publicity purposes it should  be sta ted  th a t  the unit  was
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o f  subs tan tia l  size a n d  c o n ta in e d  A m erican  d o c to rs  a n d  nu rses  w hen  in 

reality there  were only tw o  persons,  bo th  o f  them  C anad ian .  “ And so ,” she 

said, “ I refuse personally  to  send o u t  repor ts  such as you have suggested .” 

Alleging th a t  B ethune in tended  to  m a k e  B row n rem ain  in Yan’an once  he 

arrived, she w en t on: “ If you try to  keep him in the rear  ...  I shall oppose  you 

by every m eans in this respect. I rem ind  you again  th a t  you have no  au th o r 

ity over D r  Brown, th a t  he volun teered  for the  front,  th a t  he is needed  a t  the 

f ro n t .” She sta ted  th a t  she had  n o t  received any  m oney  from  N e w  York, bu t 

th a t  if an y  arr ived, she w ould  let h im  an d  Ewen know , an d  conc luded  by 

saying th a t  as the  League a n d  the  G u o m in d a n g  au th o r i t ie s  in X i’an  had  

agreed to  establish the  mobile field hospital in Yan’an ,  it w as  up  to  them  to 

finance it. Bethune should  n o t  apply  to  her for fund ing .21

N o th in g  since his arrival in China had  enraged Bethune as m uch  as did 

this letter. H e  to ld  D r  J iang  th a t  he w o u ld  n o t  w o rk  w ith  Smedley in the 

fu tu re .2’ T hen  he w ro te  her a searing reply. At first, he said, he had  hesitated 
to  respond  to  her letter, but

the  pe rsona l  v indictiveness o f  its tone ,  co m b in ed  w ith  th e  ca lcu la ted  

inaccuracies o f  its con ten t ,  persuaded  me o f  the necessity o f  tak ing  som e 

definite steps to  pro tec t  myself aga inst  the  willful w rongheadedness  o f  the 

writer. N ow , fortunately, I have the  h o n o r  to  belong to  the C o m m u n is t  

Party, which,  I unders tand ,  you d o  not.  I, therefore, have laid before the 

C entra l  C om m ittee ,  all letters exchanged  between you and  I; an d  in a d d i

tion a full h istory o f  o u r  Unit ...  I have asked m y co m rad es  here to  write  

directly  to  th e  C a n ad ian  an d  A m erican  C o m m u n is t  Parties an d  to  place 

before them  their  findings. I w as  forced to  take  this d rastic  step since the 

increasingly accusatory  tone  o f  your  letters to  me seemed th a t  you might 

d o  me, by your  m ach ina tions  ab ro a d ,  a mischief.24

H e then tu rned  to  her point tha t  he had no  au thori ty  over Brown. “ Q uite  

so ,” he answered. “ I do  not,  n o r  d o  I wish to. D r  Brown, like myself, is under 

one authori ty  -  and th a t  au thori ty  is the 8th Route Army.” Then  he continued,

In view o f  such an  a t t i tude  as yours, the m ind  o f  a com para tive ly  calm 

and  sane m an, such as mine, is simply staggered an d  bem used. I ask m y 

self, confused by such obliquity, such as you exhibit  -  “ H o w  in H eaven ’s 

N am e ,  does she get th a t  w a y ? ”

In conclusion, m ay I s ta te  th a t  it is w ith  ex trem e reluctance, th a t  I have 

been forced to  write  you in such a vein. But I have com e to  C h ina  to  help 

my com rades  an d  I can  n o t  a ffo rd  to  s tand  quietly aside, an d  perhaps  see

z 8 o  P H O E N I X



my efforts frus tra ted  an d  com e to  naugh t ,  th ru  [szc| the  spiteful interven

tion o f  a neuro tic  personality  such as you possess.

Believe th a t  I have the  sam e passionate  desire to  help o u r  com rades .  

Show me th a t  you will w o rk  w ith  me collectively to w a rd s  th a t  end, and  

then you will find I will be a good  c o m ra d e  to  you. And th a t  is w h a t  1 
desire to  be.

To the  8 th R ou te  Army!

N o rm a n  Bethune15

But Smedley w as  n o t  B e thune’s only problem . H e w as  also  angered  by the 

failure o f  the C h ina  Aid Council to  m a in ta in  con tac t  w ith him. After finish

ing his reply to  Smedley, he w ro te  to  the  N e w  York com m ittee ,  enclosing 

copies o f  the letter o f  17 April f rom  the “ fam ous trouble -m aker ,” as he called 

her, and  o f  his reply to  her. T hen ,  clearly hoping to  sham e them  into re sp o n d 

ing, he concluded:

To the  A m erican C om m ittee ,  the silent com m ittee ,  Jean  an d  I say this 

-  “ Friends, w e are  grateful to  you for sending us to  China.  We are  g ra te

ful for the  beautiful equ ipm en t  th a t  you have provided us to  w o rk  with. 

We are  a t  w o rk  am o n g  o u r  com rades .  T h a t  is w h a t  w e cam e for an d  th a t  

is w h a t  we are  doing. If you d o n ’t w a n t  to  suppor t  us -  w hy  th a t ’s all right 

w ith  us. O n  o u r  p a r t  w e will forget y o u r  prom ises  to  us. We have  e x 

p la ined  o u r  posit ion  to  th e  8 th  Army, -  how  you  have left us w i th o u t  

m oney  for so long an d  the  8th  Army has said -  “ D o n ’t  w orry ,  w e are  not 

rich, bu t  you are  valuable  to  us. And, in add i t ion ,  you are  com rades .  We 

will p rovide  for y o u .” But y o u r  silence -  so strange!

Sincerely,

N o rm a n  B ethune16

H e next w ro te  a 4 ,5 0 0 -w o rd  m e m o ra n d u m  outlin ing  the  events from the 

tim e o f  his suggestion  to  T im  Buck in A ugust 1937  th a t  a un it  be sent to 

C h ina  d o w n  to  his arrival in Yan’an a t  the beginning o f  April 193 8.17 To this 

he a t tached  copies o f  his le tter to  the C h ina  Aid Council an d  the  co rrespon

dence betw een  him an d  Smedley, an d  p resen ted  the  re p o r t  to  the  C entra l  

C om m ittee  o f  the  C o m m u n is t  Party  in Y an’an.

M e an w h ile ,  Smedley h ad  received B e thune’s letter.18 She im m edia te ly  

w ro te  to  the  C h ina  Aid Council denounc ing  him an d  dem and ing  his recall.
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She com pla ined  th a t  he w as  no t the type o f  person to  be sen t  to  w o rk  with 

the  Eighth  R o u te  Army, c la im ing  th a t  he insisted on  being supplied  with 

A m erican  cigarettes an d  chocola te  an d  tha t ,  in a region w here  m o s t  people 

felt themselves lucky to  survive on  carro ts  and  millet, he dem anded  rich food. 

W hen there w as  no  reply from the council, she followed up  w ith ano ther  letter 

reiterating her com pla in ts .19

T h e  c a c  w as annoyed  by the  angry  appeals  o f  bo th  Bethune an d  Sm ed

ley regard ing  the  conflict between them  as the  latest s tage in th e  troub led  

saga o f  the  medical un i t  they had  sent to  C h ina .  T h e  council had  a lready 

m ade  clear its d is trust o f  Bethune by app o in t in g  Parsons as the  un it  head 

despite their  aw areness  o f  his alcoholism an d  then ignoring all com plain ts  

aga inst  h im .50 A pparen t ly  they had  no  g rea te r  respect for Smedley, w h o m  

Jaffe  considered  to  be “a  neuro tic  o f  so r ts .” 3' So w h en  bo th  Bethune and  

Smedley began d em an d in g  th a t  the  com m ittee  ta k e  sides in the ir  d isag ree

ments,  its reaction  appears  to  have been “ a plague on  bo th  your  houses .” 31 

There is no  evidence tha t  it ever responded to  Smedley’s dem ands  for Bethune’s 

recall o r  B ethune’s com pla in ts  a b o u t  her.

T h e  c a c  knew  th a t  Bethune had  reached Yan’an  an d  w as  u nder  Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y jurisdiction; it therefore  decided n o t  to  send funds directly to 

him , as it had  to  Parsons, b u t  instead to  rem it them  to  the  M edica l Relief 

C om m iss ion  o f  the  N a tio n a l  Red C ro ss  Society o f  C h in a ,  d irec ted  by Dr 

R ober t  Lim, to  be d isbursed to  the Eighth R ou te  Army. In A ugust 1938 they 

in form ed Lim th a t  henceforth  they w ould  instead be rem itting  the  m oney  

they collected to  the C h ina  Defence League in H o n g  Kong, for w hich  he also 

ac ted  as the d is t r ib u to r  to  th e  c o m m u n is t  forces. L im  la ter  d id use som e 

C h ina  Aid C ounc il  m oney  to  send supplies requested  by B e thune to  the  

Eighth R ou te  A rm y.33 H ow ever,  the re  is n o  ind icat ion  in B e thune’s co r re 

spondence o r  his reports  th a t  he knew  w here  c a c  funds were being rou ted  

o r  th a t  he ever received any  o f  the  supplies Lim sent. If the  c a c  did  inform 

him of  their  decision, th a t  letter failed to  reach him. H e w ould  to  the  end  c o n 

tinue to  hope  th a t  he w o u ld  eventually  receive direct financial su p p o r t  from  

N ew  York, b u t  none  ever arrived.

M e an w h ile ,  he had  had  to  face a n o th e r  d isa p p o in tm e n t .  D r  J ia n g  in 

form ed him th a t  the  negot ia t ions a b o u t  the  League Unit hospital had  failed. 

T h e  C hinese  San ita ry  C o rp s ,  an  agency  o f  the  G u o m in d a n g ,  had  raised 

objections, and  the League Unit had  w ith d raw n  its offer: Bethune w o u ld  no t 

get his mobile  field hospital.  J iang  therefore decided th a t  Bethune shou ld  go 

to  Y anchuan, forty  k ilom etres to  the no r theas t  o f  Yan’an, to  serve in a three- 

hund red  bed Eighth  R ou te  A rm y hospital.  Bethune refused: Y anchuan  was
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n o t  the  front,  he pro tested ,  insisting he w o u ld  be o f  grea test use as close to  

the  fighting as possible. W ith o u t  the  League hospital he w ould  have to  rely 

o n  the  surgical an d  medical supplies he had  b ro u g h t  from  N e w  York. These 

were  still en  rou te  from  H o n g  Kong, an d  he d em anded  th a t  as soon  as they 

reached Yan’an  he be al low ed to  leave for the  battle  areas. H e w as  deter

m ined n o t  to  be relegated to  som e safe backwater.

H is heart was set on  going to  Jin-Cha-Ji, an  area m ade up  o f  par ts  o f  three 

provinces, Shanxi, C hahar ,  an d  Hebei.  It w as  one o f  tw o  areas  designated  as 

Border Regions, w hich  had  been form ed following the  United F ron t  agree

m en t  reached by the  rival C o m m u n is t  an d  G u o m in d a n g  factions in Septem 

ber 1937 .34 In o rder  to  present a co m m o n  face against the invading Japanese, 

they had  pledged to  end  their  civil war. T h e  C om m unis ts  were  then  given 

jurisdic tion  in the  B order  Regions, Jin-Cha-Ji being the  m ore  strategically 

im portan t.  W ith  its n o r the rn  boundary  only fifty k ilom etres sou th  o f  Beijing, 

it w as  directly in the  p a th  o f  the  Japanese  A rm y ’s p lanned  advance  in to  the 

Chinese interior.

T h e  task  o f  con fron ting  the invader w as  given to  the  newly created  Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y un d er  the  c o m m a n d  o f  Genera l Z h u  De. S ubo rd ina te  to  him 

an d  in charge o f  the  military forces in Jin-Cha-Ji w as  General N ie  Rongzhen. 

A lthough the C om m unis t  forces lacked the equipm ent and  trained m anpow er 

o f  the foreign enem y they faced, they had learned m uch from  their  years of 

f ighting the  G u o m in d a n g  army. Since early  O c to b e r  1937  they had  been 

conduc ting  a successful cam paign  o f  guerrilla w arfa re  aga inst the  Japanese.

How ever, D r  Jiang  Q ix ian  w as  re luc tan t to  g ra n t  B ethune’s request to  go 

to  Jin-Cha-Ji.  T h e  chief reason w as  fear for his safety. In an  a rm y  in which 

the  average soldier’s age w as  under  twenty, the  forty-eight-year-old Bethune 

w as  cons idered  to o  o ld to  e n d u re  the  co n d i t io n s  o f  guerr illa  w ar ;  it w as  

believed th a t  his services w ou ld  be far  m ore useful safely d is tan t  from the 

fighting. W hen  Jiang  explained this, saying th a t  it w as  the considered op in 

ion o f  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y Medical Service, Bethune picked up  a chair, 

flung it th rough  a latticed w in d o w  in to  a cou r tya rd ,  an d  s to rm ed  from  the 

room . M a  Haide ,  also  present a t  the meeting, followed Bethune an d  told him 

th a t  his ac tion  w as  d iscourteous an d  w ould  be seen as offensive by the  C h i

nese. “ I’m willing to  apologize to  everyone, b u t  you people have to  apologize 

to  the  am putees  with cru tches ,” Bethune re to r te d . '5 Later, w hen  Bethune had 

g ro w n  calmer, J iang  relented. Y anchuan  w ould  n o t  be a pe rm a n en t  posting, 

he assured Bethune, an d  w hen  his w o rk  w as  d o n e  there ,  he w ould  be able to 

m ove on  to  the  Border  Region. B ethune’s tem per  h ad  a lready m ade  a  vivid 

impression on  those  a ro u n d  him. M a  H a id e  w ould  later joke th a t  he w as  “ a
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dange rous  m a n .” A no ther  colleague, J iang  Yizhen, no ted  th a t  “ he loved to  

kick up  a fuss an d  get in to  t ro u b le ,” an d  still a n o th e r  com pla ined ,  “ A friend 

like him is really exhaus t ing .” 36

At this po in t  Dr R ichard  Brown arrived from X i’an  in a League o f  N ations  

truck. W ith  h im w as  Dr R obert  M cC lure ,  w h o  had  com e for a brief visit.37 

Bethune w as  relieved to  see Brown bu t bera ted  h im  tak ing  so  long  to  arrive. 

Did he no t understand  th a t  every day o f  delay m ean t  the loss o f  anti-Japanese 

fighters they  cou ld  have saved? T aken  a b a ck  by B e thune’s tone ,  Brow n 

exp la ined  th a t  he h ad  needed  to  a t te n d  to  his m iss ion  hosp ita l  in G uide 

before leaving for X i’a n .38 W hen he said he w as  ready  to  set o u t  a t  once for 

the  Border Region if Bethune could  get permission for them to  go ,  Bethune 

w as  so m e w h a t  mollified. But he w as  c o n te m p tu o u s  o f  B ro w n ’s C hris t ian  

convictions, so sim ilar to  those o f  his ow n  paren ts .  B row n conduc ted  a reli

gious service in Chinese tw o  days after his arrival on  G o o d  Friday, 1 5 April,  

a t  M a o ’s request.  A C a n ad ian  flag w as  raised, loudspeakers  were set up ,  and  

Brow n gave a  se rm on  based on  the  parab le  o f  the G ood  S am ari tan  in w hich 

he urged m ore  th a n  tw o  th o u sa n d  Chris t ian  hearers n o t  to  oppress  the  peas

an ts .39 Bethune listened for a few m inutes ,  then  w alked  ou t.  Later he chided 

Brown for being so  stup id  as to  believe such C hris t ian  m yths .40

However, o n  m ore festive occasions the  tw o  m en did get along. W hen  the 

p ro p a g a n d a  d e p a r tm e n t  o f  the  pa r ty  sent tickets  to  Bethune,  B row n, and  

Ewen for an open-a ir  movie, they joined the soldiers an d  farmers o n  w ooden  

benches in the  cou r thouse  grounds .  After the show ing  o f  an  o ld Soviet film 

entitled C hapiev, M a o  gave a brief speech an n ounc ing  th a t  tw o  doc to rs  and 

a nurse had  com e to  help the  w ounded .  T h e  c ro w d  th u m p e d  the  benches and  

c lapped. T hen  one x ia o  g u ei called o u t  th a t  the  doc to rs  shou ld  sing a song. 

Bethune got up  and  sang “T h e  Ballad o f  Jo e  H ill ,” and  Brown then translated 

the  w ords  and  expla ined  the  m eaning  to  the  delighted c ro w d .4'

W ord now  reached Bethune th a t  their  medical supplies had  a t  last arrived 

in X i’an  from  H o n g  Kong. O n  zo  April, he sent Ewen in an  Eighth R ou te  

Army truck to  a rrange  for their  transfer  to  Yan’an. It w as  a plan  th a t  would  

inadvertently  end Ew en’s role in the  unit. O n  the  w ay  south ,  w hen  the  driver 

stopped to  assist a n o r th b o u n d  Army truck mired in m ud ,  they learned tha t  

it w as  earring  their supplies from  H o n g  Kong. T w o  days later the truck  ar

rived in Yan’an ,  bu t  w ithou t Ewen. She had  cont inued  on to  Xi’an  where,  she 

later claimed, Bethune had  sent her to  buy m ore medical materials. After m a k 

ing the required purchases an d  staying for several days, she returned to  Yan’an 

to  find th a t  Bethune an d  Brown had  gone no r th  w i th o u t  her, having stripped 

her cave o f  everything including her food. A lthough she took  the first o p p o r 

tunity  to  follow them, she w as  prevented from joining them  first by the chang
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ing military sil tuation  an d  then by illness.41 Bethune, however, m ain ta ined  

th a t  he received no  response to  tw o  telegrams he sent to  Xi’an  urging her to 

re turn  an d  so decided to  leave w ithou t her. H e told M a  H aide to  offer her the 

o p tion  o f  following o r  staying in Yan’a n .45 In any case, Bethune’s dependence 

on her knowledge o f  Chinese had  ended w ith  B row n’s arrival.44

M eanw hile ,  in the  days before leaving for the  no r th ,  Bethune h ad  tu rned  

his m ind  to  trying to  establish a blood transfusion service in Yan’an. The  main  

p ro b lem  w as  th a t  th e  Chinese w ere  re luc tan t  to  give b lood ,  even the tiny 

a m o u n t  necessary to  have it typed. H e  go t his chance w hen  an instruc to r  at 

the  K angda University lost a  lot o f  b lood  after a bad  accident with a grenade. 

The  you n g  m an desperate ly  needed a t ransfusion , an d  Bethune cajoled the 

s tudents in to  a l lowing themselves to  be typed, saying it w as  just a little prick. 

Six o r  seven sham ed  each o th e r  in to  vo lun teering .  W h e n  he g o t  the  right 

b lood type, Bethune h ad  the  potentia l d o n o r  seized and  held d o w n ,  while he 

d id a d irec t t ransfusion  to  the w o u n d ed  m an. Brow n noted  wryly th a t  this 

a rb i t ra ry  ap p ro a c h  did  no th ing  to  increase the n u m b e r  o f  potentia l b lood 

d o n o rs  in Yan’a n .45

O n  M onday ,  г  M ay, the  medical supplies th a t  Bethune an d  Brown w ould  

take no r th  w ith them  w ere  packed in to  ten metal containers  an d  loaded on to  

an Eighth R ou te  A rm y truck . Twelve fully a rm ed  soldiers were  assigned to  

go w ith  them. All w as  in readiness w hen Bethune noticed th a t  H e Z ex in ,  his 

x ia o  guei, w as  missing. “W here  is He? H e  m ust com e w ith  m e!” he insisted 

an d  w en t  to  look for him. Finding him back a t  the cave, he picked up  H e ’s 

knapsack  an d  led h im to  the truck. Long af te rw ard  H e  recalled w ith  pride, 

“ F rom  th a t  day  I rem ained  w ith  h im  until his d e a th .”46

The destination  o f  the  unit  w as  n o  longer Y anchuan, for J iang  Q ix ian  had 

decided th a t  Bethune an d  Brown should  go  instead to  Shenmu, nearly 150 

kilom etres nor th  o f  Yan’an. Plans changed again several hours  after they left 

Yan’an. J iang  m e t them  a t  Q ingjian  an d  told them  the  need for them  was 

grea ter  a t  a  hospital south  o f  Shenmu a t  H ejiachuan . The  road  they followed 

led north ,  then  east th rough  the barren loess hills a long  the Yellow River. Rain 

m ade the clay surface o f  the road  greasy, and  the  driver had  to  reduce speed. 

N e a r  Suide the road  becam e a quagm ire,  an d  the  truck g round  to  a halt.  The  

driver w as  unable  to  extricate  it, and  Bethune an d  the  o thers  go t ou t.  The  

rain quickly soaked his light clothing -  a  yellow windbreaker, co t ton  trousers, 

an d  yellow sneakers. H an d s  on hips, he assessed the situation, then go t behind 

the  truck  an d  helped push it o u t  o f  the m ud. The  soldiers were astonished. As 

one o f  his escort said later, “ It was so unlike a foreigner to  get dirty.”47

Late Tuesday a f te rn o o n ,  accom pan ied  by D r  Jiang, they arr ived in Suide, 

w here  they spent the night.  Bethune took  the op p o r tu n i ty  to  write  letters to
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C a n ad a ,  giving details o f  the journey and  com pla in ing  o f  the lack o f  su p p o r t  

from the  c a c .48 Their  nex t s top  w as  M izhi,  fifteen kilom etres to  the nor th .  

F rom  th a t  po in t  they w ould  have to  rely on  mules to  carry  them  an d  the  su p 

plies, so they stayed tw o  nights to  a l low  carpen te rs  to  m a k e  w o oden  boxes 

for the  supplies to  replace the heavier metal ones. W hen  the  ca rpen te rs  said 

they  cou ld  n o t  m ake  the  ro u n d  boxes B ethune w a n te d ,  he rolled up  his 

sleeves an d  set to  w o rk  himself, a task th a t  to o k  all day.49 O n  the  advice of 

the guards, he and  Brow n also equipped themselves better for the trek ahead. 

As w alk ing  w as  difficult in leather  boo ts ,  they had  flexible s t r a w  sandals  

m ade,  the  sam e type w o rn  by Eighth R ou te  A rm y soldiers, an d  each chose a 

s to u t  w a lk ing  stick. B ethune also d iscovered som e u n ifo rm s  in an Eighth 

Route Army depo t in the village and  asked permission to  w ear  one. H e Zexin 

set up  tw o  mirrors  on  opposite  walls in one  o f  the huts,  an d  Bethune paraded  

between them , eyeing his reflection an d  crow ing , “ Look  a t  me, a lm ost  fifty, 

an d  I’m a soldier once m o re !” However, his first a t tem p ts  to  m o u n t  a mule 

the following m orn ing  did  less for his self-esteem. Chinese guards  tr ied to  

help h im bu t he w aved  them  off  angrily. O n ly  after a series o f  em barrass ing  

failures did  he finally m anage  to  c lam ber  o n to  o n e  o f  the  beasts, an d  the  car

avan  o f  th irteen  mules set off.$°

From  M izhi,  the  130-kilom etre rou te  w o u n d  th ro u g h  a m o u n ta in  chain 

th a t  paralleled the  W uding  River.5' They  w o u ld  have to  pass th ro u g h  G u o 

m in d a n g  te rr ito ry ,  so the  a rm y  c o m m a n d e r  in M izh i ,  uneasy  desp ite  the  

United F ron t agreement, assigned ex tra  guards to  the unit. The  going w as  dif

ficult n o t  only for Bethune an d  Brow n b u t  also for the  mules, each burdened  

w ith  a box  on ei ther side o f  its back. T here  w as  the  co n s ta n t  risk th a t  one 

cou ld  lose its foo ting  an d  tu m b le  in to  the  gorge. W henever  the  p a th  nar

row ed ,  Bethune, Brown, an d  the guards  had  to  un load  the  cargo ,  carry  it 

until the  pa th  w idened , an d  then tediously re load  the  mules.

All a long  the  w ay  Bethune an d  Brown s topped  to  trea t  civilian patients  in 

isolated villages. At night they slept in open  cou r tya rds  o r  in peasan t  homes, 

w here  Bethune w ould  set up  his folding co t  an d  sleeping bag  on  top  o f  the 

clay kang . T he ir  food w as  supplied by the  soldiers o r  by peasants: millet or 

rice, vegetables, an d  occasionally  eggs, w ashed  d o w n  w ith  tea. But a t  one 

s top  B ethune him self p repa red  a dish th a t  w o u ld  becom e his favourite :  

s team ed pota toes  m ixed  w ith  eggs and  sprinkled  w ith  sugar.51

O n  Wednesday, и  May, after five d ay s ’ w alk ing ,  they arr ived just before 

da rk  in the m o u n ta in  ham le t  o f  H ejiachuan ,  w here  the Eighth R o u te  Army 

hospital th a t  J iang  had  asked Bethune to  inspect w as  located. Follow ing the 

s tandard  Chinese courtesy, the head d oc to r  urged Bethune an d  Brown to  rest 

an d  sip a cerem onial cu p  o f  tea, bu t  Bethune brushed  this suggestion aside.
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d e m a n d in g  to  be taken  directly  to  th e  w o u n d e d .  W h a t  he saw  instantly  

verified w h a t  N elson  Fu an d  M a  H aid e  had  tr ied so earnestly  to  m ake  him 

unders tand .  T h e  cond it ions  a t  H ejiachuan  were far w orse th a n  those  th a t  

had  shocked  him in the  Yan’an hospital.  Led from  house to  house where the 

w o u n d ed  w ere  located, he saw  groups  o f  th ree  o r  four huddled  together  in 

lice-ridden clothing, w i th o u t  sheets o r  blankets .  Because the  hospital lacked 

any staff w ith  medical training, m any  o f  the w ounded  had  lain on their  kangs  

for m o n th s  w i th o u t  care  excep t for the  d ra in ing  o f  the ir  w o u n d s  an d  the 

in frequent changing  o f  the ir  dressings. In all, there were  175 w o u n d ed ;  on 

closer exam ina t ion  the  following day, thirty-five o f  these required  imm ediate 

surgical a t ten tion .

In his repo r t  to  Y an’an headquar te rs ,  begun on  17 May, Bethune would  

write: “ All [the thirty-five m ost serious cases) have o ld neglected w o u n d s  o f  

the th igh an d  leg -  m ost  o f  them  incurable except by a m p u ta t io n .  T h ree  o f  

the  35 a re  lying nak e d  on  s t raw -covered  ka n g s  w ith  on ly  a single c o t to n  

quilt. T h e  o thers  are still in the ir  old , unw ashed ,  co t ton -padded  winter, dirty 

uniform s. They  are, w ith o u t  exception, all anem ic, underfed  an d  dehydra ted  

. ..  T hey  are  dying o f  sepsis. These  are  the  cases we are asked to  opera te  on. 

They  are  all bad surgical r isks.” 5' H e  reacted to  the  shocking conditions with 

his usual com bina t ion  o f  com pass ion  an d  rage. After the initial inspection, 

he stalked off  to  the  quar te rs  assigned to  h im an d  B row n, go t  som e o f  his 

ow n  clo th ing and  re turned  to  give it to  three naked  soldiers.54 H e  w ould  later 

refer to  the hosp ita l a t  H e jiac h u an  as a “ pes tho le  . . .  t h a t  sh o u ld  be shu t 

d o w n  -  lousy posit ion ,  lousy pover ty -s tr icken  a rea ,  no  food for patients ,  

lousy equ ipm en t  and  a lousy, lazy s ta ff .” 55

But th is  t im e he d id  n o t  go  on  s tr ike ,  fo r  the  need w as  to o  g rea t  -  far  

g rea te r  th a n  an y th in g  he had  ever seen before. H e a n d  B row n set to  w o rk .  

Before they  cou ld  begin o p e ra t in g ,  how ever,  they  h ad  to  reo rg an iz e  the  

hosp ita l in o rd e r  to  p rov ide  p ro p e r  t re a tm e n t  o f  the  w o u n d e d .  T h is  to o k  

th ree  days. In one  o f  th e  la rger  houses  they p rep a re d  tw o  ad jac en t  room s,  

one for o p e r a t in g  a n d  th e  o th e r  fo r  recovery. T h ey  chose  several o th e r  

houses  to  becom e p o s t-o p e ra t iv e  w ard s .  Because the re  were  n o  hosp ita l  

m ateria ls ,  they h ad  to  create  everything they w ou ld  need. F rom  c o t to n  they 

had  b ro u g h t  they  h ad  sheets ,  gauze  squa res ,  m asks,  a n d  tow els  m ade ,  an d  

also m attress  covers ,  w h ich  w ere  then  s tuffed w ith  s traw .56 As soon  as they 

cou ld ,  they began  a daily  ro u n d  o f  o p e ra t io n s  an d  post-opera t ive  care  th a t  

c o n t in u ed  until they left H e j ia c h u a n  th ir teen  days  later. Amazingly, despite 

the  p o o r  con d i t io n  o f  the  pa t ien ts  they o p e ra te d  on ,  on ly  on e  died. D uring  

o n e  o p e ra t io n ,  B ethune lay beside the  o p e ra t in g  tab le  w hile  B row n a d m in 

istered a d irect transfus ion  o f  his b lood  to  the  patient .  It w as  the first o f  four
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occas ions  du r in g  his t im e in C h ina  th a t  B ethune w o u ld  d o n a te  his b lo o d  to  

th e  w o u n d e d .57

Because the  o p e ra t io n s  w ere  p e r fo rm ed  in p e a sa n t  hom es,  they were  

sources o f  public en ter ta inm ent ,  an d  the  w hole  village tu rned  o u t  to  watch .  

A nnoyed  by heads  po k in g  in the  w in d o w s  an d  d o o r  to  w a tc h  h im  w o rk ,  

Bethune instruc ted  the  o rderlies  to  drive the  people  away. T hey  scattered  

only to  re turn  as soon  as the orderly  w en t inside. O n e  day, losing patience, 

Bethune cha rged  the  c ro w d  himself. W ith  b lood ied  h an d s  an d  a p ro n ,  

waving a scalpel,  he w as  a fearsome sight, and  the  c row d  fled screaming from 

the  furious foreign devil. However, it d id  no t  take  long for the ir  curiosity  to 

overcom e the ir  fear, an d  they soon  re tu rn ed .58

In the second section o f  his repo r t  to  M a o  Z edong ,  da ted  z z  May, Bethune 

presented a detailed crit ique o f  cond it ions  in the hospital a t  H ejiachuan . A 

pr im ary  w eakness w as  the lack o f  san ita tion : “ F ood  is left exposed  to  flies; 

dressings, a f te r  removal,  are th ro w n  on  the floor instead o f  in to  a receptacle; 

the patients are no t  washed; cross infection is the rule n o t  the exception. Two 

o f  o u r  cases developed m aggo ts  in the ir  w o u n d s  w ith in  5 days a f te r  o p e ra 

t io n .” H e  also crit icized the  im prope r  care  o f  the  w o u n d e d ,  the  lack o f  m ed

ical tra in ing  o f  hospital staff, an d  the  incorrec t choices o f  medicines given to 

pa t ien ts .59 W hen D r  J iang  Q ix ian  assured  him th a t  the  cond it ions  a t  Heji

achuan  were  representative o f  those  in m ost  E ighth R ou te  A rm y hospitals,  

Bethune enlarged his c r it ique o f  the  hospital in to  a scheme for revam ping  

the entire  Eighth R ou te  A rm y M edical Service. Rapidly reach ing  a series o f  

conclusions, he outlined these in his report.  The  M edical Service, he asserted, 

w as  deficient in tra ined  medical w o rk e rs ,  supplies  a n d  e q u ip m en t ,  an d  

special hospitals ,  especially o r thoped ic  facilities, so necessary for the  t rea t

m ent and  rehabilita tion o f  the m any  soldiers suffering from  bone dam age. To 

im prove in these areas, which  w o u ld  require time an d  a significant sum  o f  

overseas financial su p p o r t ,  he offered a  series o f  detailed  suggestions.

T he  lack o f  com peten t medical personnel was a critical matter. In the Heji

achuan  hospital there w as  n o t  only no  d o c to r  bu t  n o t  even a single tra ined 

nurse.  “ O p e ra t io n s  are  the  least p a r t  o f  th e  t r e a tm e n t  -  af te r-care  the  m ost  

im p o r ta n t , ” he w ro te  in his r e p o r t .60 K n o w in g  th a t  far  m o re  th a n  their  

surgical skill w o u ld  be requ ired  to  save th e  lives o f  those  o n  w h o m  they 

w ould  opera te ,  he an d  Brow n w ere  forced to  choose  on ly  those  cases th a t  

required  a m in im um  o f  nursing  care. For this reason , he w as  m ore  th a n  ever 

determ ined  “ to  get to  the fron t  and ,  by instruc tion ,  to  p revent m any  such 

cases as w e see here from  getting in to  such co n d i t ions .” 61

T h e  first step  to  achieve th a t  a im , he in fo rm ed  M a o ,  w as  fo r  h im  an d  

Brown to  m ake a tou r  o f  all the battle areas to  assess the num ber  o f  w ounded
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an d  the  cond it ions  in which  they were being treated . At the sam e time they 

would  give front-line instruction on the  trea tm en t o f  w ounds.  A nother  reason 

for m ak ing  such a survey w as  to  provide Brown w ith  in fo rm ation  he could 

use as p ro p ag a n d a  to  raise funds overseas once  he re tu rned  to  his mission 

duties. As Brow n h ad  to  re tu rn  to  G uide in July, replacing h im w as  the  next 

vital issue, an d  his rep lacem ent w ou ld  have to  be bilingual. Following the 

survey to u r  an d  B row n’s depar tu re ,  Bethune explained to  M ao ,  he w an ted  to 

create an entirely new  medical unit: a  pe rm a n en t  mobile  opera ting  team . It 

w o u ld  consist o f  himself, B ro w n ’s replacem ent,  tw o  tra ined nurses, a n d  ten 

non-m edical personnel.  To m ain ta in  the  unit,  he calculated ,  w ou ld  require a 

m on th ly  sum o f  $ 1 ,250  in the Chinese nat ional  currency; op tim istic  as ever, 

he prom ised  this cost w o u ld  be “entirely borne  by the  C a n ad ian  an d  Amer

ican C o m m ittees .’’62

A lthough B ethune’s analysis o f  the  needs o f  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y hos

pitals w as  keen an d  detailed, his overall unders tand ing  o f  the  military and 

political facts o f  the  w a r  w as  still inadequa te ,  an d  so som e o f  his suggestions 

sim ply could  n o t  be carried  ou t.  F or  exam ple ,  he suggested th a t  nurses and 

docto rs  be sent to  H a n k o u  an d  o the r  cities n o t  under  d irect Japanese  at tack  

to  be trained by mission hospitals and  the Chinese Red Cross. The  reality was 

th a t  a r ran g in g  such t r a n sp o r t  in w ar t im e  w as  a lm o s t  impossible . Fie also 

insisted on  the need for a “ tenfold increase o f  all medical supplies,” bu t  there 

w as  n o  m oney  to  pay for this, n o r  for the  special hospitals  he w an ted  to  see 

cons truc ted  near  the  f ron t .63

D espite  his b rave w o rd s  to  M a o ,  B ethune w as  acute ly a w a re  th a t  his 

p rom ise  o f  foreign financial su p p o r t  depended  on  help from the  C h ina  Aid 

C ouncil ,  and  he had  a lm o s t  lost hope  o f  funding  from  th a t  quarter.  T h e re 

fore, a long with  the  report  to  M a o  he sent ou t a letter and  a copy of  the repor t  

to  Earl Browder. “ As I have had  no  reply to  a dozen letters an d  several cables 

to  the American Com m ittee (Wm. D odd Jr.),” Bethune wrote, “ I have com e to  

the  conclusion they have ceased to  function. So am  sending you this material 

for you to  place in the  hands  o f  an o th e r  com m ittee  form ed in its p lace.” 64 

Bethune also sent copies o f  the  le tter an d  the repo r t  to  T im  Buck, an d  for 

this reason included in the le tter an appeal for C a n ad ian  aid:

C a n a d a  m ust help these com rades .  I k n o w  we are  poor, I k n o w  tha t  

Spain needs o u r  help, bu t Spain never needed o u r  help as these com rades  

do. They  have fought for the  salvation o f  C h ina  an d  the liberation o f  Asia. 

T hey  are  dying now  as they have lived, w ith o u t  com plain t.

F or  5 m o n th s  n o w  the  A m erican  C o m m ittee  in N e w  York has  been 

com pletely silent -  I have n o t  received a single le tter o r  line from  them  -
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in spite o f  my urgent appeals ,  by le tter an d  cable. I can  give no  e x p la n a 

tion  to  M a o tse tu n g  [M ao  Zedong] .  I a m  asham ed . If the  A m erican C o m 

m it tee  has  ceased to  function ,  can  n o t  a n o th e r  com m ittee  be form ed? 

Surely the C a n ad ian s  can  help, in add it ion  to  supplying the  personnel o f  

the first unit  -  this , the first mobile opera ting  unit  to  go  to  the  fron t  in all 

th e  arm ies o f  China.  C a n n o t  C a n a d a  a lone  raise the  m oney  to  m ain ta in  

this u n i t ...  We m ust s top  being an  expence [s/c] to  the  8th  Army. It is dis

graceful!! [sz"c].6$

After sketching events since he and  Brown left Yan’an, Bethune praised the 

missionary  doctor:  “ Dr. Brown is a g rand  co m p an io n .  I am  going to  m a k e  a 

C o m m u n is t  o u t  o f  h im  ye t .” A nd he urged B row der to  a r range  for Brown 

an d  his family to  receive the sam e $ 100  a m o n th  th a t  he an d  Parsons had 

been promised. H e  ended  wistfully, “ Lord,  I wish we h ad  a rad io  an d  a  h a m 

burger  sa n d w ich .” 66

Leaving H ejiachuan  on  Friday, 27 May, Bethune an d  B row n headed  east 

o u t  o f  the  m oun ta in s ,  descending in to  a valley o f  the  Yellow River. Crossing 

into the  province o f  Shanxi, they arr ived th ree  days later a t  Lanx ian ,  h e a d 

quar te rs  o f  the  120th  Division o f  the Eighth R ou te  Army. Before m oving  on , 

they inspected the  medical facilities, m ade  suggestions for change, left w h a t  

medical supplies they could spare, and  perform ed several opera tions.67 L earn

ing th a t  a co u r ie r  w as  a b o u t  to  leave L an x ian  for Yan’an ,  they to o k  the  

o p p o r tu n i ty  to  send several messages. In the  postscrip t o f  a brief  rep o r t  to  

M a o ,  Bethune w ro te ,  “ I c a n n o t  close w ith o u t  telling you how  h a p p y  w e are 

to  be here an d  to  feel th a t  we are  o f  som e practical use to  o u r  heroic Chinese 

com rades  in their  magnificent fight for the  sa lvation  o f  the ir  beautifu l c o u n 

try and  the em ancipat ion  o f  A sia .”68 To M a  H aide  he w ro te ,” We are  having 

a  w onderfu l time ...  I only wish you were  here. I d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  I shall do  

w i th o u t  an  English-speaking assis tan t w hen  |B row n] g oes .” 69 A t the  same 

time, Brown w ro te  to  Smedley describing the  conditions th a t  he an d  Bethune 

had  encoun te red ,  m ak ing  an urgent plea for her to  redoub le  her  efforts to  

send a id  to  the  a re a .70

Before leaving Lanx ian  on  7 June, Bethune an d  Brown w ere  given Eighth 

Route  A rm y horses an d  an  escort o f  twenty-five soldiers a rm ed  w ith cap tured  

Japanese machine guns.7' Three days later, seventy-five partisan  fighters joined 

them as they entered the Japanese-occupied area  flanking the  railway linking 

S hanxi’s capital city, Taiyuan, in the  sou th  to  the  city o f  D a to n g  to  the north .  

At m idnight on  a m oonli t  night they moved stealthily th rough  enemy lines, 

first across a  road  an d  then the  railway tracks, bo th  patro lled  by Japanese  

troops. From there they slipped into the  foothills and  the  relative safety o f  the
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m ounta ins  to  the  east. The  only casualty  w as  Bethune’s typewriter, which,  to  

his enraged dismay, w en t missing.71 Following dirt trails for the nex t four  days 

they passed th rough  scenery th a t  variously reminded Bethune o f  the Canadian  

Rockies and  the  w est coas t  o f  Scotland. “ High tow ering  m oun ta in s ,  green 

fertile valleys m ake  it look a  Paradise  a f te r  the  bare , n aked  hills o f  Shensi 

[Shaanxi], treeless an d  deso la te ,” he w rote.  “ It w as  a g rea t  relief to  be o u t  of 

the dust storms. H ere  the air is soft and  balmy an d  filled w ith  the songs of 

birds and  clear runn ing  m oun ta in  s t ream s.”73

N ine  days a fte r  leaving Lanxian ,  they reached W uta i .74 W ith  a  popu la tion  

o f  several th ousand ,  it was the largest to w n  in the  area ,  an d  hundreds  o f  peo

ple were  w a it ing  to  gree t them. B ethune an d  B row n rode  d o w n  the  main  

street to  cheers an d  applause .  Behind the  c row ds,  long banners  a t tached  to  

the sides o f  buildings welcom ed them .73 After m uch han d sh ak in g  w ith  local 

officials, Bethune asked to  be taken  to  exam ine  the w o u n d ed  b u t  w as  told 

th a t  the  nearest base hospital w as  a tw o-day  ride away.

Leaving W utai  early  n ex t  m o rn in g ,  they  reached  th e  Eighth R ou te  A rm y 

headquar te rs  in J ingangku  a t  6 p m . Located  a t  the  base o f  a steep rock m as

sif, the  large w hite -w ashed  co m p o u n d  w ith  its grey-tiled roofs a d o rn e d  with 

d rag o n  finials had  been the  residence o f  a w ea lthy  la n d lo rd  before  being 

confiscated by the army. Awaiting them  a t  the  f ron t  gate  were  General N ie 

R o n gzhen ,  th e  th ir ty -n ine-year-o ld  c o m m a n d e r  in ch ief  o f  the  Border 

Region, an d  several m em bers  o f  his staff.76 The  general spoke little English, 

so d irect conversation  w as  limited, bu t  Bethune took  to  h im instantly  and  

the ir  rela tionship  w ould  develop in to  one o f  m u tua l respect. After a  lengthy 

discussion a b o u t  the role he might play in the  Border Region, Bethune told 

N ie he in tended to  leave early  the  following m o rn in g  to  travel to  the  local 

base hosp ita l.  P o in ting  o u t  th a t  it w as  a full d a y ’s ride f rom  J in g a n g k u ,  

Nie insisted th a t  the docto rs  rest for a day  to  recuperate  from the ir  t rek .77 

Bethune reluctantly  agreed an d  w as  soon  glad he had  done  so, for in those 

rare  few hours  o f  relaxation  he revelled in the  use o f  the land lo rd ’s luxurious 

bathroom . “ A ho t bath  in an  immense stone bath tub  was H eaven ,” he w ro te .78

D uring  his discussion w ith  Nie, Bethune em phasized th a t  his p r im ary  aim 

w as  to  reduce the  unnecessarily  high m orta l i ty  ra te  am o n g  the  Eighth R oute 

A rm y w o unded .  To achieve this , he w an te d  to  set up  a mobile  team  to  o p 

erate  near  the battlefronts .  T here  he w o u ld  be in a posit ion  to  trea t  soldiers 

an d  p ar t isans  soon  afte r  they had  been w o u n d e d .  In a d d i t io n ,  as he had 

sta ted  in his repo rt  to  M a o  Z ed o n g ,  the o th e r  tw o  key functions o f  the  team 

w ould  be to  deliver medical supplies an d  to  tra in  medical w orke rs  in hosp i

tals th ro u g h o u t  Jin-Cha-Ji. N ie  accepted  B ethune’s p roposa l ,  bu t  to  give him
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a clear sense o f  the prob lem s he w ould  have to  face, he ou tl ined  military- 

medical cond it ions  in Jin-Cha-Ji.  The  Border Region con ta ined  m ore  than

100 ,000  Eighth R oute A rm y soldiers and  partisan  fighters and  w as  divided 

in to  ten sub-districts. Each o f  these had  one  base hospital an d  tw o  o r  three 

clinics, usually w ith  a b o u t  fifty medical personnel an d  one h u n d red  to  tw o  

hu n d red  patients. T h e  m ost serious cases w ere  transferred  from the  clinics to 

the  base hospitals.  N ie  po in ted  o u t  th a t  none  o f  the personnel w as  qualified 

by western  s tandards  and  th a t  o rganiz ing  such an  area w ou ld  be an  eno r

m ous  task. Bethune replied th a t  his first step w o u ld  be to  trea t  the sick and  

w ou n d ed  in the  local base hospital; a f te r  th a t  he w ou ld  under take  a  survey 

tr ip  to  those  o f  the  o the r  sub-districts. After assessing the ir  needs an d  c o n 

sidering their  geographica l locations, he w o u ld  s tructure  a plan  o f  opera tion  

to  serve the entire  Border Region.

T h e  n ex t  m orn ing , m o u n te d  on  large horses cap tu red  from the  Japanese  

by N ie ’s t ro o p s ,  Bethune an d  Brown set o u t  for the nearest base hospital.  

T here  they found  th a t  the  350  patients  were  in fact d is t r ibu ted  am o n g  three 

villages.79 T h e  w o u n d ed ,  num bering  a b o u t  tw o  hu n d red ,  were  housed  in the 

villages o f  H ex icun  an d  S ongyankou, less th a n  a k ilom etre apar t .  Five kilo

metres aw ay  in the village o f  H ebeicun  were soldiers an d  par t isan  fighters 

w h o  were  suffering from var ious illnesses. In each o f  the  th ree  villages the 

entire  pop u la t io n  lined the  n a r ro w  m a in  street w h en  B ethune an d  Brow n 

arr ived, eager to  witness the rare  sight o f  a pair  o f  foreigners. As a t  W utai,  

red a n d  green b an n e rs  bear ing  messages o f  w elcom e d rap e d  the  sides of 

houses, an d  children sang songs to  the  bea ting  o f  gongs and  drum s.

W hen  he visited the  w o unded ,  Bethune w as  fo r  the  first t ime n o t  utterly 

d ism ayed by w h a t  he found. T h o u g h  woefully lacking in all ca tegories by 

w estern  s tandards ,  this base hospital w as  better  m anaged  th a n  the  four in 

w hich he an d  Brow n had  previously w orked . After requesting  th a t  a ra the r  

basic opera ting  room  be set up  in a peasan t hom e in Songyankou, they began 

exam in ing  all the  patients ,  rank ing  cases accord ing  to  the  severity o f  their  

w ounds .  By the time Brown left twenty-five days later, they had  opera ted  on 

110 o f  these pat ien ts .80 Yet a lready Bethune w as  g row ing  restless, n o t  co n 

vinced th a t  his skills were  being p u t  to  the best possible use. S ongyankou 

w as  to o  peaceful: he w an te d  the surgical unit to  rem ain  mobile an d  yearned 

to  be w ork ing  closer to  the fighting. H e speculated th a t  the need for surgeons 

might be grea ter  w ith the  i z o t h  Division in western  Shanxi o r  in the  south  

w ith  the  115 th  an d  i z 9 t h  D ivisions un d er  Z h u  De. And even tho u g h  his 

im m edia te  com m ander,  N ie  R ongzhen , w ished him to  rem ain  w here  he was, 

B ethune in fo rm ed  M a o  Z e d o n g  th a t  he w o u ld  n o t  stay in the  W uta ishan
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area  if the  military s ituation  rem ained  qu ie t,  add ing  as if as an  af te r though t,  

“ I hope you ap p rove  o f  my a t t i tu d e .” 8'

D uring  this per iod  Bethune occasionally  rode over  to  Genera l N ie ’s head 

q u a r te r s  a t  J in g a n g k u ,  a n d  on  on e  o f  these  visits he m e t C a p ta in  E vans  F. 

C arlson ,  an  Am erican military a t tache  assigned to  ga ther  in fo rm ation  in the 

Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region. Elated by the success o f  the  w o rk  he an d  Brown 

were do ing  in the Base H ospita l ,  Bethune confided to  C arlson  his daw n ing  

sense th a t  he w as  a t  last achieving his destiny. “ I believe I have found  my 

mission in life, a little late, to  be sure, bu t  a trem endous  challenge,” he sa id .81 

H e  w as  also en thusias t ic  a b o u t  an a r ra n g e m e n t  he believed he h ad  m ade  

w ith  the  M anchester G uardian , to  w rite  tw o  articles o r  m ore  a  m o n th  for 

publication .  In this w ay  he w as  hoping  to  ea rn  an income an d  so  avoid  the 

hum iliat ing  need for the  Eighth R oute A rm y to  pay  his personal expenses .8’ 

Bethune an d  Brow n m a in ta ined  a tigh t  o p era t ing  schedule , averag ing  six 

hours  daily n o t  coun ting  emergencies. They  usually finished w o rk  by late af

te rn o o n  an d  often  relaxed by tak ing  a w a lk ,  going for a swim in the  nearby  

Q ingshui River, o r  play ing  cards.  O n  one  occas ion they visited the  B uddhist 

m onas te ry  o f  Pusading. Set high on  the  s lope o f  M o u n t  W uta i ,  it offered  a 

p a n o ra m ic  v iew  o f  the  s u r ro u n d in g  valley. E n te r ing  a tem ple ,  they cam e 

u p o n  an  elderly m o n k  p ro s tra t in g  himself before a go lden  altar, s liding a 

sh o r t  d is tance up  its side before re tu rn ing  to  the  floor. T h e  per fo rm ance  o f  

the  ritual over  un to ld  years h ad  created  a slick patch  o n  the  altar. Bethune 

was disgusted a t  w h a t  he considered a pointless exercise, yelling a t  the  m onk ,  

“ Silly old  fool,  w h a t  g o o d  are  you do ing  there? W hy  d o n ’t  you get  o u t  and  

help  th e  w o u n d e d  o r  so m e th in g ? ” 84 A la rm ed  a n d  u n c o m p re h e n d in g ,  the 

m o n k  tu rn ed  to  Brown, w h o  to ld  him th a t  B ethune w as  on ly  ask ing  h im  to  

say  a p ra y e r  fo r  h im . W h e n  B row n re p o r te d  w h a t  he h ad  sa id ,  B ethune 

cursed long an d  explicitly, expressing c o n te m p t  for religious practices th a t  

b r o u g h t  no  social benefit.85

Living a t  close q u a r te rs  as they did , B row n soon  becam e fam iliar  w ith  

m any  o f  B ethune’s trai ts ,  including his ch ron ic  insom nia .  O n  nights w hen  

Bethune was unable to  sleep, he th o u g h t  no th ing  o f  w ak in g  Brow n an d  ta lk 

ing obsessively for hours. Like M cC lure  before h im. B row n noted  B e thune’s 

frustra tion  a t  having failed to  receive in C a n a d a  the professional recognition 

he craved .  H e  repea ted ly  a t ta c k e d  the  C a n a d ia n  m edica l es tab l ishm en t,  

saying th a t  m any  o f  its m em bers  were  indifferent to  the H ippocra t ic  O a th  

an d  m otiva ted  solely by greed. Few, he insisted, show ed  ded ica tion  to  the 

sick, especially those  w h o  w ere  unable  to  pay.86 H e also spoke bitterly o f  his 

personal life, particu larly  his ch i ldhood ,  which he said had  been unhappy. It
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seemed to  B row n th a t  w h a t  Bethune said one night he w ou ld  con trad ic t  the 

next,  a l ternate ly  b lam ing  each o f  his paren ts .  A lthough  he w as  still deeply 

respectful o f  his mother, he seemed co n tem p tu o u s  o f  his father, w h o  he said 

had  had  a w eak  personality, a m o n g  o the r  faults.87

Brow n gradually  form ed an op in ion  o f  Bethune, m uch  o f  it unfavourab le .  

H e deprecated  B ethune’s impulsiveness, feeling th a t  he w as  “o u t  for the spec

tacu la r"  an d  th a t  he was full o f  criticisms o f  Chinese conditions and  practices 

bu t w i th o u t  the m eans o r  practica l know ledge as to  how  to  im prove things: 

“ H e  w an te d  to  accom plish  som eth ing , he w an te d  to  d o  it overnight,  he got 

annoyed  with o thers  w h o  he th o u g h t  p robab ly  d id n ’t coopera te  sufficiently." 

Know ledgeable a b o u t  Chinese cus tom s himself, Brown w inced a t  B ethune’s 

refusal to  ad just  to  cu ltu ral differences. F or  instance, on  occasions w hen  care 

had  been taken  to  p repare  special dishes to  h o n o u r  the  tw o  foreign doctors ,  

Bethune w o u ld  often refuse to  ea t  w h a t  he w as  served, letting his hosts  see 

th a t  he disliked the  food. Brown cam e to  consider him  as “ rude an d  arrogan t  

. ..  very im pa tien t  an d  . . .  qu ite  selfish," no ting  th a t  m uch o f  the  load on  the 

long-suffering mules w as  Bethune’s personal equ ipm en t  such as his c a m p  cot 

an d  o the r  items.88

Brow n h ad  to  deal as well w ith  the  consequences  o f  B ethune’s ch ron ic  

irri tabili ty  an d  frequen t  exp los ions  o f  temper. F ortuna te ly  for the ir  w ork  

together, m ost o f  these were n o t  directed aga inst him. H e  also d isapproved 

o f  B ethune’s hab i ts  o f  d r ink ing  a g ood  deal o f  Chinese w ine w hen  he could 

get it an d  giving himself  sho ts  of m o rp h in e  to  ca lm  his nerves an d  keep h im 

self going. N o t in g  B e th u n e’s ch ron ic  w akefu lness  an d  irascibility an d  his 

com pulsive  ta lk ing a b o u t  things th a t  he w as  go ing to  do  b u t  so m e h o w  never 

go t a ro u n d  to  doing, Brown w ould  later characterize his personality  as “ psy

c h o p a th ic .” 89 Given all o f  this, their  personal  re la tionsh ip  c a n n o t  have been 

easy, as Brown's c o m m en t  to  Ewen w hen  he m et her m on ths  later in X i’an 

revealed. W hen she asked h o w  he had  go t a long  with Bethune, she recalled, 

“ I B row n I looked  a t  me an d  ta p p ed  the  tab le  w ith  his fingers. ‘T h e  Angel 

Gabrie l c o u ld n ’t get a long  w ith  N o rm a n  Bethune,’ he replied. ‘H e ’s a horr i

ble m a n .’” 90

But despite B ethune’s exaspera ting  flaws, B row n respected his deep c o m 

pulsion to  relieve suffering a t  w ha tever  cost to  himself. T hey  w ould  som e

times debate  politics an d  religion, an d  w hen  Bethune proudly  show ed  Brown 

his C o m m u n is t  Party  m em bersh ip  sewn un d er  his lapel, Brow n could  no t 

resist saying, “ You certain ly  d o n ’t  ac t  like a  com m unis t .  You act m ore  like 

a m onk  o r  a dedica ted  person w h o  has an  interest in the u n d e rd o g .”91 H e 

w as  also  im pressed  by B e thune’s inventiveness in im prov is ing  too ls  and
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techniques th a t  aided the ir  w o rk ,  an d  praised his efforts to  pass on  his skills 

to  the Chinese so th a t  they w ould  acquire the know ledge an d  self-confidence 

to  do  the  w o rk  themselves.91

For his par t ,  Bethune kep t any  personal crit icisms o f  Brown to  himself, 

no tw ith s tand ing  his co n tem p t for B row n’s religion an d  his belated arrival in 

Yan’an. In a repo r t  to  M a o  he described Brown as “ a real true  friend o f  the 

8th Arm y,” an d  in a le tter to  a N o r th  A m erican  friend, w ro te : “ I am  unable  

to  speak o f  the  w o rk  o f  D r  Brown w ith  sufficient praise. H e  has  been o f  the 

m ost invaluable assistance to  me. I can  say tru thfully  th a t  the  w o rk  w e have 

been able to  d o  w o u ld  n o t  have been possib le  w i th o u t  him  . . .  D r  Brow n 

speaks Chinese perfectly. H is tem per  is equable . H e is k ind  an d  cons iderate  

a n d  m a k es  a c h a rm in g  trave ll ing  c o m p a n io n . ” 9’ C o m in g  f rom  Bethune, 

w h o  w as  always crit ical o f  o the r  people’s failings, this w as  high praise. The  

reason w as  no  d o u b t  th a t  despite  the ir  personal differences, the ir  twelve- 

week rela tionship  had  been successful professionally. A lthough  Bethune was 

a dedica ted  co m m u n is t  and  Brown a devou t Chris t ian ,  bo th  shared  a  p ro 

found  co m m itm en t  to  serve those in need.94

B row n left S ongy an k o u  o n  13 July.95 H e  had  been as deeply  m oved  as 

Bethune by the suffering they h ad  witnessed, an d  decided th a t  after visiting 

his mission post he w o u ld  go  to  H a n k o u  to  try to  raise funds to  su p p o r t  his 

an d  B ethune’s w o rk  in Jin-Cha-Ji, then rejoin Bethune in three m on ths .96 Left 

a lone,  B ethune m easu red  himself  ag a in s t  the  despera te  c o n d i t io n s  in the  

Eighth R ou te  A rm y M edical Service in Jin-Cha-Ji.  As he w ro te  to  Elsie Siff 

in N ew  York, “W e are  com pletely su r ro u n d e d  by the  Japs ,  n o r th ,  east,  west 

an d  sou th .  They  ho ld  all the tow ns  on  the  railways, b u t  w e still reta in the 

enclosed country. In this g rea t  area  o f  13 ,000 ,000  people an d  w ith  15,000  

a rm ed  troops ,  I am  the  only qualified d o c to r !”97 N o w  he w as  needed as he 

had  never been before. It w as  overw helm ing . It was exhilarat ing .
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Jin-Cha-Cbi, July 1938-January 1939

And so Bethune began  his second ministry. This  t ime there w as  no  need to  

preach the  co m m u n is t  faith as he had  done  on  the  speaking  tour :  n o w  the 

focus o f  his evangelism w as  to  revolutionize the  Eighth Route  A rm y Medical 

Service by spread ing  the  gospel o f  w estern  medical hygiene an d  procedure ,  

m eanwhile  saving as m any  lives as he could. His goal was tha t  in the shortest 

possible t ime Chinese medical personnel w ould  becom e self-sufficient in the 

care  o f  the w ounded .

However, tw o  factors com plicated  the  mission he had  set for himself: his 

inability to  learn Chinese an d  his chronic  irascibility, p rovoked  daily in his 

dealings w ith  those  a ro u n d  him. While Brown w as  still a t  S ongyankou, the 

Chinese medical staff  had  often app roached  him to  ask, “ W h a t ’s w ro n g  with 

Dr Bethune today? H e ’s th ro w in g  his ins trum ents  a r o u n d .” 1 A m ong  th e m 

selves the  staff  began  to  refer to  Bethune as “ Lao H u "  (Old  Tiger).2 Som e

tim es,  however, his inability  to  co m m u n ic a te  h ad  am u s in g  consequences .  

O n e  evening, H e  Z ex in ,  B ethune’s x ia o  guei, b rough t  h im  a basin o f  w ate r  

so th a t  he cou ld  w ash  his hands  an d  face. Setting the  basin dow n , H e Zexin  

to o k  a  tow el from  his shou lde r  and ,  as w as  the  Chinese cus tom , pu t  it in the 

water. Bethune, w h o  w an te d  his tow el dry, shou ted  “ N o ! ” R em oving  the 

towel from  the  basin, he th re w  it on  the floor. Puzzled, the  x ia o  g u ei fetched 

an o th e r  towel an d  aga in  p u t  it in the  water. Bethune scream ed, “ Hey, d o n ’t 

p u t  th a t  g o d d a m  tow el in the w a te r !” H e  Z ex in  scuttled for the door,  but 

f rom  the th resho ld  he sho t  back, “ G o d d a m  towels f inished.” 3

At the  end  o f  Ju ne ,  B ethune h ad  w ri t ten  hopefully  th a t  by th e  time of 

B ro w n ’s expected  re tu rn  in th ree  m o n th s ,  he m igh t  have  learned  enough  

Chinese to  be o n  his o w n .4 But he m u s t  have k n o w n  th a t  this w as  wishful 

th ink ing , for several p a ra g ra p h s  la ter  he w ro te ,  “ Genera l N ie  is k indness 

an d  cons idera t ion  itself. H e has given o rders  th a t  any th ing  w e w a n t  is to 

be supp lied  to  us. I im m edia te ly  ask ed  fo r  an  in te rpre ter ,  a ra d io  a n d  a



h am b u rg e r  w ith  a cu p  o f  coffee. T here  seems a reasonab le  chance  th a t  we 

will get the  in te rpre ter .” 5

General N ie w as  well aw are  o f  Bethune’s em otional volatili ty an d  his over- 

zealous reaction  to  the conditions he h ad  discovered in the  hospitals  o f  Jin- 

Cha-Ji. H e  later w ro te ,  “ W hen  D r  Bethune cam e to  this area  he a n d  we did 

n o t  a t  first unders tand  each other. H e  w en t  a ro u n d  criticizing this an d  tha t .  

H e  felt th a t  w e were w ork ing  in an  unenlightened way. We felt th a t  he did 

n o t  app rec ia te  the  difficulties un d er  w hich  w e laboured .  T h e re  w as  a gap  

between u s .”6 N ie  also knew  tha t ,  w i th o u t  B row n, m a tte rs  m igh t  get o u t  

o f  han d .  B e thune’s inability  to  co m m u n ic a te  w o u ld  inevitably  affect his 

per fo rm ance  in surgery  an d  a lso  preven t h im  f rom  in troduc ing  the  w id e 

spread medical reform s he p lanned  for the Eighth R ou te  Army. So from  the 

beginning, N ie  had  been try ing  to  find an o th e r  in te rp re ter  for Bethune, bu t  

in rem ote, m ou n ta in o u s  Jin-Cha-Ji this w as  n o  easy task . At last, in response 

to  N ie ’s increasingly urgent requests,  the  Jin-Cha-Ji governm en t  prom ised  to 

send the chief adm inistra tor  o f  Fuping C oun ty  in Hebei Province to  serve as 

B e thune’s interpreter. T h e  twenty-three-year-old  D ong  Yueqian h ad  g ra d u 

ated in English from Beijing University and  spoke the language fluently. H o w 

ever, w hen  he arrived a t  N ie ’s headquar te rs ,  the general m ade  it clear th a t  his 

responsibilities w ou ld  go  far  beyond  those  o f  an  o rd in a ry  in terpreter.  His 

p riori ty  m ust  be to  foster unders tand ing  between Bethune an d  his colleagues 

in o rd e r  to  facilitate his w o rk  an d  e lim inate fu ture problem s. F or  Bethune fo  

be effective, N ie  to ld  Dong, he simply m u s t  ad ju s t  to  Chinese cond i t ions .7

As D ong  soon  discovered, tem pering  B ethune’s fiery n a tu re  w as  no  easy 

task. T h e  revulsion an d  rage he had  felt w hen  he had  encoun te red  the  p o o r  

hospital condi tions in Yan 'an had  only increased as he visited the  far  worse  

facilities in Jin-Cha-Ji.  H e  could  no t -  w ou ld  n o t  -  accep t th a t  even in such 

a rem o te  an d  im pover ished  area  the  w o u n d e d  had  to  suffer such misery. 

A lthough  he conceded th a t  the  base hospital a t  S ongyankou w as  better  th a n  

the o thers  he had  visited, he m ade  it clear to  the  docto rs  an d  to  Genera l N ie 

th a t  for it to  function  efficiently there m ust  be revolu t ionary  changes in how  

it w as  run ,  beginning w ith  the  re tra in ing  o f  its entire  staff. This  suggestion 

offended the  Chinese docto rs ,  an d  medical w orke rs  a t  all levels fo u n d  his 

criticisms severe an d  his sudden  erup tions  o f  anger terrifying.

U n d o u b ted ly  th is  hair-tr igger irr itability  w as  exa ce rb a te d  by B e th u n e’s 

ch ron ic  insom nia  an d  reluctance to  rest. Life in the rem ote  Border Region 

placed  h im  u n d e r  e n o r m o u s  physical a n d  e m o t io n a l  stress ,  a n d  h e  over

reacted in many situations. W hen he found a doctor  idly peeling a pear with a 

scalpel,  he shoved him o u t  o f  the  opera ting  room  and  forbade  him to  oper
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a te  again .  W h e n  he fo u n d  a n o th e r  d o c to r  im prope r ly  using splints  on  a 

w o u n d ,  he s lapped his face an d  upb ra ided  h im .8 D ong  Yueqian often  had  to 

exercise considerable ingenuity to  tone  d o w n  B ethune’s angry  rhetoric .  After 

a five-minute d ressing-dow n o f  a  de l inquen t do c to r  dur ing  which Bethune 

h ad  cursed  h im long  an d  explicitly, saying th a t  in C a n a d a  he w o u ld  have 

been fired a t  once  an d  his professional career  ended , D ong  sm ooth ly  to ld  the 

bew ildered m an ,  “ D r  Bethune is n o t  to o  satisfied w ith  your  behav iour ."9

Bethune w as  highly crit ical o f  the  d o c to rs ’ tendency to  “ pass the  b u c k ,” 

as he po in ted  o u t  to  M a o  and  to  Nie in a  repo r t  in early  Ju ly .10 T hey  w ould  

sim ply give o rders  to  nurses w i th o u t  following u p  to  ensure th a t  they were 

carried  ou t.  Bethune also com pla ined  th a t  staff w asted  time in social cha tte r  

th a t  m ade  them  careless in the ir  w ork .  After w ri t ing  a stinging crit ique of 

such offences a t  the  base hospital,  he justified him self by add ing , “ All the 

above  criticisms are m ade  in a Bolshevist spirit. T h e  only th o u g h t  behind is 

the  co m fo r t  an d  health  o f  o u r  sick com rades .  A nd th a t  m ust  com e first.” 1’

At the ir  first meeting N ie  had  nam ed  Bethune “ M edica l Advisor to  the 

J in -Cha-J i Border R eg ion .” Acting in this capacity, an d  w i th o u t  w ait ing  for 

a response to  his initial repo r t  to  N ie ,  Bethune began to  overhaul the  base 

hosp ita l,  a n d  here his ana ly tica l  skills an d  ability  to  im provise  cam e into 

play.12 To create condit ions to  facilitate his w ork ,  he designed and  supervised 

construc tion  o f  a better opera ting  room ; he also designed an d  helped to  make 

a sterilizer, leg an d  a rm  splints, an d  dressing trays. U nder  his d irection an 

inc inera tor  and  s tretcher  racks w ere  cons truc ted ,  an d  a de-lousing sterilizer 

w as  p lanned.

N e x t  he tu rned  to  establish ing routine . This  included defining the  duties 

o f  all medical w orkers  an d  posting  them  on  the  wall, ho lding regular staff 

conferences every Sunday af te rnoon , m aking  weekly w ard  rounds,  and  m ain 

ta in ing pa t ien t  records. T h e  records were  particu larly  im p o r ta n t ,  as patients  

were  d ispersed a m o n g  various peasan t  hom es in th ree  d ifferent villages. So 

each pa t ien t  w as  given a metal disc w ith  his nam e an d  num ber;  a m aste r  list 

an d  a m ap  show ing  the location o f  all patients  were  kep t in B ethune’s office. 

To deal w ith  the appalling  lack o f  san ita t ion ,  he organized  the  fo rm ation  of 

c leanup  squads.  H e  also tu rn ed  his m ind  to  ways to  ease the convalescence 

o f  the  w o u n d ed ,  o rder ing  the  crea tion  o f  a P a tien ts’ R ecrea tion  Park  with  

o u td o o r  seating  an d  a hall to  be used for reading, gam es,  letter-writing, and  

listening to  lectures. Using a b lackboard ,  he set a b o u t  improving the s tandard  

o f  m edica l know ledge ,  giving the  first o f  a series o f  lectures w ith  D ong  

ac ting  as in terpre ter .  H e  a lso  s ta r ted  to  w ri te  an  i l lustra ted  book le t  w ith  

chap te rs  on  ana tom y, e lem entary  physiology, t rea tm en t  o f  w o u n d s ,  and  the
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use o f  drugs. As a result o f  his efforts, the s ituation  in S ongyankou  began 

little by little to  im prove. “ A co m b in a t io n  o f  shou ts ,  tears  an d  smiles has 

w o rk e d  w onders  here ,” Bethune w ro te  to  M a  H a id e . l?

In a r e p o r t  to  M a o  w ri t te n  on  zo  Ju ly  1938 , B ethune descr ibed  the 

changes he had  m ade  since his arrival in the  W uta i  area ,  referring to  them  as 

a “ Five Weeks P lan"  th a t  he h ad  in troduced  “ to  m ake  this the  finest hosp i

tal in the  8th R ou te  Arm y.” '4 It w as  a first step in the  m aste r  plan  Bethune 

had  begun to  develop back  in May. T h e  nex t stage w ould  be to  m a k e  a sur

vey tr ip  to  o the r  subdis tricts  in the B order  Region to  assess cond it ions  and  

offer brief  t ra in in g  sessions to  personne l in each  base hosp ita l .  How ever, 

he realized th a t  if he u n d e r to o k  such a tour,  th e  w o u n d e d  w h o  w ere  still 

a r r iv ing  a t  S ong y an k o u  w o u ld  n o t  receive p ro p e r  care .  T h e  so lu t ion ,  he 

decided, w as  to  create a tra in ing  school to  raise the  s ta n d a rd  o f  medical care 

as quickly  as possible, and  to  cons truc t  a hospital w here  such t ra in ing  could  

take place.

O n  Sunday, 7 A ugust,  he w en t  to  N ie ’s hea d q u ar te rs  in J ingangku  to  dis

cuss his idea. N ie  liked the idea o f  a  tra in ing  school an d  said th a t  Bethune 

should be its principal.  But he opposed  the construc tion  o f  a pe rm anen t  tra in 

ing hospital,  as  it w ou ld  provide the  Japanese  w ith  an  inviting target.  Every 

posit ion in guerrilla w arfa re ,  he stressed, w as  tem porary ,  because the loca

tion o f  a battle zone was defined by the often unpredic table movements o f  the 

enemy. W hen Bethune pro tested  th a t  cu r ren t  Japanese  t ro o p  locations were 

far  to  the  east an d  n o r th  o f  S ongyankou, Nie w arned  him th a t  the  enem y 

could  easily cross the m oun ta in s  an d  pene tra te  th a t  far. In such a case, he 

em phasized ,  his forces cou ld  d o  n o  m o re  th a n  ha ra ss  the  a t tackers .  T h e  

hospital w ou ld  be destroyed.

Challenged as always by opposit ion  to  his ideas by those in au tho r i ty  over 

him, Bethune refused to  give up. H e  could n o t  believe th a t  w ith in  the  huge 

expanse  o f  the  Border Region there w as  n o t  som e safe location for a p roper  

tra in ing  hospital.  So on  the  following Friday, i z  A ugust,  he in effect w en t 

over N ie ’s head in a te legram he sent to  the  M ilitary  Council in Yan’an. The  

p re tex t  for the  message w as  the  fact th a t  they had  instructed  N ie  to  pay him 

a m onth ly  sum o f  $100. Refusing to  accept paym en t for his services, Bethune 

asked them  to  take  an y  m oney  des ignated  for his personal use th a t  might 

arrive from  N o r th  America and  set up  a fund to  buy tobacco  an d  cigarettes 

for the w o unded .  H e added  th a t  the  small a m o u n t  o f  money  he occasionally  

needed he w ou ld  d ra w  from  Jin-Cha-Ji headquar te rs .  T hen ,  setting personal 

m atters  aside, he detailed the costs o f  the  changes m ade  so far a t  Songyankou 

and  in troduced  the m atte r  o f  the m odel hospital,  for which he said he w ould  

subm it  p lans . ,$
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Striking on tw o  fronts, he then followed up  with a letter to  Nie on Saturday, 

a n d  fo rw ard ed  a  copy  o f  it to  M a o  Z ed o n g ,  ask ing  him to  presen t it to  the 

Military C ouncil .16 H e w ro te  th a t  he w ould  set up  a school designed to  train 

all medical workers , bu t  added , “ I d o  n o t  consider the present staff o f  doctors 

under  D r  Ye sufficiently trained o r  com peten t  to  act as instructors.” H e iden

tified tw o  o ther  fundam ental problem s -  the lack o f  tex tbooks  and  training 

facilities -  and  said he w ould  begin a t  once to  write  a tex tbook , to  be trans

lated by D ong  Yueqian; he estimated th a t  this could be in prin t by O ctober.17 

M eanw hile  he would continue to  trea t  the w ounded  arriving from the  front 

and  in the process provide on-the-job instruction to  the doctors  and  the nurses 

a t  Songyankou. T hen  he returned to  the m atte r  o f  a perm anen t hospital. He 

explained th a t  he had  already ordered w ork  to  begin on a  “ model w a r d ” of 

thirty beds, which he hoped  w ould  become the nucleus o f  a “ D em onstra tion  

H ospital to  be used for tra in ing purposes .” Finally, he reported  th a t  he w ould  

try to  find time for a flying to u r  o f  the o ther  base hospitals . '8

H e followed up  by sending D ong  to  try to  persuade Nie to  give permission 

fo r  the  co n s t ru c t io n  o f  th e  p e rm a n e n t  m ode l h o s p i t a l . '9 D o n g  discussed 

B e thune’s letter  w ith  th e  general ,  w h o  re luc tan t ly  agreed  to  su b m i t  the 

p roposa l  to  the  M il i ta ry  Council  in Yan’an. In the  end  Bethune had  his way. 

Several days later N ie  sent w o rd  to  him  th a t  the M ilitary  Council h ad  agreed 

to  go a long  w ith  all o f  his plans, including the  building o f  the m odel d e m o n 

s tra t ion  hospital in S ongyankou. Like N ie, the council recognized the  risk, 

b u t  as Bethune insisted this w as  the  only w ay  to  achieve the  needed reforms 

o f  the  medical service, they decided to  chance it. S upport  for B ethune’s plan 

w as  no  d o u b t  also in tended as a gesture to  dem ons tra te  their  g ra ti tude  for 

his e x t ra o rd in a ry  services to  date .  But N ie  rem a ined  pessimistic a b o u t  

B e thune’s pet project.  “ Reality will teach  h im ,” he to ld  Dr You Shenghua, 

the  depu ty  minister o f  health  for Jin-Cha-Ji w h o  w as  w o rk in g  as B ethune’s 

assis tan t.10

Sure th a t  he w o u ld  prevail ,  B e thune h ad  a l re ad y  d r a w n  u p  p lans  and  

o rd e re d  c o n s t ru c t io n  to  begin on  the  m ode l hosp i ta l .  H e  h a d  chosen  to  

locate it in the  village o f  S o n gyankou ,  in a g rove o f  w illow  an d  pine trees 

on  the  site o f  an a b a n d o n e d  B uddhist temple. T h e  hosp ita l w o u ld  be built 

a ro u n d  a fif ty-by-th ir ty  m e tre  flagstone c o u r ty a rd .  A t o n e  end  B ethune 

p lanned  an  op era t in g  ro o m  flanked by a p rep a ra t io n  and  a recovery room , 

a t  the  o the r  end  a large covered stage for medical dem ons tra t ions .  T h e  sides 

o f  the cour tyard  w ould  be occupied by a  series o f  additional room s, including 

a th ir ty -s ix  bed w ard .

The  task o f  construc ting  the  buildings an d  m uch o f  the equ ipm ent became 

a massive com m unity  effort involving the m ore than  tw o  hundred  families o f
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S ongyankou. W ork  con t inued  th ro u g h  the rest o f  A ugust an d  into Septem 

ber. M en  lugged s tone from  the nearby  hills an d  helped m asons  p u t  up  walls. 

C arpen te rs  built stretchers, beds, an d  backrests ,  tinsmiths tu rned  o u t  forceps 

an d  tweezers,  an d  b lacksm iths  crafted metal splints. The  village w o m en  p ro 

duced towels, sheets, coverlets, an d  pillow and  mattress covers. Even the older 

children were organized to  ga ther  s t raw  an d  to  pe rfo rm  various tasks. W hen 

Bethune finished a t tend ing  to  patients ,  he frequently  joined the w o rk  teams, 

giving d irections, answ ering  ques tions  a b o u t  his p lan ,  an d  often  picking up 

a tool and  using it to  dem ons tra te  his intentions.

H e was constantly  busy. O n  alternate  days in the late a f te rnoon  he b rough t 

medical w orkers  together  in the cour tya rd ,  w here  he conduc ted  classes. O n  

o the r  a f te rnoons  an d  in to  the evenings, he w o rk e d  on  his te x tb o o k ,  often 

getting o u t  o f  his co t  a t  night w hen  he w as  unable  to  sleep to  spend several 

hou rs  writing. W hen  there w as  tim e for rest, he w en t for a walk o r  a swim. 

There  w as  n o  rad io  an d  he had  only a few books  and  no  magazines. N o  mail 

had  com e for h im  since his arrival in Jin-Cha-Ji. M ichael Lindsay, the young  

Englishm an he had  m et on  the  E m press o f  A sia  on the w ay to  C h ina ,  visited 

him in Songyankou in A ugust an d  found  him desperately hungry  for conver

sation  an d  cultural contact.

In the  m idst o f  his c row ded  schedule, Bethune still found  tim e to  inspect 

o th e r  hosp ita ls  in the  a rea ,  a n d  despite  the  sq u a lo u r  o f  th e  co n d i t io n s  he 

found  the re  a n d  the  r igours  o f  travel in th e  m o u n ta in s ,  he revelled in the  

physical beau ty  a ro u n d  him. In a le tter to  an  u n k n o w n  friend, w ri t ten  be

tw een  1 5 August an d  23 A ugust,  he wrote:

You w o n ’t  find this little village on  y o u r  m ap ,  it’s so small -  only a few 

hu n d red  peasan ts  living in the ir  m u d  hu ts  beside a  c lea r-runn ing  green 

m o u n ta in  s t ream , d o w n  a t  the  b o t to m  o f  a deep-cu t valley, w ith  steep 

m oun ta in s  rising to  the  n o r th  and  sou th  ...  T h e  hospital is in a Buddhist 

Temple, am o n g  the  willow an d  pine trees, on  a little rocky elevation above 

the  road  ...  T h e  c o u r t  is filled with flowers in b loom . H uge  pink w ate r  

lilies, like fat slightly breathless dow agers  after a  good  lunch, h an g  their  

heavy heads, as big as footballs ,  over the  edges o f  black ea r th en w are  tubs. 

G eran ium s,  roses, bluebells, an d  ph lox , p rov ide  th e  co lours  for the  o r

nately pain ted  doorw ays .  Small gauze squares, w ashed  an d  n o w  hung  o u t  

to  dry, are spread o u t  on the low  orange trees like huge crum pled magnolia 

blossoms. A few pigs an d  dogs are  asleep. T h e  slightly w o u n d e d  sit o r  lie 

on  the  temple steps, their bandaged  a rm s an d  legs in a t ti tudes o f  aw k w a rd  

repose. N urses  scuttle a b o u t  in their  w hite  ap rons .  The  sun com es d ow n
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o u t  o f  a blue sky, w a rm  an d  beneficent. Across the  m o u n ta in - to p s  pass 

slow, majestic parades  o f  clouds. The  golden a ir  is filled w ith  the  cooing 

o f  doves, the w ind  in the trees an d  the  m u rm u r  o f  the  d is tan t  s t rea m .11

Clearly, despite his ex trem e isolation an d  the  daily  irri ta t ions o f  his hos

pital w o rk ,  Bethune w as  feeling a deep  satisfaction. In the  sam e letter, after 

detail ing  the  kind o f  w o rk  he did trea ting  the  w o u n d ed ,  he w en t on,

It is t rue  I a m  tired bu t I d o n ’t  th ink  I have been so happy  for a long 

time. I am  con ten t.  I am  do in g  w h a t  I w a n t  to  do. W hy  s h o u ld n ’t  I be 

happy  -  see w h a t  my riches consist of. First I have im p o r ta n t  w o rk  th a t  

fully occupies every m inute  o f  my time f rom  5:30 in the  m orn ing  to  9 at 

night.  I a m  needed. M o re  th a n  th a t  -  to  satisfy my bourgeois  vanity  -  the 

need for me is expressed. I have a cook, a personal servant,  my ow n  house, 

a fine Japanese  horse  an d  saddle. I have no  m oney  n o r  the  need o f  it -  

everything is given me. N o  wish, no  desire is left unfulfilled. I am  treated  

like a kingly com rade ,  w ith  every k indness, every cour tesy  imaginable. I 

have the  inestimable fo rtune  to  be am ong ,  an d  to  w o rk  am ong ,  com rades  

to  w hom  com m unism  is a way o f  life, no t  merely a way o f  ta lking o r  a way 

o f  conscious thinking. Their  com m unism  is simple an d  pro found ,  reflex as 

a knee jerk, unconscious as the m ovem ents  o f  their lungs, au tom at ic  as the 

beating  o f  their  hea r ts .11

H e  had  been allowed to  build his model hospital w ith minimal interference 

f rom  his superiors,  an d  this elated him. But just as im p o r ta n t  w as  the  respect 

he w as  gain ing  from  helping the sick an d  w o unded .  “ It’s a p leasure to  w o rk  

on  th e m ,” he w ro te .  “ A fter  I dress the ir  w o u n d s  they rise an d  b o w  p ro 

foundly, w ith  an  inclination o f  the  body  from  the w ais t .” H e ad ded  th a t  the 

father  o f  a  little boy o n  w h o m  he had  opera ted  had  knelt on the g ro u n d  with 

his head a t  B ethune’s feet to  th a n k  him. But the le tter also con ta ined  an  o m i

nous note: “ I have an  infected finger -  it’s impossible to  avoid them , o p e ra t

ing w i th o u t  gloves in these dirty w o u n d s .  This  is the  3rd in z m o n th s .” 13 

T h e  official open ing  o f  the m odel hospital took  place on  15 Septem ber 

1938. M o re  th a n  tw o  th o u sa n d  people ga thered  for the ceremonies, am o n g  

them  the residents o f  Songyankou, m any  villagers from the  su rround ing  area, 

and  Eighth R ou te  A rm y tro o p s  an d  par t isan  fighters. P ro p a g an d a  slogans 

on brightly coloured  banners  hung  above the courtya rd ,  and  Bethune had  pu t 

up several Spanish anti-fascist posters o n  ei ther side o f  the  stage. W earing a 

new  grey un iform  an d  w h ite  a rm b a n d  a ro u n d  his left sleeve w ith  characters
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deno ting  Eighth R ou te  Army, he w as  the  focal p o in t  o f  the  ceremonies. Fol

lowing several addresses, including one  from  a p ro m in en t  representative of 

the  J in -C ha-J i  g o v e rn m e n t ,  N ie R ongzhen  to ld  the  c ro w d  th a t  the  m odel 

hospital w as  expected  to  play an  im p o r ta n t  role in the Eighth  R ou te  A rm y 

M edical Service, an d  then  in troduced  Bethune. S tepping to  the  fron t  o f  the 

stage, w ith  D ong  Yueqian beside h im, B ethune sa lu ted  smartly. W hen  the 

enthusiastic  app lause  died  d o w n ,  he took  several sheets o f  p ap e r  from  his 

pocket an d  began  to  speak.

C om rades:  I th a n k  you for the  eigh t beautiful banners  you have given to  

m e an d  for the  k ind things you have said a b o u t  me. I feel, as  I k n o w  you 

m ust feel, th a t  today  is an im p o r ta n t  day  in o u r  lives a n d  m a rk s  a mile

s tone (I should  ra the r  say, a li s tone), on  the  p a th  th a t  o u r  hearts  an d  wills 

are set upon. The  eyes o f  millions o f  freedom-loving C anadians ,  Americans 

an d  Englishm en are  tu rned  to  the  East an d  are  fixed w ith  a d m ira t io n  on 

C h ina  in her glorious struggle against Japanese  Imperialism. This  hospital 

has been equipped  by y o u r  foreign com rades .  I have th e  h o n o u r  to  have 

been sent as the ir  representative. D o  n o t  cons ider  it s trange  th a t  people 

like yourself, th ir ty  th o u sa n d  li away, halfway a ro u n d  the  globe, are  he lp 

ing you. You and  w e are  internationalists; we recognize no  race, no  colour, 

no  language, no  national boundar ies  to  separate  and  divide us. J a p a n  and  

the  w ar-m ongers  th rea ten  the  peace o f  the  w orld .  T hey  m ust be defeated. 

T h ey  a re  o b s tru c t in g  the  g rea t  h is to rical ,  progressive  m o v e m e n t  for a 

socially organized  h u m a n  society. Because the  w orke rs  an d  sym pathe tic  

liberals o f  C anada ,  England and  America k now  this they are helping China 

in the  defence o f  th is beautiful an d  beloved coun try .14

T h e  m ain  them e o f  his add ress  w as  the  im p o r ta n ce  o f  tech n iq u e  and  

leadership  in the  struggle to  defeat dea th ,  disease, and  deformity, w hich  he 

defined as the enemies o f  the Medical Service. His aim, he said, was to  encour

age the  medical w orkers  to  develop initiative an d  self-confidence. This  w ou ld  

become a keynote o f  his policy: th ro u g h o u t  his t ime in C h ina  he pu t pressure 

on  his Chinese associates to  m ake decisions, ac t  u p o n  them , an d  lead those 

beneath  them  to  d o  the  same. H o w ev er  he also m a d e  a n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  

point: the m odel hospital -  “ o u r  hosp i ta l’1 -  sym bolized for him  the  b ond  he 

w as  beginning to  feel w ith the Chinese people. “ We have changed each other, 

have w e n o t? ” he asked. “ We have reacted to  each o the r  in a dialectical w ay  

...  modified  each o th e r  ...  You have  sh o w n  me a sp ir it  o f  selflessness, o f  

w o rk in g  co-opera tive ly ,  o f  o v e rc o m in g  g re a t  difficulties,  an d  I th a n k  you 

for those  lessons.” 15
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T h e  fo llow ing  w eek an  official delega tion  from  Y an’an ,  ac co m p an ie d  by 

several jo u rn a l is ts ,  a r r iv ed  to  inspect  th e  m odel h o sp i t a l .16 A fte rw a rd ,  

B ethune w en t  w ith  th e  de lega tion  to  N ie ’s h e a d q u a r te rs  in J in g a n g k u  to 

join in festivities m a rk in g  the  ann iversa ry  o f  th e  Eighth  R ou te  A rm y ’s first 

vic tory  over  the  Ja p an e se  on 27 S ep tem ber  1937  a t  the  ba t t le  o f  Pingxing- 

gu an .  Before he left tw o  days later, B ethune received perm ission  from  N ie  

to  u n d e r ta k e  the  lo n g -p la n n ed  inspec t ion  to u r  o f  base  h o sp i ta ls  in m ore  

d is ta n t  a reas  o f  the  B order Region.

R iding a  large ches tnu t  horse cap tu red  from  the  Japanese  an d  presented 

to  h im  by N ie  du r ing  the  celebrations, Bethune re tu rned  w ith  D ong  to  Song

y ankou  to  m a k e  p rep a ra t io n s  for the ex tended  tour. But he soon  received 

w o rd  from  N ie  th a t  massive Japanese  t ro o p  fo rm ations  num bering  nearly

25 ,000  men, including a rm o u red  units , were  moving w es tw ard  from  neigh

bou r ing  Hebei Province to w a r d  Shanxi.  O n e  large co lu m n  w as  head ing  

to w ard  the W utai area. N ie  w arned  Bethune th a t  he had  no  w ay  to  s top  such 

an enem y advance  and  w as  p reparing  to  w i th d ra w  his forces deeper in to  the 

m o u n ta in s .  H e  sen t  o rd e rs  to  officials in S ong y an k o u  to  rem ove p a t ien ts  

from  the  th ree  hospitals  to  safety in m ore d is tan t  facilities an d  to  aler t  the 

popula tion  in the  area to  the im m inent danger. In accordance with the Eighth 

R ou te  Army policy o f  leaving no th ing  for the  invader, people in Songyankou 

an d  the  neighbouring  villages hastily packed  their  belongings, rounded  up 

the ir  an im als ,  an d  began  to  m ove in to  the  m oun ta in s .  T h e  transfe r  o f  the 

several h u n d red  patients  to o k  th ree  days. Led by medical personnel,  a long 

line o f  stretcher-bearers carry ing  the  m ore  seriously w o u n d ed  followed the 

trail sou th  on  the  w eek-long  journey to  hospitals  in P ingshan C oun ty .17

Bethune an d  his team  hastily assem bled the  equ ipm en t  for the ir  extended 

to u r  o f  hospitals. T h e  mobile unit included Bethune, D ong  Yueqian, Dr Wang 

Daojian ,  an d  D r  You Shenghua on  horseback; a nurse,  tw o  orderlies, a cook , 

an d  tw o  g room s, one o f  w h o m  w as H e  Z ex in ,  w ou ld  travel on  foot. Their  

equ ipm en t  included a collapsible opera ting  table designed by Bethune, sur

gical instrum ents ,  antiseptics , twenty-five w o oden  leg an d  a rm  splints, ten 

iron leg an d  a rm  splints, sterile gauze, and  medicines. All this was carried  on 

th ree  mules. After the last o f  the  w o u n d ed  h ad  been evacuated ,  the team  left 

the  deserted  village o f  S ongyankou an d  the m odel hospital,  which had  been 

in opera tion  fo r  only eighteen days. Bethune w as  s low  to  leave an d  looked 

back a t  the  hospital again  an d  aga in .18 It m ust  have w renched  his hear t  to  

a b a n d o n  his cherished crea tion ,  silent an d  empty, a ta rge t for the a p p ro a c h 

ing enemy.

M o v in g  so u th ,  they fo llowed th e  S h ibapan  p a th  th ro u g h  the  Taihang  

M o u n ta in s  a long  the b o u n d ary  betw een  the  provinces o f  Shanxi an d  Hebei.
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T heir  d es t ina t ion  w as  the  village o f  J ia o ta n z h u a n g  in P ingshan  C ounty .  As 

the  c row  flies, the village w as  fewer than  forty kilom etres from  Songyankou ,  

bu t the on ly  rou te  to  it lay a long  narrow , to r tu o u s  pa ths  am o n g  sharp ly  cleft 

m oun ta in  valleys, so the  journey  took  nearly a week. A t J ia o ta n z h u a n g  they 

were surprised to  encounter  Nie Rongzhen. Japanese  units had already driven 

the  general and  his staff  from  their  headquar te rs ,  forcing them  to  flee sou th .  

T h e  Japanese  had entered Jingangku just one  day after N ie  h ad  left; carry ing 

o u t  the “Three All” policy o f  “ kill all, burn  all and  take all,” they dem olished 

m ost o f  the build ings in the  village. And there  w as  m o re  bad  news, N ie  told 

Bethune. A no ther  enem y unit  had  entered  S ongyankou. T hey  h ad  razed the 

village a n d  com pletely  destroyed the model hosp ita l .19

Bethune was overwhelmed by the news. Nie had warned  him tha t  this might 

happen, bu t driven o n  by his zeal to  bring order  to  the  Eighth Route  Army 

Medical Service, he had  insisted on  having his ow n  way. N ow , after the selfless 

efforts o f  the villagers w h o  had  built the  hospital over a period  o f  several 

weeks, there w as  no th ing  left. Bethune w as  beginning a t  last to  understand  

the natu re  o f  guerrilla warfare,  an d  now  acknowledged th a t  his aim o f  crea t

ing a coheren t medical service w ith  tra ined  personnel could n o t  be achieved 

w ith a perm anent training hospital. H e w ould  have to  find ano ther  way.

M eanw hile ,  he hoped  to  inspect every hospital he could  an d  exam ine  the 

seriously w o u n d ed  in each o f  the sub-districts. N ie briefed him  a b o u t  enem y 

m ovem ents  to  a llow him to  plan  his rou te ,  an d  then  B ethune led his team  

sou th .  O nce  again  they m ade  their  w ay  a long  tw ist ing  paths ,  fo llowing the 

sw ift-flow ing s tream s th a t  descended  to  the  H u tu o  River, the  a r e a ’s main  

east-w est artery. D uring  the  nex t four  weeks they covered a d istance o f  260 

kilometres, an d  Bethune inspected all o f  the hospitals in the subdistricts. Each 

w as  sim ilar to  w h a t  he had  found  in S ongyankou ,  a  series o f  tiny peasan t 

houses in w hich the ow ners  had taken  in w ou n d ed  partisan  fighters. After he 

had  exam ined  all the patients,  he opera ted  on  the  serious cases w ith  the as 

sistance o f  D r  W ang an d  Dr You.30 For o the r  patients  an d  those  recovering 

from  surgery, he prescribed medicines an d  expla ined  in detail the  na tu re  of 

the trea tm en t to  be adm inistered following the te am ’s departure . W hen  all the 

fighters had  been treated , he exam ined  the  villagers w h o  requested a tten tion ,  

always beginning w ith  the children. This  w as  a rou tine  he w o u ld  continue 

to  follow w herever he went.  After dealing w ith  the  sick an d  the  w o u n d ed ,  he 

focused on  the  o rganization  o f  each hospital an d  its personnel.  H e  to o k  over 

each hosp ita l  for as long  as a week in an  a t te m p t  to  in tro d u ce  rou tine ,  

establish a system o f  san ita t ion ,  and  provide brief courses  o f  instruc tion  in 

the  fundam enta ls  o f  the  care  o f  the  w o unded .  H e knew  this a p p ro a c h  w as  

woefully  inadequa te ,  bu t it w as  all he could  d o  u nder  the  circumstances.
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M o v in g  from  hosp ita l  to  hosp ita l ,  the  te am  trave lled  th r o u g h o u t  the  

m o n th  o f  O ctober ,  b reak ing  the ir  rou tine  o n  on ly  one  occas ion to  a l low  

Bethune an d  D ong  to  a t tend  a tw o-day  em ergency session o f  the Pingshan 

C o u n ty  g o v e rn m e n t  beg inning  on  18 October . T h e  m eeting  to o k  place in 

H o n g z id ian ,  a village th a t  had  been a t tac k ed  a n d  par t ia l ly  des troyed  by 

Japanese  t ro o p s  tw o  weeks earlier. C onvened  in a w arehouse  and  chaired  

by a w o m a n ,  the  conference b ro u g h t  toge ther  tw en ty  legislators including 

representatives from  several un ions such as those  o f  the  peasants ,  the  w o rk 

ers, the w o m en ,  the  young  men, an d  the teachers,  as well as representatives 

from  the gentry. T h a t  they  w ere  p rac tis ing  a form  o f  representative govern 

m en t  un ique  in C h in a  deeply  im pressed  Bethune. H e  regarded  w h a t  he 

witnessed there as evidence to  su p p o r t  his passionately  held belief th a t  in the 

co m m u n is t  region o f  C h in a  a truly dem ocra tic  society w as  tak ing  shape .31 

M oved  by the  w arm th  o f  the reception given to  h im, he felt th a t  he w as  in 

som e w ay  p a r t  o f  th a t  society, a foreigner bu t  n o t  a stranger.31 H e  also felt 

a t  ease in the a tm osphere  o f  good-natu red  bantering  as the  meeting broke  for 

a lunch o f  cabbage  soup  an d  steam ed bread. In the  late a f te rnoon  the chair

w o m a n  w as  pe rsu a d ed  to  s ing  a rous ing  an t i -Japanese  song , “ T h e  Long 

Knives A d v an c e ,” w h ich  w as  fo llow ed by o th e rs  lead ing  the  assem bly  in 

renditions o f  “ G u a rd  the Yellow River" and  “ Song o f  the Guerri llas.” Every

one  then tu rn ed  to  Bethune, urging him to  sing som eth ing , so  he broke  into 

an  In ternat ional  Brigades song. In a long rep o r t  th a t  he later w ro te  on  the 

conference, he described his feelings as he sang: “This  is a cause w o rth  fight

ing for, this is the  answ er  to  every m a n ’s ques tion  to  himself  -  ‘W h a t  shall 

I d o  w ith  m y life?’” A n o th e r  inc iden t several h o u r s  la te r  deepened  this 

impression. As he an d  D ong  m ade their w ay  back to  the ir  quarte rs ,  the  beam 

o f  B e thune’s flashlight picked o u t  som e w ri t ing  on  the  wall o f  a partially  

des troyed  house. D ong  transla ted  the  slogan as “ Except by fighting, there  is 

no  o the r  Road  to  Life.” 33 It w as  an  ap t  descrip tion  o f  the  road  th a t  Bethune 

himself had  taken.

O n  Sunday, Z9 O ctober ,  B ethune a n d  his team  re tu rned  to  N ie ’s h e a d 

quar te rs  in  J iao tan zh u an g .  H av ing  com ple ted  his inspection o f  the  hospitals 

in P ingshan  C ounty ,  he requested  an d  received perm ission to  con t inue  the 

to u r  n o r th w a rd  to  subdistricts in the  region o f  Yanbei. H e an d  his team  then 

w en t  to  th e  nea rby  village o f  C hangyu  to  g a th e r  supplies f rom  an  Eighth 

R o u te  A rm y M ed ica l  Service dep o t .  T h e re ,  a f te r  co m p le t in g  his detailed  

m on th ly  rep o r t  to  N ie, B ethune found  time to  w ri te  a  le tter to  T im  Buck 

ou tl in ing  the  military  s i tuation  an d  describ ing guerrilla tactics used by the 

Eighth R o u te  Army. “ This  p lace is like the  Alps, excep t w e have n o  eidel- 

weiss [s/c],” he concluded jauntily. “ We even have a few tourists  w h o  w ande r
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d o w n  from  Beiping. W hy  d o n ’t you com e up  an d  see us som e t im e w hen  

y o u ’re pass ing?” ’4

His medical duties had  n o t  kep t Bethune f rom  tu rn ing  his m ind  to  p r o p 

a ganda  an d  m orale, an d  on  г г  O c to b e r  he w ro te  to  G enera l N ie  suggesting 

var ious  m e th o d s  to  increase rec ru it ing  a n d  en h a n ce  m ora le .  H e  re c o m 

m ended ,  a m o n g  o th e r  th ings ,  a d o p t in g  the  prac tice  o f  a w a rd in g  service 

stripes, w o u n d  stripes, an d  medals as well as ho lding military funerals for the 

fa llen .’5 Ten days  la ter  he w ro te  aga in  f rom  C h a n g y u ,  r e p o r t in g  the  c o n 

d i t io n  o f  tw o  w o u n d e d  Ja p a n e se  p r isoners  w h o  h a d  received t re a tm e n t  

•and w h o m  he had  p ho tog raphed .  H e po in ted  o u t  th a t  if an in terp re ter  could 

be found, s ta tem ents  from  these m en could  be used in p ro p ag a n d a  leaflets 

in enemy territory  and  also a b ro a d .’6 H e would  continue to  take an interest in 

such details.

The  team  set o u t  again f rom  Changyu on  Sunday, 6 Novem ber, all o f  them 

heavily garbed  against  the  fierce w in ter  s to rm s in the h igher  reaches o f  the 

Yanbei region. Bethune had  an  insulated flight suit and  h a t  th a t  N ie ’s t ro o p s  

had  ca p tu re d  f rom  th e  Ja p an e se ,  a n d  th e  rest o f  the  te am  w ore  thickly 

pad d e d  un iform s. T h e i r  rou te  lay n o r th e a s tw a rd  ac ross  m o u n ta in s  to  the 

city o f  Fup ing  in the  pla ins below .’7 A fter  p aus ing  the re ,  they  c o n t in u ed  

n o r th w a rd  in to  the m oun ta in s  again, w here  they had  to  struggle a long  icy 

pa ths  w ind ing  above  precip itous valleys. Arriving in the  early  evening o f  19 

N o v em b e r  a t  a  hospital in the  village o f  X iaguan , they were  greeted by the 

chief medical officer o f  the  359 th  Brigade, D r  G u  Zheng jun .

Bethune brushed aside G u ’s suggestion th a t  he rest an d  have som eth ing  to  

ea t  an d  insisted o n  being taken  directly to  the  w o unded .  A sh o r t  t ime later 

he s tom ped  in to  G u ’s office, anx iously  followed by the  head do c to r  w h o  had  

accom pan ied  h im on  his ro u n d  o f  inspection. B ethune had  com e ac ross  a 

g roup  o f  w ou n d ed  lying hudd led  on  kangs  w i th o u t  b lankets ,  and  the  do c to r  

had  to ld  h im the re  w as  none  to  give them . W h e n  G u  adm it ted  th a t  there 

w ere  no  b lankets ,  Bethune cursed an d  w alked  o u t  o f  the  office, re tu rn ing  

m inutes  later w ith  o n e  he h ad  taken  from  his saddle  bag. T h ru s t in g  it into 

G u ’s hands ,  he declared th a t  the  pr im e responsibility o f  all medical w orkers  

w as  to  p u t  the interests o f  their  patients above their  ow n ,  an d  d em anded  th a t  

he give the b lanket  to  the  m ost  seriously w ou n d ed  soldier. Gu pro tes ted  th a t  

Bethune m ust no t  give his o w n  b lanke t an d  sent the  head d o c to r  to  ask  the 

staff  m em bers  on  du ty  to  tu rn  over theirs. O nly  w hen  the  d o c to r  reported  

th a t  he had  found enough blankets d id Bethune agree to  keep his. H e  finished 

exam in ing  the  w o u n d e d  before finally sit ting d o w n  to  a m eal. ’8

W hile  they ate , G u  exp la ined  th a t  as a result  o f  several recen t battles 

against the Japanese, a  large num ber  o f  w o u n d ed  h ad  been taken by stretcher
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to  hospitals  in the villages o f  H ezhecun  and  Q uhuis i .  Told th a t  these villages 

were  less th a n  a d a y ’s ride to  the  no r thw es t ,  Bethune said th a t  he an d  his 

team  w o u ld  be ready  to  leave by 4 :30  a m  to  trea t  the  w o u n d ed  there. They 

arrived on  the  a f te rnoon  o f  Sunday, zo  Novem ber,  an d  by w ork ing  until late 

th a t  n igh t  a n d  co n t in u in g  o n  M o n d a y ,  B ethune a n d  his tw o  assis tants  

exam ined  225 w o u n d ed  and  sick soldiers an d  perfo rm ed  surgery on  seven of 

the  m o s t  seriously w o u n d ed .  Shortly  a f te r  they left the  opera ting  ro o m ,  a 

courie r  arr ived w ith  a message from  W ang Z h en ,  co m m a n d e r  o f  the  359 th  

Brigade, urgently requesting  Bethune to  go  to  X iashifan  to  trea t  his chief of 

staff, w h o  w as  bad ly  w o unded .  Bethune insisted on  leaving a t  once, and  as 

it w as  dark ,  Gu agreed to  guide him an d  D ong  over the m ounta in  trail on  the 

th ree -hou r  ride to  the  o th e r  village. Bethune o rdered  the rest o f  his team  to  

follow the  nex t m orn ing .

In the  in f i rm ary  in X iash ifan ,  W ang Z h e n  led B e thune  d irec tly  to  the 

k a n g  w h e re  his ch ief  o f  s ta ff  lay. B ethune b en t  over  the  tw enty-six-year-  

old so ld ier  an d  rem oved  the  m ass o f  bandages  a ro u n d  his b loodied  right 

a rm . W h e n  he saw  w h a t  lay u ndernea th ,  he excla im ed in dismay. P a r t  o f  the 

a rm  w as  black w ith  gangrene,  the result o f  a to u rn iq u e t  w hich ,  he w as  told, 

h ad  been appl ied  w hen  the  m a n  had  been w o u n d ed .  Instead  o f  loosen ing  it 

periodically  to  a l low  the  flow o f  b lo o d  to  con t inue  th ro u g h  the  a rm ,  the 

medical w orke rs  had  left it tightly fixed th r o u g h o u t  the  th ree  days  th a t  the 

so ld ie r  h ad  been ca r r ie d  f ro m  th e  ba t t le  site to  X iash ifan .  A fter  c loser  

ex a m in a t io n ,  B ethune to ld  W ang Z h e n  th a t  to  p revent b lood  po ison ing  he 

h ad  to  a m p u ta te  the  m a n ’s r igh t  a rm . Shortly  a f te r  m idn igh t  he perfo rm ed  

th e  a m p u ta t io n .39

A fterw ards  he vented his fury a t  the  lack o f  tra in ing  o f  the hospital staff, 

which, he insisted, had  caused the  unnecessary loss o f  the soldier’s arm. Wang 

Z h e n  w arn ed  h im  th a t  he m igh t  find s im ila r  cases in a n o th e r  g ro u p  o f  

w o u n d ed  a t  the  village o f  Z h u an l in k o u ,  several h o u rs ’ ride away. Bethune 

to ld  h im he w o u ld  go  there  after he had  had  a few hours  o f  sleep; bo th  Dr 

Gu an d  W ang Z hen  said they w ould  accom pany  him. Reaching Z huan l inkou  

a t  midday, he began  to  exam ine  the twenty-seven pat ien ts  in the  hospital,  

an d  in the late a f te rnoon  he w as  joined by D r  W ang an d  D r  You, w h o  had 

arr ived w ith  the  rest o f  his team.

W hen  they finished, Bethune tu rn ed  his a t ten t io n  to  the  w o u n d ed  w h o  

h ad  begun  a rr iv ing  on  s tre tchers .  R em ov ing  th e  bandages  from  th e  first 

soldier, he ques tioned  the  head o f  the  team  o f  stretcher-bearers , an d  learned 

th a t  no  one  had  exam ined  the  soldiers’ injuries du r ing  the th ree-day  trip . As 

a result ,  the  p a t ie n t ’s w o u n d  had  becom e infected. M o v in g  to  a second 

soldier, he found  an o th e r  festering injury, and  it w as  the same with a third.
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Struggling to  contain  his anger, Bethune beckoned  to  W ang Z h en .  Pointing 

to  an  ugly su p p u ra t in g  w o u n d ,  a n d  speak ing  slowly to  m ake  ce r ta in  th a t  

D ong  did n o t  miss a w o rd ,  he expla ined  th a t  the h ideous infection had  been 

caused by leaving the  w o u n d  una t tended .  T h en ,  recognizing th a t  a lm o s t  all 

o f  the  thirty-five w o u n d e d  w o u ld  be sim ilarly  afflicted, he set a b o u t  the  

series o f  opera tions  th a t  w ou ld  have to  be pe r fo rm ed .40

Even w ith  the  help o f  the  tw o  Chinese d o c to rs ,  th e  ta sk  w as  daun ting .  

Taking  on ly  brief periods o f  rest, the  th ree  w o rk e d  th ro u g h  the  n igh t and  

into W ednesday m orn ing . After opera ting  on the  last soldier, Bethune again 

m ade  the  p o in t  to  C o m m a n d e r  W ang Z h en  th a t  m any  o f  the opera tions  they 

h ad  just p e r fo rm ed  cou ld  have  been p revented .  W h a t  w as  needed  w as  to  

have the  dressings o f  the  w o u n d ed  changed  en rou te  to  hospital.  F u rthe r

m ore ,  he added , the p rob lem  could  a lm ost  be el im inated  if a m obile  opera t

ing team  could  be sent as close as possible to  the  field o f  battle. W ang Z hen  

w as  impressed by B e thune’s suggestions. H e  agreed  to  set up  rest s ta tions 

between the  battle area an d  the hospita ls  and  prom ised  to  notify Bethune in 

advance  o f  the  n ex t  im pend ing  a t tack  so th a t  he could  bring his team  close 

to  the  action. O nly  then did Bethune agree to  go  to  bed .4'

O n  Saturday , 26  N ovem ber ,  he led his te am  w e s tw a rd  th ro u g h  a pass 

a m o n g  high peaks to  the  rem ote  village o f  Yangjiazhuang, the  military h e a d 

quar te rs  an d  site o f  the base hospital o f  the  Yanbei district. After exam ining  

sixty w o u n d ed  on  Sunday, he decided to  begin to  opera te  on  forty  o f  them 

the  fo llow ing  day. But late th a t  evening a co u r ie r  arr ived  w ith  a message 

from W ang Z hen  informing Bethune th a t  he w as  planning a large-scale at tack  

against the Japanese  on  a heavily patrolled highway. H e  also said th a t  he had 

chosen  a  site w here  B ethune cou ld  set up  his m obile  o p e ra t in g  un it  nea r  

en ough  to  the ac tion  to  be able to  receive soldiers n o t  long afte r  they had  

been w ounded .

T h e  new s galvanized Bethune. F or  the  first t im e since he h ad  com e to 

China,  he w ould  be w ork ing  close to  a military action, saving lives th a t  might 

o therw ise  be lost to  infection. It w as  his chance to  prove to  the  military c o m 

m and  th a t  by trea ting  the w o u n d ed  early  he could  significantly reduce the 

high mortality  figures o f  the Eighth Route  Army. H e  pranced  a b o u t  the room , 

crow ing  th a t  a t  last he w o u ld  see action. How ever, D o n g  b ro u g h t  o u t  their 

m ap  and  showed him the location of the  at tack , scheduled for Tuesday m o rn 

ing. F rom  Y angjiazhunag they w ould  have  to  trek m ore  th a n  ninety k ilom e

tres over m ounta in  trails, and the temperature had fallen to  -25 degrees Celsius. 

D ong  d o u b te d  they could m ake  the journey in time, b u t  Bethune to ld  him to  

have the  team  ready  to  leave a t  5 a m . T h e  nex t m o rn in g  it w as  still bitterly 

cold, the  m oun ta in s  sheathed  in icy snow. T hey  rode  single file, the  horses’
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hoof-bea ts  on  the rocky pa ths  echoing  back from the valleys below. T h e  trail 

becam e increasingly slippery, an d  they had  to  d ism oun t an d  lead the  animals. 

But as da rkness  fell, they reached the  village o f  Zai j iayou , less th a n  th irty  

k ilom etres from  their  des tina tion ,  an d  there  they spent the night.41

T h e  location chosen for Bethune’s unit by W ang Z h en  w as  the m ounta in  

ham let of Heisi,  twelve kilometres directly west o f  the h ighway where the a t 

tack  on  the  Japanese  convoy w ould  take  place an d  twenty-three kilometres 

from  the  m ost  d is tant regiment th a t  w ould  be involved in the fighting.41 The 

site w as  the  ru ins  o f  a small Buddhist tem ple  su r ro u n d e d  by cypress trees. 

W hen  Bethune and  his team  arrived in Heisi a t  3  p m ,  they foiind th a t  soldiers 

sent to  guard  the unit had  d raw n  sheets across the crum bling walls o f  the tem 

ple to  act as a roof  an d  had built a  large fire to  provide hea t and  boil water.

W hen  the  first w o u n d ed  soldier arr ived a t  5:15 p m ,  Bethune w as  relieved 

to  learn th a t  the m an  had  spent only seven hours  in his stretcher since receiv

ing his w o u n d .  Soon after Bethune began to  opera te ,  o the r  stretcher-bearers 

reached  the tem ple  an d  con t inued  to  do  so well in to  the  night. W hen  d a r k 

ness fell, the th ree  docto rs  had  to  pe rfo rm  in the  d im  light supplied by tw o  

hurr icane  lam ps an d  B ethune’s flashlight,  held for him by an  orderly. They  

continued  opera ting  th rough  the  night,  w ith the  assistant docto rs  tak ing  only 

brief periods o f  rest. Bethune took  none. F rom  time to  time, he w ou ld  plunge 

his head in to  a bucket o f  cold water, keeping it there  for as long as he could 

before rem oving  it; then, pacing back an d  forth ,  he w o u ld  rub  his hair  vig

orously  with  a tow el before re tu rn ing  to  the  opera ting  table. A t a b o u t  3 a m , 

he set up  the ap p a ra tu s  for an  a rm - to -a rm  transfusion  to  a l low  D r  W ang to  

give b lood  to  a w o u n d ed  soldier.

For hours  the only sounds were  the clicking of  scissors an d  Bethune’s short 

com m ands .  T hen ,  shortly  after day l igh t  on  W ednesday m orn ing , Japanese  

p lanes a t tac k ed ,  an d  b o m b s  began to  exp lode  n ea r  the  tem ple .  T h e  sheet 

over the  m akesh if t  opera ting  room  flapped crazily, an d  an  ex ter io r  wall co l

lapsed , show er ing  the  o p e ra t in g  area  w ith  f ragm en ts  o f  s tone  a n d  w o o d .  

B e thune kep t w ork ing .  Luckily, the  a t tac k  w as  brief, a n d  no  one w as  in

ju red .44 But n o w  ex h a u s t io n  began  to  d o g  th e  m em b ers  o f  th e  op era t in g  

team . T h e  first to  succum b w as  Dong, w h o  w as  suffering from  a high fever 

caused by a severe case o f  tonsillit is. Bethune had  tra ined him as an anaes

thetist ,  a n d  he insisted on  con t inu ing  to  adm in is te r  anaes thetic  until early 

a f te rnoon  w hen  Bethune o rdered  him to  lie d o w n .  T h e  th ree  doc to rs  were 

in only slightly bet ter  condition .

Fortunately, a t  a b o u t  3 p m ,  unexpected  help  arrived. T w o  doc to rs  from  a 

medical team  from  Yan’an, w h o  had  arr ived in Jin-Cha-Ji only days earlier, 

h ad  been d ispa tched  to  the  battle  site. O n e  o f  them  w as  D r  J iang  Yizhen.
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W hen he entered the  temple, he found  Bethune barely able to  stand. H e m a n 

aged to  persuade him an d  the  o the r  doc to rs  to  rest while he an d  his com rade  

took  over a t  the  opera ting  tables.

Bethune slept for three hours  until W ang Z h en  arr ived to  rep o r t  th a t  the 

battle  w as  nearly  over. After p resenting B ethune w ith  several tins o f  food 

and  packages o f  cigarettes found  on  dead  Japanese  troops ,  W ang to ld  him 

th a t  enem y re inforcem ents  w o u ld  soon  be arriving, so Bethune should  p re

p a re  his team  to  leave w ith in  th e  nex t few hours .  B ethune po in ted  to  the 

m ore  than  tw en ty  w ou n d ed  w h o  still required a t ten t ion  an d  told W ang Zhen  

th a t  until every so ldier had  been exam ined  an d  trea ted ,  he w ou ld  n o t  go. 

After wolfing d o w n  the  con ten ts  o f  on e  o f  the tins an d  sm oking  a cigarette,  

he took  his place a t  the  opera ting  table  beside D r  Jiang. Spelling each o the r  

off, the  five d o c to rs  co n t in u e d  w o rk in g  until 10 a m  on  T h u rsd ay ,  w hen  

the  last w o u n d e d  m an  w as  placed o n  a s t re tcher  to  be carr ied  to  safety.45 

Bethune, his team , an d  the  tw o  relieving docto rs  h ad  opera ted  on  seventy- 

one patients over a period o f  forty hours. By any  s tandards  their  perform ance 

w as  ex traord inary .  However, as Bethune po in ted  o u t  in his r ep o r t  to  N ie  a 

w eek later, the  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  th ing w as  th a t  it proved th a t  casua lty  losses 

could  be reduced significantly by bringing docto rs  close to  the  battlefront.

After their opera tions  the patients  had  been taken  by s tretcher team s over 

m oun ta in  trails on  a tr ip  o f  nearly  three days to  the  Brigade H ospita l  in the 

village o f  Quhuisi,  sixty kilometres to  the south. Bethune followed them  there, 

arriving on  Friday, z  December. H e  a t  once began exam ining  the w o u n d ed  he 

had  treated  an d  was delighted to  discover th a t  one o u t  o f  three had  survived 

the rough journey w ith o u t  developing infection, even though  their  dressings 

h ad  n o t  been changed  a long  the  way. H e  believed th a t  if they had  been 

changed, the num ber  arriving w ith o u t  infection w ould  have doubled.

These experiences confirmed his op in ion  th a t  he could  save m any  lives by 

se tting  up  his team  n ea r  a ba t t le  an d  a r ran g in g  fo r  the  s tre tche r-bo rne  

w ou n d ed  to  be exam ined  on  their  w ay  to  a base hospital.  Such im m edia te  

post-opera tive  care  w ou ld  increase the  n u m b e r  o f  patients  w h o  w o u ld  re

cover com pletely an d  be able to  re tu rn  to  the  ranks  fit for com bat .  If a  series 

o f  mobile  opera ting  units were m ade  available to  every co m m a n d e r  in Jin- 

Cha-J i,  th a t  n u m b e r  w o u ld  be even greater. In his re p o r t  B e thune w ro te  

t r ium phantly ,  “ We have dem ons tra ted  to  o u r  o w n  satisfaction an d  I hope  to  

the satisfaction  o f  the  A rm y co m m an d e rs  the value o f  th is  type o f  t rea tm en t  

o f  w ounds.  It is expected th a t  it will revolutionize o u r  present concepts  o f  the 

duties o f  the Sanitary Service. The  time is pas t  and  gone in which docto rs  will 

w ait  for patients  to  com e to  them. D octo rs  m ust  go  to  the  w o u n d ed  an d  the
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earlier  the  better. Every Brigade should  have a t  its disposal a M obile  O per

a t ing  Unit such as ours. It is the  connecting  link between the Regimental Aid 

posts an d  the  Base H osp ita l .  In this interval between the  Regim ent an d  the 

Rear, in the past,  the wounded  have been neglected. This neglect must cease."46 

T h e  opera tions  a t  Heisi h ad  been the  first field test o f  a system th a t  he had 

long been urging the  leadership to  ad o p t .  N o w  he hoped  to  be a l low ed to 

develop the  series o f  mobile  opera ting  units he had  p roposed . But to  d o  tha t ,  

he knew  he w o u ld  have to  solve the  basic p rob lem  o f  finding qualified per

sonnel to  serve in the  units .47

H e  re tu rn e d  to  Y an g jiaz h u an g  o n  4 D ec em b e r  a n d  fo u n d  th a t  the  

cond i t ions  in the base hospital were still deplorable. Medical w orkers  were 

incom peten t  and  som etim es lazy; d rugs w ere  incorrectly  used, sterilization 

techniques w ere  faulty, an d  patients  were  im properly  cared  for. As a result 

o f  these an d  o the r  p rob lem s, the  m orta li ty  ra te  w as  very high. These  were 

s im ilar to  his findings in S ongyankou, an d  he cam e to  the  sam e conclusion 

he had  reached there: the  only w ay  to  e l im ina te the  abuses  w as  by in tro 

ducing revolu tionary  changes in the  runn ing  o f  hospita ls  an d  the  tra in ing  of 

personnel.  H is p roblem  w as  h o w  to  institute such changes w i th o u t  a model 

hospital such as the  one lost a t  Songyankou.

How ever,  the leadersh ip  o f  the  Eighth  R ou te  A rm y n o w  offered a sug

gestion for the  needed tra in ing  facilities. T h e  rem oteness o f  Yangjiazhuang, 

a village o f  fewer than  tw o  hundred  households, made it relatively safe from 

enem y a t tack ,  an d  this had  been the reason for choos ing  it as  the  site o f  the 

base hospital. As in all Border Region hospitals, a lm ost  every peasan t family 

in the village took  in w ounded  Eighth Route Army soldiers o r  partisan fighters. 

This a rrangem ent w as  inconvenient for the residents and  the medical w orkers  

too .  With the influx o f  the  w ou n d ed  from  Heisi, increasing the n u m b e r  of 

patients  in the base hospital to  nearly th ree  hun d red ,  the military c o m m an d  

decided to  invite the  residents to  a public  meeting  to  deal w ith  w h a t  had  

becom e a  crit ical s ituation.

T h e  villagers offered to  tu rn  over a g ro u p  of  houses o n  the  east side o f  the 

village for use as a hosp ita l.4,i After the com plet ion  o f  s tructura l  a l tera tions 

to  th e  houses ,  all p a t ien ts  c o u ld  be t r a n s fe r re d  the re  f rom  th e  v il lagers’ 

homes. To help  ca rry  these ou t ,  the  villagers w ou ld  take p a r t  in the  w o rk  to 

re-plas ter  an d  w h itew ash  the  d o n a te d  houses. In add it ion ,  they offered to  

b roaden  the n a r ro w  lanes leading to  the  new  hospital and  to  loan  to  it vari

ous tables , chairs ,  an d  o th e r  pieces o f  furniture. In re turn  they asked for free 

medical ca re  an d  drugs,  an d  fo r  as long  as it w as  available , free food  for 

patients  w h o  were  villagers. T h e  leadership  o f  the M edical Service accepted
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the  proposal.  A revam ped hospital w ou ld  allow medical staff to  opera te  with 

m uch grea ter  efficiency. For B ethune it p rov ided  the  setting to  begin the  re

fo rm s  th a t  he knew  were  so desperate ly  required.

W ork  began im m edia te ly  on  w h a t  B ethune n am ed  the  Special Surgical 

H osp i ta l .  Identical in a im  to  its fo re ru n n e r  in S ongy an k o u  b u t  far  less 

com plex  an d  costly, it w ou ld  serve his pu rpose,  a n d  in the  event o f  a J a p a n 

ese a t tac k  the  loss o f  it w o u ld  be far  less severe th a n  had  been the  case w ith  

th e  m odel hosp ita l .  D e te rm ined  to  e rad ica te  th e  m a n y  f laws th a t  he had  

found  in Eighth R ou te  Army hospitals ,  Bethune w ou ld  la ter  list these w e a k 

nesses precisely:

(A) T h e  irresponsibility o f  certain  doc to rs  in the s . s . ;  their  lack o f  a defi

nite plan  o f  o rgan iza tion  an d  w ork ;  the ir  laziness o r  m ore  com m only ,  in

com petence ; their  lack o f  ability to  instruc t  &  especially to  supervise the 

w o rk  o f  the ir  juniors  such as nurses an d  orderlies.

(B) The  p o o r  s ta n d a rd  o f  nursing  am o n g  nurses.

(C) T h e  w aste  o f  drugs.

(D) Poor sterilization o f  dressings.

(E) Carelessness an d  inconsidera tion  to w a rd s  patients.

(F) Too high a  m orta l i ty  ra te  am o n g  patients.

(G) Patients to o  long in hospital.

(H) Perm anently  crippled patients  th ro  (s/c] neglect o f  joints.

(I) Dissatisfaction o f  nurses -  resulting in desertions.

(J) Low  s ta n d a rd  o f  educat ion  am o n g  orderlies an d  nurses an d  m any  

o thers .49

T h e  M edica l Service officials adm it ted  the  validity  o f  this crit icism an d  

asked him how  to  e l im inate the problem s. In response he set before  them  

a p lan  m ode lled  o n  Soviet p rocedu res  th a t  in c o rp o ra ted  “ self-criticism, 

self-discipline an d  self-contro l .” $0 H e  p roposed  the  fo rm a tion  o f  a Central 

C o m m ittee  com pris ing  elected delegates o f  medical w orke rs ,  patients ,  and  

civilians. T h is  com m ittee  w o u ld  es tab lish  a p lan  o f  o rg a n iz a t io n  fo r  the 

hospital and  s tan d ard s  o f  pe rfo rm ance  for all hospital w orkers .  H e  saw  it as 

a w ay  to  replace the  system o f  h ierarchical au th o r i ty  w ith  one a l low ing  for 

tru ly  dem ocra tic  partic ipa tion .

B ethune’s plan  w as  ad o p te d  an d  w en t  in to  o p e ra t io n  before the  end  o f  

December. T h e  adm in is t ra t ive  h ead  o f  the  hosp ita l  w as  a docto r ,  a n d  his 

depu ty  w as  the  village leader. They  in tu rn  were responsible to  the H ospita l 

Affairs  C o m m ittee ,  w hich  inc luded  th e  secre tary  o f  the  local C o m m u n is t  

Party branch, a  representative elected by the villagers, an d  one selected by the
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patients.  D r  You Shenghua, w h o  w as  depu ty  minister  o f  hea lth  for J in -Cha- 

Ji as well as B ethune’s assistant,  w as  chosen as general secretary. T h e  role of 

the  H ospita l  Affairs C om m ittee  w as  to  ap p o in t  auxiliary hospital .workers 

an d  to  deal w ith  prob lem s raised by patients  o r  villagers. Bethune saw  it as 

a medical o rgan iza tion  th a t  w as  m anaged  in a tru ly  dem ocra tic  way, an d  he 

a t tended  every weekly meeting while  he rem ained  in Y ang jiazhuang .51 H e 

w ou ld  la ter  refer to  his plan  as “ the  m ost im p o r ta n t  w o rk  I have d o n e  in the 

J in -Cha-J i military a re a .” 51

W hile  w ork  w as  progressing on  the  new  hospital,  Bethune an d  his team  

wer,e using th e  ex is ting  o p e ra t in g  facilities to  deal w ith  the  147 sick and  

w ou n d ed  they had  found  in Yangjiazhuang on their  re tu rn .53 M eanw hile  he 

sent o rders  to  the  var ious hospita ls  to  send to  Y angjiazhuang all w ounded  

w ith fractures an d  those  w ith  chest,  head ,  an d  abd o m in a l  w ounds .  Expla in

ing his decision to  N ie, he w ro te ,  “ Frankly, I ca n n o t  trus t  these types o f  cases 

in the  hands  o f  doc to rs  an d  nurses in these Sanitary Services.” 54

A n o th e r  fundam en ta l  p rob lem  th a t  had  plagued  him since his arrival in 

the Border Region w as  the  lack o f  blood. H e had  a lready learned in Yan’an 

th a t  the  giving o f  b lood  w as  foreign to  the  experience o f  m ost  Chinese. By 

giving his ow n  b lood, he w as  able to  overcom e the  fear o f  his assistants  in 

J in -C ha-J i  an d  enc o u rag e  them  to  fo llow  his exam ple .  H ow ever ,  som e 

m ethod  had  to  be found  to  provide a regular an d  adequa te  supply  o f  blood. 

At Y angjiazhuang his g row ing  frustra t ion  over  this in tractable  p rob lem  led 

to  an  em otiona l scene. Following an opera tion  w hen  he again  gave his ow n 

b lood  an d  then com pleted  the  surgery  w ith  the help o f  an assistant,  he ex 

ploded in anger. “ I cam e to  C h ina  to  help the w o u n d e d ,” he shouted .  “ I need 

b lo o d !” 55 T hen  he launched in to  a t irade,  charg ing  th a t  lives were  being lost 

because o f  the unwillingness o f  people to  undergo  the  painless p rocedure  of 

d o na t ing  blood.

W hen a t  last he grew  calmer, he agreed to  discuss the  ques tion  w ith  his 

assistants  an d  som e officials o f  the M edical Service. Som eone then suggested 

th a t  the  m a t te r  be p laced before th e  recently  fo rm ed  C en tra l  C om m ittee .  

This  w as  done ,  an d  w hen  they learned th a t  bo th  Bethune an d  the  Chinese 

doctors  had  dona ted  their  blood to  save their  patients’ lives, the village leader 

an d  the  head  o f  the  W o m en ’s Rescue Team  offered to  give b lo o d .56 After 

a l low ing  B ethune an d  You Shenghua  to  ex t ra c t  a small a m o u n t  o f  b lood  

f rom  them  before  a m eeting  o f  the  village residents ,  they then  asked  for 

o thers  to  d o  the  same. Before the meeting ended , nearly forty persons had 

s tepped  fo rw ard  to  becom e the  nucleus o f  the  “ Blood Transfus ion  V olun

teers Brigade.” 57 After a subsequen t analysis o f  the  b lood type o f  each, it was 

recorded on  a piece o f  clo th  th a t  w as  sti tched to  each vo lun teer’s clothing.
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T h e  plan  w as  th a t  w hen  a b lood d o n a t io n  w as  needed, the vo lun teer  w ou ld  

be called to  the  hospital,  w here  a d irect a rm - to -a rm  transfus ion  w ou ld  be 

perform ed. Each d o n o r  w o u ld  receive a  red c lo th  str ip  w ith  the characters  

“ G ave Blood w ith  G lory ,” w hich w ould  be sewn over the label indicating 

the  b lood type. In add i t ion ,  every d o n o r  w ou ld  be given five h u n d red  gram s 

o f  sugar, tw enty  eggs, an d  fifty gram s o f  tea .sK Pleased by the results, Bethune 

regarded the  fo rm ation  o f  “ the  living b lood b a n k ” as yet m ore  evidence of 

a  genuine dem ocra tic  spirit th a t  he believed w as  developing in the  Border  

Region. It a lso  m oved  him  to  apo log ize  for his o u tb u r s t ,  a d m it t in g  th a t  

persuasion, n o t  harangu ing ,  had  led to  the  happy  result .59

Deeply  involved as he w as  in th e  dev e lo p m e n t  o f  the  Special Surgical 

H ospita l  dur ing  the m o n th  o f  December, Bethune nonetheless m anaged  to  

com plete  a shor t  sto ry  an d  a lengthy essay. These  m arked  the  cu lm ina tion  o f  

a prolific period o f  writing, for du r ing  1938 he had  p roduced  an am az ing  

num ber  o f  letters, articles, an d  reports ,  n o t  to  m ention  w ork ing  on  tex tbooks  

an d  an extremely detailed s ixteen-page cons ti tu t ion  fo r  the new  hospital a t  

Yangjiazhuang.60 T h e  shor t  story, entitled “T h e  D u d ,” w as  based o n  a true 

incident o f  an  illiterate o ld fa rm er  w h o  discovered in his field a d u d  shell 

a b a n d o n e d  by the  pa r t isans .  T h e  second  piece, “ W o u n d s ,” is a  d ra m a t ic  

depiction o f  the  cond it ions  under  w hich  Bethune w o rk e d  a n d  the  sufferings 

o f  the w ounded :

T h e  kerosene lam p  overhead  m akes  a s teady  buzzing so u n d  like an 

incandescent hive o f  bees. M u d  walls. M u d  floor. M u d  bed. W hite  paper  

w in d o w s.  Smell o f  b lo o d  an d  ch lo ro fo rm .  C o ld .  T h re e  o ’clock  in the 

m orn ing ,  Dec. 1, N o r th  C hina ,  n ea r  Ling C h u  w ith  the  8th R ou te  Army.

M en  w ith  w ounds .

W ounds like little dried  pools,  caked  w ith  b lack -b row n  earth ; w o u n d s  

w ith  to rn  edges frilled w ith  b lack  gangrene; nea t w o u n d s ,  concea ling  be

nea th  the  abscess in their  dep ths ,  b u r ro w in g  in to  an d  a ro u n d  the  great 

firm muscles like a d am m ed-back  river, runn ing  a ro u n d  an d  between the 

muscles like a h o t  s tream ; w o u n d s ,  ex pand ing  o u tw a rd ,  decaying orchids 

o r  crushed  ca rna t ions ,  terrible flowers o f  flesh; w o u n d s  from  w hich  the 

da rk  b lood  is spewed o u t  in clots,  m ixed w ith  the  o m inous  gas bubbles, 

f loating on the fresh flood o f  the  sti ll-continuing secondary  h em orrhage .6'

“ W o u n d s” is also a passionate  cond e m n a tio n  o f  w ars  o f  aggression and  

o f  the  roles o f  capitalism an d  nationalism  in p rovoking  them. Bethune w ro te ,
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Is it possible th a t  a few rich men, a small class o f  men, have persuaded  

a million p o o r  men to  a t tack ,  an d  a t tem p t  to  destroy, ano ther  million men 

as p o o r  as they? So th a t  the rich may be richer still? Terrible thought! H o w  

did they persuade  these p o o r  men to  com e to  China? By telling them  the 

tru th?  N o ,  they  w o u ld  never have com e if they had  kn o w n  the t ru th .  Did 

they d a re  to  tell these w o rk m en  th a t  the  rich only w an te d  cheaper  raw  

m ateria ls ,  m ore  m a rk e ts  a n d  m ore  profit? N o ,  they to ld  them  th a t  this 

b ru ta l w a r  w as  “ The  Destiny o f  the  R ace ,” it w as  for the “ G lory  o f  the 

E m peror,” it was for the “ H o n o u r  o f  the  State ,” it was for their  “ King and  

C o u n try .” False. False as Hell!6z

“T h e  D u d ” an d  “ W o u n d s” w ere  bo th  published in left-wing periodicals in 

N o r th  America, o f  w h ich  T h e  N e w  M asses w as  the  m ost  widely read.

By the  end  o f  December, patients had  been m oved  in to  the Special Surgi

cal Hospita l,  and  on  4 January  1939 Bethune inaugura ted  in one o f  its rooms 

w h a t  he called the  Special Surgical Practice School.6' The  class th a t  appeared  

for “ D em ons tra t ion  W eek” w as  m ade  up  o f  tw enty-three  docto rs  from  the 

Yanbei area .64 N o n e  had  had formal medical training. M o s t  were peasants  in 

the ir  twenties, som e o f  them  barely literate, so teaching them  surgery w as  a 

tru ly  d a u n t in g  task. Bethune also w an te d  to  m ake  the  docto rs  familiar w ith  

all aspects o f  hospital o rgan iza tion  an d  w ith  the  duties o f  the ir  co-workers.  

F or  this purpose  he divided them  into g roups  to  carry  o u t  the tasks o f  nurses 

an d  orderlies as well as o f  doctors.  Periodically dur ing  the course he al ter

na ted  these to  ensure th a t  each do c to r  pe r fo rm ed  such lowly tasks as sw eep

ing floors, em pty ing  bedpans,  w ash ing  patients,  an d  cutting  their nails.65 N o t  

until they became aw are  o f  the  fundam ental routine o f  every medical worker, 

Bethune believed, w ould  the  doc to rs  be capab le  o f  m anag ing  a medical un it  

an d  tra in ing  the  personnel needed to  m ake it run.

After perform ing  dem o n s tra t io n  opera tions  an d  rehearsing the  stages o f  

each one, Bethune observed each d o c to r  perform ing  sim ilar surgical p roce

dures. In addi tion  to  the  daily clinical sessions, he gave nightly lectures on 

various aspects  o f  medicine, surgery, an d  problem s associa ted  w ith  the  role 

o f  mobile  units. A lready kn o w n  as a strict d isc iplinarian, he w as  extremely 

dem and ing  th ro u g h o u t  the gruelling ten-day  course  an d  sharply  crit ical o f  

the e rro rs  he no ted ,  of ten  w o u n d in g  his s tuden ts ’ feelings.66 In his farewell 

address  a t  the  end  o f  the  th ree  weeks, he acknow ledged  his stinging rem arks  

bu t rem inded  his audience th a t  his only aim  w as  to  reduce carelessness. Then  

he called fo rw ard  each m em ber  o f  the  class, sh ook  his han d ,  an d  presented
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the  p ro u d  g radua te  w ith  a certificate. In con tra s t  to  the  ad  hoc instruc tion  he 

had  given du r ing  the  building o f  the  model hospital a t  Songyankou ,  this w as  

the first t ime he had  held regularly scheduled classes in subjects based o n  a 

curr icu lum , how ever brief.67

For Bethune it w as  only the  beginning, for he in tended  to  ho ld  sim ilar 

t ra in in g  sessions in each o f  the  o th e r  subdis tric ts .  M e an w h ile  he h ad  to  

con t inue  his survey o f  o the r  hospitals.  In a le tter w ri tten  several weeks later, 

he referred to  his a t tem p ts  to  train  medical w orkers :

We travel to  one o f  these “ hospitals ,” inspect the w ounded ,  re-organize the 

staff (the hospital staff consists o f  “ d o c to rs” o f  19 to  z z ,  n o t  one  o f  w hom  

has had  a college e d u c a t io n  o r  been in a m o d e rn  hosp ita l  o r  medical 

school; the  nurses w h o  are  boys o f  14 to  18, just peasants).  Imagine the 

average s tandard!  Imagine the ir  know ledge o f  hygiene, ana tom y, physiol

ogy, medicine an d  surgery! Yet this is the  on ly  material w e possess an d  we 

m u s t  m ake  the  best o f  it. T h ey  a re  very eager  to  learn  a n d  to  im prove  

themselves an d  are  cons tan t ly  asking for criticisms o f  their  w o rk .  So th a t  

a l though  I am  often  irritable a t  their  inep titude an d  ignorance,  their  lack 

o f  order,  the ir  carelessness, yet the ir  simplicity  an d  eagerness  to  learn 

com bined  with their  true  spirit o f  com radesh ip  and  unselfishness, d isarm s 

me in the end .68

Following the “ D em onstra t ion  W eek,” Bethune, D ong  Yuequian, an d  You 

Shenghua inspected the  base hosp ita l  in the  village o f  H u a ta  w h ere  they 

in troduced  Bethune's plan o f  o rganization .  H e  la ter  cla im ed th a t  the  h osp i

tal “w as  improved 2.00 % .” 69 At a conference o f  leading cadres from all parts  

o f  Jin-Cha-Ji held th ree  weeks later, You Shenghua reported  on  the  success 

o f  B e thune’s m e thod  in the  tw o  hospita ls  an d  urged its un ifo rm  a d o p t io n  

th ro u g h o u t  the  Border Region.70 M eanw hile ,  in add i t ion  to  his teaching and  

surgical duties,  Bethune found  tim e to  re tu rn  to  w ri t ing  the  medical texts he 

had  begun in S ongyankou w hen  he w as  in te rrup ted  a t  the end  o f  Septem ber 

by the Japanese  advance. Recognizing th a t  even the simplest draw ings would  

greatly enhance  his m anua l ,  he w as  determ ined  to  p roduce  a basic illustrated 

tex t  fo r  the  next course  he w ould  offer.71

The tw o  m onths he spent in Yangjiazhuang were relatively quiet,  a welcome 

c o n t ra s t  to  the  prev ious weeks o f  trekk ing  over  m o u n ta in  trai ls  in w in te r  

conditions,  sna tching brief periods o f  sleep after hours  o f  opera ting ,  an d  in 

specting hea lth  facilities. The  rough  life had  taken  a toll on  h im, an d  he now
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allow ed  him self  a limited a m o u n t  o f  bad ly  needed  rest. But food w as  a n 

o th e r  m a jo r  problem . T h e  local d iet consisted o f  cabbage , tu rn ip ,  an d  o ther  

roo t  vegetables sto red  in underg round  cellars, a long  w ith  millet porridge and  

m a n to u  (s teamed bread). Pork an d  chicken were  luxuries th a t  only a fortu 

na te  few m igh t  be able to  afford  a t  the  N ew  Year o r  for a  w edd ing  feast. 

B ethune’s military superiors  tr ied to  provide h im w ith  the best food th a t  they 

could ,  b u t  he repeatedly refused to  accept any th ing  higher in quality  than  

w h a t  th e  c o m m o n  so ld ier  a te .72 T h e  a rm y  co m m a n d e rs  recognized the  

nobility  o f  his motives b u t  feared th a t  he w as  underm in ing  his health . They  

routinely  sent h im  m ost o f  the  tinned food  cap tu red  from  the  Japanese ,  bu t  

even this he insisted on  sharing  w ith  patients. O n  on e  o f  his m any  s tops  to  

perform  opera tions  an d  inspect military hospitals,  a cook ,  concerned  a b o u t  

his health , m ade him  a po t  o f  chicken soup  -  a rare  luxury. Bethune accepted 

a bow l bu t a t  once  to o k  it to  the  w o unded .  Using one o f  his few Chinese 

phrases, he asked a soldier how  he was, and  the m o m e n t  the  m an  opened  his 

m o u th ,  he p opped  in a spoonful o f  soup. T h e  w o u n d ed  all shou ted  protests ,  

insisting he ea t  the  soup  himself. W h e n  Bethune learned w h a t  they w ere  say

ing, he w as  am used ,  an d  for the rest o f  his stay  he m ade  a daily perfo rm ance  

o f  plying them  with soup , which they laughingly rejected.

T h e  military and  medical au thori t ies  responsible for Bethune also w orried  

a b o u t  his refusal to  take adequate  rest. W hen w o rd  o f  this eventually reached 

G enera l N ie, he spoke to  Bethune a b o u t  it, bu t  Bethune rejected his advice. 

A t th is  p o in t  N ie  o rd e red  him in to  his o w n  ro o m  to  sleep for six hours .  

Bethune lay d ow n  on  the  k a n g  briefly, then jum ped up. G lar ing  a t  N ie, he 

sna tched a c igarette  from  the  genera l’s lips an d  th rew  it o n  the  g round .  “ In 

respect to  medical m atte rs ,  I will n o t  take  o rders  even from  y o u ,” he told 

the  s ta rt led  com m ander.  T h en  he m arched  o u t .73

Part o f  Bethune’s a t t i tude  w as  true  selflessness born  o f  his desire to  serve 

an d  to  be accepted by his com rades .  But there  w as  an  elem ent o f  self-will in 

it to o .  H is  exper ience  in Spain  had  scarred  h im , n o t  just because o f  the 

violence o f  the w a r  th a t  he had  witnessed bu t also because his uncontrolled  

behav iou r  had  cos t  h im  the  respect o f  his co m m u n is t  com rades ;  they had 

rem oved him  from  his posit ion  a t  the  Institu to  an d  forced him to  re turn  to  

C a nada .  N o w  in C h ina  he w as  determ ined  th a t  no  one w ould  ever again  be 

able to  accuse h im o f  squander ing  m oney  th a t  w as  n o t  his o r  o f  indulging in 

b ourgeo is  com fo r ts .  As a d o c to r  he m u s t  have k n o w n  th a t  he cou ld  no t 

survive long on the  d iet he w as  ea ting  -  th a t  he w o u ld  burn  himself  out.  In

deed, he had  long since com m en ted  th a t  the  local d iet w as  seriously deficient
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in fat an d  fat-soluble vitam ins an d  p ro te in .74 Yet his puritan ica l pr ide drove 

him to  ignore this. H e w as  runn ing  o n  a com bina t ion  o f  ad renalin  an d  nico

tine. “ Г11 be alright as long as I have c igarettes ,” he w ro te  to  M a  H aide .75

H e began  to  lose a  g rea t  deal o f  w eigh t .  M o re  om inous ly ,  desp ite  the  

basic hard iness  o f  his cons ti tu t ion ,  the  rugged life an d  in adequa te  d iet w ere  

u nderm in ing  his resistance to  disease. It w as  only w ith  the grea tes t  difficulty 

th a t  he w as  ab le  to  cure himself  o f  a severe case o f  tonsillitis th a t  p lagued 

h im th r o u g h o u t  December. H e  also  had  an o th e r  s tu b b o rn  infection in one 

o f  his fingers.76 In a letter  to  a C a n a d ia n  friend in J a n u a ry  1939  he m e n 

tioned the  privations he faced: “ M y  life is p retty  rough  and  som etim es tough 

as well. It rem inds me o f  m y early  days up  in the  N o r th e rn  bush. T h e  village 

is like all o th e r  Chinese villages, m ade  o f  m u d  an d  s tone  one-s to ry  houses, 

in g roups  (families) o f  co m p o u n d s .  T h ree  o r  four houses are  enc losed in a 

c o m p o u n d  facing each other. In the  c o m p o u n d  are  the pigs, dogs,  donkeys ,  

etc. Everything is filthy -  the  people, the ir  houses ,  etc. I have one house  to  

myself. It has  a brick oven ru n n in g  a long  th e  single room . In this I have my 

co t  an d  table . 1 have m a d e  myself  a t in  s tove in w h ich  is b u r n t  coa l  an d  

w ood .  T h e  w indow s (one) are  papered  w ith  w hite  paper. T h e  floor is packed 

m u d ,  so  are  the  w a lls ."77 Tellingly, he conc luded  the  letter, “ Let me confess 

th a t  on  the  1st o f  the  N ew  Year I had  an  a t tac k  o f  hom esickness. M em ories  

o f  N e w  York, M o n tre a l  an d  T oron to .  If I were  n o t  so busy I could  find rea 

sons for a ho liday .” 78

H e needed  one badly, fo r  in add i t ion  to  his physical p rob lem s,  he was 

struggling aga inst  his g row ing  loneliness. H e  w as  cu t  o ff  from  his Chinese 

colleagues by his inability to  speak their  language, an d  excep t for Richard 

Brown, he had  been in contac t with only tw o  o ther  westerners, Michael L ind

say an d  Lindsay’s friend G eorge Taylor, w h o  had  visited him a t  S ongyankou 

the previous August.  H e  had  received n o  m ore  th a n  a handful o f  letters since 

arriving in C h ina  an d  had  n o t  seen an English-language n ew spaper  in eight 

m onths .  H e  h ad  no  rad io .7y Used to  devouring  several daily  new spapers  and  

m any  magazines, he h ad  g row n  increasingly f rustra ted  by his ignorance  of 

w orld  events. “ I w ou ld  like to  k n o w  a few facts,” he w ro te  to  M a  H aid e  in 

Yan’an. “ Is Roosevelt still presiden t o f  the  United States? W h o  is the prime 

minister o f  England? Is the co m m u n is t  par ty  in p o w er  in F rance?” 80 H e  was 

desperate for books,  for it had been his lifelong hab i t  to  read several a m onth .  

“ I am  sorry  th a t  the b o oks  th a t  you sent me have n o t  a r r ived ,” he lam ented  

to  a C a n ad ian  friend. “ I a m  very sh o r t  o f  b o oks  as I have read an d  re-read 

all I have a dozen tim es.” 8' A nd he pleaded w ith  M a  Haide ,  “ Will you d o  this 

for me? Jus t  one thing! Send me three  b o oks  a m o n th ,  som e new spapers  and
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m agaz ines .” 81 Likely M a  had  no  access to  such things either, for there  is no  

evidence th a t  Bethune ever received them.

The isolation in which he found himself was a lm ost unimaginable. Despite 

the  fact th a t  he som etim es described himself  as solitary a n d  self-sufficient, 

Bethune had  always needed people a ro u n d  him, and  he loved to  ta lk . Now, 

in all the  vast m o u n ta in  region o f  no r thw este rn  C h ina ,  there w as  only one 

person  w ith  w h o m  he could ho ld  a  conversation  -  D o n g  Yueqian. H is rela

tionsh ip  with his in te rpre ter  w as  good ,  for D ong  w as  highly intelligent and 

a lso  a d e p t  a t  dea ling  w ith  B e thune’s vola tile te m p eram en t .  But a l though  

D o n g ’s linguistic skills w ere  excellent, his English w as  n o t  colloquial an d  his 

cultural references were naturally  no t  those o f  a westerner. Wistfully, Bethune 

told D ong  th a t  since arr iv ing in Jin-Cha-Ji he felt as  though  he had  become 

deaf  an d  d u m b .8’

So night after night,  p lagued by insom nia, he spent hours  w ork ing  on his 

textbook or  writing letters hom e tha t  he feared might never be answered. When 

all else failed, he shuffled an d  dea lt  cards on  a table  in his room , playing en d 

less gam es o f  solitaire by lantern light. C a u g h t  up  in the  sheer intensity o f  his 

crusade, the phoenix  w as  burn ing  brightly in the fires o f  China. But the phys

ical an d  em otiona l suppo r ts  o f  his being were  feeding the  flames.
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Jean Ewen. After 
joining the C hina Aid 
Council medical unit, 
the young nurse came 
to  respect Bethune’s 
professional skill but 
resented his dictatorial 
ways. Laura M eyer/ 
Saskatoon Public 
L ibrary P H - 9 8 - 1 1 1 ;  

reproduced by 
perm ission

The C hina Aid Council 
medical un it (front row). 
M utually  antipathetic, 
Bethune, Ewen, and Par
son w ent their separate 
ways during the voyage 
to  C hina. C ourtesy b m h



In Lenin mode. In C hina Bethune grew  a Lenin-style goatee and enjoyed being told 
he resembled the leader o f the Russian R evolution. C ourtesy b m h



M eeting w ith M ao Zedong. A t Yan’an, Bethune and M ao discussed 
Bethune’s role in the Eighth R oute Army M edical Service.
Courtesy b m h

Cave hospital a t Yan’an. The loess soil a t Yan’an lent itself the 
digging o f caves which were used as residences and also to  house 
the local base hospital. C ourtesy b m h
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J j  A properly boiled egg. O n 
^ g b  the first day th a t He Z exin, 

Bethune’s xiao guei, m an
aged to  cook a soft-boiled 

■  egg to  his liking, Bethune 
rew arded him w ith a book 
and had a photograph 
taken. C ourtesy b m h

B ethune, H e Long, and D r Richard Brown. Bethune m et G eneral He Long on his 
way to  Jin-C ha-Ji and later in Hebei. Bethune and Brown w orked together from 
M ay to  July 1 9 3 8 .  Courtesy b m h
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W ith Nie Rongzhen and D ong Yueqian. General Nie dealt skilfully w ith 
Bethune’s unpredictable temper. Bethune described D ong Y ueqian, his first 
interpreter, as “ my o ther self.” A u thors’ collection.

Valley in the W utai M ountains. Despite frustrations and hardships, 
Bethune rejoiced in the spectacular natural beauty o f Shanxi. 
C ourtesy b m h / M ichael Lindsay
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R econstruction o f the model hospital, Songyankou. Built a t Bethune’s insistence 
despite the w arnings o f G eneral N ie R ongzhen, the m odel hospital w as destroyed 
by the Japanese soon after it opened. It was reconstructed in the m id-1970s. 
Photo: Sharon Stew art

O pening o f  the model hospital. In his speech Bethune stressed th a t he 
and the Chinese had learned m uch from each other. C ourtesy b m h
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At the G reat Wall. 
Bethune’s travels took 
him to  the G reat Wall 

in A ugust 1938. 
C ourtesy b m h

Dressed for w inter in the m ountains. T he Eighth R oute Army sup
plied Bethune w ith w inter gear taken from dow ned Japanese fliers. 
Courtesy b m h
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The m obile surgical unit. O n his tours o f inspection Bethune som etimes 
rode on horseback bu t on  narrow  m ountain  trails often had to  travel on 
foot. C ourtesy b m h

A teachable m om ent. Lacking a p roper teaching hospital, Bethune 
never missed an opportun ity  to  dem onstrate technique to  Chinese 
medical personnel. Courtesy b m h
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Kathleen Hall. T he missionary from N ew  Z ealand smuggled 
desperately needed medical supplies through Japanese lines 
for Bethune.

C ooling off a t Shenbei. 
This image, taken by 
the fam ous Chinese 
photographer Sha Fei, 
show s Bethune sw im 
ming in the Tang River 
in July 1939. Courtesy 
в м н /W ang Van
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W riting. Bethune produced an am azing num ber o f letters and reports on  his 
beloved H erm es portable typewriter. He also w rote short stories and essays. 
C ourtesy b m h
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W ith a young patient. 
Bethune spent much 
tim e treating  civilians, 
especially children. 
This photograph, 
taken in August 1939, 
show s how  em aciated 
he had become. 
C ourtesy b m h /  

M ichael Lindsay

Surgery a t Sunjiazhuang. This iconic photograph taken by W u Yinxian show s 
Bethune operating  on Z9 O ctober 1939. Late th a t afternoon he sliced his finger 
w ith a  scalpel and w ithin days w as dead o f septicaem ia. Photograph by Wu Y inxian. 
Courtesy в м н /W u Zhuqing
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Bethune after death. T he Chinese held a m em orial cerem ony to  honour Bethune. 
C ourtesy b m h
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■ши
The tom b a t N anguan . This m em orial was rebuilt after being destroyed 
by the Japanese. Bethune w as later reinterred in the M arty rs’ Cem etery 
o f the M ilitary Region o f N orth  C hina in Shijiazhuang.
Photo: Sharon Stew art

$  j* ft $

Bethune propaganda graphic book. The sm aller characters read: 
“ A proletarian  and in ternationalist fighter.” T he large ones say, 
“A Story o f Bethune." C ourtesy b m h
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • C om m em orative stam ps, i960 . 
These stam ps reproduced fam ous 
photographs o f Bethune. In 1990 
the C anadian  and Chinese govern
m ents w ould jointly issue stam ps 
to  m ark the centenary o f his birth. 
C ourtesy b m h
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T he N orm an Bethune International Peace H ospital. This 800-bed 
hospital is located in Shijiazhuang, where Bethune is buried in the 
M artyrs’ Cemetery. Photo: Sharon Stew art



Bethune statue, Shijiazhuang. A replica o f this statue, a gift o f the People’s Republic 
o f C hina, stands in the Place N orm an Bethune in M ontreal. Photo: Sharon Stew art



Bethune scholars at Huangshikou, 2005. Zhang Yesheng, a Chinese expert on 
Bethune, with Roderick Stewart in front of the house in which Bethune died. 
Photo: Sharon Stewart
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* i y  *

The N a r ro w  Gate

Jin-Cha-Ji, December 1938-June 1939

O n e  o f  the p roblem s Bethune was mulling  over  du r ing  those  w hite  n ights o f  

the w in te r  o f  1 9 3 8 -3 9  was the  desperate need o f  medical supplies in the Jin- 

Cha-Ji B order  Region. H e  had  com pla ined  a b o u t  this cons tan t ly  since his 

arrival in the  a rea  the  previous June ,  and  in a le tter to  M a  H aid e  in D ecem 

ber 1938 he had again raised the issue: “ W h a t  is the  China Aid Council doing 

for C h ina ,  for the  8th R oute Arm y? H o w  m uch  m oney  have they sent? Are 

they sending m ore  doctors  o r  technicians? Am I to  have assistance? Am I to 

have the medical supplies I have been asking for 5 m onths?  I have exactly  zy  

tubes o f  ca tgu t left and  V2 lb. o f  carbolic  acid. I have one  knife an d  6 ar te ry  

forceps -  all the rest I have distributed. There  remains z V2 lbs. o f  C hloroform . 

After th a t  is finished w e will opera te  w i th o u t  anaes the tics .” '

His was qu ite  literally a voice crying in the wilderness, an d  he w ould  never 

learn w hy  there  w as  n o  reply. Since his arrival in C h ina ,  he had  sent the  c a c  

a copy o f  each o f  his m onth ly  repor ts  an d  detailed copies o f  his expend itu res  

w ith  receipts, an d  had  m ade  several u rgent d irect appeals  to  them  for help .1 

In con tras t ,  the c a c  sent h im  only th ree  letters. T h e  first w as  w ri tten  in April 

1938 and  reached him in August in Songyankou. It informed him th a t  they had 

agreed to  his request to  send his m onth ly  salary o f  $ 1 0 0  to  Frances C o lem an  

in M ontrea l  bu t  did no t  mention funds o r  supplies for China.  A second letter 

a sked  only for con f irm a tion  o f  S ong y an k o u  as his address  for c o r re sp o n 

dence. The  third and  last was postm arked in N ew  York on  zo  September 1938. 

T here  is no  record o f  its con ten ts .3

Given Bethune’s bitter com plain ts a b o u t  the c a c ,  it seems he never learned 

th a t  it w as  sending funds raised in N ew  York to  the  E ighth R ou te  A rm y via 

the  N a tio n a l  Red C ross  Society o f  C h in a  an d  la ter  via the  C h ina  Defence 

League in H o n g  Kong. A nd a l though  R ober t  Lim, the  agen t w h o  disbursed 

the funds to  the Eighth Route  Army, had  sent supplies directly to  Bethune in



19384 an d  w o u ld  send him m ore  in the  spr ing  o f  1939, there is no  record  in 

B ethune’s letters o r  reports  th a t  he ever received them.

T h e  C hina  Defence League had  also  a t tem p ted  to  assist h im . Song Qing- 

ling (M ad a m e  Sun Yat-sen), the  w id o w  o f  the founder  o f  the G u o m in d a n g  

Party, w as  the  head  o f  the  League, an d  u nder  her leadership  the  c d l  had 

become the  m ajo r  co o rd in a to r  o f  funds an d  equ ipm ent from  donors  in m any 

par ts  o f  the  w orld ;  the m oney  an d  supplies collected were  then  sent on  to  

var ious locations in C h in a .5 Song, w h o  w as  sym pathe tic  to  the  com m unis t  

cause , w as  well a w a re  o f  B e thune’s w o rk  for the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y in Jin- 

Cha-Ji. Between M a y  an d  O ctobe r  1 9 3 8  the c d l  received four consignments 

o f  d rugs,  dressings, an d  c lo thes sent by the C a n ad ian  League for Peace and  

Democracy, all specifically ea rm ark ed  for B ethune’s un it .6 In add i t ion ,  the 

c d l  allocated  h k $ i , 3 5 0  f rom  its ow n  treasu ry  for the  purchase  o f  supplies 

to  be sh ipped  to  h im .7 All these supplies  w ere  su p p o se d ly  sen t to  B ethune 

via Y an’an.

A nd the  c d l  also  received help  fo r  B ethune from  an o th e r  source. In July 

1938 the  In terna t ional  Peace C a m p a ig n  in fo rm ed  Song Q ing ling  o f  its wish 

to  found  an In terna t ional Peace H osp ita l  in C h ina ;  she therefore  decided to  

co n fe r  o n  B e th u n e’s m ode l hosp ita l ,  then  being bu il t  in S o n gyankou ,  the  

title o f  “ In te rna t iona l  Peace H osp ita l  o f  W u ta is h a n ” an d  to  n am e  Bethune 

its d irector.8 Because o f  this, an  agency o f  the  In terna t ional  Peace C am pa ign  

m a d e  a su b s tan t ia l  f inancial c o n t r ib u t io n  to  the  C h in a  D efence League, 

som e o f  it in tended  for B e thune’s w o rk .9 Yet despite  these efforts on  his be

half, there  is n o  evidence B ethune received the  supplies an d  m o n e y  directed  

to  h im  by C a n a d ia n  d o n o rs  a n d  fo rw ard ed  from  H o n g  K ong  by the c d l . 10 

In B e thune’s co rresp o n d en ce  a n d  repor ts  he frequently  referred  to  his des

pera te  need o f  basic medical supplies an d  appealed  for funds from  a b ro a d  

to  m eet those  needs. A t n o  t im e did he m en tion  th a t  he had  received an y  re

sponse  to  his pleas.

So the  ques tion  remains: W hy  did  Bethune n o t  receive the  supplies tha t  

were supposedly sent to  him? Yan’an, the C om m unis t  stronghold, was the first 

s top  for all m ateria l destined for Jin-Cha-Ji.  F rom  there  it w as  transpo r ted  

first by truck  an d  then by mule a long  the  sam e rou te  taken  by Bethune and  

Brow n in M a y  an d  Ju n e  o f  1938. M ain ta in ing  this land t r an sp o r ta t io n  and  

com m unica tion  lifeline w as  given highest priority  by the  Eighth R ou te  Army, 

a n d  for this purpose  Genera l H e  L ong’s i z o t h  Division w as  s ta tioned  for 

som e time a t  Lanxian .  W hen Bethune an d  Brown arr ived there  in early June  

1938, H e  Long provided an a rm ed  escort  to  guide them  the rest o f  the way 

to  W u ta i .”  Some o f  the rou te  lay close to  te rr ito ry  held by the G u o m indang ,
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a n d  it is possible th a t  governm en t  forces m ight have con travened  the United 

F ro n t  A greem en t  a n d  a t ta c k e d  an  E ighth  R ou te  A rm y  c a ra v a n  ca r ry ing  

medical supplies an d  in this w ay  p revented  them  from  get t ing  th ro u g h  to  

Bethune. H ow ever,  had  such an a t tac k  o ccu rred .  G enera l  N ie  R ongzhen  

w ould  have been inform ed by w ire o r  rad io ,  an d  one w ould  th ink  th a t  he 

w ould  in tu rn  have notified Bethune a b o u t  the loss o f  the supplies. Such spec

ula tion w ould  apply  only to  sh ipm ents  sent to  Bethune in 1938 an d  the  early 

pa r t  o f  1939; by m id -1939 ,  despite the te rm s o f  the  United F ron t agreem ent,  

the  G u o m in d a n g  definitely acted to  keep aid from  reaching  Yan’an ,  an d  one 

o f  its generals, H u  Z o n g n a n ,  co m m a n d e r  o f  the  34 th  G u o m in d a n g  Army, 

b lockaded  the  c ity . '1

T h e  ap p o r t ion ing  o f  foreign-funded supplies to  its forces w as  decided by 

the  C o m m u n is t  leadership in Yan’an in consu lta t ion  w ith  the  C h ina  Defence 

League before the  supplies w ere  sent from  H o n g  Kong. T h e  leadersh ip  in 

Yan’an  m ay have decided to  d ivert som e o f  the  supplies funded  by foreign 

d o n o rs  to  the N ew  Fourth  Army, a t  th a t  t im e opera ting  sou th  o f  the Yangzi 

River; it w as  certain ly  easier to  send supplies there  from  H o n g  K o n g .13 Be

tween M ay  and  O c to b e r  1938 the am o u n t  o f  money appo r t ioned  to  the N ew  

Fourth  Army by the  C hina  Defence League w as  a lm o s t  ten times as m uch  as 

th a t  ea rm ark ed  for B ethune’s u n i t .4  A n o th e r  possibility is tha t ,  given the 

eno rm ous  need in the base hospitals located a t  Yan’an an d  nearby  Yanchuan, 

supplies th a t  did reach Yan’an  m ay have been assigned there  instead o f  being 

sent on  to  Jin -Cha-J i.  How ever,  if a decision w as  m ade  to  d ivert supplies 

originally ea rm ark ed  for Bethune to  the  base hospitals  in Yan’an o r  to  o ther  

uses, the Com m unis t  authori ties did no t  inform  him. Because o f  this, Bethune 

becam e increasingly em bitte red  by w h a t  he believed to  be the  lack o f  aid 

from ab ro a d .  H e  h ad  asked Eighth R ou te  A rm y au thori t ies  in Yan’an  to  n o 

tify him as soon  as they received foreign m oney  don a t io n s  for his use, bu t no 

such message reached him.

H e con t inued  to  fret a b o u t  w here  he could  ob ta in  medical supplies. The  

rem oteness o f  the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region co n tr ib u ted  greatly to  the p r o b 

lem. Supplies could  be bo u g h t  in X i’an an d  sent via Yan’an ,  b u t  it took  a 

mule train  as long as six weeks to  reach Jin-Cha-Ji from there. Supplies could 

also be ob ta ined  from  Beijing, on  the n o r th e rn  fringe o f  the Border Region. 

Even closer w as  the  city o f  Baoding, o n  the Beijing-Hankou rail line several 

h o u r s  sou th  o f  Beijing. H ow ever ,  bo th  these cities w ere  occup ied  by the 

Japanese .  Since M ichae l L indsay’s visit in early A ugust,  Bethune h ad  been 

considering the possibility o f  using Lindsay’s contac ts  in Beijing. Lindsay had 

told h im th a t  sym pathizers in the  city had  a lready smuggled supplies o u t  of 

Beijing an d  delivered them  to  partisans.  Bethune therefore assum ed th a t  the
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sam e m e thod  could  be used to  get medical supplies for his use. T h e  question 

w as  how  to  have the  supplies t ran sp o r te d  in to  the  Border R e g io n . '5

Shortly after his le tter to  M a  H aid e  lam enting  th a t  he w o u ld  soon  have to 

opera te  w i th o u t  anaes thetic ,  Bethune discovered th a t  there  m ight ano ther  

way to  ob ta in  w h a t  he needed from  Beijing. N e a r  the end o f  December 1938, 

as w o rk  w as  progressing o n  the Special Surgical H ospita l  in Yangjiazhuang, 

he took  his unit  sou theast  on  an  inspection to u r  into Q uyang  C oun ty  in West 

Hebei. En rou te  he learned from  D ong  Yueqian th a t  a missionary nurse from 

N e w  Z ea land  nam ed  Kathleen Hall m anaged  a small “co ttage hosp ita l” in 

the village o f  Songjiazhuang, n o t  far from the hospital th a t  they were  going 

to  inspect.  Long ing  to  converse  w ith  som eone  in co l loquia l  English and  

hop ing  to  hear new s o f  the  ou ts ide  w orld ,  Bethune w as  keen to  m eet Hall, 

even th o u g h  she was a missionary. In general, he disliked missionaries, see

ing them  as lackeys o f  the  imperialist pow ers  th a t  had  invaded C hina  dur ing  

the n ine teenth  cen tury  an d  con t inued  to  reta in  con tro l  o f  som e areas  o f  the 

country. H e  also knew  th a t  m any  m issionaries suppor ted  the  G u o m indang ,  

mainly  because bo th  J iang  Jieshi an d  his wife w ere  Christ ians. N o t  all took  

th a t  posit ion , however, for some, like Richard  Brown, believed th a t  sincere 

C hris t ians should  ignore the  professed atheism  o f  the  com m unis ts  an d  aid 

the Eighth R ou te  Arm y an d  the partisans in their  unequal struggle against the 

invading Japanese .  D ong  to ld  him th a t  Hall  had  been giving medical care to  

p o o r  people in the  region an d  th a t  N ie  R ongzhen  spoke highly o f  her w ork  

a n d  w as  friendly w ith  her. '6

W hen  Bethune an d  his team  reached the  village o f  N iuzhuang ,  he learned 

from  local Eighth R ou te  Army officials th a t  H all  m ade regular  trips by train 

to  Beijing to  buy supplies for her ow n  hospital an d  for St Barnabas ,  the  main 

Anglican hospital in Jin-Cha-Ji,  in the city o f  A nguo  th irty  k ilom etres to  the 

southeast .  As a foreigner w ith a British passpo rt  she w as  perm itted  to  do  so 

by the  Japanese  w h o  con tro l led  the  railway. This  in fo rm ation  m ade  Bethune 

even m ore determ ined  to  meet her, for he had begun to  hope she might be the 

key to  solving his supply  problem .

N e a r  the end o f  December, w ith  an  Eighth R ou te  A rm y soldier guiding 

him, B ethune w alked  the  sh o r t  d is tance  to  N iu y a n g o u ,  w here  H all  r a n  a 

small mission, an d  cl im bed the  hill to  the grey-brick Anglican chapel,  which 

w as  located  inside a c o m p o u n d  su rro u n d e d  by a th ree-m etre-h igh  w a l l . '7 

S um m oned  by a gatekeeper, Hall  cam e o u t  to  greet him. In her early  forties, 

she w as  tall an d  poised in bearing, w ith  a  f rank ,  open expression. She w ore 

a long-sleeved padded  g ow n  o f  plain black silk w ith  a gold cross a ro u n d  her 

neck.'* Hall had  heard  a b o u t  Bethune an d  his w o rk  several m on ths  earlier, 

an d  she to o  w as  eager to  m eet som eone  w hose  native tongue  w as  English.
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W elcom ing  h im  w arm ly , she led h im  to  her  th re e - ro o m  a p a r tm e n t  a t  the 

rea r  o f  the  church .  T here  they ta lked  for hours ,  finding th a t ,  despite  their 

d iam etrica l ly  d iffe rent views o n  o rgan ized  religion, they sha red  a deep 

co m m itm en t  to  help ing those in need. W hen Bethune left, he invited her to 

visit him in N iuzhuang .

She cam e the following day, which she spen t exam in ing  the  Eighth R oute  

A rm y hospital and  discussing w ith  h im the  w o rk  o f  his medical u n i t .19 Soon 

af te r  she left, B ethune reached  a decision. T h e  n ex t  S unday  m o rn in g  he 

re tu rned  to  N iuyangou  and  w aited  a t  the  gate  o f  the  c o m p o u n d  until Hall 

emerged w ith  w orsh ippers  after conducting  m orn ing  service. She invited him 

to  join her for a b reakfas t  o f  small cakes an d  coffee with g o a t  milk. T h en  she 

offered h im  a glass o f  red  w in e .20 After they raised  the ir  glasses, Bethune 

w en t  directly to  the purpose  o f  his visit. In their  tw o  previous meetings he 

had  described the  scope o f  his w o rk  an d  to ld  her o f  his despera te  need for 

medicines. N o w  he asked her to  b ring  back  medical supplies for him  from 

Beijing on  som e o f  her trips. Hall hesitated, saying th a t  as a Christ ian  she was 

a pacifist. To d o  as he asked w o u ld  be to  take  sides an d  thus part ic ipa te  in 

the w a r  between C hina  an d  Japan .  Bethune argued  passionately  th a t  assist

ing the  victims o f  cruel aggression w as  n o t  un-C hris t ian ,  b u t  to  n o  avail. At 

last, believing th a t  he could  still w in  her  over, Bethune for once  exercised 

tact, conceding th a t  for the m o m e n t  they m ust agree to  disagree. But he sug 

gested th a t  they m eet again.

H is w ords  had  been m ore  convincing th a n  he knew, for the  nex t m orn ing  

H all  w a lk e d  back  to  the  hosp i ta l  in N iu z h u a n g  a n d  to ld  h im , “ I h ave  d e

cided to  help y o u .” 21 They  m et again  to  discuss his list o f  required  medicines, 

a n d  he then raised an o th e r  m a tte r  w ith  her. D ong  Yueqian, his interpreter, 

h ad  been sep ara ted  from  his family for m o re  th a n  a year ;22 D o n g ’s wife, 

W ang Lanzhen, and  their  tw o  daugh te rs  w ere  in Beijing, w here  he had  left 

them  w hen  he had  taken  u p  his posit ion  as chief a d m in is t ra to r  o f  Fuping 

County. Bethune asked Hall if she w ould  be willing to  bring  D o n g ’s family 

back from Beijing. She could  claim th a t  W ang Lanzhen w as  a nurse w h o  was 

re tu rn ing  to  w o rk  in her hospital.  H all  agreed a t  once an d  suggested th a t  

D ong  write  a note in troducing  her to  his wife an d  asking her to  follow H a ll’s 

instructions. She said she w o u ld  conceal the  no te  f ro m  Japanese  inspection 

g uards  by hiding it a t  the b o t to m  o f  a jar o f  face cream .

Bethune knew  how  risky it was for Hall to  involve herself in E ighth Route  

A rm y affairs. Should the  Japanese  d iscover w h a t  she w as  doing, her British 

pas sp o rt  m igh t  n o t  p ro tec t  her f rom  the ir  w ra th .  T h is  concern  m ay have 

sparked  the nex t scheme he cam e up  w ith .  W h e n  H all to ld  him in the  last 

week o f  J a n u a ry  th a t  she w ould  soon  be going to  Beijing, B ethune said he
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n o w  p la n n ed  to  go w ith  her  a n d  buy the  m edica l supplies himself. H e 

explained  th a t  M ichael Lindsay, w h o  w as  a t  Yenching University, had  m any 

con tac ts  an d  could m ake  arrangem en ts  to  have the  supplies filtered th rough  

the  Japanese  blockade. Startled by this idea, Hall asked how  he th o u g h t  he 

cou ld  get th ro u g h  Ja p a n e se  security  en ro u te  to  Beijing. B ethune replied 

th a t  he w ou ld  disguise himself  as an  Anglican priest. A m ong  the  few pieces 

o f  Western clo th ing th a t  he had  n o t  given aw ay  to  Chinese patients  w as  a 

d a rk  suit. W earing tha t,  w ith  a cross a ro u n d  his neck and  carry ing  a Bible, 

he w as  sure th a t  he could  pass surveillance a t  Japanese  checkpo in ts .1’ Hall 

d oub ted  th a t  the plan wtis safe, bu t  he convinced her to  go a long  w ith  it.

Bethune knew  he w ould  need the  permission o f  the Eighth R ou te  Army 

leadersh ip  for th is  ad v e n tu re  a n d  op tim ist ical ly  a s sum ed  he cou ld  get it. 

How ever, w hen  he outlined his idea to  D ong  Y uequian,  his in te rpre ter  was 

aghast.  H e imm ediate ly  in form ed D r You Shenghua, w h o  w as  n o t  on ly  the 

depu ty  minister  o f  hea lth  for the  J in -C ha-J i  Border  Region an d  B e thune’s 

assistant bu t  also the  political com m issa r  o f  the  mobile  opera ting  unit  and 

the re fo re  directly  responsib le  for B e thune’s safety. Horrif ied  by B e thune’s 

scheme, You conferred with the military com m ander  o f  the subdis trict and  then 

sent a  wire to  N ie  R ongzhen  in form ing  him o f  w h a t  Bethune w as  p lanning. 

W ithin  hours  N ie  sent a wire to  Bethune ordering h im  to  re turn  immediately 

to  Eighth  R ou te  A rm y h e a d q u a r te rs  a t  J ia o ta n z h u a n g .  B ethune p ro b ab ly  

guessed the  unspoken  reason. W hen he told Kathleen Hall o f  the change in 

plans, she prom ised  to  buy the medical supplies he needed an d  also try to 

bring back  W ang L anzhen  and  her tw o  children  from Beijing.

After a th ree-day  journey Bethune an d  D ong  Yueqian reached J ia o ta n 

zhuang  on  30  January .  T h e  general w as  w ait ing  for them. M o re  th a n  anyone  

else associated with Bethune, N ie w as  the m ost able to  deal w ith his often u n 

pred ic tab le  behav iour  an d  particularly  his o u tbu rs ts  o f  rage. K now ing  tha t  

Bethune w o u ld  argue if he fo rbade  him to  go  to  Beijing, N ie  likely d id not 

m ention  the m atte r  directly. Instead, he explained th a t  a Border Region C o m 

m un is t  Party  assem bly w as  a b o u t  to  be convened  in the  nea rby  village o f  

C angyingou . It w as  im por tan t ,  he said, th a t  Bethune a t tend  this assembly, 

w here  he w o u ld  be b ro u g h t  up  to  da te  o n  vital s tra tegy  in the  struggle w ith 

the  Japanese .  After the  assembly, N ie  added ,  he w o u ld  give his permission 

for Bethune to  take  his mobile  unit  on  an  inspection to u r  o f  the  hospitals  in 

Central Hebei,  a journey he had  been asking to  m ake  for som e time. N ie had 

w ithhe ld  au tho r iza t ion  until this po in t  because the area ,  located on  the east 

side o f  the  Beijing-Hankou R a ilroad ,  w as  un d er  Japanese  contro l .  B ethune’s 

un it  w ou ld  have to  cross the  heavily patro lled  railway an d  move in to  a re

gion w here  the  Japanese  occupied all cities an d  large tow ns.  However, N ie
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knew  the Medical Expedition  to  the  East, as  the  inspection  to u r  w as  later 

called, w as  necessary an d  likely regarded it as less dange rous  th a n  B ethune’s 

scheme o f  go ing to  Beijing in disguise. M e anw hile  he praised  B ethune for 

persuad ing  Hall to  b ring  medical supplies from  Beijing an d  p rov ided  him 

with m oney  to  give to  her to  pay for th e m .24

A lthough d isappointed  th a t  Nie had  scotched his plan for a Beijing ad ven 

ture ,  Bethune w as  enthusiastic  a b o u t  the  inspection tour. T here  w ere  m any 

hospitals in Central Hebei, an d  he w as  eager to  inspect them in o rder  to  co m 

plete his p la n n ed  res truc tu r ing  o f  the  en tire  Eighth  R ou te  A rm y M edica l 

Service. A lthough  m oving  a b o u t  in Japanese-con tro lled  Hebei w as  n o t  as 

ro m an t ic  as r isking his neck in Beijing, it w o u ld  likely prov ide  m ore  than  

enough excitement. But first there w as  the Party Congress. As medical adviser 

to  the  B order  Region a n d  the  on ly  fore igner  in the  Eighth  R o u te  Army, 

B ethune held a place o f  high honour ,  an d  on  3 F eb ruary  he w as  invited to  

speak to  the  assembly. H e ended  his address, “ I m ust  repeat: y o u r  w a r  is just, 

a n d  you are  no t  alone.  O u r  Canada-U .S. medical team  is p ro o f  th a t  the  peo

ple o f  the  w orld  s u p p o r t  you. O ppos i t ion  to  fascism an d  imperialism is our  

co m m o n  burden. I cam e to  C h ina  n o t  just for your  sake, bu t  for ours  as well; 

w e will fight shou lder- to -shoulder  w ith  o u r  Chinese com rades  until the  W ar 

o f  Resistance is v ic tor ious.  T h e  Jap an e se  fascists will n o t  be driven  from 

C hina  in a day, an d  we will no t  leave in a day; for today  w e can help you, 

bu t after your  victory you will be ab le  to  help us in just the  sam e way.” 15

D o n g ’s in te rp re ta t ion  o f  these w o rd s  was greeted w ith  ringing applause .  

A f te rw a rd  B ethune asked  the  confe rence  officials to  send  a cab le  to  the  

C o m m u n is t  Party o f  C a n a d a  in form ing  them  th a t  its representative h ad  par

ticipated in a par ty  congress a t  which decisions were m ade  th a t  w o u ld  lead 

to  the  eventual defeat o f  the  imperialist invaders .26 It w as  a  fiercely p roud  

declara tion . H e  believed th a t  he w as  serving on  one  fron t  o f  a w orld -w ide  

anti-fascist and  anti-im peria list  conflict th a t  w ould  be w o n  by forces o f  good  

against  those  o f  evil, an d  he w an te d  those  back hom e w h o  had  d o u b te d  him 

to  k n o w  it. T h e  Chinese saw  him as the representative o f  in te rna t iona l  c o m 

m unism , an d  he to o  saw  himself in th a t  light. H e believed he was the  fore

runner  o f  m any  w h o  w ould  com e to  the a id  o f  C h ina  an d  o the r  victims of 

imperialism. For one w h o  had  been forced o u t  o f  Spain on  c p c  orders because 

o f  m isbehav iour  an d  w h o  h ad  been kep t o n  a  sh o r t  lead thereafter, this was 

heady stuff. Like his paren ts ,  he had  discovered his true  identity  as an  evan 

gelist in a cause th a t  he believed w ould  convert the  w o rld  in his lifetime.

After the  conference, Bethune an d  D ong  s topped  briefly in the  village o f  

C hangyu  to  collect supplies and  then moved on  to  the  village o f  H u a ta ,  the 

staging po in t  for the  inspection tour, w here  they celebrated  the Chinese N ew
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Year. O n  19 F ebruary  Bethune led his seventeen-m em ber medical team  o u t  

o f  H u a ta  in a  b l in d in g  s n o w s to r m .17 T h e  n e x t  d ay  they  a r r iv ed  a t  S ong

jiazhuang, w here  they w en t to  the Anglican mission church to  meet Kathleen 

H all ,  w h o  had  just re tu rn ed  f rom  Beijing w ith  the  m edica l supplies. To 

D o n g ’s extrem e delight, she had  also b rough t  his wife and  daugh ters . lS H o w 

ever, the  reu n io n  w as  brief, for the  following d ay  the  unit  left Songjiazhuang 

en rou te  to  Central Hebei. Before leaving, Bethune paid Hall w ith  the money 

given to  h im  by N ie  R ongzhen  for the medical supplies an d  her expenses on 

the  Beijing tr ip .19 Perhaps no t as essential as the supplies, b u t  highly gratify

ing to  Bethune all the  sam e, w ere  the  English cigarettes she had  smuggled 

past the Japanese  g u ard s  for h im , sew n inside bed quilts.

O v e r  th e  n ex t  few days  B ethune a n d  his team  trekked  d o w n  from  the 

m o u n ta in s  o n to  the  b ro a d  plains o f  Central Hebei. T here  they followed the 

T ang  River, hea d in g  to w a r d  the  B e i j ing -H ankou  R a ilroad .  B ethune la ter  

w ro te  a b o u t  his delight in reaching Hebei:

After a year in the m oun ta ins ,  it w as  a g rea t  pleasure to  be on  flat g round  

again .  T h e  m o u n ta in s  are  very fine b u t  the  trave ling  is a rd u o u s  -  c o n 

stantly o n  rough donkey  paths a long  the beds o f  the swift m oun ta in  rivers, 

then up  an d  over a m o u n ta in  pass o f  several th o u sa n d  feet in to  ano ther  

valley a n d  so on .  We w alk  m o s t  o f  the  way, a l th o u g h  w e have horses. 

W alking is faster. It is very hard  on  o u r  feet as w e w ear  no th ing  bu t co t ton  

slippers. They  on ly  last a few days -  often less th a n  a week. We average 

75 li (25 miles) a day. I have been given a fine b row n  cap tu red  Japanese  

mare,- in add i t ion  to  m uch o th e r  Japanese  cap tu red  stuff  -  overcoat,  cap, 

etc. After a week o f  travel w e are  dirty, lousy an d  flea-bitten. We sleep in 

the villagers’ houses on  their  ka n g s.i0

O n ce  they h ad  em erged from  the  relative safety o f  the high g ro u n d ,  they 

picked up  a m il ita ry  esco r t  o f  nearly  one h u n d re d  soldiers,  an d  to  avoid 

detec tion  travelled only a t  night.  O n  their  ap p ro a ch  to  a village, the o rder  

w as  passed d o w n  the  line to  p u t  o u t  cigarettes,  s top  ta lk ing,  an d  w alk  in 

single file as they passed th rough  the n a r ro w  m ain  street. To prevent dogs 

from giving aw ay  their  presence by bark ing ,  peasan ts  had  been ordered  in 

advance  to  rem ove them  to  the  ou tsk ir ts  o f  each village a long  the  ro u te . ’1 

N ea r ing  the  Beijing-Hankou R a ilroad  they were  m et in the early evening 

by a partisan  leader w h o  led them  to  a g rove o f  pop la rs  w ith in  sight o f  the 

tracks. T here  he ordered  them  to  crouch  in silence.'Several m inutes la ter they 

hea rd  the  rum bling  o f  an  a rm o u re d  Japanese  tra in  ap p ro a c h in g  from  the 

nor th .  C loser  an d  closer it cam e, its pow erfu l searchlight swinging from side
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to  side, ba th ing  the limbs o f  the trees above  them  in brightness as it th u n 

dered  by. W hen the  sound  o f  its passing died away, the ir  guide to ld  them  to  

get to  their  feet. In the m oon ligh t  they could  see a large d a rk  shape near  the 

tracks  less th a n  three k ilom etres away, a n d  the  guide explained  th a t  it was 

the  b lockhouse o f  the  Japanese  garr ison.  H e  ordered  them  to  m ove quickly 

over the open  g ro u n d  between the  trees an d  the tracks. O n  the  o the r  side 

they dashed  across an o th e r  open space before reaching cover.

O nce  th ro u g h  Jap an e se  lines, they w ere  ab le  to  travel d u r in g  the  day, 

a l though  they had  to  exchange the ir  un ifo rm s for civilian garb .  T h e  J a p a n 

ese contro lled  only u rban  areas  b u t  because o f  spies it w as  unwise for the 

com m unis t  force to  d ra w  a t ten t ion  to  themselves, even in the  countryside. 

For the  n ex t  several days they h eaded  so u th e as t  to w a r d  the  H u tu o  River 

w here  they inspected a rea r  hospital a t  the  village o f  Dayi. In a long le tter to  

T im  Buck an d  o th e r  C a n a d ia n  co m ra d es  w ri t ten  f rom  there  on  4 M a rc h ,  

Bethune described the  na tu re  o f  the  guerrilla w a r  aga inst  the Japanese ,  the 

progress o f  the  C o m m u n is t  P ar ty ’s w o rk  am o n g  the people, an d  his struggles 

to  tra in  medical staff. H e concluded  by ou tlin ing  the events o f  the  day:

Today is my 49 th  birthday. I have the p ro u d  dist inction o f  being the o ld 

est soldier a t  the  front. I spen t the  day  in bed. I w en t  to  bed a t  6 :00  a . m . ,  

having opera ted  all n ight from  7 :00  p . m . the  day  before. We did 1 9  oper

a t ions  last n igh t  on 4 0  seriously w o u n d ed  w h o  had  arr ived from  a battle 

near Hejian. After dressing all the w ou n d ed  w e s ta rted  to  opera te  on  those 

needing opera tion .  T h ree  fractures o f  the  skull were  treph ined , z  a m p u 

ta t ions  o f  the  th igh, z  su ture  o f  perfo ra tions  o f  the small intestine, half  a 

dozen  bad  fractures o f  a rm s and  legs, an d  the rest sm aller  opera tions .  We 

defeated the  enemy. H e left 50 dead  -  a m ost  unusua l th ing  for h im  to  do. 

We cap tu red  4 0  rifles. We lost 40  men -  a rifle for a life. T h a t  is the  w ay 

w e get  o u r  guns .3Z

T hey  rem a ined  several days  in Dayi,  t r ea t in g  the  w o u n d e d  an d  giving 

instruc tions on  im prov ing  the  hosp i ta l’s o pera t ion .  T h en  they received an  

o rder  to  move quickly eas tw ard  to  w here  a battle w as  going on  w ith  a J a p a n 

ese force near  the  village o f  Liihan. The  conflict lasted for five days. Because 

Bethune an d  his unit  were able to  set up  an  opera ting  thea tre  less th a n  five 

k ilom etres from the centre o f  the fighting, s tretcher-bearers could  bring them  

the w ou n d ed  in a relatively sh o r t  period  o f  time. After the enem y w ithdrew  

on  19 M arch ,  the  un it  rem ained  in Liihan for nearly a w eek to  prov ide  p o s t 

opera tive  t rea tm en t  to  the  large n u m b e r  o f  w ounded .
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A t this t im e a new  in te rpre ter  joined the  mobile  unit. H e  w as  Lang  Lin, a 

twenty-six-year-old fo rm er  clerk in the  adm in is tra t ion  o f  the  Peking Union 

M edica l College in Beijing, w h o  spoke an d  w ro te  English. T h e  au thori t ies  in 

J in -Cha-J i had  long w an te d  D ong  Yueqian to  re tu rn  to  his adm in is tra t ive  

duties in Fuping, so once N ie  becam e convinced th a t  D ong  had  m ade some 

progress in helping Bethune ad just  to  Chinese cond it ions  and  cus tom s, he 

agreed to  replace D ong  w ith  a n o th e r  interpreter.  N ie  to ld  D ong  he had  a 

m on th  to  break  in the  new  m an. Luckily, Bethune to o k  to  Lang  Lin. Saying 

he rem inded  h im  o f  a friend in M on trea l ,  he n icknam ed  him “ Bill” an d  gave 

him the title o f  “ m a n a g e r” o f  the  un it .3*

Lang Lin arrived dur ing  a lull in military action th a t  lasted for nearly three 

weeks. T h e  pause a l low ed Bethune an d  the un it  to  con t inue  the inspection 

to u r  o f  hospitals,  an d  also gave h im time to  deal w ith  a p roblem  th a t  had 

c ropped  up. In a recent engagem ent with the  enemy, the  unit  had  received a 

belated w arn in g  o f  an ap p ro a c h in g  Japanese  p a t ro l  an d  had  had  to  move 

quickly to  escape cap ture .  T hey  did n o t  have time to  secure the ir  equ ipm en t  

properly, an d  bottles  o f  p recious medicines in their  clo th  saddle-bags had 

been shattered . T h ink ing  a b o u t  this p rob lem , Bethune cam e up  with a design 

fo r  a po r tab le  d ispensary  based on  the  large w icker baskets  th a t  peasants 

fastened on  the backs o f  mules to  carry  vegetables an d  fruit . H e  purchased 

a small a m o u n t  o f  lum ber  an d  nails, an d  using tools b o rro w ed  from  a local 

ca rpen te r  spen t several days crafting  a s tu rdy  con ta ine r  for carry ing  medical 

supplies an d  eq u ip m en t  on  mule back. It w as  a w o oden  f ram ew ork  roughly 

shaped  like an  inverted le tter “ U ” an d  held together  by a hor izon ta l  cross

piece; each side o f  th e  a p p a r a tu s  c o n ta in e d  th ree  d ra w e rs  divided into 

c o m p a r tm e n ts  large enough  to  ho ld  medicines, in s trum ents ,  a n d  m ateria l 

sufficient for one  hund red  opera tions  an d  five hund red  dressings. H e called 

his po r tab le  d ispensary  the  “ M a rc o  Polo Bridge” af te r  the  site o f  the o p e n 

ing incident o f  the  S ino-Japanese W ar on  7 July 1937 .34

In mid-April the  unit  w as  su m m o n ed  to  the  village o f  D a tu a n d in g ,  thirty- 

five k ilom etres  n o r th  o f  L iihan, o n  th e  eve o f  w h a t  tu rn ed  in to  a one-day  

skirmish in w hich a Japanese  force w as  driven off. This  w as  the first o f  three 

encoun te rs  th a t  to o k  place over  the  fo llowing four weeks as the  Japanese  

launched a renew ed  offensive a im ed a t  des troy ing  all par t isan  an d  Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y elements in Cen tra l  Hebei. In all o f  these battles B e thune’s unit 

w as  never m ore  th a n  five kilom etres from  the cen tre  o f  the  conflict,  an d  in 

tw o  o f  them  it cam e un d er  direct enem y fire.

T h e  focal po in t  o f  the second ba t t le  w as  Q ihu i ,  a large village o f  m ore  

than  five hundred  households. O n  Sunday, Z3 April,  a  Japanese  force o f  eight
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hundred  including a light artillery unit had  t rap p e d  a ba t ta l ion  o f  five h u n 

dred  soldiers o f  the i z o th  Division o f  the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y in the  village.35 

Following an intense b o m b a rd m en t ,  Japanese  t ro o p s  equ ipped  w ith  flame

th row ers  set fire to  buildings a long  th ree  sides o f  the  village, try ing to  drive 

the co m m u n is t  forces ou t .  W hen the Chinese p u t  up  an  unexpected ly  stiff 

resistance, the  Japanese  retaliated by spraying po ison  gas in to  the openings 

o f  tunnels w here  m any  o f  the residents o f  Q ihu i had  sough t refuge.36 D uring 

the  nex t tw o  days ,  bo th  sides received re info rcem ents  a n d  the  ba t t le  w as  

fierce, m arked  by han d - to -h an d  com bat .

T h e  Japanese  surprise a t tack  o n  Q ihui had  found  Bethune an d  his unit  a 

considerab le  d istance away. W hen  they arr ived late a t  n igh t  on  Tuesday, 25 

April, they set up an  opera ting  thea tre  in a small tem ple  w ith  an ad jo in ing  

school in the  village o f  W enjia tun, only four k ilom etres from  Q ih u i .37 They  

began to  work just past midnight, and thereafter a continuous flow of  wounded  

o n  stretchers reached them. Following B ethune’s s ta n d a rd  rule, medical as

sistants gave precedence to  those  w ith  head  o r  abd o m in a l  w o u n d s ,  placing 

them in a long queue s tretching along  a  pa th  th a t  led to  the temple. Inside the 

building a  surgical area  had  been created by covering the walls  w ith  white  

co t ton  clo th  an d  improvising rough  opera ting  tables, an d  there  Bethune and  

the  tw o  surgeons o f  his team  w o rk e d  on  the  w o u nded .  The  single oil lamp 

hanging from  the ceiling cast only a d im  light, so each o f  them  also  had  an 

a t te n d a n t  w h o  focused the  beam  o f  a flashlight o n  the  p a r t  o f  the  pa t ien t’s 

a n a to m y  being opera ted  on.

T h e  tr io  con t inued  to  w o rk  th ro u g h o u t  the  d ay  a n d  in to  the  following 

night, resting only briefly after each opera tion .  Bethune ordered his tw o  c o m 

pan ions  to  n ap  in a co rne r  o f  the  room , b u t  he brushed  aside the ir  repeated 

a t tem pts  persuade him to  do  the  same. Instead he revived himself, as he had  

d one  a t  Heisi the previous Novem ber,  by ducking  his head  in to  a  bucke t o f  

cold water. Just before daw n on  T hursday  m orn ing  he began to  feel dizzy and  

finally agreed to  lie dow n . H e fell asleep instantly, b u t  in less th a n  tw o  hours  

he go t up  an d  called a nurse to  bring him the  bucket o f  water. A few minutes 

later he w as  back  a t  the opera ting  table.

In m id-a fte rnoon  a Japanese  artillery unit began to  fire on  the  village. The  

walls o f  the  improvised opera ting  ro o m  shuddered ,  and  falling tiles shattered 

on the  floor; m om en ts  la ter one  wall collapsed w ith  a resound ing  crash  and  

the  g ro u n d  trem bled. F ortunate ly  the b o m b a rd m e n t  ended  w i th o u t  any  fur

the r  dam age ,  and  the  th ree  d o c to rs  resum ed  the ir  w o rk ,  w hich  con t inued  

until the evening o f  Friday, 28 April.  By tak ing  tu rn s  du r ing  w hich  each slept 

for little m ore  th a n  tw o  hours  a t  a t ime in a co rn e r  o f  the  room , they oper

ated on  115 soldiers dur ing  a period o f  sixty-nine consecutive hours .  It was
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an epic pe rfo rm ance  th a t  surpassed even th a t  o f  Heisi,  an d  its results again 

p rovided  p ro o f  th a t  B ethune’s policy o f  having doc to rs  go  to  the w o u n d ed  

near the battlefront could save m any  lives. The  battle was also a grea t tr ium ph  

for the  Eighth Route  Army, which had  sent reinforcements to  the  beleaguered 

ba t ta l io n  a t  Q ihu i .  By T h u rs d a y  th e  first a t tac k in g  Jap an e se  force had  

m anaged  to  break  o u t  o f  the t ra p  set for them  by the  Chinese, bu t they c o n 

tinued to  retreat.  T h e  loss o f  m ore  th a n  30  per cen t o f  the Japanese  c o n t in 

gent w as  the  grea test to  date  in the ir  conflict w ith  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y in 

J in -C ha-J i .38

After the  retreat o f  the Japanese  forces, Bethune accom pan ied  General He 

Long on  a to u r  o f  the  m ost hotly  contested  par ts  o f  the battle a rea .39 As they 

picked the ir  w ay  th ro u g h  the  ruins o f  the village o f  Q ihu i,  sm oke w as  still 

rising from  the  c rum bled  ruins o f  the  shattered  houses. Chinese soldiers were 

p icking up  Japanese  bodies an d  par ts  o f  bodies, bu t  before th row ing  them 

on  ca r ts  to  be taken  aw ay  to  be burned ,  they w ere  s tr ipp ing  the  rem ains of 

m uch-needed boots ,  coa ts ,  an d  all form s o f  clo th ing th a t  could  be reused. 

Bethune ben t over  the body  o f  a l ieu tenant an d  w ith  a knife cu t off the  col

lar and  shoulder insignia o f  his jacket.40 At the tem porary  headquarte rs  o f  the 

г zo th  Division, H e Long show ed him various spoils left behind by the enemy 

in its has ty  re trea t .  A m ong  these were  several packages o f  Japanese  c iga 

rettes, which  he gave to  Bethune. T hen  the  tw o  sat d o w n  to  enjoy cans of 

Ja p a n e se  t inned  beef a n d  beer. H ow ever ,  the  ce leb ra t ion  o f  the ir  victory 

w as  brief, for H e  Long  knew  th a t  the  w ith d raw a l  o f  the  Japanese  was only 

a tactical m ove an d  th a t  he w ou ld  have to  pull Chinese forces o u t  o f  the  area 

before the  enem y re tu rned  w ith  reinforcements.

T h e i r  m o s t  difficult p ro b lem  w as  m oving  the  280  C hinese  w o u n d e d .41 

M a n y  were  able to  w alk ,  bu t  m ost o f  the  115 w h o  h ad  been opera ted  on 

had  to  be carr ied  by stretcher-bearers .  F or  those  w h o  could  n o t  survive a 

long trip, arrangem ents  were being m ade for them to  be h idden in the  nearby 

village o f  S igongcun an d  ca red  for until they were s trong  enough  to  rejoin 

their  unit. O n  Sunday, 30 April,  Bethune an d  his unit  arrived a t  Sigongcun 

an d  found  th a t  patients  they had  opera ted  on  du r ing  the first tw o  days o f  the 

battle o f  Q ihu i had  already been taken there. T hey  began to  change dressings 

an d  tu rn  the  w o u n d ed  over  to  stretcher-bearers w h o  carried  them  aw ay  to  

peasan t homes.

Ju s t  af te r  m idnight D ong  Yueqian w o k e  Bethune with news th a t  a J a p a n 

ese force o f  a b o u t  four hund red  had  cam ped  seven kilom etres to  the  east and  

w ould  likely m arch  to  Sigongcun a t  daw n.  Bethune and  his unit w orked  n o n 

s top  th rough  the  n igh t p reparing  the rem ain ing  w o u n d ed  for transfer. M o s t  

were  taken  to  peasants  in the  village to  be concealed  in piles o f  s t raw  until
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the  Japanese  had  searched the  village an d  m oved  on .  At a few m inutes  past 

5 a m ,  w o rd  cam e th a t  the  Japanese  infantry  were  on  the  m arch ; even more 

a la rm ing  w as  the  new s th a t  a m oun ted  pa tro l  had  set o u t  a h e ad  o f  the main  

force a n d  w o u ld  reach the  village in less th a n  h a lf  an  hour. W ork ing  a t  a 

furious pace, Bethune an d  his team  moved o u t  the  last w o u n d ed  an d  packed  

the ir  gear. T h en  an o th e r  messenger rushed  in to  an n o u n c e  th a t  the  Japanese  

cavalry unit  w as  m inutes  away. S trapping  the  M a rc o  Polo Bridge to  a mule, 

Bethune seized the beas t’s te ther  and  m oun ted  his horse. H e  an d  the o thers  

rode pell-mell o u t  o f  the western  end  o f  the  village, bu t  glancing back from 

the  top  o f  a nearby hill, they saw  Japanese  cavalry galloping after them. They 

spurred  their horses on ,  bu t  the weight o f  the supplies slowed the pace o f  the 

mules. W ith  the enem y h o t  o n  their  heels, they dashed  o u t  o f  the  hills o n to  

a n a r ro w  plain, expecting  to  be cap tu red  a t  any  m om ent.  To the ir  inc redu

lous joy, they saw  an Eighth R ou te  A rm y cavalry  unit  a p p ro a ch in g  from  the 

west .  T h e  C hinese  cavalry  sw ep t  p as t  them  to  a t ta c k  the  Ja p an e se  while  

Bethune and  his team  rode to  safety. It w as  his na r ro w e s t  escape.

Enraged by their  hum il ia t ing  defeat by the  Eighth R o u te  A rm y a t  Q ihu i,  

the Japanese  were  now  determ ined  to  co rne r  an d  des troy all Chinese forces 

in the Central Hebei area. Facing overw helm ing  odds .  General H e  Long p ru 

dently decided to  w ithdraw . For the Eighth Route  A rm y M edical Service this 

m ean t evacuating all medical personnel from  the  region an d  dealing w ith  the 

logistics o f  m oving  all o f  the  w ou n d ed  soldiers from the  var ious hospitals,  

m any  by stretcher, for d istances grea te r  th a n  a h u n d red  kilom etres . Dressed 

as civilians, the  w o u n d e d  w ou ld  have to  be s lipped th ro u g h  the  Japanese  

blockade to  hastily im provised havens in West Hebei.

As the  Eighth Route  A rm y units fell back, D ong  Yueqian w as  o rdered  to  

re turn  to  his duties in Fuping. Bethune m ust have found  it very hard  to  pa r t  

w ith  D ong, w h o m  he h ad  called “ m y o th e r  self,” saying th a t  w i th o u t  his 

“ patience, good  h u m o u r  and  intelligence, I w ou ld  be los t .”41 They  had  seen 

m uch action together, an d  D ong , m ore  th a n  anyone , had  helped him com e 

to  te rm s w ith  the  co n d i t io n s  he had  to  dea l w ith .  But B ethune b ade  h im 

farewell an d  m oved  w es tw ard  w ith  his team . It w as  no t long before he saw 

m ore  ac tion ,  for on  18 M ay  the co m m a n d e r  o f  the  a rm y  unit  th a t  they were  

accom panying  decided to  m ake a s tand  against pursuing Japanese  forces near 

the  to w n  o f  S ongjiazhuang  in H ejian  C oun ty .43 B ethune had  little t ime to  

prepare .  As had  happened  so often  before, a m em ber  o f  his team  selected 

the ruins o f  a  nearby  Buddhist temple as an  opera ting  theatre .  A sh o r t  but 

sha rp  military encoun te r  followed, b u t  a l though  B ethune’s unit  cam e under 

Japanese  artillery fire, no  one w as  injured. The  stiff Chinese resistance forced

3 5 0  P H O E N I X



the Japanese  to  break  off  the a t tack ,  an d  the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y unit  and  

B ethune’s team  resum ed their  retrea t before dayb reak  the  following day.

Bethune and  his unit  n o w  travelled to  various hospitals  in Hebei,  a id ing 

in the mass evacua tion  o f  the w o u n d ed  until the  middle o f  June. T h en ,  in an  

effort  to  drive the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y o u t  o f  C entra l  H ebei before the  c o m 

ing sum m er  rains, the  Japanese  m a d e  a final offensive th rus t .  O n  z i  June ,  in 

response to  an urgent request from  a co m p an y  com m ander,  Bethune led his 

team  to  the  village o f  L ianz ikou  w here  the  Jap an e se  had  launched  their  

fiercest a t tac k  since the battle  o f  Q ihu i.  D uring  the  th ree -day  engagem ent 

Bethune an d  his tw o  assistants perfo rm ed  nearly sixty operations.

Several days la ter  G enera l H e  Long, foreseeing a renewed Japanese  push 

w es tw ard ,  sen t  a  military escor t  to  guide Bethune a n d  his com rades  back to 

the relative safety o f  West Hebei.  T ravelling  m ostly  a t  n igh t  an d  w earing  

civilian clo thes, the  unit  recrossed the  heavily g u a rd e d  B e ijing-H ankou 

R ailw ay  a t  F a n sh u n q ia o .  T hey  reached  J in-C ha-J i  h e a d q u a r te rs  a t  Shenbei 

o n  2 8  Ju n e  T 9 3 9  an d  w ere  w e lcom ed  by N ie  R o n g z h en .44 T h e  M edical 

Expedition  to  the  East had  been a  success: Bethune had been able to  inspect 

all o f  the hospita ls  in the region, an d  the unit had  had  g rea t  success in dea l

ing w ith the w ou n d ed  afte r  Q ihui an d  o the r  battles. T h e  evacua tion  o f  the 

w ounded  from Central Hebei, which continued well into June, had  also gone 

am az ing ly  well. Despite  the  ha rdsh ips  o f  the journey, n o t  a single soldier 

o f  the m ore th a n  one  th ousand  w o u n d ed ,  som e o f  w h o m  were  carried  on 

s tretchers for m ore  th a n  a week, had  d ied .45

Well before B ethune’s journey into Central H ebei,  stories a b o u t  his self

lessness an d  dedication  to  the  w o u n d ed  o f  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y had  been 

spreading am o n g  the soldiers o f  the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region. They  told how  

he w en t as close as he could  get to  the  battles to  opera te  instead o f  staying 

safely behind the lines, an d  how  he had  shared his food and  even his clothing 

w ith his patients.  But after his epic pe rfo rm ance  opera ting  o n  the  w o u n d ed  

after the battle o f  Q ihui,  his exploits became legendary. T h e  Chinese repeated 

the sto ry  o f  h o w  afte r  the  battle  he had  devoted  himself  to  a soldier w ith  a 

bad  intestinal w o u n d ,  having him carried everywhere he w en t  and  tending  to 

h im personally  until the  m an  w as  safely convalescent.  A nd  they told how  

he tenderly addressed the w o u n d ed  as “ my so n .” They  called him Bai Q iuen, 

a phonet ic  rendering  o f  his nam e.46 Soldiers began to  build m ora le  before 

battles  by ch a n t in g  the  s logan , “ Attack! If w e are  w o u n d e d ,  w e have Bai 

Q iuen  to  trea t  u s !”47

Before com ing  to  C h ina ,  Bethune had  feared th a t  he w o u ld  never achieve 

m ore  th a n  second best,  never reach the  goals he had  set for himself. N o w  he

The Narrow Gate 3 5 1



was a t  last receiving the respect,  reverence, an d  unquestioning suppo r t  th a t  he 

so deeply craved. From the beginning his physical hardiness, energy, and  quick 

analytical m ind  had  uniquely fitted h im  for his role in China; even his style 

o f  operating, quick, rough, and  bold, was suited to  battlefield surgery. N o w  

physical and  cultural isolation had  become his m onaste ry  walls, his fortress 

against himself, shielding h im  from  the tem p ta t ions  o f  sex and  a lcohol tha t  

had  previously underm ined  his high idealism. U nder the  condit ions o f  guer

rilla warfare ,  the very flaws th a t  had  held him back for a lifetime -  his chronic 

restlessness, his sh o r t  a t ten t ion  span ,  his a u th o r i ta r ia n  n a tu re  -  becam e 

virtues. H is fiery tem per  rem ained, bu t the Chinese adap ted  to  it, choosing to 

see it as an expression o f  his revolutionary  zeal. In the  m oun ta in  fastnesses of 

Shanxi and  the plains o f  Hebei,  Bethune had  entered into his kingdom.
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* i8 *

The Celestial City

Jin-Cba-Ji, Ju ly-N ovem ber 1939

N o w  the rains cam e, p o u n d in g  the land  in to  a quagm ire  an d  swelling the 

rivers in to  rag ing  to r ren ts .  Beginning in early  Ju ly  an d  co n t in u in g  a lm ost 

w ith o u t  ceasing in to  August,  the  m o n so o n  o f  1939 caused the greatest floods 

k n o w n  in Hebei Province since the n ineteenth  century .'  W hole  villages were 

sw ep t  aw ay  w ith  g rea t  loss o f  life an d  p roper ty  an d  w idespread  des truc tion  

o f  crops. And with the drenching  ra in  cam e intense hea t an d  stifling h u m id 

ity. T h e  only positive effect w as  th a t  the  w ea ther  ham pered  the  m ovem ent o f  

Japanese  troops ,  forcing them  to  d iscontinue their  offensive in to  West Hebei 

a n d  to  w ith d raw  m ost o f  the ir  forces ea s tw ard  to  the safety o f  the  b lockaded 

area  a long  the  Beijing-Hankou R a i l r o a d /

P ho tographs  o f  Bethune taken  a t  th is t ime show  him w ork ing  a t  his type

w riter clad only in shorts,  o r  stripped to  swim in the river. His feet, which  had 

frequently  been imm ersed in w a te r  du r ing  the  expedition  to  Cen tra l  Hebei, 

had  become infected, and  the pervading dam pness now  hindered their healing. 

However, despite the  discom forts  o f  the  m on so o n  season, he to o k  advan tage  

o f  the  lull in military action to  tu rn  his a t ten t ion  to  organ iza tion ,  p lanning, 

and teaching. Soon after his return from Central Hebei he had discovered to  his 

ange r  an d  d isa p p o in tm e n t  th a t  his d em ocra t ic  H osp ita l  C e n tra l  C o m m i t 

tee Plan, w h ich  he had  so p roud ly  seen go  in to  effect a t  the Special Surgical 

H osp i ta l  a t  Y angjiazhuang  the  previous w in te r  a n d  on  the cons t i tu t ion  of 

which he had  lavished so  m uch o f  his t im e, had  been a l low ed to  lapse. H e 

had  expected  to  see it pu t  in to  effect th ro u g h o u t  J in-Cha-J i,  bu t  instead the 

au thori t ies  had  decided to  m ove the  base hospital from  Y angjiazhuang and  

had  dispersed the  staff  am o n g  various o the r  subdistricts; the result w as  tha t  

his idealistic pa rad igm  o f  hosp ita l com m ittees  w ith  represen ta tives  d e m o 

cratically elected by staff, patients ,  an d  villagers had  been com pletely a b a n 

doned . Learning o f  this, he a t  once w ro te  a le tter addressed  to  Ye Q ingshan , 

the minister o f  health  for Jin-Cha-Ji, an d  You Shenghua, the depu ty  minister,



dem and ing  an  explana tion .  T h e  reasons they offered in the ir  response only 

increased his indignation. It w as  the  first time since he had  com e to  J in -C ha-  

Ji th a t  one  o f  his suggestions had been overruled, and  he reacted, as he always 

had  th ro u g h o u t  his life w hen  o p posed  by superior  authority , w ith  outrage.

O n  I z July he sa t d o w n  and  w ro te  a truly scorching letter o f  eigh t closely 

typed  pages. A lthough  ad m it t in g  th a t  he w as  on ly  an adv iso r  w h o se  sug

gestions m ight be ei ther accepted o r  rejected, he p roceeded  to  castigate the 

tw o  officials w h o  were  his nom inal superiors  for a l low ing a projec t he had 

personally  app roved  to  lapse. H e to ld  them  th a t  as a m em ber  o f  the  “ In ter

nat ional  C o m m u n is t  P ar ty” he had  been tra ined  to  th ink  in general term s, 

im plying th a t  they had  n o t ,  an d  crit icized b o th  the ir  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  a 

Stalinist slogan they quo ted  an d  their  failure to  th ink as true  revolutionaries.  

With heavy sarcasm  he refuted their  a rgum ents  against his idea an d  in a final 

stinging rebuke  w arned  them  o f  the  dangers  o f  bureaucracy. ’ Lang  Lin, w h o  

had  to  translate this bombshell o f  a letter into Chinese, m ust have struggled to  

reduce its angry rhetoric into som ething th a t  he could send to  their  superiors .4

Bethune nex t tu rned  his m ind  to  the  p rob lem  o f  t ra in ing  medical staff. 

After one  year in Jin-Cha-Ji he had  inspected every hospital in eight o f  its ten 

subdis tricts,  and  th ro u g h o u t  the region he had  found  the  sam e low  level o f  

medical an d  surgical trea tm en t.  H e  had  long kn o w n  th a t  the  fundam en ta l  

p rob lem  w as  the lack o f  tra ined  medical personnel; he had  com m en ted  on 

th is as early  as the  spring o f  1938 an d  had  m entioned  it again  in a report  

w ri tten  the  fo llowing July.$ “T h in k  o f  it!” he had  w ritten  then , “ 200 ,0 0 0  

troops ,  2 ,500  w o u n d ed  always in hospital,  over  1000  battles fought in the 

pas t  year, an d  only 5 Chinese g rad u a te  docto rs ,  50 Chinese un tra ined  ‘d o c 

to rs ’ an d  one  foreigner to  do  all this w o r k . ”6 T h e  s i tuation  had  no t changed 

m uch  over the  last year, a n d  despite his earlier  hopes ,  he h ad  reached the 

conclusion th a t  it was n o t  likely th a t  o th e r  foreign doc to rs  w ou ld  arr ive  to  

help him. The  solution to  the problem  w ould  have to  be found  w ith in  China.

His recent experiences in Cen tra l  Hebei between February  an d  Ju n e  had 

confirmed his original analysis. His ow n  achievements as a battlefield surgeon 

du r ing  the M edica l Expedition  to  the  East had  been ex trao rd inary ,  bu t  hav

ing witnessed the  scope o f  the conflict aga inst the  Japanese  an d  th e  vast area  

o f  te rr i to ry  involved, he knew  o f  the desperate  need to  tra in  m any  m ore  sur

geons a n d  medical w orke rs  o f  all k inds to  staff  the Border  Region hospitals.  

To find a w ay  to  provide  such tra in ing w as  a d a u n t in g  task , given w ar t im e  

conditions.  H e  had  observed th a t  w henever  he had  had  the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  

in s truc t  the  Chinese , as he had  the  m e m b ers  o f  his m obile  un i t  a n d  la ter  

the  trainees a t  Yangjiazhuang, they learned very quickly. But even w ith  th a t  

adv a n ta g e ,  he knew  th a t  crea ting  tru ly  qualif ied d o c to rs  w o u ld  requ ire  a
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tra in ing  period  far longer th a n  the  three-week course he h ad  given a t  Yangji

azhuang . H e  now  decided to  m ake  the  train ing o f  docto rs  and  o the r  medical 

staff  his priority, even pu tt ing  it ahead  o f  com plet ing  his inspection o f  hos

pitals in the rem ain ing  tw o  subdis tricts.  H e  set a b o u t  crea ting  a plan  for a 

medical school th a t  w o u ld  tu rn  o u t  a large n u m b e r  o f  docto rs  and  nurses 

w ith  sufficient tra in ing  to  opera te  in guerrilla warfare .

With  this in m ind  he h ad  begun teaching a new  g ro u p  o f  s tudents ,  som e 

o f  them  staff evacuated  from Centra! H ebei,  as soon as he arrived in Shenbei. 

He a lso  d r e w  up  a deta iled  cu r r icu lu m  fo r  a t ra in in g  p r o g ra m  for medical 

w orke rs .7 U nder  his plan , all s tudents  w o u ld  take a co m m o n  course lasting 

six m onths .  T hose  hoping  to  qualify as nurses w ould  take  an  additiona l two- 

m o n th  course ,  a n d  those  w a n t in g  to  becom e d o c to rs  w o u ld  co n t in u e  in a 

s ix -m onth  course followed by an internship  o f  six m onths .  O n  com plet ion  of 

th a t  period o f  t ra in ing , a d o c to r  w ishing to  qualify  as a  surgeon  w o u ld  enter 

a year-long in ternsh ip .  W ith  p a in s tak ing  th o ro u g h n ess  B e thune d raf ted  a 

syllabus providing a description o f  each course an d  even m ade  up timetables. 

H e also chose the  m em bers  o f  the  faculty. D r  J iang  Yizhen, w h o m  he had 

m et in Yan’an an d  w h o  had  arr ived to  relieve h im  dur ing  the battle  o f  Heisi, 

w ou ld  be the d irec to r  o f  the  school an d  the  instruc to r  in surgery.8

To enab le  the  medical s tuden ts  to  have prac tica l in s t ruc t ion ,  Bethune 

p lanned  for a  t ra in ing  hospital w ith between fifty and  one hund red  beds to 

be affiliated to  the  school. This  w o u ld  be, as he described it in a m e m o ra n 

d u m , “ a M ode l H ospita l  in every sense o f  the w o rd  as it sets the  exam ple  to  

o th e r  h o sp i ta ls .” 9 A lthough  the  des tru c t io n  o f  the  first m odel hosp ita l  a t  

Songyankou had  d em ons tra ted  the folly o f  cons truc ting  perm a n en t  medical 

facilities in the m ids t o f  a guerrilla war, he felt th a t  the  desperate  need for 

doc to rs  justified creating  a t ra in ing  cen tre  o f  som e kind. Instead o f  going to 

the  trouble  an d  expense o f  cons truc ting  a new  facility, th e  school an d  hos

pita l cou ld  be housed , as a t  Y angjiazhung, in rem odelled  p e a sa n t  houses, 

w hich  w ere  relatively easy to  replace if des troyed. H e  also  po in ted  o u t  th a t  

in add it ion  to  d raw in g  u p  the  plan  an d  syllabus fo r  the  new  medical school 

he had  w ri t ten  a 150-page te x tbook  entitled O rgan iza tion  a n d  Technic  [s/c] 

fo r  D ivisiona l M o b ile  O pera ting  Units; it w as  being t ransla ted  by Lang Lin, 

and  he hoped  it w ou ld  be prin ted  by the beginning o f  Septem ber.10

Bethune also p repa red  a budget th a t  w o u ld  include the  cons truc t ion  of 

the  medical school an d  hospital an d  their  op era t in g  costs. H e  es tim ated th a t  

the  cost o f  setting up  the  school w o u ld  be $ 2 ,0 0 0  in the Chinese national 

currency  an d  th a t  a m onth ly  sum  of $ 3 ,000  w ould  be needed to  m a in ta in  a 

s tu d e n t  body  o f  tw o  h u n d red ,  a s ta ff  o f  eleven in s truc to rs ,  a n d  var ious 

su p p o r t  pe rso n n e l ."  An addit iona l  $ 1 ,0 0 0  w ould  have to  be found  to  cover
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the  cos t  o f  setting up  the  new  model hospital.  But it w as  one th ing  to  d ra w  

up  a budget an d  qu ite  an o th e r  to  find the  m oney  w ith  w hich to  im plem ent 

it. Bethune knew  th a t  the Eighth R ou te  A rm y could  n o t  fund the  p roposed  

medical school an d  model hospital,  so his only hope  w as  to  d ra w  on suppo r t  

from  ab road .

However, after eighteen m on ths  in C h ina ,  despite  his repeated  pleas for 

help, he still had  n o t  received any  m oney  o r  medical supplies from  foreign 

dono rs ,  a  s ituation  th a t  angered  him deeply. As has been seen, he w as  furi

ous a t  the  China Aid Council,  from which he had  received no  aid since reach

ing Jin-Cha-Ji an d  n o  letters since Septem ber 1 9 3 8 .12 But he w as  also  critical 

o f  Chinese authori ties .  H e pro tested  aga inst  the  ap p a re n t  indifference o f  the 

T rus tee  C o m m it tee  in Y an’an ,  w h ich  w as  the  p a re n t  body  o f  the  Eighth  

R ou te  Army M edical Service.'3 H e had  routinely sent copies o f  all his reports  

to  them bu t had  never received a reply. At the bo t tom  o f  a typed copy o f  a  let

te r  th a t  he w ro te  to  the com m ittee  in m id-A ugust  1939, he w ro te  by hand ,  

“N o  letter in acknow ledgm ent o f  reports  has ever been received from  Trustee 

C om m ittee  by m e .” '4 N ever having received the aid D r  R obe rt  Lim had  sent 

him, he com pla ined  in the  same repo r t  th a t  the  N ationa l  Red Cross  Society 

o f  Ch ina  had  also ignored his requests  for h e lp . '5

In his frustra t ion  a t  the  lack o f  foreign aid, Bethune tu rn ed  his m ind  to  

Michael L indsay’s connections in the  foreign co m m u n ity  in Beijing. W hen 

Lindsay had  visited him nearly a year earlier, he had  assured  Bethune th a t  

there  w as  a g ood  deal o f  an t i -Japanese  sen tim en t a m o n g  the  English and  

Am ericans living in the city. Kathleen Hall had  told him th a t  her con tac ts  a t  

the  Peking Union Medical College said th a t  this sen tim ent had  since g row n .  

Bethune now  believed tha t ,  if he w en t to  Beijing, Lindsay could  in troduce 

him to  people in the  Anglo-Am erican com m unity  w h o  w ould  help him raise 

enough m oney  to  fund the  medical school and  the  new  model hospital.

Coincidentally, Kathleen Hall w as  a b o u t  to  m ake  her second tr ip  to  Bei

jing in less th a n  a m on th ;  this w as  because o f  a d isas trous  incident a t  one  o f  

her  missions. T h e  Ja p an e se  had  d iscovered  her role in a id ing  the  Eighth 

R ou te  Army, possibly th ro u g h  read ing  articles in the  local press th a t  had  

openly  praised her benevolent a s s i s t a n c e .D u r i n g  the  first week o f  July, just 

before the  onse t o f  the m onsoons ,  a Japanese  force had  a t tacked  the  village 

o f  Songjiazhuang w here  one o f  H a ll’s Anglican missions an d  a hospital were 

located. After des troy ing  their  conten ts ,  they had  b u rn t  the buildings to  the 

ground .  Fortuna te ly  H all herself  w as  in Beijing a t  the  time, an d  the  villagers 

o f  Songjiazhuang, fo rew arned  o f  the  ap p ro a c h  o f  the Japanese ,  h ad  escaped. 

Hall w as  determ ined  to  have the mission an d  hospital rebuilt, an d  this m eant 

she h ad  to  re turn  to  Beijing to  purchase  supplies an d  medicines to  replace
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those  des troyed  by the  Japanese .  W h e n  she to ld  Bethune, he ou tl ined  his 

scheme to  find m oney  fo r  the medical school. As she h a d  in February, Hall 

agreed th a t  he could  accom pany  her.

O nce  again  Bethune required  the  perm ission o f  his co m m a n d e r  in chief, 

an d  this t im e N ie  R ongzhen  to ld  Bethune directly th a t  he could  n o t  g o . '7 H e 

said th a t  the  Japanese  were  aw a re  o f  sym pathy  for the Chinese am o n g  the 

missionary com m unities  an d  had  tightened security. For one thing, they were 

n o w  c o u n t in g  all d rugs  leaving Beijing an d  la te r  checking  the  n u m b e r  of 

drugs a t  missions in o rder  to  determ ine w hether  any  had  been diverted to  the 

Eighth R o u te  Army. B ethune knew  this from  his ow n  experience in June  

w hen  he had  sent a no te  to  an  A m erican m issionary  in the  city o f  Baoding 

asking for ten po u n d s  o f  ch lo ro fo rm . T h e  missionary  had  g ran ted  B ethune’s 

request bu t  had  w arned  him th a t  because o f  his fear o f  Japanese  reprisals it 

was the last time he could do  so . '8 The  destruction of H all’s mission a t  Songji

a z h u a n g  w as  an  o m in o u s  rem inder  o f  the  lengths  to  w hich  the  Japanese  

w o u ld  go to  deter  missionaries from  siding w ith  the Chinese. In add it ion  to 

such general security problem s, N ie w arned  Bethune, Chinese spies had  told 

the Japanese  all a b o u t  him , an d  if he fell into their  hands ,  he w ou ld  certainly 

be executed.

So w h en  Hall a r r ived  a t  G enera l  N ie ’s h ea d q u a r te rs ,  B ethune to ld  her 

“ like a  shame-faced b o y ” th a t  he w as  n o t  al low ed to  go  w ith  her to  Beijing. 

“ So I said ‘g o o d b y e ’ to  D r  Bethune,” she w ro te  years later. “ I can  p ic ture 

him n o w  as he w atched  me descend the rocky path .  H e w as  looking thin and  

ra the r  w o rn ,  b u t  said goodbye  w ith  his usual cheerful smile. I did no t k now  

it w as  the  last t ime I w o u ld  see h im .” ' 9 For H a l l ’s ow n  luck h ad  run  out.  

W hen she arr ived in Beijing, mission au thori t ies  to ld  her th a t  the  Japanese  

had  com pla ined  to  the British Em bassy th a t  she w as  sup p o r t in g  the Eighth 

R ou te  A rm y and  had  d em anded  th a t  the  British d ep o r t  her a t  once. H all  was 

held un d er  house arrest by the  Japanese  for several days, then given a special 

pass an d  p u t  on  the  first ship leaving from  Tianjin. Before her forced depar

ture  she w ro te  a letter to  Nie Rongzhen, hoping th a t  it w ould  som ehow  make 

its w ay  to  him th rough  Japanese  lines. W h e th e r  he received her exp lana tion  

o f  w hy  she could  n o t  re turn  an d  w he the r  Bethune ever learned w h a t  h a p 

pened  to  her is no t  k n o w n .10

W ith  his hopes o f  raising  funds in Beijing dashed ,  B ethune decided th a t  

there  w as  on ly  o n e  w ay  to  fund the  deve lopm ent o f  the  medical school and  

m odel hospital.  H e  w o u ld  have  to  re tu rn  to  N o r th  Am erica  an d  co n d u c t  a 

w h ir lw ind  speak ing  tour. O n  i  A ugust  he w ro te  a rep o r t  in w hich  he said, 

“ I have  com e to  the  conclus ion  th a t  I m ust leave th e  Region tem porar i ly  

a n d  go  to  Y an’an  a n d  re tu rn  to  A m erica  to  ra ise  th e  g u a ra n te e d  sum  of
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$ i o o o  (gold) a  m o n th  th a t  the  M edica l  School needs. H o w  else can  th a t  

m oney  be raised excep t by w idespread  appeal  o f  on e  such as myself w h o  

k n o w s  th e  needs o f  this Region th o ro u g h ly  af te r  sp end ing  m o re  th a n  15 

m o n th s  h e re?” 11

T w o  weeks la ter  he reaffirmed his decision and  voiced his frustra t ion  in a 

letter to  the  Trustee C om m ittee .  By this t im e he had  clearly heard  th a t  som e 

fore ign m o n e y  w as  indeed arr iv ing ,  p re su m a b ly  in Y an’an ,  because  he 

w ro te ,  “ I am  leaving this region to  re turn  to  America a b o u t  the first week o f  

N o v e m b e r  if I can  clean  up  m y w o rk  before  ...  T h en  I m u s t  m a k e  a fast 

inspection trip  o f  all hospita ls  (zo  now ) before leaving . . .  I p lan  to  be aw ay  

in America for 3 o r  4 m on ths  re turn ing  n ex t  summer. I m u s t  have a g u a ra n 

teed $ 1 0 0 0  gold  m on th ly  for this region a lone ,  I’m  n o t  ge t t ing  it. I d o n ’t 

k n o w  w here  the  m oney  from America is go ing to. I can  get no  in fo rm ation  

from the Trustee Com m ittee o r  America, so I’m  going to  find ou t for myself!” 11

O th e r  factors also  influenced his decision. H e  knew  th a t  his health  had  

declined dram atically  in only a m atte r  o f  m onths ,  tho u g h  he p u t  a brave face 

on  it in a le tter to  Tim Buck, saying, “ I am  fairly well. M y  right ear  has gone 

completely deaf  for 3 m onths. M y  teeth need a lot o f  a t ten tion  and  m y glasses 

are  giving me trouble .  O u ts ide  o f  these m in o r  th ings and  being ra the r  thin. 

I’m о к . ” 11 But pho to g rap h s  o f  h im  taken  in the su m m er  o f  1939 by M ichael 

L indsay an d  also  by the  no ted  Chinese p h o to g ra p h e r  Sha Fei indicate the 

contrary . They  reveal the  em aciated  f ram e an d  g au n t  features o f  a m an  w ho  

looked tw en ty  years o lder  th a n  his actual age.

T h e  inadequacy  o f  his d iet h ad  con t inued  to  u nderm ine  his hea lth .  Al

though  he still preferred to  ea t  the same meals as the Chinese soldiers, he had 

begun d o  his som e o f  his ow n  cook ing  in April.  But he w as  unab le  to  find an 

ad e q u a te  supply  o f  nu tr i t ious  food, a n d  his health  con t inued  to  w o rsen .14 

H is resistance to  infection w as  dow n; the slight cuts he often suffered w hen  

he was opera ting  healed m uch m ore  slowly th a n  before, an d  his infected feet 

con t inued  to  troub le  him. H is Chinese colleagues w ere  convinced  th a t  he 

was suffering from  beriberi, a disease o f  the nervous system n o w  k n o w n  to  

be caused by a  d ie tary  deficiency o f  th iam ine  (vitamin в 1).15

A n o th e r  p ro b lem ,  as B ethune confessed to  L ang  Lin, w as  his g row ing  

homesickness.16 N ie  Rongzhen noted Bethune’s deep loneliness an d  presented 

h im w ith  a small b lack dog  as a c o m p a n io n .17 B ethune w as  delighted; he 

shared  his food w ith  the  puppy, w hich followed him everywhere du r ing  the 

day  an d  curled  up  beside h im a t  night.  But a pet did  no th ing  to  assuage his 

desperate  need for English-speaking com pan ionsh ip ,  which was obvious  to  

M ichael Lindsay w hen  he again  arr ived in Jin -Cha-J i from  Beijing in early 

August 1939. H e  rem ained with Bethune for a week before continu ing  on  his
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journey to  H o n g  Kong. Shocked by B ethune’s w asted  appearance ,  Lindsay 

th o u g h t  he b ad ly  needed  a ho liday  a n d  a c h a n g e  to  foreign food. W hen  

Bethune to ld  h im o f  his in ten tion  to  leave C h ina  for fundraising , Lindsay 

offered to  a r range  fo r  h im  to  be b rough t  th rough  Japanese lines into Beijing 

an d  to  be given refuge a t  Yenching University. T h e re  he cou ld  receive m e d 

ical a t ten t ion  an d  ea t  p roper ly  to  m ake  himself fit to  travel. O n ce  he had 

recovered so m ew h at ,  Lindsay said, he could  be guided e i ther  to  Shanghai 

o r  H o n g  K ong w here  he could  b ook  ship passage for C a n a d a .28

Bethune w as  grateful for L indsay’s offer b u t  was certain  th a t  Genera l Nie 

would  refuse to  a llow him to  leave via Beijing. For this reason, he h ad  already 

chosen an o th e r  rou te ,  which he outlined in a le tter to  T im  Buck:

This  is to  let you k n o w  th a t  I am  com ing  hom e for a sh o r t  time. T h e  G en 

eral d id no t ,  a t  first, w an t  me to  go bu t we m ust have m ore  money. I d o n ’t 

know  w here  the  m oney  from  America is going, the only th ing  is th a t  I am 

n o t  getting it here for m y w o rk  ...  1 have been a lone  for over a year -  no  

letters, n o  books ,  no  periodicals,  no  radio . I m ust have help to  go  on. I 

p lan  to  leave here in N ovem ber  -  som ew here  a b o u t  the i s t  o r  2nd  week, 

go across Shansi [Shanxi] and  d ow n  to  Yenan [Yan’an] and  then to  Y unnan  

in the  sou th ,  arr iv ing a t  H o n g  K ong  (thru  French Indochina)  som etim e 

in January . I will take  a freighter from  there  to  H aw ai i  to  avoid  Japan .  I 

shou ld  be in San Francisco a b o u t  the  end o f  February, ’40. I w a n t  to  stay 

in C a n a d a  a b o u t  3 o r  4 m on ths  to  collect m ore  m oney  an d  supplies -  and  

men if I can  -  an d  then com e back here nex t su m m er  ...  I have no  clothes. 

M y  civilian c lo thes were lost from  h . k  on  the  r . r . to  H a n k o w  [H ankou]  

in M a rc h  last year. Will you  please have  the  C h ina  Aid C ounc il  send 

enough  m oney  to  get me clo thes , pay  passage to  A m erica,  pay dentists 

a n d  do c to rs  in H o n g  Kong? Perhaps they should  send a b o u t  $ 1 0 0 0  to  the 

C h ina  Defence C om m ittee  in H o n g  K ong .19

O n  the  same d ay  he w ro te  an o th e r  le tter and  m ade  copies o f  it which he 

add ressed  to  Jo h n  Barnwell a n d  several o th e r  friends in N o r th  America. 

Lindsay carried these to  H o n g  K ong where he posted them. T h e  letter began:

It seems such a long tim e since w e last m et and  so m uch  m ust have h a p 

pened  to  you. It has  certa in ly  h ap p e n ed  to  me. T hese  last (nearly  tw o  

years) now, have been very full, so full th a t  I hard ly  k n o w  where to  start 

to  describe them  to  you. So this accoun t will be a disconnected one a t  best. 

But I am  anx ious  th a t  you should  receive one le tter a t  least o f  those  I have 

w ritten  you, for I have w ritten  before, bu t  I am  supposing  th a t  you never
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received them  as I have had  no  reply. T h a t  is w h a t  I have com e to  accept, 

m ore  o r  less resignedly, as p a r t  o f  this life. T h e  mails are  very irregular. It 

takes  a t  least 5 m on ths  for any  letters to  reach me after they have arrived 

in China. I calculate th a t  I get only 1 in 25. Books an d  periodicals are  even 

worse .  I have received none in one  an d  half  years. M y  read ing  consists o f  

years old  San Francisco papers  used as w ra p p e rs  for sugar, tea an d  cakes 

by m erchants .  I am  tho rough ly  conversan t  w ith  the  do ings o f  the  “ sm art  

se t"  an d  the  vagaries o f  H o l ly w o o d ,  b u t  o f  a n y th in g  o f  im p o r ta n ce ,  I 

k n o w  less th a n  an Arctic explorer. He,  a t  least, has  a  rad io ,  I have none. 

It w as  th ree  m on ths  before I knew  th a t  M a d r id  had  fallen!

T h e  w o rk  th a t  I am  try ing  to  do  is to  ta k e  p ea sa n t  boys an d  young  

w orkers  an d  m ake docto rs  o u t  o f  them. They  can read an d  write and  m ost 

have a know ledge  o f  arithmetic . N o n e  o f  m y doc to rs  have ever been to  

college o r  university an d  none have ever been in a m odern  hospital (most 

o f  them  have never been in any hospital) m uch less a medical school. With 

this m aterial,  I m ust  m ake  docto rs  and  nurses o u t  o f  them, in 6 m onths  for 

nurses an d  1 year for doctors .  We have 2 300  w o u n d ed  in hospital all the 

time. These  hospitals are  merely the  dirty one-story  m u d  an d  s tone houses 

o f  out-of-the-way villages set in deep valleys overhung by m ounta ins ,  some 

o f  which are  10,000  feet high. We have over 20 o f  these hospita ls  in o u r  

region w hich  stretches from  Beiping |Beijing] in the n o r th  to  T ianjin  in 

the east,  sou th  to  Shih C hia  C h u a n g  [Shijiazhuang], west to  Tai Yuan. We 

are  the m ost  active Partisan area in China an d  engaged in very severe guer

rilla w arfa re  all the  time.

H e  described the na tu re  o f  the  Japanese  occupat ion  an d  predic ted th a t  the 

w a r  w ould  be a long one. T hen  he cont inued .

We m ust help  these splendid people  m ore  th a n  w e are  doing. We m ust 

send them  m ore  m o n e y  an d  men. Technicians o f  all k inds  a re  badly 

needed, doctors ,  public health  w orkers ,  engineers, mechanics -  everybody 

th a t  kn o w s som e technical specialty well. Last year I travelled 3165 miles, 

o f  which 4 0 0  miles were m arched  on  foot across Shansi [Shanxi], Shensi 

(Shaanxi] an d  H opei [Hebei] Provinces. 762  opera tions  w ere  perfo rm ed  

an d  1200  w ou n d ed  exam ined . T h e  Sanitary Service o f  the  a rm y  w as  re

o rgan ized ,  3 tex tb o o k s  w ri t ten  an d  trans la ted  in to  Chinese , a M edica l 

T ra in ing  School established.

It’s a fast life. I miss trem endously  a co m ra d e  to  w h o m  I can  talk . You 

k n o w  how  fond I am  o f  talking! I d o n ’t m ind  the  conven tiona l  hardsh ips
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-  hea t  and  bitter  cold , dirt,  lice, unvaried  unfam iliar  food, w alk ing  in the 

m oun ta in s ,  no  stoves, beds o r  baths .  I find I can  get a long  an d  opera te  as 

well in a dirty Buddhist temple w ith a zo -foo t high statue o f  the impassive

faced god  s ta ring  over  my shoulder, as in a m odern  opera ting  room  with 

running  water, nice green glazed walls, electric lamps an d  a thousand  o ther  

accessories. To dress the  w o u n d ed  w e have to  climb up  on  the m ud  ovens

-  the  kangs. T hey  have  n o  m attresses ,  n o  sheets. T hey  lie in the ir  o ld 

stained uniform s, w ith  the ir  knapsacks  as pillows an d  one padded  co t ton  

b lanket over them. They  are  grand . T hey  certainly can take  it.

We have had  t rem endous  floods this summer. It’s been hellish ho t and  

muggy. Rain for z m on ths  com ing  d o w n  like a steady show er-bath  tu rned  

o n  full. I am  p lanning  to  re tu rn  to  C a n a d a  early  nex t year ...  I w a n t  to 

raise a guaran teed  $ 1 0 0 0  (gold) a  m o n th  for my w o rk  here. I 'm  n o t  get

t ing  it. They  need me here. This  is “ m y ” Region. I m ust  com e back.

I d ream  o f  coffee, o f  rare roast  beef, o f  apple pie and  ice cream . Mirages 

o f  heavenly food! Books -  are  books still being written? Is music still being 

played? D o  you dance,  d r in k  beer, look  a t  pictures? W h a t  d o  clean white  

sheets in a soft bed feel like? D o  w om en  still love to  be loved?

H o w  sad  th a t ,  even to  me once  m o re ,  all these th ings  m ay  becom e 

accepted easily w i th o u t  w o n d er  an d  am azem en t  a t  m y g ood  fortune ...

G oo d b y e  for the present,  d ea r  friend an d  com rade.

Beth '0

H e  p lanned  to  begin an  inspection  to u r  o f  the  hosp ita ls  in West H ebei 

before setting o u t  for Yan’an  bu t was delayed by illness. O n e  problem  w as  a 

swollen sore on  the  middle finger o f  his r ight hand  th a t  caused him to  run  a 

fever an d  prevented  h im from typing. U nable to  trea t  it himself, he insisted 

th a t  Lang Lin lance it for him. At first the  in terpreter  h ung  back, bu t  a stern 

g lance from  Bethune convinced him to  go  ahead . W ith  the pus released from 

the w o u n d ,  it a t  last began to  heal, an d  Bethune w as  able to  return  to  his typ 

ing. A second ailment, a severely infected foot, w as  the  result o f  the  lingering 

p rob lem s th a t  he had  been experiencing since June. H is feet had  never healed 

p roper ly  an d  eventually  an abscess form ed on  one o f  them . H e suffered a 

g ood  deal o f  pain , an d  this d rove him a t  last to  a l low  his medical colleagues 

to  pu t  h im  under  a general anesthetic so th a t  they could trea t  it properly. The  

o pera tion ,  perfo rm ed  by D r  Lin Jinliang, w as  a  success. A lthough  Bethune 

had  to  hobble a b o u t  on  crutches for weeks, he was able to  function normally  

again by the end o f  A ugust.3' But tw o  s tubborn  infections within such a short 

period were  a sign th a t  his resistance w as  dangerously  low.
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In early  Septem ber he w en t to  trea t  w o u n d ed  soldiers a t  the  rear  base hos

pital o f  the  T h ird  Subdistrict .31 This  w as  located in H u a p e n ,  a tiny village 

nestled in a n a r ro w  m o u n ta in  pass. H e an d  his mobile  team  rem ained  there 

for m ore  th a n  a week before m ak ing  the sh o r t  tr ip  sou th  to  N iu y an g o u ,  a 

village on  the  banks  o f  the Tang  River, the  site chosen  for the tra in ing  school 

an d  model hospital. Despite the  lack o f  funds, a beginning had  been m ade 

on  the  school, an d  personnel he had  ta u g h t  a t  Shenbei h ad  a lready m oved to 

N iuyangou .  O n  t8  September, after ceremonies including speeches by Nie 

Rongzhen an d  Bethune and  a stage presentation  by a d ram a  troupe ,  the m ed

ical school officially began  o p e ra t io n .33 Still only a shell o f  w h a t  Bethune 

expected it to  become, it w as  housed in a building th a t  linked tw o  large peas

an t  hom es.34 S tanding  on  a b road  ledge below  the  peak o f  the  highest hill in 

the village, it looked o u t  on  a deep valley on  the  o the r  side o f  which w as  the 

Anglican church  w here  he had  first met Kathleen  Hall .  H o p in g  to  encourage 

young  w o m en  to  join the  E ighth R ou te  A rm y M edica l  Service to  tra in  as 

nurses ,  he had  been c o u n t in g  on  her to  ac t  as d irec to r  o f  the  t ra in in g  o f  

nurses in the  medical school. In her absence he had  persuaded  G u o  Q inglan ,  

a nurse  w h o  h ad  joined Hall a t  Songjiazhuang, to  take on  the  ro le .35

B ethune rem ained  in N iu y an g o u  for on ly  tw o  days before re tu rn in g  to 

H u ap e n ,  w here  he spen t several days m ak ing  p repa ra t ions  for his p lanned  

inspection to u r  o f  tw o  subdistricts.  T h e  un it  w as  led by Ye Q ingshan ,  the 

Jin-Cha-Ji m inister o f  health, and  included Bethune, his three assistants, d o c 

tors  W ang D aojian ,  Lin Jin liang, an d  Chen  Shihua, his in te rp re ter  Lang  Lin, 

an d  several m em bers  o f  the su p p o r t  staff. T hey  left H u a p e n  on  25 Septem 

ber; B ethune’s in tention  w as  to  com plete  the  to u r  in less th a n  a  m o n th  and 

then begin the  long journey o u t  o f  Jin -Cha-J i en rou te  to  Yan’an on  Friday, 

20  O c to b e r .36 O ver  the  n ex t  n ine days  his g r o u p  visited tw o  a rm y  bases 

an d  a  convalescent centre, exam ining  staff, inspecting facilities, and  holding 

conferences to  outline  changes he w an te d  to  in troduce.

T h e n  m is fo r tu n e  s t ru ck .  D u r in g  a heavy  r a in s to rm  o n  W ednesday ,  4 

October, Lang Lin’s horse slipped on  a m oun ta in  pa th  and  ran  into Bethune’s, 

which reared  and  kicked Lang  Lin’s left leg so ha rd  th a t  he w as  knocked  to 

the g ro u n d .37 Ju m p in g  from  his m o u n t ,  Bethune exam ined  the  leg an d  found 

th a t  it had been fractured. After applying splints, he assigned several m embers 

o f  the team  to  carry  Lang Lin to  a nearby village where he m ade a plaster cast 

for the leg. T h e  nex t m o rn in g  Bethune an d  the  rest o f  the  team  con t inued  

on  the  tour, a n d  Lang  Lin w as  ca rr ied  by s t re tcher  back  to  the  hosp ita l 

in H u ap en .  This  left Bethune w i th o u t  an interpreter. Fortunate ly , Liu Ke, a 

m em ber  o f  the  Jin-Cha-Ji political d e p a r tm e n t  w h o  w as  p a r t  o f  the  team ,
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knew  som e English an d  w as  able to  replace Lang Lin until P an  Fan, ano ther  

interpreter,  arr ived to  take  over  a week later.58

Shortly  after the unit  arr ived a t  the sana to r ium  in the  village o f  Laogu, 

they were joined by Nie Rongzhen. H e had  com e to  discuss arrangem ents  for 

Bethune’s long journey  to  Yan’an ,  scheduled to  begin in tw o  weeks. D uring  

their  meeting Bethune gave N ie  the  tex t  o f  a message to  be rad ioed  to  Yan’an 

an d  from  there  t ransm itted  to  the C h ina  Aid Council in  N e w  York. In the 

cable, which reached N e w  York several days later, he asked th a t  m oney  be 

sent to  the C hina Defence League in H ong  Kong to  pay  for his passage across 

the Pacific.39 At their  meeting Nie in troduced  tw o  m em bers  o f  a  film unit, 

the  director, Y uang M uzh i,  an d  his pho tographer,  W u Yinxian. W hen  the 

authori ties  in Yan’an had  learned o f  Bethune’s plan to  return  to  C an ad a ,  they 

decided to  ob ta in  footage o f  h im  a t  w o rk  for a d o cu m en ta ry  film th a t  they 

had  been p lanning  on  the  Eighth R ou te  A rm y’s struggle against the Japanese  

in the  Border Region. T h e  film unit  w o u ld  accom pany  B ethune’s unit  until 

the  en d  o f  O c tobe r .40 B ethune w as  en thusias t ic  a b o u t  the  projec t,  hop ing  

th a t  the  film w o u ld  aid fundraising  for Ch ina  as H eart o f  Spain  had  done  for 

R epublican Spain.

For the  nex t ten days he an d  his team  moved deeper in to  the m ounta ins .  

O n  15 O c to b e r  they received by courier an  intelligence repo r t  o f  an expected 

enemy attack in an  area a day’s ride away.4' The  report stressed tha t  it appeared 

th a t  the Japanese  w ould  be using poison gas. Bethune immediately suspended 

the to u r  and  spent several days w ith health units in the imm ediate area  where 

the  enem y advance w o u ld  take place, p rov id ing  instruc tion  on  how  to  trea t 

victims o f  poison gas.

Assuming th a t  his surgical team might be needed if the  Japanese did indeed 

a t tack ,  Bethune delayed his p rojec ted  d ep a r tu re  da te  to  i Novem ber. H o w 

ever, by the  end o f  the  emergency tra in ing sessions there  w as  no  request from 

the  regional military co m m a n d  for the te am ’s assistance, so they set o u t  on 

the final stops on  the  inspection tour. O n  Friday, 27 October, after visiting the 

last hospital,  they reached the  village o f  Ganhejing ,  w here  Bethune began to  

p repare  for his d ep a r tu re  for Y an’an  the  following Wednesday.

Late th a t  evening, w o rd  cam e th a t  an  enem y a t tack  w as  in progress  fifty 

k ilom etres to  the  no r th w es t .41 Before d aw n  the following m orn ing ,  the  unit 

set off  for Sunjiazhuang, a ham le t  o f  a few households in a n a r ro w  m ounta in  

pass a b o u t  ten k ilom etres from  the  fighting. W hen they arrived th a t  evening, 

an Eighth R ou te  A rm y officer led them  to  the ru ins  o f  a tem ple  on  the  side 

o f  a hill. T h e  o rn a te  curved ro o f  still s tood , an d  the  th ree  rem ain ing  walls of 

the small ou tbu ild ing  partially  enclosed a floor area  o f  fifteen square  metres,
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which Bethune agreed could serve as an opera ting  theatre. Early on the m o rn 

ing o f  29 O c to b e r  the team  began to  set up its equ ipm ent .  Stretcher-bearers 

carry ing  the w o u n d e d  began to  arrive an d  as usual were  to ld  to  give prece

dence to  those  with abdom ina l  o r  cranial w ounds .  Bethune began to  oper 

a te, assisted by doctors  W ang D aojian  an d  Lin Jin liang.45 The  day  w as  sunny 

an d  w a rm ,  an d  Bethune w o re  on ly  a sw ea te r  beneath  his ru b b e r  a p ro n .  In 

the  early evening, as he was opera ting  o n  the  last o f  the  w o unded ,  his hand 

slipped, and  the  scalpel he w as  using sliced in to  the middle finger o f  his left 

hand . H e  s topped  while a nurse hurried ly  applied  iodine a n d  bandaged  the 

finger, an d  then he resum ed his surgery.

The  team returned to  Ganhejing late on Monday, only to  find tha t  w ounded  

soldiers from  an o th e r  engagem ent w ith  the Japanese  had  arr ived  there  the 

day before. O n  Tuesday Bethune began to  exam ine  these cases an d  opera te  

on  the w ounded . O n  Wednesday, 1 November, the date  o f  his p lanned depar

ture, he was w ork ing  on  a su ppu ra t ing  head  w o u n d .  H e  w as  n o t  w earing  

gloves because there  were  none .44 T h e  injury to  his finger had  n o t  healed, 

and  infected m atte r  seeped into the open  cut .45 By Friday the  finger had  begun 

to  swell; Bethune becam e feverish an d  w as  unable  to  accom pany  the o the r  

m em bers  o f  the  un it  w h o  w ere  called in to  ac tion  a t  the  scene o f  a Japanese  

a t tac k  som e d is tance away. T h e  n ex t  day  th e  finger had  becom e terrib ly  

swollen, and  an  abscess had  appeared  inside his left elbow.

Learning o f  B ethune’s injury, Ye Q in g sh an  h ad  sent D r  Chen  Shihua to 

exam ine him. Bethune a t  first refused to  a l low  h im  to  d o  so, bu t n o w  gave 

in to  his colleagues’ pleading. Chen  concluded  th a t  to  rem ove the  source of 

the  infection n o w  sp read in g  th ro u g h  B e thune’s veins, he w o u ld  have  to  

am p u ta te  his finger. Bethune refused. W ith o u t  his finger, h o w  could  he func

t ion  as a surgeon? he dem an d e d .4f’ H e had  had  infected fingers several times 

before and  had recovered, an d  he m ust have  been hop ing  th a t  w ou ld  happen  

again. H e  to ld  himself  th a t  his burn ing  fever might be caused n o t  by septi

cemia bu t by typhus ,  w hich he might easily have co n tra c te d  from  the  lice 

th a t  infested his c lo th ing  an d  the  kangs  w here  he slept.  So he only a llowed 

the Chinese docto rs  to  lance his finger to  release the  pus.

O n  M onday ,  6 N ovem ber,  D r  Chen  exam ined  him again  an d  found  th a t  

ano ther  abscess had  appeared  inside B ethune’s left e lbow  an d  th a t  the  lymph 

g land  in his left a rm p i t  had  become swollen and  was intensely painful. The  

progression o f  the  infection from  finger to  e lbow  to  a rm p i t  was clear, an d  the 

Chinese docto rs  m ust have kn o w n  th a t  am p u ta t io n  o f  the  a rm  w as  the only 

chance to  save B e thune’s life. But they w ere  in to o  m uch  aw e  o f  him to  per

form the  opera tion  w ith o u t  his permission. If they opera ted  and  he died, they
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might be b lam ed by the authori ties .  If they  opera ted  an d  Bethune survived, 

he m ight b lam e them  for rem oving  his a rm  unnecessarily. E ither way, it was 

to o  risky.

But the  ques tion  remains w hy  Bethune, w h o  w as  still conscious a t  times, 

d id n o t  o rd e r  an  a m p u ta t io n  himself. H e m ust have k n o w n  th a t  even w i th 

o u t  his left a rm  he could still have been o f  inestimable use to  the Eighth R oute 

A rm y as an  organ izer  o f  medical services, instructor,  w ri ter  o f  te x tbooks ,  

an d  po ten tia l fundraiser; it m ight even have been possible for h im  to  under

take  certain  medical procedures. But am p u ta t io n  w ould  have m ean t  th a t  he 

w o u ld  never again have been able t o  function  as a battlefield surgeon. And 

surgery w as  to  h im  m ore  than  just a profession; in its d ra m a  an d  incisiveness 

it w as  the expression o f  his w ay  o f  life, his m ode o f  being. Despite his pas

s ionate co m m itm en t  to  co m m u n ism  an d  to  the Chinese struggle aga inst  the 

Japanese ,  he refused to  consen t to  becom ing less th a n  he w an ted  to  be. In his 

h ear t  o f  hearts  he m ust have still believed th a t  so m e h o w  his luck an d  his will 

w ou ld  ca rry  h im th rough ,  as they always had  before. W ith  the  fires o f  infec

t ion  raging in his b lood , he chose to  gam ble  aga inst  the  odds.

O n  W ednesday  he heard  the  rum ble  o f  d is tan t  artillery fire an d  s ta r ted  up 

feverishly. H o p in g  to  ca lm  him, his assistants to ld  h im it w as  on ly  thunder. 

But he eventually  learned from  one o f  his colleagues th a t  a battle  w as  being 

w aged  n o t  far  away. O ver  the  protests  o f  the o the r  doctors ,  he insisted th a t  

he an d  the  team  m ust go  there. “ Stop trea ting  me like a M in g  vase ,” he said. 

“ I’m a soldier, n o t  an  an t iq u e .” 47 G ett ing  to  his feet, he called for his horse 

to  be b rough t  and  m ade a feeble a t tem p t  to  m o u n t  it. Angered w hen  he could 

not,  he ordered  th a t  a w alk ing  stick be found  for h im  an d  led the un it  o u t  of 

G anhe jing  o n  foot.

It w as  ra in ing  m ost o f  the time as they m ade their  w ay  to  the village of 

Taipingti, an d  by the time they arr ived,  Bethune w as  trem bling  w ith  fever 

a n d  barely able to  s tand .4* The  nex t day his colleagues p u t  h im  on  a stretcher 

a n d  s ta rted  o u t  on  the journey  o f  several hours  to  the village o f  Wangjiatai. 

By then his te m p era tu re  had  reached 4 0  degrees Celsius. O n  th e  m orn ing  

o f  Friday, 10 N ovem ber,  the  regional c o m m an d in g  officer, Yang C hengw u, 

arr ived in W angjiatai to  determ ine B e thune’s cond it ion .49 After a  brief  c o n 

sultation  with the doctors ,  he o rdered  them  to  take  Bethune imm ediate ly  to 

the base hospital a t  H u ap e n ,  an d  then d ispa tched  a cour ie r  w ith  a message 

to  Nie R ongzhen  inform ing him o f  the gravity  o f  B ethune’s cond it ion .  The  

team  pu t Bethune on a s tretcher an d  set ou t  a t  once for the  base hospital.  On 

the  w ay  he com pla ined  o f  a  severe headache ,  then ,  s lipping into delirium, 

began to  vom it  as they carried  him along  the to r tu o u s  m o u n ta in  trail.

The Celestial City 3 6 5



Late th a t  a f te rnoon  they reached  the village o f  H u an g sh ik o u  w here  they 

p la n n ed  to  stay overn igh t .  T hey  to o k  B e thune to  the  h o m e  o f  a p ea sa n t  

nam ed  Di Ju n x in g ,  w h o  had  offered to  provide shelter for him; the  small, 

yellow mud-brick  house w ith  a slanting grey tile roo f  had  only a single room . 

They  carried him inside in his sleeping bag in which he had  been w ra p p ed  on 

the s tretcher and  laid him on  the  ka n g . T hen  they took  tu rn s  apply ing  c o m 

presses to  his bu rn ing  forehead. By this time, B ethune’s face w as  yellow and  

his left a rm  h ad  tu rn ed  d a r k .50 D i’s wife insisted on  sacrificing a p recious 

chicken to  m ake soup, a cure for illness favoured by the peasants,  bu t  Bethune 

vom ited  u p  the  bro th  th a t  she spooned  in to  his m o u th .  Giving u p  the idea of 

try ing to  feed h im orally. Dr C hen  Shihua w as  later able to  inject glucose 

in to  a vein in his a rm . B ethune fell as leep for a sh o r t  t im e b u t  w o k e  and  

com pla ined  o f  feeling cold. Di a t  once  fetched m ore  w o o d  to  hea t the  kang , 

refusing to  accept the m oney  th a t  Bethune offered to  pay for it. Bethune then 

sent his in te rp re te r  Pan  Fan to  bring som e tins o f  corned  beef ca p tu red  from 

the Japanese  from his sadd lebag  to  give to  Di and  his wife.

By late a f te rn o o n  he w as  shak ing  so violently  w ith  fever th a t  his teeth 

rattled. H is a t ten d a n ts  s toked the fire in the ka n g  an d  piled b lankets  on  him, 

bu t no th in g  helped. T hey  discussed the  possibility o f  ca r ry ing  him th rough  

the  n igh t to  the  hosp ita l in H u a p e n .  But the  d is tance  w as  to o  g rea t ,  and  

they feared th a t  he w o u ld  n o t  survive the  journey. All they cou ld  d o  was 

apply cold com presses in a futile effort to  reduce his suffering. In the evening 

D r  Lin Jin liang, w h o  had  rem ained  behind in G anhe jing ,  reached  H u a n g 

shikou. Bethune was barely conscious as Lin began to  exam ine his a rm  while 

l is tening to  Chen  S h ih u a ’s angu ished  a c c o u n t  o f  his a t t e m p t  to  pe rsuade  

Bethune to  undergo  an  am p u ta t io n  o f  his finger. Lin quickly confirm ed w h a t  

the o the r  docto rs  m ust  have a lready know n: the infection w as  n o w  so far  a d 

vanced tha t  B ethune’s a rm  had to  be am p u ta ted .  But Bethune roused enough 

f rom  his s tu p o r  to  refuse the  o p e ra t io n .$l T h e  best Lin J in l iang  cou ld  do  

under the circumstances was to  cross-cut the abscesses inside his left e lbow  to  

release the  pus an d  clean the  affected area .  H e  an d  Chen  Shihua perfo rm ed  

the  p ro c e d u re  w i th o u t  res is tance  f rom  B ethune ,  w h o  h ad  aga in  becom e 

semi-conscious.

G radual ly  he began to  shake less, an d  finally he drifted  off  to  sleep for 

several hours. W hen he a w o k e  early on  S atu rday  m orn ing ,  he w as  n o  longer 

shak ing  an d  seemed m ore clear-headed. W hen  he said th a t  he felt better, D i’s 

wife suggested th a t  he try to  ea t  a pers im m on. C u t t ing  up  one o f  the ro u n d ,  

orange-yellow  fruits, she spooned  the syrupy pieces in to  his m o u th .  W hen  he 

asked for m ore,  she sliced an o th e r  an d  he m anaged  to  ea t  som e o f  th a t  to o .51 

In the  early  a f te rn o o n  H e  Z ex in  m a d e  som e coffee, a n d  B ethune d ra n k  a
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lit tle o f  it. H e then said th a t  he w an te d  to  write  som e letters, so his com rades 

p ropped  him against a w o oden  backrest an d  set a small table in front o f  him, 

p lacing on  it a paper  a n d  pencil. Bethune asked to  be left alone.

A few m inutes  a f te r  4 p m ,  one o f  his a t ten d an ts  opened  the  d o o r  to  look 

in a t  him. Bethune had  lapsed into unconsciousness, his head d roop ing  on  his 

chest;  pieces o f  p ap e r  lay scattered  a b o u t  o n  th e  floor. O n  the  k a n g  they 

found  a no te  to  Lang Lin, w h ich  read:

O n  the  n o r th  b an k  o f  T ang  H o  n ea r  H u a  Та, W est H ope i  [HebeiJ, 11 

Novem ber,  1939.

I cam e back from  the f ron t  yesterday. T here  w as  n o  g ood  in m y being 

there. I co u ld n ’t  get o u t  o f  bed o r  operate.  I left Shih Chia C h u a n g  [Shiji

azhuang] (I th ink) H osp ita l  o f  Cen tra l  H opei [Hebei] troops  on  7th . Pan 

an d  I w en t  no r th .  I then had  infected finger ...  Reached Tu Ping Ti [Tai

pingti] late a t  n i g h t ...  We go  over  w est an d  joined a t  3 rd  Regiment san i

ta ry  service on  8 th a b o u t  10 li east o f  Yin Fang. H a d  uncontro l led  chills 

an d  fever all day. Tem p, a ro u n d  39.6  c . ,  bad .  G ave instruc tions I w as  to  

be in form ed o f  any  abdom ina l  cases o f  fractured fem ur o r  skull cases ... 

N ex t  day  (9th), m o re  vom it ing  all day, high fever. N e x t  day  (10th) regi

m en t  co m m a n d e r  (3rd  Regiment) instruc ted  I be sen t back ,  useless for 

w o rk .  Vomiting on s tretcher  all the day. H igh  fever, over 40°  с .  I th ink  I 

have either septicaem ia from  the  gangrenous  fever o r  typhus  fever. C a n ’t 

get to  sleep, mentally very bright. Phenacitin an d  aspirin , w oven ’s powder, 

an t ipyr in ,  caffeine, all useless.

Dr. C h ’en arr ived here today. If my s tom ach  settled d o w n  will re turn  to  

H u a  Pai H ospita l tom orrow . Very rough  road  over m o u n ta in  pass.

I feel freely today. Pain over h ea r t  -  w a te r  120-130. Will see you to 

m orrow , I expec t .53

But Bethune m ust have kn o w n  th a t  he w ould  n o t  see Lang Lin again ,  th a t  

the rough  rafters above the  ka n g  and  the  pale light filtering th rough  the  small 

r ice-papered w in d o w  were  his last glimpse o f  the world . For the first tw o  sen

tences o f  the  unfinished second letter, which was addressed to  Nie Rongzhen, 

were: “ I am  fatally ill. I a m  go ing  to  d ie .” 54

D uring  the  early  evening, betw een  brief  per iods  o f  restless sleep an d  

delir ium , he had  m o m e n ts  o f  par t ia l  clarity  w hen  he s truggled to  tell Pan 

Fan w h a t  he w a n te d  to  include in his letter to  N ie. Before s ink ing  in to  

unconsc iousness ,  he a sked  the  in te rp re te r  to  accep t his w a tc h  as a gift.  

T h ro u g h o u t  the  n igh t an d  in to  Sunday m orn ing ,  Lin J in l iang , C hen  Shihua, 

Pan Fan, a n d  the  faithful H e  Z ex in  s tood  by the  k a n g  tak ing  tu rn s  p lacing
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cold com presses  on  his fo rehead . In the  early  h o u rs  o f  the  m o rn in g  B ethune 

slept fitfully, rous ing  to  ask for new s o f  his mobile  un it  an d  try ing  to  give 

o rders  to  those  w h o  s tood  helplessly by. Shortly  a f te r  5 л м  he coughed  and  

m oved  his lips in a vain  e f fo r t  to  speak . T h e n  his b re a th in g  s low ed  p e r 

ceptibly, an d  a t  last it s topped .  Lin J in liang  checked  his pulse an d  began  to 

w eep. Pan Fan g lanced  a t  B e thune’s w atch :  the  t im e w as  tw en ty  m inutes  

pas t  five.

H ea r ing  th a t  a Japanese  force w as  m oving  to w a rd  H u an g sh ik o u  an d  re

luctant to  bury Bethune w ithou t official permission, the  medical team  readied 

themselves to  leave the village by mid-morning. D r  Lin Jinliang w as  entrusted  

w ith  t ra n sp o r t in g  the  body, a n d  u nder  his superv is ion  it w as  p laced on  a 

s tretcher  carried by six men. T h en  the small g ro u p  set o u t  for the village o f  

Yujiazhai.  T h e  n a r ro w  trails they followed twisted so m uch th a t  the  stretcher 

som etim es o ver tu rned ,  p i tch ing  the  body  to  the  g ro u n d ,  so  Lin, w h o  was 

m ou n te d ,  for a time carried it before h im on  his horse .5$ H o p in g  to  prevent 

the  new s o f  B ethune’s dea th  from  spread ing ,  they concealed  his identity  by 

covering his body  w ith  a green a rm y  coa t.  To m ake  it ap p e a r  th a t  they were 

bearing  a w o u n d e d  soldier, o n e  o f  his a t te n d a n ts  carr ied  a w a te r  jug  an d  

w henever  they passed g roups  o f  people  he w ould  pretend  to  ask if the  m an  

on  the s tretcher  w an te d  a d r ink  o f  w ater .56 In the late a f te rnoon  they reached 

the  ham le t  o f  M u la n ,  w here one  o f  the  villagers offered to  conceal the  body 

beneath  a pile o f  f irewood; la ter  he agreed to  a l low  them  to  m ove it in to  his 

cellar  until the following m orn ing .

After a  gruelling tw o-day  trek  a long  icy trails th rough  the hills, the  party  

reached Yujiazhai on Wednesday. There they w ashed the  body, clothed it in an 

arm y  uniform , an d  w ra p p ed  it in red cloth. O n  Friday, 17 Novem ber,  after 

a cerem ony a t tended  by the  few local officials an d  m o s t  o f  the  villagers, they 

took  Bethune’s remains to  a desolate field a t  the base o f  a lonely ridge kn o w n  

as W olf  M o u n ta in  Valley G ate .  T here  they dug  his grave an d  the Chinese 

ea r th  received his body.

Years before, Bethune had  written  to  M a ria n  Scott, “ You need an  a l ta r  to  

im m olate  yourself  upon  -  a g lad , bu rn ing  sacrifice to  a living G od  -  you  ask 

to  be consum ed  -  to  rise again like a  phoen ix  from  the  ashes o f  your  ow n  

glad des truc tion  -  c lean an d  pure  &  free -  w ith  w ings .” 57 In C h ina  he had 

found  th a t  a l ta r  an d  m ade  th a t  sacrifice.
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Epilogue

B ethune’s d ea th  w as  an n o u n c ed  in a te leg ram  th a t  arr ived in Y an’an on  15 

N o v e m b e r  1939. A fo u r-h o u r  m ass  m eeting  w as  held  to  m o u rn  h im , a t  

which various m em bers  o f  the  C entra l  C om m ittee  and  General Z h u  De paid 

tr ibu te  to  him. O n  21 D ecem ber  M a o  Z e d o n g  com p o sed  a eulogy entitled 

“ In M e m o ry  o f  N o rm a n  B e thune .” In it he po in ted  o u t  th a t  B ethune had  

com e to  C h ina  in its h o u r  o f  d ire  peril. D edicated  to  his ar t  o f  healing  and  

w ith  n o  concern  for his o w n  co m fo r t ,  he h ad  given his life in the  service of 

the  C hinese  people. “ C o m ra d e  B ethune’s spirit,  his u t te r  devo t ion  to  o thers  

w i th o u t  any  th o u g h t  o f  self, w as  sh o w n  in his g rea t  sense o f  responsibility 

in his w o rk  an d  his g rea t  w arm -h ea r te d n ess  to w a rd s  all co m ra d es  an d  the 

p eop le ,” M a o  w ro te .

T h o se  people Bethune had  served did n o t  forget h im  in dea th .  In early  

J a n u a ry  the  Chinese t r an sp o r te d  B ethune’s body  to  the  village o f  Juncheng , 

w here  an improvised pavilion had  been construc ted .  T hey  placed the body 

on  a funeral bier, laying beside it som e o f  his instrum ents  and  a few o f  his 

personal effects. O n  the wall behind they h ung  a large p h o to g ra p h  o f  him, 

flanked by com m em ora tive  tr ibutes  sent from  various sectors o f  the  J in -Cha- 

Ji Border Region, an d  d raped  a Chinese flag above . W reaths were  banked  

before the  bier, an d  near  it on  a pedestal bu rned  a circle o f  candles rep re 

senting the  com pleteness an d  light o f  his life. By 5 J a n u a ry  m ore  th a n  ten 

th o u sa n d  m ourners  had  shuffled, weeping, pas t  B e thune’s frail corpse. O n  

th a t  day N ie  R ongzhen  an d  several o f  B ethune’s co m ra d es  paid  tr ibu te  to  

him a t  the  burial ceremony, an d  it w as  ann o u n c ed  th a t  the  medical school 

an d  its affiliated hospital set up  by him tw o  m o n th s  before his dea th  would  

be nam ed  afte r  h im .1 After the funeral,  perform ers  staged a play to  d e m o n 

stra te  B ethune’s service to  the  people o f  China.

T h e  villagers o f  Juncheng  built a to m b  for Bethune, w alk ing  th ir ty  miles 

to  a q u a r ry  each night th rough  Japanese  lines to  bring back m arb le  for it.



They carved a s ta tue  o f  h im  an d  also a globe, representing his in te rna tion

alism, w hich  rested on  to p  o f  his tom b.  Epigraphs were  carved  o n  th e  four 

sides o f  the  base o f  the  to m b .  O n  the east,  “T h e  in te rna t iona l is t  sp ir it  o f  

co m ra d e  N o rm a n  Bethune is w orthy  to  be learned from by all Chinese C o m 

munists  an d  respected by all Chinese people -  T h e  Cen tra l  C om m ittee  o f  the 

Chinese C o m m u n is t  Party .” O n  the sou th ,  “T h e  scientist an d  s ta tesm an  o f  

the masses -  N ieh Ju n g  C h e n .” 1 O n  the  west,  “T h e  eternal brilliancy -  Shu 

T u n g .” 3 O n  th e  n o r th ,  “T h e  M o s t  V alorous F igh ter  o n  the  F ro n t  o f  the 

Em ancipa tion  o f  M a n k in d  -  Lu C heng-tsao .” 4 T h e  to m b  w as  dedica ted  on 

21 Ju n e  1940. Several m o n th s  later the  Japanese  invaded  the  area  a ro u n d  

Juncheng ,  so  the  villagers hid the  body  an d  the  s ta tue  in the  su r ro u n d in g  

hills. Japanese  troops  used the  globe as a ta rge t for m achine-gun  practice and  

dynam ited  it before they left. T h e  Chinese then reconstructed  the  m em oria l,  

set up  the s ta tue  again ,  an d  reinterred the  body.

After the  es tab l ishm ent o f  the  Peop le’s Repub lic  o f  C h ina  in 1949 ,  the 

to m b  w as  t ransferred  to  the  large rail junc tion  city o f  Shijiazhuang, located 

sou th  o f  Beijing. In 1952  it w as  placed near  a large s ta tue  o f  Bethune in the 

M a r ty r s ’ Cem etery  o f  the M ilitary  Region o f  N o r th  C h ina ,  a m em oria l park  

in Shijiazhuang dedica ted  to  the  m em ory  o f  the  3.2 million Chinese soldiers 

w h o  died in the  region dur ing  the  struggle against the Japanese  an d  the G uo- 

m indang . M eanw hile ,  w o rk  h ad  begun o n  the Bethune M edica l School and  

the  N o rm a n  B ethune In te rn a t io n a l  Peace H o sp i ta l .  T h e  la t te r  inc luded  a 

small m useum  contain ing  pho tographs  an d  line d raw ings depicting B ethune’s 

w o rk  in J in -C ha-J i .5 H is H erm es typewriter, som e o f  his instrum ents ,  an d  a 

few o f  his personal belongings are  on  d isplay in a glass case.

Bethune’s death  was greeted very differently in C anada .  N ew s o f  it reached 

N o r th  America on  26 N ovem ber  1939 w h en  the  C h ina  Aid Council in N ew  

York released to  the  press the  co n ten ts  o f  a cab le  received f rom  Z h u  De, 

c o m m an d e r  in chief o f  the  Eighth R ou te  Army: “U n fo r tu n a te  injury while 

opera ting  an d  resu ltan t  septicemia caused the  dea th  o f  D r  N o rm a n  Bethune 

in W u - t’ai S han , C h ina .  E igh th  R ou te  A rm y m o u rn s  m edica l hero ,  and  

conveys deepest condolences to  family an d  friends.” M a n y  m a jo r  C a n ad ian  

an d  som e A m erican new spapers  carried  brief repor ts  o f  the  news; the  only 

o the r  references to  h im  appeared  in eulogies in the  com m unis t  press an d  ob it

uaries in medical journals .  H is passing w as  barely noticed by the  general 

public  in C a n ad a .  H ow ever,  on  20 D ecem ber  1939 , friends, m edica l co l

leagues, an d  political com rades  ga thered  in the  W indso r  H o te l  in M on trea l  

for a com m em ora t ive  ceremony. Follow ing brief p resen ta tions ou tlin ing  his 

achievem ents in M o n trea l ,  Spain, a n d  C h ina ,  a collection w as  taken  to  be
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sent to  China to  assist his hospital. A m ong the tr ibutes th a t  night w as  a letter 

from  the C o m m u n is t  Party  o f  C a n a d a  s tating, as Bethune had  w ished, th a t  

he h ad  become a m em ber  in 1935Л

T h e  official linking o f  Bethune to  the  c p c  antagonized  people w h o  viewed 

the  C a n ad ian  par ty  as no  m ore  th a n  a p aw n  o f  the  Soviet Union. Stalin had  

signed a  non-aggression trea ty  w ith  H itle r  in A ugust  1939 an d  later seized 

par t  o f  Poland after it w as  overrun  by the Nazis; he had  also invaded Finland 

in N o v e m b e r  a n d  did  n o t  in te rvene w hen  G erm a n  m il ita ry  forces swiftly 

ov e r ran  W estern E u rope  in the spr ing  o f  1940. M o s t  C a n a d ia n s  regarded 

c p c  m em bers  as suppo r te rs  o f  N azi an d  Soviet aggression, and  the  C a n a 

dian  governm en t  declared the  c p c  an illegal o rgan iza tion  by an  O rder-in- 

C ouncil in Ju n e  o f  th a t  year.7 H ea r ing  o f  this, B ethune’s sister, J a n e t  Stiles, 

em ptied  a t ru n k  con ta in ing  her b ro th e r ’s possessions which he had  left w ith 

her  on  his re tu rn  from  Spain in Ju n e  1937. A m ong  them  were  b o oks  and  

papers  related to  com m unism . She burned  everything.8

In 1952, th ir teen  years a f te r  his dea th ,  the  first book-leng th  b iog raphy  o f  

Bethune w as  pub lished .9 T h e  Scalpel, the  Sw ord : T h e  S to ry  o f  D r N o rm a n  

B ethune  w as  written  by tw o  C anad ians ,  Ted Allan an d  Sydney G o rd o n ,  w ho 

depicted  B ethune as a co m m u n is t  hero .  In one sense this acco lade  could  no t 

have been m o re  ill t im ed, because a n t i-co m m u n is t  feeling, w hich  had  de

clined af te r  C a n a d a  a n d  th e  Soviet U n ion  becam e allies in th e  struggle  

aga in s t  N azi G erm a n y  in 1941 , had  risen again  d ram a tica lly  w ith  th e  be

g inn ing  o f  the  Cold  War. T h e  te s t im ony  o f  Igor G ou ze n k o ,  th e  c ipher  clerk 

in the  Soviet E m bassy  in O t ta w a ,  th a t  a Russian spy n e tw o rk  w as  o p e ra t

ing in C a n a d a  led to  a series o f  trials. T h ey  ended  in 1949 w ith  the  convic

t ion  o f  several C anad ians ,  tw o  o f  w h o m  had  been c p c  com rades  o f  Bethune, 

on  the  charge  o f  esp ionage .10 O n e  year later, w h en  t ro o p s  o f  the  co m m u n is t  

s ta te  o f  N o r th  Korea invaded  S outh  K orea,  a U nited  N a t io n s  force m ade 

u p  o f  t ro o p s  from  a n u m b e r  o f  n o n -co m m u n is t  na t ions  including C a n ad a  

w en t to  the  aid o f  South Korea.  A t the  tim e o f  the  release o f  T h e  Scalpel, the  

S w o rd  in 1952, the  K orean  W ar w as  in its th ird  year, an d  the  stigma o f  c o m 

m un ism  limited the  appea l  o f  the  b o o k  to  few C a n a d ia n  readers  beyond  

those  on  the  political left. H ow ever ,  it becam e p o p u la r  ou ts ide  the  coun try ;  

in t rans la t ion ,  largely in the  languages o f  na t ions  w ith in  the  polit ical o rb it  

o f  th e  Soviet U nion ,  it w o u ld  even tua lly  becom e on e  o f  th e  best-selling 

C a n a d ia n  b o oks  ab ro a d .

T h e  first h o n o ra ry  recognition  o f  Bethune by his ow n  profession w as  the 

result o f  a to u r  by the  Peking O p era  C o m p an y  in i9 6 0 .  T h e  co m p an y  had 

offered to  give a  benefit per fo rm ance  in m e m o ry  o f  B ethune a t  the  Royal
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Victoria H ospita l  in M on trea l .  A fte rw ard  D r  R ona ld  Christie,  an  o ld friend 

o f  B ethune a n d  the  physic ian  in ch ief  o f  the  Royal Vic, suggested  a Sino- 

C a n a d ia n  medical exchange in his honour.  T h is  led to  the  c rea tion  o f  the 

N o rm a n  Bethune Exchange Professorship, an  a r ran g e m en t  between McGill 

University and  the Chinese M edical College o f  Peking. In 1964, D r  K.A.C. 

Elliott, head o f  M cG ill’s D ep a r tm en t  o f  Biochemistry, becam e the first C a n a 

dian  exchange p rofessor to  visit C h ina  u nder  the  program .

T h a t  same year, which was the  twenty-fifth anniversary o f  Bethune’s death, 

the C a n a d ia n  B roadcas ting  C o rp o ra t io n  p resen ted  a ra d io  d ocum en ta ry ,  

C om rade Bethune: A  C ontroversia l H ero, m ade  up  largely o f  interviews w ith 

individuals w h o  had  kn o w n  him. Also in 1964, the N a tiona l  Film Board  of 

C anada  ( n f b ) released a docum enta ry  film biography entitled B ethune. Some 

C anad ians  w h o  learned a b o u t  Bethune from the  rad io  p ro g ra m  an d  the  film 

found him an unusual an d  adm irab le  individual. O thers ,  ou traged  by the  use 

o f  public funds to  praise a com m unis t ,  pro tested ,  especially w hen  the  film 

later w on  first prize a t  a film festival in the co m m u n is t  G erm a n  D em ocratic  

R epub lic  in 1 9 6 5 .“  N ew s  o f  th e  a w a rd  a lso  reached  the  A m erican  S tate 

D epa r tm en t ,  which persuaded  the  C a n a d ia n  go v ern m en t  to  s top  n f b  offices 

in the  U nited States from  d is tr ibu t ing  the  film.11

T w o  years  la ter  a m uch  m o re  sw eeping  effo rt  to  d r a w  a t ten t io n  to  

B ethune’s achievem ents g o t  underw ay  in C h ina .  In 1966 M a o  Z e d o n g  set in 

m o tion  the G rea t  P role tarian C ultura l  Revolution , an d  Bethune becam e par t  

o f  the p ro p ag a n d a  he used to  ca rry  o u t  his plan to  revive revolu tionary  spirit 

in Chinese society. M a o  used B ethune as the  sym bol o f  the  revo lu t ionary  

zeal, a l tru ism , an d  abso lu te  dedica tion  to  du ty  th a t  he w an te d  to  p rom ote .  

Until then relatively few people had  kn o w n  o f  M a o ’s brief eulogy o f  Bethune 

w ri t ten  in 1939, b u t  it n o w  becam e one  o f  the  “ th ree  m os t-read  ar t ic les” 

th a t  all Chinese were urged to  study; millions dutifully com m itted  the seven- 

h u n d red  w o rd  essay to  memory. Chinese s tuden ts  now  learned the  sto ry  o f  

B ethune’s service in the ir  coun try ;  s ta tue ttes  and  posters depicted h im  as a 

heroic figure; postage s tam ps bearing his image were issued. In the  M a r ty r s ’ 

C em etery  o f  the  M il ita ry  Region o f  N o r th  C h ina  in Shijiazhuang , an  im 

pressive m u seu m  w as opened  near  his to m b ,  an d  in the  rem ote  village of 

S ongyankou  his first m ode l hosp ita l w as  recons truc ted  d o w n  to  the  last 

deta i l .13 Articles a b o u t  his achievem ent an d  m em oirs  by fo rm er  colleagues 

describing his devot ion  to  the  w o u n d ed  w ere  published  an d  widely read. Be

fore the  end o f  the  1960s, th rough  a massive p ro p a g a n d a  cam pa ign ,  v ir tu

ally every Chinese had  becom e familiar w ith  Bai Q iuen ,  the  heroic C anad ian  

d o c to r . '4 Because o f  the  en o rm o u s  popu la tion  o f  C h ina ,  this m ade  Bethune 

the  bes t-know n  C a n ad ian  in the  w orld .
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Shortly  a f te r  th e  o u tb re a k  o f  the  C u l tu ra l  R evo lu tion ,  Pierre T rudeau  

becam e p rim e minister o f  C an ad a .  O n e  o f  his principal aims w as  to  bring 

a b o u t  a fundam en ta l  change in C a n a d a ’s re la tionsh ip  w ith  the  governm ent 

o f  the  People’s Repub lic  o f  C h ina .  After the  C o m m u n is t  v ic tory  over  the 

G u o m in d a n g  in 1 9 4 9 ,  C a n ad a ,  like m ost  o the r  no n -co m m u n is t  states, had 

refused to  recognize M a o  Z e d o n g ’s governm en t in Beijing. T ru d eau  believed 

th a t  the lack o f  no rm al  d ip lom atic  rela tions w ith  the w o r ld ’s m ost  popu lous  

sta te  d id n o t  serve the  interests o f  C a n a d a  an d  decided to  m ake  an  overture  

to  China.  T h e  m eans  used to  persuade  the Chinese to  en ter  in to  discussions 

was the  n f b  film B ethune. In the late w in te r  o f  1 9 6 9  a C anad ian  d ip lom at 

in S tockholm  extended a d inner invitation to  his Chinese coun terpar t ,  adding 

th a t  a f te rw ards  he w o u ld  show  a film th a t  he w as  certain w ou ld  interest his 

g u e s t . '5 T h e  result w as  a series o f  S ino -C anad ian  negotia t ions th a t  cu lm i

na ted  in O c to b e r  1 9 7 0  with the  es tab l ishm ent o f  full d ip lom atic  rela tions 

between the  tw o  nations.

O n e  result  o f  T ru d e a u ’s m an o eu v re  w as  its effect on  the  r e p u ta t io n  o f  

Bethune in C anada .  N o w  tha t  his governm ent had recognized China,  T rudeau 

realized th a t  som e form  o f  recognition  h ad  to  be given to  Bethune a t  home. 

N o t  long afte r  the  exchange o f  am b assa d o rs  between C a n a d a  and  C h ina ,  

B ethune’s n am e  w as  placed before the  N a tio n a l  H is to r ic  Sites an d  M o n u 

m ents  Board, the  agency w ith  the responsibility o f  g ran ting  official recogni

tion to  C a n ad ian s  o f  historical im portance .  After reviewing the  matter, the 

governm en t-appo in ted  body  decided th a t  Bethune did n o t  m eet the  required 

s tandards .  However, a little m o re  th a n  a year later, the bo ard  reversed its 

decision, and  a t  a brief cerem ony held in G ravenhurs t ,  in the house in which 

he had  been b o rn ,  N o rm a n  Bethune w as  form ally  des ignated  a C a n ad ian  

“ o f  national historic significance.” Jean-Luc Pepin, then m inister  o f  trade ,  

industry, an d  com m erce ,  m a d e  the  a n n o u n c em en t  before a small g ro u p  tha t  

included his ministerial co u n te rp a r t  from  the People’s Republic of China. The 

m inister o f  ex ternal affairs, Mitchell Sharp , m ade  the a n n o u n c e m e n t  a t  a 

C a n a d ia n  t rad e  fair  in Beijing.

T h e  official declara tion  o f  Bethune’s new  sta tus, m ade on  17 August 1972, 

ignited a deba te  th a t  raged for several weeks am o n g  editorial w riters ,  co lum 

nists, an d  m em bers  o f  the  public. For adm irers  o f  Bethune the  tr ibu te  was 

welcome, if belated. O th e r  people felt th a t  to  h o n o u r  a com m unis t  flew in the 

face o f  C a n a d ia n  d em ocra tic  values. Still o the rs  w o n d ered  a b o u t  the  true 

motives o f  the C a n ad ian  governm ent.  A political c a r to o n  sum m ed  up  these 

suspicions. It depicted Mitchell Sharp pushing a w hee lbarrow  labelled “ long

term  w hea t  d e a l” th ro u g h  a Chinese gate. Left ou ts ide ,  an  A ustralian  busi

nessman com m en ts  to  an  A m erican, “The  passw ord  sounds  like Bethune.” '6
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After C a n ad a  officially recognized the People’s Republic o f  China,  Chinese 

delegations began to  arrive in C a n a d a  on  official business, an d  they invari

ably  asked to  visit B ethune’s b ir thp lace  in G ravenhurs t .  T h e  house w as  still, 

as it had  been a t  B ethune’s b ir th ,  church  property, an d  for m ore  than  tw o  

years  the  resident U nited  C h u rch  o f  C a n a d a  m in is te r  a n d  his family g r a 

ciously welcomed an  increasing n u m b e r  o f  Chinese eager  to  see the ro o m  in 

which Bethune had  been born . Eventually church  au thori t ies  realized they 

had  to  find an o th e r  residence for the  minister, an d  shortly  a f te r  Prim e M in 

ister T ru d e a u ’s s ta te  visit to  C h ina  in Septem ber 1973, they agreed to  term s 

offered by the C anad ian  governm ent for the purchase  o f  the  m anse.  O ver  the 

nex t th ree  years a Parks C a n a d a  res to ra tion  team  renova ted  the  building, 

re tu rn in g  the  g ro u n d  f loo r  an d  the  nu rse ry  on  the  second  f loo r  to  the ir  

ap p ro x im a te  s tructure  an d  appearance  a t  the  time the  Bethune family lived 

there. The  rem ainder  o f  the second floor w as  given over to  a series o f  exhibits 

o u t l in in g  B e th u n e ’s ca ree r  a n d  a c h ie v e m e n ts . '7 O n  3 0  A u g u s t  1 976  the  

Bethune M em oria l  H ouse  w as  opened  to  the public  as a nat ional  m u se u m . '8

T h e  increased interest in Bethune gave rise to  var ious  tr ibu tes  to  h im . In 

1976 the  City  o f  M o n trea l  created  Place N o rm a n  B ethune a t  the  intersec

t ion  o f  G uy  S treet a n d  D e M a iso n n e u v e  Bou levard  West. T h e  P eop le ’s 

Republic  o f  C h ina  do n a ted  a s ta tue  for it, a replica o f  the  Bethune s ta tue  

th a t  s ta n d s  befo re  the  N o r m a n  B ethune In te rn a t io n a l  Peace H o sp i ta l  in 

Shijiazhuang . In T o ro n to ,  York University  had  a l re ad y  n am ed  its new est  

college af te r  h im , a n d  in 1979  a  n ew  se co n d a ry  school w o u ld  a d o p t  his 

n a m e . '9 T h e re  w as  also a flurry o f  books.  R oderick  S tew art  w ro te  a 1973 

b iog raphy ,  B eth u n e ,  fo l low ed  fo u r  years  la ter  by T h e  M in d  o f  N o r m a n  

B eth u n e , a co l lec tion  o f  B e th u n e ’s w ri t ings  a n d  o f  p h o to g r a p h s  o f  him. 

B ethune: T h e  M o n trea l Years, w hich  includes reminiscences o f  B ethune by 

W endell  M a cL eo d ,  L ibbie Park ,  a n d  S tan ley  R yerson ,  w a s  pu b l ish ed  in 

1978. Poems and  plays followed, a long  w ith  a movie for television produced  

by th e  C B C ,  B ethune , s ta r r ing  D ona ld  S u ther land ,  w h o  had  been fascinated 

by B ethune since the 1 960s .10 At the  end  o f  the  decade ,  to  m a rk  the  fortieth  

ann iversary  o f  his dea th ,  ce rem onies  w ere  held in bo th  C a n a d a  an d  C hina .  

T hose  in C h ina  to o k  place in Beijing an d  in the  areas  w here  B ethune had  

w o rk e d .11 In C a n a d a ,  M cGill  University held a three-day conference sp o n 

sored by the Bethune F oundation ,  an  o rganization  originally created in M o n 

treal as the Bethune M e m o ria l  C o m m ittee .“  O n  the  cen tenary  o f  his b ir th  

in 1990  the  C a n a d ia n  an d  Chinese governm en ts  jo intly  issued tw o  postage 

s tam ps bearing the  image o f  Bethune. In tha t  same year Bethune: T he M aking  

o f  a H ero, touted  as the m o s t  expensive C a n a d ia n  fea ture  film m a d e  to  date .
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w as released. W ith  D ona ld  Suther land  again  playing Bethune, it w as  sho t  in 

Spain ,  C h ina ,  an d  C a n ad a .

F rom  the m id -1990s  o n w a rd ,  there were  m ore  tr ibutes ,  som e o f  them  by 

B e th u n e ’s o w n  p ro fe ss ion .  In 1998 he w as  a d m i t te d  in to  th e  C a n a d ia n  

M edica l Hall o f  Fame, an d  in 2 000  the  Office o f  In terna t ional  Surgery es

tablished the  Bethune R ound  Table, an  an n u a l  conference on  in ternational 

surgery  in the  develop ing  w o r ld .1’ M o re  b o o k s  a b o u t  h im  also  ap peared ,  

first T h e  Politics o f  Passion: N o rm a n  B e th u n e ’s W riting  a n d  A rt, by Larry 

H a n n a n t ,  an d  then  N o rm a n  B ethune: A  L ife  o f  Passionate C o n v ic tio n  by 

Jo h n  W ilson. T h e  m ost recen t to  d a te  is A drienne  C la r k s o n ’s b iography , 

N o rm a n  B e th u n e .1* In O c to b e r  2008  the  F onda t ion  A ub in  in M o n trea l  held 

a co l loqu ium  entitled “ N o rm a n  Bethune, M on trea l  In terna t ional is t ,” an d  in 

2009 ,  the  seventieth  anniversary  o f  his dea th ,  the City  o f  M o n trea l ,  w hich is 

tw inned  w ith  Shanghai,  declared the year to  be one o f  H o m ag e  to  N o rm a n  

Bethune. H e was also honoured  in various ways in C a nada ,  China,  and  Spain 

th a t  year.15
Even afte r  the open ing  o f  the  Bethune M em oria l  H ouse ,  however, some 

opposit ion  to  the official recognition o f  Bethune rem ained , even in G raven 

hurst.  B ethune w as  crit icized fo r  his co m m u n ism ,  an d  accusa tions  o f  im 

m orality  s tem m ing  from  often  fanciful tales to ld  o f  his personal behaviour 

still ta in ted  his m em ory  in som e peop le’s minds. To a certain  degree such 

resen tm ent lingers to  this day, bu t  w ith  the passage o f  t ime m uch  o f  it has 

begun to  give w ay  to  g rudg ing  pride. O n  a w a rm  day  in A ugust  2000 , 

A drienne  C la rk so n ,  then  g o v e rn o r  general o f  C a n a d a  an d  a  C a n a d ia n  of 

Chinese ethnicity, officiated a t  the unveiling o f  a b ronze  s ta tue  o f  Bethune 

erected o n  the  m ain  s tree t o f  G ravenhurs t .  T h e  sculptor,  Brenda W aim an 

Goulet ,  is a resident o f  the  area; the hosts  o f  the  event were  the  m ayor  and  

the  council o f  the  T o w n  o f  G ravenhurs t .  H en ry  N o rm a n  Bethune had  a t  last 

been formally acknow ledged  by the  place o f  his birth.

B ethune’s life exhib its  recurren t cycles o f  ach ievem ent a n d  self-destruc

tion  -  the  pat te rn  o f  the phoenix .  H e  w as  a born  crusader, an d  the evangel

istic spirit created  by his Chris t ian  upbring ing  la ter  in form ed his developing 

social consciousness  an d  his u lt im ate  faith in co m m unism . H e  w as  driven 

th ro u g h o u t  his life to  act as a  saviour, n o t  just as a d oc to r  bu t in his personal 

rela tionships an d  in his developing social com m itm en t.  H is finest t ra i t  was 

the  w ay  he identified with the  suffering, the w o u n d ed ,  an d  the  helpless; he 

often  quo ted  W alt W h i tm a n ’s lines, “ I d o  n o t  pity the w o u n d ed  -  I become 

the w ou n d ed  p erson .” H e yearned to  achieve, to  “ live greatly ,” as M a ria n  

Scott said, an d  to  be recognized for his efforts,  yet for m ost  o f  his life his
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pilgrim spirit m easured  the  progress he had  m ade  an d  found  it w anting .  In 

p a r t  this w as  because he often  go t in his o w n  w ay  an d  then , im pa tien t  at 

no t having reached his goals  quickly, bu rn ed  his bridges behind him . The  

difficult aspec ts  o f  his charac ter ,  his te m p e r  an d  his m o o d  sw ings, w ere  

com plicated  for m uch  o f  his life by heavy drinking.  Alcohol initially m ade  

h im gregarious an d  enabled  him to  break  th rough  the  barr iers  he erected be

tween himself  an d  others ,  bu t  it of ten  propelled h im in to  violent al tercations 

an d  offensive behaviour. W h e th e r  his abuse  o f  a lcoho l w as  a sy m p to m  of 

a borderline  m ood  o r  personality  d iso rder  o r  w as  in itself the  cause o f  his 

instabil i ty  is im possib le to  say. H e o ffended  m any  people  th r o u g h o u t  his 

life, an d  there is little d o u b t  tha t ,  had  he been able to  exercise tac t  an d  d ip lo 

macy, he m ight have achieved even m ore  th a n  he did. But it w as  n o t  in his 

fiery na tu re  to  d o  so. H is instinct w as  to  pursue his objectives a t  all costs and  

w ith o u t  com prom ise ,  an d  time an d  again this caused him to  crash and  burn . 

Yet one o f  the  m ost heroic aspects o f  his personality  w as  his ability  to  recre

ate himself af te r  each disaster and  c l im b again.

It is n o  w onder, then ,  th a t  the  record  o f  his life is uneven. H is achieve

m ent as a tho rac ic  surgeon, though  considerable,  w as  n o t  o f  the  highest ca l

ibre. Despite an initial period o f  productive experim entation  and  publication, 

his fundam en ta l  restlessness an d  his g row ing  social consciousness kep t him 

from  the read ing  an d  research necessary to  a l low  h im  to  publish  m ore  and  

so enhance  his professional repu ta tion .  H e invented var ious surgical in s tru 

m ents  th a t  were  widely used in the  1930s an d  helped m ake  his nam e; h o w 

ever, technology  has changed  an d  only one  o f  his inventions, the  Bethune 

Rib Shears, is still in use today. T h e  social causes he ad o p ted  in C a n a d a  were 

n o t  successful in his lifetime. A lthough a p ioneer  in p rocla im ing  the  need for 

socialized medicine, he w as  u ltimately f rustra ted  by the  obstacles o f  profes

sional prejudice and  public indifference. In the end  his m ost no tab le  achieve

ments were those shaped by his passionate hum anita rian ism , in Spain and  to 

an  even grea ter  degree in C h ina .  A lthough he did  no t  create  the  first mobile 

blood transfusion service in Spain ( that h o n o u r  belongs to  D r  Frederic D uran  

i Jo rd a  o f  Barcelona), his Institu to  canadiense  de t ransfusion  de sangre did 

collect an d  deliver m ore b lood to  the active fronts o f  the  fighting in 1 9 3 6 -3 7  

th a n  an y  o th e r  o rg an iz a t io n .  Similarly, desp ite  p o p u la r  m y th ,  he d id  no t  

p ioneer  battlefield surgery  o r  m a s h  units; mobile  surgical team s had  been 

opera ting  close to  the  ac tion  a t  least since the  A m erican  Civil War. W h a t  he 

d id d o  w as  p u t  the  concep t to  w o rk  in Jin-Cha-Ji an d  thus  save m any  lives 

th a t  w ou ld  o therw ise  have been lost.
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Beth line’s fam e is largely the resu lt o f  one h isto rical even t -  the  u ltim ate 

v ic tory  o f the  C hinese com m unists  over the  G u o d m in d a n g  in the  C hinese 

civil war. H ad  th a t n o t o ccu rred , his life w o u ld  be a fo o tn o te , n o t a ch ap te r 

in the record  o f h is tim es. A nd his re p u ta tio n  has con tinued  to  be shaped  by 

po litics. T h e  dec ision  o f  th e  T ru d e au  g o v ern m en t to  g ra n t reco g n itio n  to  

him  th ro u g h  the es tab lish m en t o f  the Bethune M em oria l H ouse w as an  act 

o f o p p o rtu n ism  aim ed at fu rthering  rela tions w ith  C hina. O n  the o th er hand , 

an ti-co m m u n ist critics can  argue th a t d u rin g  th e  C u ltu ra l R evolu tion  M ao  

Z ed o n g  used B ethune’s m em ory  to  fu rth e r his o w n  political agenda.

But it rem ains tru e  th a t th e re  w as a real basis fo r M a o ’s m yth -m aking . 

D uring  the  seventeen m on ths afte r he arrived  in J in -C ha-Ji, B ethune ch a rac 

teristically  m ade h im self a  pain  in the  neck to  the  C hinese m edical a u th o ri

ties. H is d em ands irrita ted  b u t u ltim ately  heartened  an d  insp ired  those  w ith 

w hom  he w orked . H e w on  the ad m ira tio n  o f  o rd in a ry  people by sleeping in 

the ir hom es, accep ting  the ir m eagre ra tio n s, and  suffering  hardsh ip s a lo n g 

side them . In the  m ilita ry  conflict w ith  the  Ja p an e se  he an d  his m obile  sur

gical u n it saved m an y  lives, and  th e  belief th a t B ethune w as there to  trea t 

the  w ounded  inspired  the  ran k s  o f  th e  E ighth  R o u te  Army. But m agnificent 

as his battlefield  ach ievem ents w ere, they u ltim ately  m atte red  less than  his 

teach ing  an d  his personal exam ple  o f sacrifice. H e perfo rm ed  n ear m iracles 

by teach ing  peasan t boys skills th a t m ade them  effective m edical w orkers  in 

guerrilla  w arfa re . W h a t m ost im pressed the  C hinese , how ever, w as his insis

tence th a t by learn ing  the  skills he ta u g h t, they w ould  be ab le to  carry  on 

w ith o u t him  an d  pass on  the ir know ledge to  o th e rs . A lthough  his irascib il

ity h indered  him  a t the beg inn ing  o f h is m ission, he learned  to  ad ju st to  the 

cond itions in w hich he had  to  w o rk , an d  in the end his fierce dem ands served 

the cause. G eneral N ie R ongzhen , w ho  knew  B ethune’s tem per w ell, said of 

him: “ Yes, he w as im p a tien t and  m ay have offended som e. But d u rin g  o u r 

w ar th is  m ay have h ad  som e value. C h ina w as then  b ack w ard  ...  H e w as 

im p a tien t w ith  som e w h o  w ere slow  an d  inefficient.” So despite the difficulty 

o f the ta sk  he had  set h im self, B ethune h ad  his rew ard , fo r in the  eyes of 

the C hinese he a t last saw  him self reflected as the  hero  he had alw ays yearned 

to  be. T h a t regard  has s tood  the te s t o f tim e: in Z 0 0 9  B ethune w as nam ed 

one o f the  ten  foreigners w ho  had  c o n trib u ted  m ost to  the  developm ent o f 

m odern  C h in a /6 Each year m any th o u sa n d s  o f C hinese m ake the  pilgrim age 

to  G rav en h u rs t to  visit the  place o f  his b i r t h /7

B ethune has n ow  been d ead  fo r m ore  th a n  seventy  years, b u t he still 

m a tte rs  because th e  th ings he ca red  a b o u t so deeply  -  social justice and
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h u m a n ita ria n ism  -  still m atte r. F or long  a “ p ro p h e t w ith o u t h o n o u r” a t 

hom e, he w as o ften  fru stra ted  by the  society o f  his tim e a n d  o u t o f step  w ith  

it. Yet he rem ain ed  q u in te ssen tia lly  C a n ad ian : his fam ily  ro o ts , o f  w h ich  

he w as so  p ro u d , s tru ck  deep  in th e  h is to ry  o f th is  co u n try , a n d  he w as 

p ro fo u n d ly  shaped  by his love o f the  n o rth  w oods and  the  rugged o u td o o r  

life he led as a young  m an. W h a t, th en , w ou ld  th is unlikely co m b in a tio n  of 

b lack sheep  an d  w h ite  k n ig h t th in k  a b o u t his legacy an d  the  ro lle rco aste r 

rid e  o f  h is nam e in C a n a d a  from  o b lo q u y  to  v en e ra tio n ?  P erh ap s, w ith  

am usem en t b u t also  w ith  g rea t p ride, he w o u ld  sim ply say, “ O h  my, oh  my, 

oh  m y!”

3 7 8  P H O E N I X



N otes on Sources

The m ost extensive repository of docum entation concerning N orm an Bethune is 
in Library and Archives C anada ( l a c ) . Am ong its holdings are the Ted Allan 
fonds R 2 9 3 1 - 0 - 4 - E ,  which are the prime source of Bethune’s writings. In the early 
1 9 4 0 s  when Allan was beginning to  gather m aterial on Bethune’s life, Bethune’s 
form er wife, Frances Colem an, allowed him to copy som e letters tha t Bethune 
had w ritten to  her. These are in the fonds. W hile Allan was in the process of con
tacting form er medical colleagues, friends, and political com rades o f Bethune, 
he also received a trove o f docum ents from the C om m unist Party of C anada, of 
which he was then a member. Acting on w hat they believed to  have been the 
wishes o f Bethune, the C om m unist Party o f China sent his papers to  their C ana
dian counterpart; these consisted of copies o f m ost o f the letters and reports that 
he had w ritten in China. These copies were turned over to  Allan and are also in 
his fonds in Library and Archives C anada.

In his la ter years Allan decided to  turn  over his personal papers, including 
his Bethune-related m aterial, to  Library and Archives C anada (at th a t time the 
N ational Archives of C anada). Access to  Bethune’s w ritings in the Allan fonds 
is curren tly  open, bu t restrictions apply to  som e o f A llan’s research m aterial 
on Bethune.

O ther Library and Archives C anada fonds containing im portan t inform ation 
ab o u t Bethune include the N orm an  Bethune fonds R 5 9 8 8 - 0 - 6 - E ,  the Hazen 
Edw ard Sise fonds R 4 9 1 5 - 0 - 7 - E ,  the M arian Scott fonds R 2 4 3 7 - 0 - 2 . - E ,  and the 
Frontier College fonds, R 3 5 8 4 - 0 - 0 - E .

T he N ational Film Board of C anada also has a collection of Bethune-related 
m aterials. In the early 1960s when D onald Brittain was gathering data for his 
N ational Film Board o f C anada docum entary Bethune, Allan gave him copies of 
m any o f Bethune’s letters and docum ents w ritten in China and also his letters to  
Frances Colem an. These, along w ith o ther docum ents and interviews, are to  be 
found in the N ational Film Board research file for the film.

There are tw o o ther repositories o f Bethune’s writings in China. Bethune made 
copies o f his personal letters on onionskin paper and sent them  to various indi
viduals in C anada and the United States. He also sent copies o f reports o f his 
w ork to  Tim Buck of the C om m unist Party of C anada and to  Earl Browder of 
the C om m unist Party of the United States. Several letters and reports are in the



Philip J. Jaffe Papers in the M anuscrip ts, Archives and Rare Book Library of 
Emory University, A tlanta (Jaffe). There are, in addition, letters and reports from 
Bethune in the C hina Aid Council files in the Indusco Incorporated Collection in 
the Rare Books and M anuscript Library of Colum bia University, N ew  York City 
(Indusco). The Em ory and C olum bia collections contain  copies o f letters and re
ports also in the Allan fonds, as well as letters w ritten by Bethune th a t are not 
found elsewhere.

N ext to  the l a c  collection, the largest repositories o f docum enta tion  and 
m em orabilia related to  Bethune are the Osier Library of the H istory of M edicine 
Archives a t McGill University ( o l h m a ) and the Bethune M em orial H ouse in 
G ravenhurst, O n tario  ( b m h ). A nother source is the Roderick Stew art Collection 
o f Bethune, m s  c o l l  34, in the Thom as Fisher Rare Book Library a t the Uni
versity o f Toronto. All of these contain some original docum ents as well as copies 
o f m aterial found in the sources referred to  above.

In addition , the au thors have a collection of m aterial obtained during their 
research gathered during the last decade.
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N otes

A B B R E V I A T I O N S

a l b a  A braham  Lincoln Brigade Archives Collection, R obert F. Wagner 
Labor Archives, Tam im ent Library, N ew  York University, New 
York City

b m h  Bethune M em orial H ouse, G ravenhurst, o n

C D L N  China D efence League N ew sletter, Jaffe, box 18, folder i
g s a  Anglican C hurch o f C anada General Synod Archives, Toronto
h e s f  H azen Edward Sise fonds, l a c ,  R 4 9 1 5 - 0 - 7 - E

Indusco Indusco Incorporated  Records, China Aid Council, Dr N orm an 
Bethune indexed letters and reports, Rare Books &  M anuscript 
Library, Colum bia University, N ew  York City 

Jaffe Philip J. Jaffe Papers, M anuscript Collection 6 0 5 ,  M anuscript,
Archives and Rare Book Library, Emory University, A tlanta, GA  

l a c  Library and Archives C anada, O ttaw a
m s f  M arian Scott fonds, l a c ,  R 2 4 3 7 - 0 - 2 . - E

n f b  N orm an Bethune fonds, l a c ,  R 5 9 8 8 - 0 - 6 - E

n f b  N ational Film Board o f C anada, O ttaw a
n y m  N ym  Wales Collection, Box 3 0 ,  H oover Library and Archives,

H oover Institution, Stanford University, S tanford, c a  

O A  O ntario  Archives, Toronto
o l h m a  Osier Library of the H istory of M edicine Archives,

M cGill University, M ontreal 
r s  Roderick Stewart
r s f  Roderick S tew art fonds, o l h m a ,  P89
t a f  Ted Allan fonds, l a c ,  r 2 . 9 3 1 - 0 - 4 - E

C H A P T E R  O N E

Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 8 O ctober 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 2.0. 
Bethune is the nam e of a large tow n not far from the city of Lille, in  the area 
now  know n as the Pas de Calais. Farther south the Riviere Bethune flows into 
the English C hannel near Dieppe in N orm andy. For m ore than  a thousand  
years, “ N o rm an ” rem ained a com m on given nam e am ong the Bethunes. 
Am ong o ther variants o f the surnam e are Beaton and Beeton.
The heraldic m eaning of “debonnaire” is “gracious.”



4 Reverend John Bethune (1751-1815) arrived in M ontreal in 1786 w here he 
form ed the St Gabriel Street Presbyterian congregation. The following year, on 
receiving a g ran t o f land for his loyalty to  the British C row n, he w ent west to  
settle in W illiam stown in w hat later became the Province o f O ntario . There he 
built a church and attracted  a congregation to  which he m inistered for the re
m ainder of his life. He is considered one of the founders o f the Presbyterian 
Church of C anada.

5 His great-uncle, John Bethune ( 17 9 1 -1 8 7 Z ) ,  was dean o f the M ontreal Angli
can cathedral and the second principal o f McGill University. A nother great- 
uncle, A lexander Neil (18 0 0 - 7 9 ) ,  was the second Anglican bishop of Toronto.

6 H ilary Russell, “The Chinese Voyages of Angus Bethune,” 31. W hether young 
N orm an was ever told of his forebear’s adventures in China is no t know n.

7 Given the prejudice o f the day, it is unlikely that N orm an’s parents told him about 
his aboriginal heritage. Louisa M ackenzie was believed to  be the daughter o f 
Roderick Mackenzie, a trader based in the Athabaska region. He was a relative 
of the explorer Sir Alexander Mackenzie. The Bethune family referred to  Louisa 
Mackenzie as “Miss Green Blanket;” her aboriginal nam e is no t known.

8 Allan and G ordon, T he Scalpel, the Sw ord, 10. Elizabeth Ann Bethune’s father 
was a too l and die m aker, and  in the British census o f 1881 Elizabeth was 
described as being a m achinist by trade and resident in London. The family 
memories o f Janet Cornell and Joan  Lindley are no t clear ab o u t w here their 
g randparents met. A search of the Presbyterian archives in T oronto  and Salva
tion Army records in C alifornia and H aw aii revealed no trace of a H aw aiian 
missionary nam ed Elizabeth Ann G oodw in. However, H ilary Russell’s research 
m entions tha t in later years the couple enjoyed listening to  H aw aiian  music 
on the gram ophone and  th a t they possessed som e objects supposed to  be 
of H aw aiian  origin. See Bethune M em orial H ouse, Jan et Cornell to  H ilary 
Russell, Sum m ary of Interviews, b m h ,  1975

9 Janet Cornell, daughter o f Janet (Bethune) Stiles and niece of N orm an Bethune, 
to  H ilary Russell, Sum m ary of Interviews, b m h  1 9 7 5 ,  7 .

1 0  Janet Cornell, and Ruth Neilly, also niece of N orm an  Bethune, to  Roderick 
Stew art (hereafter r s ) ,  1 9 7 4 .

11 It is w orth  noting tha t both M alcolm  and Elizabeth Bethune were deeply in
fluenced by the revivalist evangelism of Dwight L. M oody (1837-99), an Amer
ican preacher w ho, w ith the gospel singer Ira D. Sankey (1840-1908), attracted  
a large following in the last quarte r o f the nineteenth century, not only in the 
U nited States bu t in England, Scotland, and Sweden. It is know n th a t the 
Bethunes travelled to  Toronto  on a t least one occasion to  hear M oody preach 
a t Massey Hall in 1889 (De Zw aan, The Reverend M alcolm Bethune, 59, quo t
ing from the Beaverton Express, 9 N ovem ber 1889). They may have heard him 
again during trips to  England in the 1890s during the M oody evangelical c ru 
sade there. M oody’s tenets w ere the ru in  of m ankind by sin, redem ption by 
Christ, and regeneration by the H oly G host. An advocate of cross-cultural 
evangelism, he was a passionate supporter o f C hristian missions and encour
aged mem bers of his congregations to  volunteer for service overseas, particu
larly in China. It is no t know n w hether this might have led M alcolm  Bethune 
to  preach on sim ilar them es, which m ight have provided his son with his first 
contact w ith the ideal o f service in China.

3 8 2 .  N O T E S  T O  P A G E S  3 - 5



i z  De Z w aan , The R everend M alcolm  Bethune, 36, quo ting  from  the Orillia  
Packet of z i  June 1889.

13 Ibid., 156, quoting from  the Orillia Daily Times, zo  N ovem ber 1890. During 
his first year as a preacher, M alcolm  Bethune spoke on the evils o f alcohol for 
twelve successive nights a t Kennedy’s Hall in Orillia.

14 Ibid., 38П93, quoting from the Orillia Packet, zy Septem ber 1890.
1 5 M rs T.C. M cNiece t o  r s .

16 De Z w aan , The Reverend M alcolm  Bethune, 37. The observation was made 
by Rev. W.T. N oble, the Anglican m inister in G ravenhurst, after w atching 
M alcolm  Bethune deliver an anim ated serm on.

17 The records of the Town of G ravenhurst indicate tha t on 6 M arch 1890 M al
colm reported to  T hom as Johnson, the tow n clerk, tha t the birth had taken 
place on 3 M arch. The Orillia Packet o f 13 M arch 1890 reported tha t as the 
date, and while it is also the sam e in the Province of O n ta rio  records, it is 
certain  tha t M r Johnson was in error. Bethune always celebrated his birthday 
on 4 M arch, and his father confirm ed near the end of his life th a t the birth had 
taken place on th a t date (v docum ent in Bethune M em orial H ouse of 16 Sep
tem ber 1931).

18 As an adult he usually signed his nam e H. N orm an Bethune.
19 Accounts differ as to  the colour o f Bethune’s eyes, even am ong those w ho knew 

them  well. W hen he joined the arm y in 1914, his eye co lou r was recorded 
as blue, and D r Aubrey Geddes, w ith w hom  he shared a flat for som e time, 
referred to  his “ fine blue eye.” However, H azen Sise described his eyes as 
“ flecked, greenish-hazel,’’and H arriet H am m ond, a friend of Bethune, referred 
to  them  as grey.

z o  Janet Cornell to  r s .

z i  De Z w aan , The R everend M alcolm  Bethune, zo8 , quoting  from the Orillia 
Packet, i z  August 1 8 9 Z .

z z  b m h ,  “ Outline o f  Malcolm Bethune’s Clerical Career,” a sum m ary prepared by 
H ilary Russell.

Z3 De Z w aan , The Reverend M alcolm  Bethune, z i z ,  quoting from the Beaverton  
Express, 3 Decem ber 1895.

Z 4  Janet Cornell to  r s .

Z5 De Z w aan , T he Reverend M alcolm  Bethune, 38, quoting from the Beaverton  
Express, I N ovem ber 1895.

z 6  Janet Cornell to  r s .

zy b m h , “O utline o f M alcolm Bethune’s Clerical Career.”
z 8  Janet Cornell to  r s .

Z9 Ibid.
30 Aylm er Sun, zy  July 1900.
3 1 Janet Cornell to  r s .

3Z Ibid.
33 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, Alvin and Dolly G ordon interviews, n f b  (here

after cited as n f b , G ordons). The interviews w ere conducted for Twentieth 
Century Fox as research for a proposed film on the life of Bethune. The n f b  

acquired a copy of their research during the preparation  for their 1964 docu
m entary film Bethune.

34 Janet Cornell t o  r s .
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35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, 5 January  1 9 Z 9 ,  n f b  research file for doc

um entary film Bethune.
38 Bethune to  Frances Geddes; Frances Geddes to  r s ,  telephone interview, 2004.
39 Joan  Lindley, niece of N orm an Bethune, to  r s ,  2006.
40 Allan and G ordon, The Scalpel, the Sw ord, 13. Even when as an adu lt he made

no attem pt to  conceal his doubts abou t religion, she was still placing tracts in 
his books.

4 1  Janet Cornell to  r s .

42 The quotation  is from a minister w ho knew Bethune in his youth. See Ryerson, 
“ C om rade Beth,” 158.

43 Aylm er Express, 11 July 1901.
4 4  Janet Cornell to  r s .

45 M alcolm  G oodw in Bethune interview, n f b ,  G ordons.
46 Allan and G ordon, The Scalpel, the Sw ord, 12.
4 7  Janet Cornell t o  r s .

48 Before the logging boom , the ham let o f M assey Station had been only a stop 
on a spur o f  the main line o f the c p r . A coincidence th a t M alcolm  likely rec
ognized was tha t the original settlem ent o f M assey was just a few kilom etres 
no rth  of F ort La Cloche, the H udson  Bay C om pany’s o u tpost in the Lake 
H uron D istrict. M alcolm ’s grandfather Angus had arrived in 1837 to  operate 
the fort for tw o years as chief factor. W alford, a sm aller settlem ent, was on the 
rail line thirteen kilom etres to  the west, and The M ine w as ten kilom etres to  the 
north.

49 Gutsch, Chisholm, and Floren, The N orth  Channel and St. M ary’s River, 133-4.
50 M alcolm  G oodw in Bethune interview, n f b , G ordons.
51 M argaret T hom pson, a schoolm ate o f Bethune, told H ilary Russell th a t her 

cousin let Bethune stay a t his hom e on w eekends ( b m h .  Sum m ary of Inter
views, 1975, 222).

5 2  Sault Star, 1 4  July 1 9 0 4 .  A to ta l o f 1 4 6  had w ritten  the exam inations. Ac
cording to  the Report o f the Board of Exam iners to  the High School-Collegiate 
Institute o r High School Entrance Exam ination, 1 9 0 4 ,  o a ,  R G 2 - 1 3 3 ,  box 4 ,  

M S 7 3 3 5 ,  his average was 6 0  per cent. His highest grade, 7 6  per cent, was in 
W riting and Com position. His only failure was H istory, in which he received 
4 2  per cent. There was no science course.

53 O w en Sound Collegiate and Vocational Institute files, O w en Sound, O ntario .
5 4  M alcolm  G oodw in Bethune, n f b ,  G ordons.
55 Sault Star, 23 February i9 0 5 .T h e  elders could no t have prevented M alcolm  

from  subm itting an application, but their decision to  create a com petition was 
in effect a recognition o f their dissatisfaction w ith him.

56 The announcem ent of his final serm on appeared in the 23 M arch 1905 edition 
o f the Sault Star.

57 The O w en Sound Sun, 8 Septem ber 1905, reported tha t he had been given an 
additional appoin tm ent as pasto r to  D ayw ood, an o th er rural congregation , 
which w ould take effect a t the beginning of October.

58 Ibid., 24 April 1905
59 Janet had graduated in Sault Ste M arie.
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60 On occasion, when he was in a distant corner o f Sydenham Tow nship and was 
unable to  return  hom e at night, M alcolm  accepted the offer o f an overnight 
stay and breakfast in the hom e o f a considerate m em ber of his congregation. 
O nce, when he was reluctant to  m ake the long trip  into tow n, his request to  be 
allow ed to  stay the night was refused. An indignant M alcolm  rode his horse 
hom e in the dark , and the following Sunday his serm on was entitled “ C hrist
ian hospitality.”

6 1 The painter Tom Thom son, a m em ber of the G roup o f Seven, also attended 
O w en Sound Collegiate, as did the poet W illiam W ilfred Cam pbell. It is be
lieved tha t Cam pbell w rote the following lines abou t Owen Sound o r another 
nearby bay: “Along the line of sm oky hills / The crim son forest stands /  And 
all day long the blue jay calls /  T hroughou t the autum n lands.”

62.  J.E.C . Smith, a teacher a t o s c v i ,  to  r s . T w o  other prom inent C anadians a t
tended the same school during these years. O ne w as Agnes M acphail, w ho later 
became the first w om an elected to  the Legislative Assembly o f O ntario  in 1 9 2 . 1 ,  

and still later to  the H ouse of Com m ons. O ne school year behind Bethune, she 
too  entered in Septem ber 1 9 0 5 .  The other was W.A. “ Billy” Bishop, C anada’s 
m ost celebrated hero during W orld W ar I. Bishop, w ho was four years younger 
than Bethune, entered o s c i  the year after Bethune’s g raduation  (J.E.C. Smith, 
ed., O w en Sound  Collegiate and Vocational Institute 125th Anniversary A u d i
torium , 1981).

6 3  b m h ,  Sum m aries o f Interviews, 1 9 7 5 .  The son of one of the m em bers of 
M alcolm ’s rural congregation , Ernest S. M acGregor, w ho boarded w ith the 
Bethunes through the 1 9 0 5 - 0 6  school year, saw no evidence of acrim ony be
tween father and son. A nother witness, a close friend of Janet nam ed Phoebe 
Ireland w ho w as often in the Bethune hom e in O w en Sound, was also unaw are 
o f any family discord.

6 4  Janet (Bethune) Stiles interview, n f b ,  G ordons.
6 5  University of Toronto  Archives, Faculty of Arts, A 1 9 8 9 - 0 0 1 1 / 0 0 7 .  All data re

garding Bethune’s grades in the Faculty of Arts are from this transcript.
6 6  Janet Cornell t o  r s .

67 Ibid.
68 Jean Ewen to  r s . After Bethune’s death , Ewen, w ho accom panied Bethune to  

China, visited Elizabeth Bethune in her retirem ent hom e in Toronto. During 
tha t visit she used these w ords to  describe her late son.

C H A P T E R  T W O

I Janet Cornell to  RS.  At various tim es, according to  Janet Stiles and Janet Cor
nell, he w orked on boats on Lake H uron  and also Lake O ntario , the form er 
likely shortly  after g raduation  from  high school, and the latter when he was at 
university.

z  Two railways were under construction  in the Algoma D istrict a t the time, the 
A lgom a C entral Railway running north from Sault St M arie, and the M ani- 
toulin  and N orth  Shore Railway, which ran from Sudbury to  Little C urrent.

3  Janet Cornell to  r s .

4 Ibid.
5 The inform ation on Bethune’s six m onths a t Edgeley Public School was p ro 

vided by El w ood Robb, one of Bethune’s pupils, in an interview with r s  in 1975.
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6 Janet Cornell to  r s .

7 University o f T oronto  Archives, a  1989-0011/007.
8 Presbytery of O wen Sound M inutes, Victoria College, University o f T oronto.
9 The am ount was likely abou t $6,000 ( H ilary Russell, “The Bethune Family Fi

nances," b m h ) .

10 Benjamin Spock, later a fam ous children’s doctor, was another labourer-teacher 
assigned a t the same time by the Reading C am p Association to  the Whitefish 
area, where he w orked as a railway track worker. It is no t know n w hether he 
and Bethune ever encountered each other.

11 Bethune, letter to  Frances M cM echan, 11 N ovem ber 1911, l a c ,  Frontier C ol
lege fonds, R3584-0-0-E, vol. 6.

i z  Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 H .N . Bethune, letter to  A. Fitzpatrick, 31 Decem ber 1911, ibid.
15 Janet Cornell to  r s .

16 Bethune, letter to  A. F itzpatrick , 4 July 19 i z ,  l a c ,  Frontier College fonds, 
R3584-0-0-E, vol. 6.

17 Janet Cornell to  r s .  Because no byline appeared on any articles in microfilm 
files o f The Telegram  in 191 z, and no em ployee records of the paper have sur
vived, it is im possible to  docum ent w hat he w rote o r how  long he was em 
ployed by the newspaper.

18 Bethune, letter to  A. F itzpatrick, 16 July 191Z, l a c  Frontier College fonds, 
R3584-0-0-E, vol. 6.

19 A. Fitzpatrick to  Bethune, zo  July 1 9 iz ,  ibid.
zo  University o f T oronto  Archives, a  i9 7 3 -o o z6 /o z8 (4 9 ). All da ta  related to

Bethune’s Faculty of M edicine record are from this source.
z i  M alcolm  G oodw in Bethune interview, n f b , G ordons.
z z  Miller, O ur G lory a nd  O ur Grief, 16.
Z3 There is no way to  authenticate this allegation. His m ilitary service file reveals 

th a t his pay began on Z4 A ugust ( l a c ,  RG150 accession 199Z-93/166, box 
705-14). All subsequent data related to  his arm y service are from  this source.

Z4 Ibid. The attestation  paper reveals th a t Bethune already had som e m ilitary ex
perience, having joined the 31st Regiment o f the Grey-Simcoe M ilitia during his 
time in Owen Sound.

Z5 N icholson Seventy Years o f  Service, 70
z6 Dr E.H. A rchibald, letter to  Dr Gabriel N adeau, 4 April 1941, Bibliotheque et

archives nationales de Quebec, Fonds Gabriel N adeau, m ss 177.
Z7 The Germ an general M ax von Fabeck (1854-1916) had predicted before the 

attack th a t the C anadians w ould be “ trash , feeble adversaries w ho [will] sur
render in great num bers if attacked in v igour” (G room , A Storm  in Flanders, 
98).

z8 This was a residence for British and imperial non-com m issioned servicemen 
on leave.

Z9 President's Report, University o f  Toronto, fo r  the Year E nding June  30, 1916, 
16, University o f Toronto  Archives.

30 Dr Charles S. M acD ougall to  r s ,  1970.
31 Ibid.
3Z Ibid.
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33 Dr W illiam P. Tew to r s , 1970.
34 Janet Stiles interview, n f b ,  G ordons.
3 5 O ne of these classm ates was Frederick Banting, later to  become one of the co

discoverers o f insulin.
36 Torontensis, 1917, University o f T oronto  Archives.
37 Janet Cornell t o  r s .

38 Stratford Daily Beacon 24 April 1917.
39 All data regarding Bethune’s experience in the Royal Navy are from  the Ad

m iralty Library, N aval H istorical Branch, н м  N aval Base, Portsm outh, Eng
land.

4 0  Ibid., M edical O fficers' Journal, h m s  Pegasus.
4 1 Bethune, letter to  Edw ard Kupka, 8 N ovem ber 1926, r s f ,  637/1/9 i .

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

1 The current nam e o f the hospital is the G reat O rm ond Street H ospital for Chil
dren.

2  Dr G raham  Ross, n f b  interview.
3 M ary L arratt Smith, “ A Prologue to  N o rm an ,” copy of original m anuscript 

given to  au thors by D iana D odd, daughter o f M ary L arratt Smith, 62. The Pa
terson sisters w ere the daughters o f Bethune’s au n t Louisa Bethune, w ho had 
m arried in England. The girls’ darkly handsom e looks w ere, according to  fam 
ily gossip, inherited from Louisa M ackenzie, “ Miss Green Blanket."

4 M ary L arratt Smith, “ Prologue to  N orm an ," 64.
5 His wife later noted his fondness for perfumes, saying tha t he w ould sometimes 

spray himself w ith them  (Frances [Bethune] Colem an, n f b , Gordons).
6 Allan and G ordon, The Scalpel, the Sword, 17.
7 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 21 N ovem ber 1935^ m s f ,  vol. 14, file 21.
8 George H olt, a friend o f Bethune, to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f  637/2/4.
9 M ary L arratt Smith recalled Bethune’s describing to  his female relatives how  he 

could deliver a baby using no m ore equipm ent than clean newspaper, string, 
and scissors. Fascinated by her cousin but em barrassed by the topic, she edged 
away (“Prologue to  N orm an ,” 64).

10 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons.
I г D r T. Tw istington-H iggins, letter to  John Kemeny, n f b  research file for the 

docum entary film Bethune. .
12 G raham  Ross, n f b  interview.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 R uth Patton, letter to  John Kemeny, n.d., n f b  research file for docum entary 

film Bethune.
16 Ibid.
17 Ellen Stafford, S tratford, o n ,  to  r s . Years after the incident. Bethune’s com 

panion of th a t evening had related it to  M s Stafford.
1 8  S.W. Rust, a patient o f  Bethune, to  r s .

19 Stratford Daily Beacon, 25 N ovem ber 1919.
2 0  Dr J.G . M cD erm ott, a  resident o f  Ingersoll, to  r s .

2 1 M ary Sonnenberg t o  r s .

2 2  Bonnie M ott to  r s .
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2.3 Ibid. Lillian W illiams, daughter-in-law  o f Dr Ralph W illiams, related this to  
Bonnie M ott. From China, Bethune sent his grandfather a sw ord fashioned of 
Chinese coins and a small ash tray  in the shape of a Buddha (Robin W illiams, 
grandson of Ralph W illiams, to  r s ).

24 The C anadian Air Force was created in February 1920 (Douglas, Creation o f  
a N ational A ir Force, 49).

25  In the A dm iralty’s sum m ary report o f Bethune’s service aboard  h m s  Pegasus, 
the concluding notation  stated tha t he had “ taken great interest in the general 
welfare of officers and men also in the study of medical conditions as they af
fect the r . a . f . ”  C.J. Crocker, the com m anding officer w ho had replaced Phipps, 
w rote the report.

26 D ocum entation i s  sparse on the early history of w hat became the r c a f . The 
date of Bethune’s enlistm ent was supplied by S.F. W ise, D irectorate of History, 
Canadian D epartm ent of N ational Defence, O ttaw a, in 1971. The adm iralty’s 
sum m ary report of Bethune’s service includes a no tation  tha t he held the rank 
o f captain a t Cam p Borden.

27 D ouglas, Creation o f  a N ational A ir Force, 50.
28 Ibid., 52.
29 Ibid. The adm iralty’s no tation  tha t Bethune held the rank  o f captain in the c a f  

a t C am p Borden seems to  be incorrect.
30  Bethune, postcard  to  Elizabeth Ann Bethune, undated , n f b  research file for 

docum entary film Bethune.
3 I  S.F. Wise to  r s . Detailed records were no t kept in the first few m onths of the 

existence of the r c a f ,  and there is therefore no record o f a discharge subse
quently granted to  Bethune.

3 2  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons.
33 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 December 1942, o l h m a ,  

Bethune Collection, p i 5 6 ,  accession 4 4 3 B ,  folder 5.

34 Fritz Brandtner, n f b ,  G ordons.
3  5 Frederick Cam pbell Penney, b ro ther o f  Frances, t o  r s , r s f , 6 3 7 / 2 / 5 .

36 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
3 8 One day when she was in her early twenties, she invited a friend she had known 

from schooldays into her room . Carefully closing the door, she brought o u t a 
large paper bag and spilled the contents on her bed. They were invoices from 
her m any charge accounts. O n the verge o f tears, she waved her hand a t the 
paper m ound and wailed, “I just don ’t know  where I shall find the money to 
pay for all these” (T.L. M cColl to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/3).

39 Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, 1942 interview, A llan’s transcrip t o f 
his notes, 7 N ovem ber 1976, o l h m a ,  Bethune C ollection, accession 443B, 
folder 5.

4 0  Frederick Cam pbell Penney to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/5. O ne of 
Frances’s cousins w ho met Bethune a t this tim e found him “very am using, but 
no t the kind of man one m arries” (Frances [Bethune] Colem an, letter to  Ted 
Allen, 29 December 1942, o l h m a ,  Bethune Collection, accession 4 4 3 в  folder 
5 )-

41 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allen, 29 December 1942.
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42  Anne W heeldon, H am m ersm ith and Fulham  Archives, London, England, let
ter to  r s ,  1 9  D ecem ber 2 0 0 2 .

43 Isabelle Rosalind H um phreys-O w en ( 1 8 8 4 - 1 9 6 5 )  was the great-granddaugh
ter o f David Sassoon (1 7 9 2 - 1 8 6 4 ) ,  a prosperous Jewish m erchant o f Baghdad. 
Sassoon rem arried after the death o f his first wife and thus founded a dynasty 
with tw o branches th a t flourished in nineteenth and tw entieth  century Eng
land. H um phreys-O w en’s bro ther Sir V ictor Sassoon ( 1 8 8 1 - 1 9 6 1 )  was a ty
coon w ho m anaged the extensive family business holdings in India and China. 
Philip Sassoon ( 1 8 8 8 - 1 9 3 9 ) ,  m i » and secretary of British Prime M inister David 
Lloyd George during World W ar 1, and his sister Sybil ( 1 8 9 4 - 1 9 8 9 ) ,  the wife 
of the M arquess o f Cholmondesley, both of w hom  became w ell-know n figures 
in the European art w orld during the early decades of the tw entieth  century, 
were H um phreys-O w en’s first cousins. A contem porary w ho was a m em ber of 
the second branch of the family was Siegfried Sassoon ( 1 8 8 6 - 1 9 6 7 ) ,  w ho 
served in the British Army in France in World War I; his anti-w ar poetry gained 
him considerable fame. The m other of Isabelle Hum phreys-O wen was Leontine 
Levy, whose po rtra it by Bassano hangs in the N ational P ortrait Gallery in Lon
don.

44 In the search for her husband H um phreys-O wen had the Serpentine, an eleven- 
hectare recreational lake in London’s Hyde Park, dragged for his body.

45 She graduated  in 1926 and w ent on to  a distinguished medical career in Lon
don and later in H am pshire.

4 6  According to  Dr D.W. C rom bie, a fellow C anadian  w ho in 1 9 2 3  lived in the 
Duchess of C onnaught hostel a t the same time as Bethune, he “w ent to  Portu
gal and returned with a large packing case full o f small tiles, oil paintings, and 
various o ther things which he sold a t considerable profit in London (D.W. 
Crom bie, letter to  Ted Allan, 3 0  M ay 1 9 4 2 ,  l a c ,  R 2 9 3 1 - 0 - 4 - E ,  vol. 2 4 ,  3 8 ) .

47  Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, 1942 interview. Bethune’s ex-wife 
told Allan tha t Bethune lived w ith H um phreys-O w en in London; she told the 
G ordons tha t the w ealthy w om an was Bethune’s mistress ( n f b ,  Gordons).

4 8  Lothian H ealth Services Archive G B 2 3 9  L H B i / 1 6 / 6 0 .  D uring this time he lived 
at Ramsey Lodge on Ramsey G arden (Stephen Kerr, Royal College o f Surgeons 
Library, Edinburgh, letter to  r s ,  1 8  December 2 0 0 2 ) .  This was where his Aunt 
M argare t A lexander had been born in 1 8 6 8  and his paternal g randm other 
Janet Anne died of tuberculosis in 1 8 7 2 .

49 The exam ination period was 9-13  January. He became a fellow of the Royal 
College o f Surgeons (Edinburgh) on 19 M ay 1922 ( Stephen Kerr, Royal C ol
lege of Surgeons Library, Edinburgh, letter to  r s ,  18 December 2002).

50 Kevin Brown, T rust A rchivist, St M ary ’s H ospita l, London to  r s ,  11 April 
2003. According to  Bethune, in a curriculum  vitae tha t he subm itted to  Dean 
M cC raken of the D etroit College of M edicine in January  1925 (box 18, folder 
“ N orm an B ethune,” D etro it College of M edicine Office of the Dean 1 916- 
1946, University Archives, Wayne State University, D etroit), he also spent 420 
hours in a course in anatom ical dissection with Professor Yates of M iddlesex 
H ospital. Libbie Adam s, Archivist, u c l  H ospitals, n h s  Trust, in a letter to  r s  

o f I  January  2003, verifies th a t there was a Thom as Yeates in the M iddlesex 
H ospital in 1922.
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5 I В.M . G arton , Royal Free H ospita l, Liverpool Road Branch, to  r s ,  i i  M ay 
1972; r s f ,  637/1/54. V ictoria N orth , Archivist, Royal Free H am pstead n h s  

Trust, letter to  r s ,  7 July 2003.
5 2 James Sturgis to  r s ,  letter o f 9 M ay 2002. Opened officially on 31 M arch 1920, 

its construction was financed by donations o f C anadian  wom en to  the wife of 
the Duke of C onnaught when he was governor-general of C anada (1911-16). 
Upon her death her daughter directed th a t the funds be used to  provide quar
ters for students and o ther C anadians w ho required m edium -term  lodging.

53 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 1942 interview  with Ted Allan. She referred to  
her w orkplace as “ the Settlem ent,” but research has failed to  discover which in
stitution it w as. It was no t the fam ous Toynbee H ouse, often referred to  as the 
Settlem ent H ouse, because female w orkers were no t em ployed there a t tha t 
time.

54 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942.
5 5 Frederick Cam pbell Penney to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/5.
56 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 1942 interview with Ted Allan.
5 7  Frances (Bethune) Colem an interview, n f b ,  G ordons.
58 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942.
59 Ibid.
60  Ibid. The ring was of garnets surrounding hair under glass; the nam e Bethune 

was engraved inside, w ith a date in the 1700s. Frances said Isabelle had found 
it in a junk shop in Barcelona and given it to  Bethune. H ow  Fraces m ade this 
discovery is not clear, though it seems likely tha t Bethune m ust have confessed 
the tru th .

6 1 M rs Edward Fitzpatrick, wife o f a nephew of Isabelle H um phreys-O w en, to  r s , 

telephone interview, 13 February 2003. N o  trace w as ever found of A rthur Er- 
skine Owen H um phreys-O wen.

62  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 1942 interview with Ted Allan.
63 The legacy was from her uncle, EG. Penney (Ian M . Penney, letter to  the Su

perintendent, B M H ,  25 April 1993). As far as is know n, Frances Penney received 
no money from her im m ediate family when she m arried, which seems unusual 
given their w ealth and social position and likely indicates family disapproval 
of her m atch with Bethune. There is no inform ation to  indicate w hether N or
m an and Frances ever visited the Penneys in Edinburgh after their m arriage.

64 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942.
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
7 0  In the curriculum  vitae he sent to  Dean M acC raken, Bethune claim ed to  have 

w orked with a Professor H artm an in Paris, bu t he does no t indicate the length 
of time (Bethune, letter to  Dean M acC raken, 26 January  1925, Wayne State 
University, D etroit, m i ,  University Archives, D etro it College of M edicine, O f
fice of the Dean, 1916-1946 , box 18, folder “ N orm an Bethune” ).

71 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Allan, 29 December 1942.
72  Bethune, letter to  D ean M acC raken , 26 January  1925. Bethune to ld  M ac

Craken tha t he had spent six m onths in Vienna doing postgraduate w ork in cys
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toscopy, gynaecology, and  general operative surgery. N um erous attem pts to 
docum ent his Viennese training have failed.

73 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 1 9 4 Z  interview with Ted Allan. She told Allan that 
the sum was 3,500, bu t he could no t rem em ber w hether the denom ination was 
pounds sterling or dollars. At tha t tim e the British pound was w orth  alm ost $5 
Canadian. Even if the am ount were in the m uch smaller denom ination, it would 
be considerable. O ddly enough, for years afterw ard, apparently  up to  the be
ginning of the Second W orld W ar in 1 9 3 9 ,  H um phreys-O w en sent money and 
gifts to  Bethune’s m other in C anada (Janet Cornell to  r s ).

74  Louis M elzack to  r s . M elzack learned this story from Frances Colem an when 
he purchased the statuette and some o f Bethune’s books after his death.

75 George H olt to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/4.

C H A P T E R  F O U R

1 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons.
2 Bethune, letter to  Frances (Bethune) C olem an, South Porcupine, O n tario , 7 

July 1937, n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune.
3 In the curriculum  vitae tha t Bethune sent to  Dean W alter M acC raken in Jan u 

ary 1 9 2 5 ,  he stated th a t he had spent “ tw o m onths a t the M ayo Clinic w ith Dr 
A dson.” There is no docum entation o f his having been there, but a Dr Alfred 
W. A dson, w ho later became the head of neurologic surgery, was a t the M ayo
Clinic in 1 9 2 4  ( Rochester Public Library, Rochester, M innesota, to  r s ,  1 8  Feb
ruary 2 0 0 6 ) .

4 In a copy of Thom as H ardy’s Jude the Obscure given by Bethune as a birthday 
gift tp  Frances, he w rote “To my darling  Frances, S tra tfo rd , 11 Septem ber 
1924 .”

5 D etroit This Week, 3 O ctober 1926.
6 M ichigan H istorical Center, Lansing, M ichigan, M edical Certificate #10116, 

State o f M ichigan, dated  5 Decem ber 1924. Bethune filed the certificate on 31 
December 1924.

7  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons.
8 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942.
9 Ibid. This quotation  is sometim es ascribed to  George Bernard Shaw, bu t most 

sources consulted a ttribu te  it to  O scar Wilde.
10 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, 27 M arch 1927, n f b  research file for doc

um entary film Bethune.
11 Frances Bethune (Coleman) to  Ted Allan, 1942 interview.
1 2  Eugene O sius t o  r s .

13 Dr Edward Kupka, a student o f Bethune, to  R S .  Kupka, the son of Czech im 
m igrants to  D etroit, said th a t he was eager to  be accepted as Bethune’s friend 
because Bethune w as the first m an of b roader culture th a t he had met. The 
older m an became “a god” to  him, and, he said, “ likely enjoyed the fact th a t I 
idolized him .” Eager to  ingratiate himself, K upka sometim es carried Bethune’s 
medical bag when he did his rounds; he also assisted in the delivery of a baby 
in a railway car (ibid., taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 2 / 7 ) .

14 Ibid.
1 5 Dr J.G . Christopher, a student o f Bethune, letter t o  r s ,  9  February 1 9 7 2 ,  r s f ,  

637 /1 /31.
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16 R alph С. Rueger, a studen t o f Bethune, letter to  r s ,  z  M arch 197Z, r s f , 

637/1/31.
17 J.G . Christopher, letter to  r s ,  9 February 197Z.
1 8 Ibid.
19 Dr H. Shapiro, a student of Bethune, to  r s .
zo  Dr Edward Kupka to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f .

z I Dr Eugene O sius t o  r s .

z z  Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, letter o f Z9 December 194Z.
Z3 Ibid.
Z 4  Dr Edward Kupka t o  R S ,  taped interview.
Z5 Ibid.
z6  Ibid.
Z 7  Eugene O sius t o  r s .

z8  Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, Faculty Club, M ontreal, undated bu t p rob 
ably 1 9 Z 8 ,  attached note by Ted Allan, n f b  research file for docum entary film 
Bethune.

Z9 Frederick Cam pbell Penney to  r s , taped interview.
30 France (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, 194Z interview.
3 г Ibid.
3 z  Kathleen M cColl to  R S ,  taped interview. M rs M cColl did no t give her m aiden 

surnam e.
33 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, D etroit, zo  O ctober 19Z5, n f b  research 

file for docum entary film Bethune.
34 Frederick Campbell Penney to  rs , taped interview. M eanwhile, missing Frances 

during her prolonged absence did not prevent Bethune from straying. O n one 
occasion he turned up a t a dance held by the medical students. He was a good 
dancer, although he told K upka he d idn ’t like dancing because “ it was only a 
faint reflection of the real thing, sexual intercourse.” Aggressively on the make, 
he sw ept K upka’s date on to  the dance floor and did his best to  seduce her (Ed
w ard K upka to  r s , taped interview).

3 5 N orah  H um e W right to  r s .

3 6  J. Burns A m berson t o  r s

37 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, Z9 December 194Z.
3 8 M ary Saghi, a nurse a t Calydor, to  r s .

39 Bethune, letter to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, Calydor, 1 O ctober 19Z6, n f b  

research file for docum entary film Bethune.
4 0  Ibid.
4 1 Bethune, letter to  Frances, Calydor, undated, O ctober 19Z6, n f b  research file 

for docum entary film Bethune.
4 Z  Bethune, letter to  Edward Kupka, Calydor, 8  N ovem ber 1 9 Z 6 ,  r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 9 i.
43 The T rudeau Sanatorium  was the creation  o f Edw ard Livingston Trudeau 

(1848-19x5), a New York City physician w ho contracted  pulm onary tuber
culosis a t the age o f twenty-five. Acting on m edical advice, he w ent to  the 
A dirondack M ountains in upstate N ew  York, w here after a brief period of 
com plete rest in the healthy air o f the region, he found th a t his condition  had 
improved dramatically. Given a new  lease on life, he began a medical practice 
in the village of Saranac Lake, and several years later in 1884 supervised the 
construction o f the first one room -cottage, the “Little R ed,” which became the
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foundation of the Adirondack Cottage Sanatorium , later known as the Trudeau 
Sanatorium .

44 “The Trudeau Sanatorium ,” Saranac Lake: Trudeau Institute.
45 M rs W. Steenken, a  student nurse a t  Trudeau, t o  r s .

46 D r John  Barnwell, n f b  interview. Barnwell recounted how  Bethune had bor
rowed a gun from him and later returned it w rapped in a blood-stained towel. 
He claimed to  have pistol-w hipped a man w ho had offended “a m em ber of his 
family”and knocked his teeth out. Bethune later repeated a version of the same 
story to  Louis H uot, this tim e claim ing tha t Frances had w orked for the man 
as a housekeeper and governess and th a t he had m istreated her. In this version, 
after pisto l-w hipping the m an, w ho adm itted  he deserved it, Bethune had 
tended his w ounds and sm uggled him o u t o f the hotel w here they had met 
(Louis H uo t to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f , 637/2/6).

4 7  Dr John  Barnwell, n f b  interview.
4 8  Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, Calydor, undated, O ctober 1 9 2 6 ,  n f b  re

search file for docum entary  film Bethune. Details o f benefits received by 
Bethune were supplied by J.B. Smith, Equitable Life Assurance Society, to  r s , 

letter of 2 2  M ay 1 9 7 2 ,  r s f , 6 3 7 / 1 / 1 2 8 .

49  In a letter to  Frances, Bethune m entions no t being w orried any longer by her 
dependence on him (27 M arch 1927, n f b  research file for docum entary film 
Bethune). Frances m entioned her visit to  Trudeau to  the G ordons (interview, 
n f b , G ordons). D r H enry Leach, a co ttage-m ate of Bethune, described his 
treatm ent o f Frances during her visit as “cruel” (interview, n f b , Gordons).

50 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, D etroit, 27 M arch 1927, n f b  research file 
for docum entary film Bethune.

5 1 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942.
52 Rose Kasner, sister o f Dr W ruble, to  Professor L.L. H anaw alt, research assis

ta n t to  r s ,  4 April 1972, r s f ,  637/1/31.
5 3  Divorce file #146805 , W ayne County, M ichigan, r s f ,  637/1 /3 i .
5 4  M rs W. Steenken t o  r s .

5 5  Dr John  Barnwell, n f b  interview.
5 6  Dan Boice to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f , 637/2/1; D r Louis D avidson, n f b , Gor

dons.
57 Dr Louis Davidson, n f b ,  G ordons. Davidson was later to  become professor of 

surgery a t C olum bia University M edical School in N ew  York, w here he would 
meet Bethune when he was preparing for his trip  to  China. He said th a t after 
many hours o f drinking beer, Bethune sometimes became fractious. O nce when 
the bartender was slow  to respond to  his requests, he pushed his way behind 
the bar and announced tha t he was taking over. The bartender let him get away 
with it.

58 Except for som e of its m ore farfetched aspects, few disagreed with Bethune's 
basic scheme for a “Trudeau University,” including his suggestion tha t p art of 
the staff could be draw n from am ong the patients. In fact several m em bers of 
the medical staff were ex-patients. Bethune’s professional background had ear
lier encouraged Dr Law rason Brown, chairm an of the M edical Board, to  ask 
him to give a series o f lectures on anatom y in the D. Ogden Mills nursing school 
tha t was part o f the sanatorium . T horoughly enjoying his inform ative and en
tertaining presentations, the nurses were disappointed to  learn on the eve of the
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final lecture th a t it had been cancelled. A ccording to  M rs W. S teenken, Dr 
Brown w as fearful o f how  the capricious Bethune m ight trea t the subject of 
hum an reproduction and therefore announced tha t the lecture w ould not be 
offered.

5 9  Louise (Guadagni) Vezina to  r s , t a p e d  interview, r s f  6 3 7 / 2 . / 1 .

6 0  Bethune, “The t . b . ’s  Progress."
61 Ibid.; H enning Sorensen to  R S ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/6; M ieze Brandtner 

to  R S .

6 2  Dr John Barnwell, n f b  interview.
63 Dr Louis D avidson, n f b ,  G ordons.
6 4  Dr John Barnwell, n f b  interview.
65 In “The t . b . ’s  Progress” Bethune had w ritten: “ Incidentally, this theory of pre

destination is probably a relic o f my Scotch ancestors.”
6 6  Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, M ontreal, 5 January 1929, n f b  research file 

for docum entary film Bethune.
67 Alexander, The Surgery o f  Pulm onary Tuberculosis.
6 8  D r John Barnwell, n f b  interview.
69 Frances replied tha t she w ould love to  but it was better th a t she d idn’t (John 

Barnwell, n f b  interview).
70  D r H enry Leach, n f b  interview.

•71 Alfred Blalock (1889-1964) w ould later achieve fame for significant con tribu
tions in medical research; best know n was the “ blue-baby” operation .

72  Alfred Blalock, letter to  John Kemeny, 7 M ay 1963, n f b  research file for doc
um entary film Bethune.

73 Chi Ke, “W hen the Specter o f Death Beckons,” 26, in o l h m a ,  Eugene Perry 
Link fonds, P121.

74 The vessel bears a rem arkable likeness to  one in a print tha t still hangs, as it did 
in 1926, in the foyer o f the Charing Cross apartm ents.

75 W hen Jam es M cCue, a railway w orker from Alabama, discovered tha t Bethune 
had chosen 1932 as the year o f his probable death , he w ent in to  an  acute 
decline. Learning of M cCue’s reaction, Bethune altered the date to  1940, and 
M cCue swiftly recovered (John Barnwell, letter to  Alfred Blalock, 1 June 1963, 
n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune).

7 6  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons.
77 For the them e of the m ural, he had draw n heavily on John Bunyan’s seven

teenth-century  allegory The P ilgrim ’s Progress, an im portan t source o f his 
childhood religious and m oral instruction. Determined to  remove his burden of 
sin and thus escape eternal dam nation in Hell, C hristian, Bunyan’s p ro tago
nist, undertakes a to rtuous journey on which he is beset by m any tem ptations 
and lethal pitfalls. Guided by his faith , he overcom es all barriers, enters the 
Celestial City and is granted eternal life. Bethune knew every obstacle and every 
fierce m onster tha t C hristian faced; all the Bethune children had had to  read 
T he P ilgrim ’s Progress, and many Sunday afternoon  discussions focused on 
dangers tha t they w ould be likely to  face as they m atured.

There may have been an additional source of inspiration. In 1842, an Amer
ican artis t nam ed Thom as Cole produced a series o f four paintings entitled 
Childhood, Youth, M anhood, and O ld  Age. Known collectively as The Voyage 
o f  Life, they trace the journey of an individual in a boat through the River of
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Life, guided by angels. Cole, w ho was also undoubtedly influenced by Bunyan, 
preached the same message: adherence to  principles is rew arded by salvation. 
W idely reproduced in prints and in magazines, The Voyage o f  L ife  was famil
iar to  m ost Christians in N orth  America during Bethune’s childhood, so it is 
possible th a t he had seen it.

7 8  Daniel Boice, a cottage-m ate o f  Bethune, to  r s .

c h a p t e r  F I V E

г D an Boice, a cottage-m ate of Bethune, to  r s .

2. Dr W. Steenken to  r s . While he w as receiving one of the first o f these, he dis
covered a way to  hasten the process, which he considered tiresom ely long. By 
tinkering w ith the pressure m onom eter, he was able to  speed up the intake of 
air. After a nurse discovered his m eddling. Dr W arren ordered her to  hold a 
towel over Bethune’s eyes in future to  prevent him from tam pering w ith the 
monometer.

3 In the early 1930s the t b  m ortality  rate was 81 per 100 ,000  in Quebec; 
in C anada overall it was 53 per 100,000 (address of F. G urd  to  the M ed Chi 
Society of M ontreal, M ed Chi M inutes, 1945, 1 2 2 ,  o l h m a ).

4 Dr Edw ard A rchibald, letter to  Dr Gabriel N adeau, 27 Decem ber 1940, n f b  

research file for docum entary film Bethune.
5 D r David T. Smith to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 2 / 4 .

6 Ibid.
7 H .N . Bethune, D.T. Sm ith., and J.L. W ilson, “The Etiology of Spontaneous 

Pulm onary Disease in the Albino R at," Journal o f  Bacteriology 20 (November 
1930): 3 61 -70 . This was Bethune’s first piece of medical w riting, but before it 
was published he had already w ritten four o ther articles, which cam e o u t in 
1929.

8 Dr David T. Smith to  r s ,  taped interview.
9 Dr Paul R ichardson, a staff doctor a t Ray Brook, to  r s . O n o ther occasions 

Bethune’s heavy drinking proved useful. T h roughou t his stay a t Ray Brook, he 
had to  continue having refills of his pneum othorax, a process he came to  dread. 
D r R ichardson offered to  give the refills, bu t when he was poised to  insert the 
needle contain ing  the anaesthetic, Bethune becam e ag itated . R ichardson 
learned to  w ait until Bethune returned from a night o f partying and w ould then 
persuade him to go to  his office to  receive his refill. In a relaxed state Bethune 
w as less fearful, and R ichardson was able to  carry  ou t the artificial pneu
m othorax  process successfully.

1 0  Dr Charles Ryan t o  r s .

1 1  Dr John Barnwell, n f b  interview.
1 2  Dr Charles Ryan t o  r s .

13 Edw ard W illiam Archibald (1872-1945) was chairm an of the D epartm ent of 
Surgery o f the Faculty of Medicine at McGill University. Shortly before Bethune’s 
arrival he established the Thoracic-Pulm onary Service a t the Royal Victoria H os
pital, where several m onths later he w ould be nam ed chief o f surgery.

14 Pelis, in “ Edward A rchibald’s N otes on Blood Transfusion, 211 -14 , speculates 
th a t A rchibald alm ost certainly influenced Bethune’s later transfusion w ork. 
P inkerton, in “ N orm an Bethune and Transfusion in the Spanish Civil W ar,” 
1 17-20 , also raises this question.
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1 5 The technique of adding sodium  citrate to  blood to  prevent clotting was dis
covered in 1914-15 by several researchers acting independently of each other 
(Pelis, “ Edw ard A rchibald’s N otes on Blood T ransfusion," z n - 1 2 .) .  Among 
the tiny handful of m ilitary doctors w ho experim ented w ith blood transfusion 
during the war, it is interesting to  note tha t tw o Canadians, D r Archibald of the 
Royal Victoria and Dr Lawrence Bruce Robertson of the H ospital for Sick Chil
dren in T oronto, w ere the first to  m ake a scientific analysis o f the process and 
subm it their findings to  learned journals. C om m issioned as a m ajor in the 
Royal C anadian Army M edical Corps, A rchibald had carried ou t transfusions 
using citrated blood in the N o. 1 and No. 3 Casualty Clearing H ospitals du r
ing 19 15 and 19 16. He summarized the result o f his w ork in “The Employm ent 
of Blood Transfusion in W ar Surgery and “A N ote upon the Em ploym ent of 
Blood Transfusion in War Surgery." Dr L.B. Robertson described his findings 
in “The Transfusion of W hole Blood: A Suggestion for Its M ore Frequent Em
ploym ent in W ar Surgery.” Am ong o ther C anadian  p ioneers in the field of 
blood transfusion  near the fron t w ere D r N orm an  M . G uiou and  D r D.E. 
R obertson. Dr O sw ald H . R obertson, an A m erican m edical researcher and 
army doctor in France during World War I, is regarded as the first person to  cre
ate a cold-storage blood bank. In N ovem ber 1917 he constructed an ice chest 
using tw o am m unition cases and used it to  take tw enty-tw o units o f blood to  
a casualty clearing sta tion , w here it was used to  resuscitate C anadian  soldiers. 
In 1925 in M oscow, A lexander Bogdanov founded the first academ ic institu
tion specializing in the science of blood transfusion, and in the 1930s the So
viet Union set up a national system for collecting and storing blood in blood 
banks. The first Am erican blood bank was established in 1937 a t C ook’s 
C ounty H ospital in Chicago. The first C anadian  blood bank based on volun
teer donations was established by James Potter in O ttaw a in 1938 (Kapp, 
“ Charles H. Best,” 27-46).

16 Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 553.
17 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, probably January  1929, n f b  research file

for docum entary film Bethune.
18 D r Ronald Christie to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/1.
19 T he R oyal Victoria H ospital o f  M ontreal, T h irty-Sixth  A nnual R eport for the

Year Ended  3 1  D ecem ber 1929, 9 5 .

20  N .D . Johnston , treasurer, McGill University to  E.H. Bensley, D epartm ent of 
the H istory of M edicine, 2 8  O ctober 1 9 7 1 ,  r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 4 3 .

2 1 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, Faculty Club, M ontreal, undated , attached 
note by Ted Allan, n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune.

22 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, M ontreal, 5 January  1929, n f b  research file 
for docum entary film Bethune.

23 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, likely early 1929, ibid.
24 D r A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/3.
25 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, 1928, m ost likely late au tum n, n f b  re

search file for docum entary film Bethune.
26 Bethune, letter to  Ruth Patton, spring 1929, ibid.
27 Bethune, letter to  John Alexander, 22 June 1929, n f b  research file for docu

m entary film Bethune.

3 9 6  n o t e s  t o  p a g e s  7 6 - 8



2.8 Dr G raham  Ross, n f b  interview.
29 D r Aubrey Geddes, w ith w hom  Bethune shared an apartm en t in 1934, said 

Frances was charm ing ( n f b  interview). Dr Wendell M acLeod in conversations 
w ith Roderick Stew art professed to  have adm ired her, but is nevertheless the 
source for the negative quote m entioned in the tex t (M acLeod, Park, and Ry- 
erson, Bethune, the M ontreal Years, 37).

30  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, interview with Ted Allan, 1942.
3 I M acLeod, Park, and Ryerson, Bethune, the M ontreal Years, 39.
32 Dr Edward A rchibald, letter to  Ted Allan, 24 April 1942, t a f ,  vol. 33, file 7.
33 Dr R onald Christie to  r s ,  taped interview.
34 Dr A rthur Vineberg t o  r s ,  taped interview.
35 O n one occasion he persuaded a colleague to  let him dissect a cadaver tha t his 

departm ent had just purchased a t some expense, prom ising to  limit his inves
tigations to  the chest area. W hen the colleague returned, he was dism ayed to 
find th a t Bethune had become so immersed in w hat he was doing tha t he had 
dissected much of the body, leaving it useless for additional research (Beatrice 
Simon to  r s ).

36 D iagnosis and  Surgical T reatm ent of Pulm onary  and Pleural Disease w as a 
course offered in the 1931-32  and 1932-33 academ ic years in the McGill Uni
versity Faculty of M edicine.

3 7  Dr J.S. Luke t o  r s , t a p e d  interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 2 / 3 .

3 8 T he Royal Victoria H ospital o f  M ontreal, Thirty-Sixth A nnual Report fo r  the 
Year Ended December 3 1 ,1 9 2 9 , 95, 99. Dr Archibald headed the list o f surgical 
staff members w ho had published a num ber of papers, but Bethune came second.

39 Various surgeons a t the Royal Victoria H ospital told Roderick S tew art tha t 
Archibald praised the use of pleural poudrage and tha t it was accepted by other 
surgeons.

40  Dr Thom as J. Q uintin, student o f Bethune, to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/4.
4 1 H enry N . Pilling, letter to  Ted Allan, 1 M ay 1942, t a f  vol. 33, file 6.
42  D r John Barnwell, n f b  interview.
43 For various reasons, however, all but one o f the num erous surgical instrum ents 

th a t bore his nam e eventually becam e obsolete. T h a t he recognized the in
evitability o f this outcom e was revealed in a sentence in “ Some New Thoracic 
Surgical Instrum ents,” his paper published in the Canadian M edical Associa
tion Journal o f December 1936: “The whole backw ard path of surgery is lit
tered, like the plains o f the Am erican desert, w ith the ou tw orn  and clumsy 
relics o f technical advances.”

44  Dr Wendell M acLeod, “ Dr. N orm an Bethune,” 3 9 ;  L.J. Wainer, “Dr. N orm an 
Bethune R em em bered,” 1 ;  o l h m a ,  Eugene P. Link fonds, P 1 2 1 ,  box 2 6 3 .

4 5  Dr C.A. Birch, colleague of Bethune, t o  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 2 / 5 .

4 6  Dr T.J. Q uintin , student o f  Bethune, to  RS,  taped interview.
47 M ontreal G azette, 11 April 1934, 15.
48 Bethune, letter to  John  Alexander, 22 June 1929, n f b  research file for docu

m entary film Bethune.
49 Bethune henceforth always referred to  himself as first assistant to  Archibald, 

but the latter, w ho subsequently took on o ther assistants, did no t g ran t them 
hierarchical status. Bethune was merely the first of several to  arrive.
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5 0  This inform ation was found in 1 9 7 2 .  b y  r s  in the N ational Archives of C anada, 
D epartm ent o f Pensions and N ational H ealth , File #€-144-8-4. However, in 
Z 0 0 3  he was inform ed tha t there is no record of it in l a c  holdings.

5 I  N orah  H um e W right to  r s .

5Z Ibid.
53 Frederick Taylor, letter to  r s ,  i z  O ctober 1971, r s f ,  637/1/74.
54 This incident was recounted by Fred Taylor to  Dr David M ulder and reported 

by M ulder to  r s  in a telephone conversation.
5 5 W hen Bethune left Ray Brook, it appears tha t he had persuaded Colem an to 

leave Detroit and follow him to M ontreal; there Coleman had found w ork with 
the Bell Telephone Com pany of C anada. For several weeks in the late spring o f 
1 9 Z 8  both rented room s a t the M cGill Faculty C lub before each found an 
apartm en t in the city (Grace Reynolds to  r s ) .

5 6  H aro ld  Beament to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / Z / 4 .

57 D r T.J. Q uintin , whose wife was a nurse a t the Royal Victoria a t the tim e, to  
r s ,  taped interview. D r A rthur Vineberg w as then dating  a nurse from  the 
hospital. At his request his girlfriend sometim es persuaded another nurse to  be 
Bethune’s date and the four w ould spend an  evening together. O n one occa
sion when she was unable to  find a com panion for Bethune, the three w ent out 
together. W hen they reached Vineberg’s car in the hospital parking lot, Vineberg 
rem em bered he had left som ething in the hospital and  w ent back to  get it. 
W hen he returned a few m inutes later, he found Bethune m aking sexual ad 
vances to  his girlfriend (Dr A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview).

58 H azen Sise, letter to  George M ooney, 4 M ay 1948, h e s f ,  vol. 1 5, file Bethune, 
N orm an, George M ooney m anuscript 1948.

59 D orothy C atto , r n ,  to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/z/z.
6 0  Eileen Flanagan, r n ,  to  R S ;  s . h . d .  (pseudonym  for Hazen Sise), “ Dr N orm an 

Bethune -  A Challenge to  M ankind ,” Canadian Tribune, Saturday, Z3 N ovem 
ber 1 9 4 0 ;  n f b  research files for docum entary film Bethune.

61 H .J. Scott, form er card io thoracic surgeon a t M cGill University, personal 
com m unication to  D r Larry Stephenson; quoted in Stephenson, “Tw o Stormy 
Petrels,” 70.

6 z  D r Aubrey Geddes, n f b  interview. Bethune’s claim was inaccurate, as w as his 
claim to be descended from the Due de Sully.

6 3  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b , G ordons.
64 Louis H uot to  r s ,  taped interview.
65 D r Eric R ichardson, friend o f Bethune, to  r s ;  H enning Sorensen, unpublished 

ms., 163.
6 6  D r Edw ard K upka to  r s ,  taped interview.
67 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, undated, probably autum n 1 9 Z 8 ,  n f b  re

search file for docum entary film Bethune.
68 N ational Archives o f C anada (now l a c ) ,  D epartm ent of Pensions and National 

H ealth , File # c - 144-8-4. See note 50, this chapter.
6 9  Archibald later w rote in a letter to  Ted Allan, Z 4  April 1 9 4 Z ,  “ In the science 

o f Thoracic Surgery Bethune when he joined my clinic w as no t well founded. 
He never did repair tha t lack properly, as he gave but little time to  the study of 
pathology or o f the physiology of the cardio-respiratory system ” ( n f b  research 
file for docum entary film Bethune).
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70  Ibid. Archibald added, “ But his mind was quick in picking up knowledge from 
our discussions and clinics, though he was never a ‘s tudent.’ He read little, and 
mostly ab o u t the details o f m echanical treatm ent, such as pneum othorax, and 
operations and instrum ents.”

71 D r A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview. In co n tra st to  Bethune’s style, 
A rchibald’s approach to  surgery was m ethodical and cautious. This led to  a 
colleague’s quip tha t once Archibald made the opening incision in an operation, 
it was tim e for his assistants to  take tea. D uring his p robationary  period 
Bethune frequently became im patient w ith w hat he regarded as A rchibald’s 
painfully slow movements. O nce when he and Dr C.A. M cIntosh were assist
ing, Archibald remained imm obile for w hat seemed to  be an  inordinately long 
time. Finally Bethune w hispered to  Dr M cIntosh, “ I w onder w hat the old bug
ger’s going to  do nex t."  W ithout turning his head, Archibald replied, “ I w on
der.” O n another occasion Bethune and o thers w atched for tw o hours while 
A rchibald perform ed a lobectomy. A fterw ards Bethune told an intern th a t the 
operation could be done in three-quarters o f an hour. A little m ore than a week 
later he booked the operating  room  for the same type of operation  and , as
sisted by the sam e in tern , com pleted the operation  in less than an hour (Dr 
John  V.V. N ichols, the intern w ho assisted Bethune, to  r s ).

72. Dr F.dward A rchibald, letter to  Ted Allan, 24 April 1942, n f b  research file for 
docum entary film Bethune. In i9 6 0 . Dr R obert Janes, a classm ate of Bethune 
and later chairm an of the D epartm ent of Surgery a t the University o f Toronto , 
told a young colleague, Dr Irving B. Rosen, o f an incident in which Bethune was 
perform ing a scalene node biopsy. In perform ing this relatively sim ple p ro 
cedure, Bethune “ had injured the subclavian artery ... and was com pelled to 
do  a forequarter am pu ta tion .” He then “had the tem erity to  describe it as an 
interesting case” (Rosen, “ Dr. N orm an Bethune as a Surgeon,” 73).

73 Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 36. Archibald later w rote, “ In surgical 
judgm ent, as to  w hether the patient had sufficient resistance to  stand the p ro 
posed operation , I found him really lacking. H is m ind was set on the m echan
ical possibility too  much, and on the degree and character o f the tuberculosis (or 
o ther infection) too  little” (Rosen, “ Dr. N orm an Bethune as a Surgeon,” 75).

74 D r V.D. Schaffner, colleague of Bethune, to  r s .

75 Entin, E dw ard Archibald, 139.

c h a p t e r  s i x

1 Curiously, in The TB. ’s Progress Bethune had depicted himself heading for Ari
zona for this purpose. He had also predicted th a t he w ould die there. Going 
to  Arizona now  may have been his way of defying the destiny he himself had 
predicted.

2 “ N elson tells me th a t you are com ing on here w ith a w hole caravan of 
Bethune’s latest ingeniosities [szc] and I am keen to  see them and to  hear more 
abou t the iron intern, which Nelson speaks highly of. W hen you com e, I wish 
you w ould stop  w ith me at hom e. Will you?” (John Alexander, letter to  Dr 
N orm an Bethune, 4 September 1931, Ann Arbor, University o f M ichigan, Bent
ley H istorical Library, box 1, correspondence “ в ,"  1927-29).

3 Flinn had arrived in the southw est in 1898 in the hope of finding a cure for the 
pu lm onary  tuberculosis from  w hich he was suffering, and just as Francis
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Trudeau had found the m ountain air o f the A dirondacks revitalizing, Flinn re
gained his health in Arizona. Five years later he moved to  Prescott and, like 
Trudeau, began operating a small sanatorium . By the 192.0s, Pam setgaaf was 
a renow ned institution in the field o f tubercular treatm ent.

4 “A Phrenicectom y N ecklace," 319 -21 . U nfortunately, although the operation 
was a success, A doree drank heavily, her condition w orsened, and she died in 
O ctober 1933. The decision to  w rite the article resulted from  an argum ent 
Bethune had had w ith a colleague in which he had insisted th a t m ost editors of 
medical journals w ould publish virtually anything w ithout questioning its lit
erary or scientific m erits so long as it was w ritten by som eone prom inent in his 
field. To prove his case, he bet the colleague $5 th a t he could find a publisher 
for an  article he w ould w rite describing this operation (Sherman Atwell, a lab
o rato ry  technician w ith w hom  Bethune m ade the wager, to  r s ) .  Bethune not 
only w on the w ager bu t took considerable delight several years later in cele
brating  his little jab against the establishm ent. U nder the heading “ C onfes
sional N o te ,” appended to  a 1936 article describing som e new  surgical 
instrum ents he had designed, he w rote: “ A phrenicectom y necklace described 
in the Review  o f  Tuberculosis ... was abandoned as unnecessary. It was taken, 
as it was m eant to  be, as an am using little trinke t” (“Some New T horacic Sur
gical Instrum ents, 656-62).

5 Tucson Citizen, 11 April 1932
6 Dr F.R. Harper, Thom as Davis Clinic, to  r s .

7 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, G rand Canyon N ational Park, Arizona, 30 
N ovem ber 1931, n f b  research file for the docum entary film Bethune.

8 Ibid.
9 M inutes o f  the Seventeenth A nnua l Session o f  the M edical and  Surgical A sso

ciation o f  the Sou thw est, Phoenix, A rizona, 3 -5  D ecem ber 1931, N ational 
Library of M edicine, Baltimore, M aryland. Bethune’s paper was “Some Pro
cedures in Thoracic Surgery." It was published in January  1932.

10 Inez Fisher letter to  Ted Allan, 4 June 1942, t a f ,  vol. 33, file 1.
11 Ibid.
12 D r John  Barnwell, n f b  interview. It was published in the Journal o f  Thoracic 

Surgery 5 (February 193 5). Bethune’s 1935 C hristm as card included a hum or
ous cartoon o f a “ Filling S tation," w ith a pneum othorax  device in front and 
sign reading, “Can you take it?”

13 Laura Rawlings later w rote: “Dr. Bethune was a guest in our hom e at C hrist
mas tim e nine years ago -  and having know n him very well during a short 
space o f tim e it was inevitable tha t he should leave a definite m ark upon us” 
(Laura Bassett Rawlings, letter to  Dr Gabriel N adeau, 5 January  Г941, Biblio- 
theque et archives nationales de Q uebec, Fonds Gabriel N adeau, M S S 1 7 7 ) .

14 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, M obile, A labam a, 31 Decem ber 1931, n f b  

research file for docum entary  film Bethune. M rs R aw lings’s first nam e was 
Laura, so Z arna m ust have been a nicknam e.

I  5 Dr Duane C arr to  r s  (Dr Carr, a thoracic surgeon, was a resident a t the Uni
versity of M ichigan a t the time); C larinda Walker, r n ,  to  r s .

16 In a letter to  A rchibald, A lexander w ro te, “ N orm an  Bethune is spending a 
m onth w ith H udson in D etroit, w atching and doing bronchoscopies and fol
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lowing around  with me here” (26 January  1932, Bentley H istorical Library, 
box 2, correspondence “a , ” 1932). Bethune spent the m onth of January  com 
m uting between Ann A rbor and D etroit.

17 Bethune, letter to  John Barnwell, D etroit, 9 January  1931, n f b  research file 
for docum entary film Bethune.

1 8  M rs F. Kerchofer, sister o f D r John Barnwell, to  r s .

19 Stephenson, “Tw o Stormy Petrels,” 63.
2 0  Despite the advice of his colleagues, the flam boyant O ’Brien decided to  carry

ou t the operations himself. Encased in a body cast tha t allowed him to  move
only his head, toes, arm s, and hands, he was placed face dow n on a stretcher
th a t was elevated to  a level parallel to  the operating table. There, propped up 
on his left side in a position tha t allow ed him to  use his right hand, he per
formed the four operations, all o f them  phrenicectom ies (“ M iracle M a n ,” D e
troit N ew s, 3 0  April 1 9 3 2  ; “ Dr. Edw ard J. O 'B rien Dies: N oted Pioneer in t b  

Surgery,” D etroit Free Press, 2 0  O ctober 1 9 5 9 ) .  Various people in the medical 
w orld regarded the event, which was widely reported  in the press, as sensa
tional and unnecessary (Stephenson, “Two Storm y Petrels,” 64).

21 In his fam ous essay “An A labam a S tudent,” which appeared in the Johns H op
kins H ospita l Bulletin  no. 58 in January  1896, Dr W illiam O sier (1849-1919) 
had celebrated the professional com m itm ent o f M rs Rawlings’s paternal grand
father, D r John Y. Bassett. D uring R aw lings’s visit, Bethune took  her to  the 
Osier Library of the History of M edicine a t McGill. Both signed the guest book. 
Laura Rawlings rem ained m arried to  J. M o tt Rawlings until his death in the 
г 960s. They had three children.

22 Dr Bruce Douglas, medical director, H erm an Kiefer H ospital to  r s ,  taped inter
view in the au tho rs’ possession.

23 Dr Cam eron H aight, quoted by D r Leslie E. Soper in a letter o f 8 September 
1971 to  r s , r s f ,  637 /1 /31. Dr Soper trained in anesthesiology a t the Univer
sity H ospital, University o f M ichigan, in the early 1960s under Dr H aight, who 
was then chief o f thoracic surgery.

24 Dr Bruce Douglas to  r s ,  taped interview  in the au tho rs’ possession.
25 Sometimes, however, he confounded his critics by taking an extrem ely conser

vative position on a case. O n one occasion a t a staff conference where the sta
tus o f patients was being reviewed, no t only the surgeons but all o f the medical 
doctors were in favour of surgical intervention in the case of a young boy who 
was suffering from advanced pulm onary tuberculosis. Bethune, to  the surprise 
o f the others, was the only one to  oppose the consensus tha t a thoracoplasty 
should be perform ed. He m ade his argum ent on a hum ane, no t a clinical basis. 
Given his condition, Bethune pointed ou t, the boy had very few years to  live. 
To operate and remove a large num ber of ribs leaving him bent and misshapen 
w ould not be doing him a favour, for he would then suffer through his little re
m aining tim e as a grotesque cripple. He refused to  operate (ibid.).

26 Ibid. In Walt, “The W orld’s Best-Known Surgeon,” 585, Bethune is said to  have 
perform ed nineteen consecutive lobectom ies using mass ligature w ith only one 
death. However, Dr Larry W. Stephenson, in an as yet unpublished m anuscript, 
m aintains tha t there is no reference for this claim  and tha t those results w ould 
have been exceptional for any surgeon during that period. Stephenson wonders
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w hether the nineteen lobectorm ies W alt attribu ted  to  Bethune were conflated 
w ith the tw enty-one lobectom ies w ithout a single death perfom ed by D r Pat 
O ’Brien in 1933.(“ D etroit Surgeons Then and N ow ,” unpublished ms., chap
ter 4, appendix 1).

27 C larinda Walker, r n ,  to  r s ,  taped interview in the au thors’ possession. W alker 
had first met Bethune in Ann A rbor a t the University H ospital when Dr Alexan
der had perform ed a phrenicectom y on Bethune several m onths earlier. In De
tro it she assisted as nurse-anesthesiologist a t the operation  in which Bethune’s 
patient died. John Barnwell also referred to  this incident in a letter o f 25 M ay 
1963 to  John  Kemeny, n f b  research file for the docum entary  film Bethune. 
C om pared to  o ther m ore com plex form s of surgery, such as the thoracoplasty 
in which several ribs were removed, the phrenicectomy, in which a portion of 
the phrenic nerve was rem oved, was a less involved surgical procedure. Ac
cording to  records of several operations perform ed by Bethune a t Kiefer H os
pital, he was able to  com plete a phrenicectom y in less than  tw enty minutes.

28 H aro ld  Beament t o  r s .

29 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, D etroit, 10 July 1932, n f b  research file for 
docum entary film Bethune.

30  Bethune, letter to  John Barnwell, M ontreal, 16 August 1932, ibid.
3 1 Louis H uo t to  r s ,  taped interview.
3 2  N orah  H um e W right and Dr G raham  Ross to  r s .

3 3  Between July 1 9 2 8  and M arch 1 9 3 1  Bethune received a m onthly cheque of 
$ 1 2 5  from the Percy C ow ans scholarship fund. He returned cheques th a t he 
had received for April and M ay and no further cheques were issued (N.D. John
ston, McGill University treasurer, to  Dr E.H. Bensley, D epartm ent o f the H is
tory  of M edicine, 2 8  O ctober 1 9 7 1 ) .  N o reason for his decision to  return  the 
cheques is provided in the files, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 4 3 .

34 He also had an appointm ent as consultant a t M ount Sinai Sanatorium  in the 
tow n of Ste Agathe, which he probably obtained in 1933. N o  records exist o f 
his appoin tm ent o r of his honorarium , bu t it was no t likely substantial.

3 5 Louis H uot to  r s ,  taped interview.
36 Eloesser, “ In M em orium : N orm an Bethune, 1 8 9 0 -1 9 3 9 ,” 461 , quoted in 

Stephenson, “Tw o Storm y Petrels,” 77.
3 7  Ent'xn, E dw ard Archibald, 138.
38 At the annual convention of the organization in Ann Arbor, the m otion to  make 

Bethune a m em ber was put forw ard by D r A rchibald and seconded by D r John 
A lexander (Edward Archibald, letter to  John Alexander, 2 February, Bentley 
H istorical Library, box 2 ,  correspondence “ a , ”  1 9 3 2 ) .  In this letter Archibald 
was replying to  a letter from Alexander, w ho had agreed to  second the m otion 
A rchibald was planning to  m ake a t the convention

39 D r A rth u r V ineberg to  r s ,  taped  interview . V ineberg also  claim ed th a t 
Bethune w as no t above trying o u t ideas as yet untested in the labora to ry  d i
rectly on patients.

4 0  Enxm, Edw ard Archibald, 11,9
4 1 Edward Archibald, letter to  Gabriel N adeau, 27 December 1940, n f b  research 

file for docum entary film Bethune.
4 2  D r C.A. M cIntosh to  r s .

43 M acLean and Entin, “N orm an Bethune and Edw ard A rchibald,” 1749.
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44 W hile negotiations continued, Bethune had learned from Barnwell tha t a sana
torium  in South Bend, Indiana, was looking for a superintendent and had sent 
a letter of application for the position on 14 January. However, when he learned 
th a t it had been filled, he decided to  com e to term s w ith the religious au thori
ties a t Sacre Coeur.

45 Bethune, letter to  John  Barnwell, M ontreal, 31 January  1933, n f b  research 
file for docum entary film Bethune.

46 Bethune, letter to  Frances Bethune, M ontreal, i z  April 1933, NFB research file 
for docum entary film Bethune. Millar, H orne &  H anna was the nam e o f the 
legal firm tha t had handled the divorce.

47  Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, interview  o f 1942.
48  Pierre Beaulieu, Bibliotheque et archives nationales de Q uebec, to  r s ,  6 Jan u 

ary 2004.
49  A friend of Frances, w ho requested anonym ity, to  r s .

50 “ Did you know  we had a doll-child called Alice, she spent six m onths with her 
father and six m onths w ith her m other like all good children of divorces. 
Bethune burn t her up once when he set his room  on fire here in M ontreal ... 
T he pew ter was all melted dow n to o ” (Frances [Bethune] Colem an, letter to  
Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942).

51 Dr Georges Cousineau t o  r s .

5 2 D r Wendell M acLeod, quoted in M cG ill N ew s A lum n i Quarterly, Spring/Sum
m er 1988, 13.

53 Dr Francis M acN aughton, quoted  in Entin, Edw ard Archibald, 138.
5 4  Dr Ronald Christie to  r s ,  taped interview.
5 5 M acLean and Entin, “N orm an Bethune and Edward A rchibald,” 1749; Frances

(Bethune) Colem an, letter to  Ted Allan, 29 Decem ber 1942; A.A. M acLeod, 
n f b , G ordons.

56 Sidney Sarkin, a w orker-leader o f the C om m unist Party o f C anada, quoted  in 
Ryerson, “C om rade Beth,” 150.

57 Cyclothem ia, like o ther bipolar syndrom es, tends to  occur in families. In this 
contex t it is interesting to  note the depressive illness tha t afflicted Bethune’s 
father and the instability and alcohol abuse of his grandfather N orm an. His 
g reat-grandfather Angus, though highly successful as a factor in the fur trade, 
w as aggressive and overbearing, disliked by the men w ho w orked under him, 
and criticized by his superiors. The governor o f the H udson’s Bay Com pany 
once said th a t Angus was “a very poor creature, vain, self-sufficient and tri
fling” (entry by H ilary Russell in the Canadian D ictionary o f  N ational Biog
raphy, 85). A nother possibility is narcissistic personality disorder. Among its 
sym ptom s are overweening self-esteem and a penchant for dram atic, em otional 
behaviour th a t are sim ilar to  the behaviour th a t characterized Bethune

5 8  Georges Cousineau to  r s .

59 Louise (G uadagni) Vezina to  r s ,  taped interview. Jacques Vezina, w ho had 
m arried Louise in 1929, was in N ew  York City in 1933. Bethune had met the 
nurse through his colleague A rthur Vineberg a t the beginning of the year.

60  Ibid.
6 г Ibid. Like Bethune, Pitt was an adventurous, colourful individual w ho enjoyed

risk-taking, and he and Bethune had engaged in friendly com petitions before 
Bethune met Louise. O n several occasions the previous w inter they attached a
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rope several m etres long to  the rear bum per o f Bethune’s car. O ne of them  
w ould then drive the vehicle along a w inding snow-covered country  road, tow 
ing the o ther on skis. The driver w ould make sharp  turns and suddenly vary his 
speed in an attem pt to  force the skier to  let go of the rope. Bethune held his own 
in these contests (Hugh M acM illan to  r s ).

62 Sister Joseph Leon, nee M arguerite Fleury, to  rs, taped interview  in the au 
thors’ possession.

63 Dr A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview.

C H A P T E R  S E V E N

1 Bethune perform ed seven blood transfusions related to  thoracic surgery a t Sacre 
C oeur in 1933 alone (Delva, “ N orm an Bethune: L’influence de I’H opital du 
Sacre Coeur,” 89). A pparently Bethune gave his patients blood transfusions 
whenever the operation he was to  perform  was likely to  be long and po ten
tially risky (Delva and Fournier, “N orm an Bethune -  Surgeon E xtraord inary ,” 
373-5). O ne source claims th a t a blood bank was established a t Sacre Coeur 
in 1933, during Bethune’s tim e a t the hospital (Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in 
Canada, 553). If this were the case, it w ould have been one of the first to  exist 
in a M ontreal hospital, and indeed in C anada, an tedating  by four years the 
first hospital blood bank established in the United States (see chapter 6, n.15). 
However, a search of the official archives of the H opital du Sacre C oeur has re
vealed that the first mention of the existence o f a blood bank a t the hospital was 
in 1943 (Rapport general du  1 janvier  1943 au 1 janvier  1944, M ontreal, 
Archives Providence, M95.34 (41 )-АС-вЬз.7; M arie-C laude Beland, archiviste, 
Archives Providence, to  G iovanna Badia, L ibrarian, Royal Victoria H ospital 
M edical Library, 13 January  2010).

2 D uring this tim e they perform ed approxim ately one hundred thoracoplasties 
each year, an  impressive feat (Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 553-5). 
And this was no t the only surgery Bethune undertook. In early 1934 he also re
ceived appointm ents to  perform  surgery a t the W om en’s General H ospital and 
the Royal Edward Institute in M ontreal.

3  Fritz Brandtner, n f b , G ordons.
4 Frances Geddes, w ho m arried Bethune’s flatm ate Aubrey Geddes, told Elizabeth 

Lam ont, librarian  a t the Royal Victoria H ospital in M ontreal, th a t Bethune 
w anted to  be revered (Elizabeth Lam ont to  R S ,  telephone interview).

5 Sister Joseph Leon to  r s .
6 Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 555.
7  Louis H uot to  R S,  taped interview.
8 Delva, “N orm an Bethune: L’influence de I’H opital du Sacre-Coeur,” 89.
9  M arian  Scott, n f b  interview.

10 Sister Joseph Leon to  r s .
11 Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 37.
1 2 Bethune, “ A Plea for Early Com pression” Canadian M edical Association Jour

nal 27 (July 1932): 36-42.
г 3 This play may have been aired on radio , and ano ther of his certainly w as. A n  

A fternoon  w ith  a Tuberculosis Patient, perform ed by the M ontreal Repertory 
Theatre, w ith Bethune in the cast, was broadcast on Station c f c f  on 9  Jan u 
ary 1934 (Rioppel, “ Private Viewing,” 20).
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14 M asson, A u  Service des tuberculeux.
I 5 M ontreal G azette, 11 April 1934.
1 6  D r A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview. Vineberg, w ho as a Jew  was firmly 

anti-fascist, said tha t Bethune was “a great follower o f fascism” until he went 
to  Russia, and tha t the tw o of them  had had “a big row ” abou t the subject a t 
Vineberg’s father’s house.

17 The friend was Jean Palardy; his fiancee was the artist Jori Smith, w ith w hom  
Bethune later became friends (Jean Palardy to  r s ).

1 8  H orn , T he D irty Thirties, Z 5 5 .

19 The leading members of the l s r  were involved in the founding in 1933 of the 
Cooperative C om m onw ealth Federation, the first dem ocratic-socialist party  in 
Canada.

z o  Adam  Sheriff-Scott to  r s .

z 1 Beginning in 1936, Bethune attended perform ances of labour theatre produc
tions by Lilian M endelsohn’s New  T heatre G roup a t V ictoria Hall in West- 
m ount, joining the cast later a t the Sam ovar Club for drinks and dancing. He
spent much of his tim e in such left-wing artistic circles during his remaining
time in M ontreal. The N ew  Theatre G roup was organized by a m em ber of the 
C om m unist Party of C anada’s Section 13, the closed group reserved for vari
ous professionals w hose m em bership the party  wished to  conceal. The A rtists’ 
G roup was another such organization.

z z  M cM ann, Spring Exhibitions, /8 8 0 - /9 7 0 ,  31.
Z 3  Frances Geddes t o  r s .

Z 4  M arian Scott, n f b  interview.
Z5 The apartm en t was a t 1947 Bayle Street.
z 6  F.D. A c k m a n  t o  r s ,  t a p e d  i n t e r v i e w ,  r s f ,  6 3 7 / 2 / 1 .

Z 7  Aubrey Geddes, n f b  interview.
z8 Ibid.
Z9  Bethune, letter t o  Frances Bethune, undated , n f b  file for docum entary  film 

Bethune.
30  Dr Ronald Christie, a professor of medicine a t McGill and a friend of Frances

and N orm an, to  r s . The suggestion tha t Colem an inform ed the insurance com 
pany is in Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, 1 9 4 Z  interview.

3 I  J.B. Smith, assistant manager, Equitable Assurance Society of N orth  America, 
letter to  r s ,  z z  M ay 1 9 7 Z ,  r s f , 6 3 7 / 1 / 1 Z 8 .

3 z Bethune, letter to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, M ontreal, 11 February 1934, 
n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune.

33 Bethune, letter to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 7 June 1934, ibid.
34 Park, “ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 130. A nother piece o f evidence of their 

continuing relationship is a letter Bethune w rote on 31 O ctober 1935 asking his 
ex-wife to  com e to  Sacre C oeur for lunch ( n f b  research file for docum entary 
film Bethune).

35 Dr A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview. Dr C am eron also w orked a t the 
Royal Edw ard Institute w here Bethune sometim es perform ed surgery.

36 Elizabeth H urcom b (Wallace) to  Gabriel N adeau, letter o f z June 1941, Biblio
theque et archives nationales du Q uebec, Fonds Gabriel N adeau, m s s  1 7 7 .

37 Dr Richard H. O verholt was a pre-em inent thoracic surgeon of the era who 
operated  a well-known clinic in Boston. He had some interest in Bethune and
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visited Sacre Coeur to  w atch him operate (R. O verholt to  r s ,  taped interview, 
r s f ,  637/2/4).

3 8  D r A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview.
39 H arriet (H am m ond) Elliston to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  637/2/4.
40  D r A rthur Vineberg to  r s ,  taped interview.
4 1  Bethune, letter to  John  Barnwell, 9  Septem ber 1 9 3 4 ,  n f b  research file for doc

um entary film Bethune. In a letter to  Ew arts G raham , ed itor o f the Journal o f  
Thoracic Surgery, Bethune w rote: “ I had a spontaneous pneum othorax on my 
return from Boston and have been laid up since” ( 2 6  June 1 9 3 4 ,  ibid.). He may 
have rem ained in bed because of sym ptom s of shortness o f b reath  until the 
lung re-expanded o r to  pu t less stress on the lung in hope the tiny rup tu re  
w ould heal faster -  perhaps for both reasons. Either way it does seem to  indi
cate th a t he was receiving respiratory benefit from the left lung when it was 
expanded, despite some scarring in the lung from the previous tuberculosis and 
the fact tha t a portion  of his phrenic nerve had been rem oved on th a t side, 
which aided his breathing. As he recovered from the pneum othorax , the left 
lung w ould presum ably have re-inflated gradually. In general 'Bethune’s b rea th 
ing w ould likely have im proved w ith exercise, when the intercostal muscles 
w ould have contributed  to  the functioning of his dam aged lung. Inform ation 
for the above passage was supplied by Dr Larry W. Stephenson, professor o f 
surgery and chief o f division, C ardiothoracic Surgery, a t the W ayne State Uni
versity School o f M edicine, in an  email exchange and a telephone conversation 
w ith the au thors, 2 3  February 2 0 1 0 .

42  H arriet (Ham m ond) Elliston to  r s ,  taped interview. Bethune did no t see H ar
riet again until three years later when he was in Boston on his speaking tour fol
lowing his return from Spain. W hen they met a t a reception, she told him she 
had m arried. H er husband was also a doctor. Later, Bethune found her again 
in the crow d and told her tha t he had introduced himself to  her husband and 
they had chatted for a while. Reaching for her hand and smiling, he said, “ You 
made the right choice” (H arrie t Elliston to  r s ,  taped interview).

4 3  F.D. Ackman to  r s ,  taped interview.
44  Rioppel, “A Private Viewing,” 18.
4 5 George M ooney, n f b  interview. It is alleged tha t around  this tim e, in the spring

of 1935, Bethune’s social conscience was stirred by witnessing police repression 
o f a w orkers’ protest m arch. He is supposed to  have given first aid to  injured 
protesters (Allan and G ordon, The Scalpel, the Sw ord, 79).

4 6  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b , G ordons.
47  Bethune, letter to  John Alexander, 11 July 1935, Bentley H istorical Library, 

box 3, correspondence “ в ,” 1935. “ I am  leaving for a six weeks trip  to  Eng
land, France and G erm any tom orrow ,” he w rote, no t m entioning tha t his trip 
included the Soviet Union.

48  M arian Scott, n f b  interview; also Trepanier, M arian Dale Scott, 116.
49  M arian Scott, lecture notes; undated journal entry September 1935, m s f , vol. 

14, file 41.
50 M arian  Scott, lecture notes, m s f ,  vols. 14 -15 , i 979> file 1. By favouring 

decentralization, Scott tended tow ard  anarchism , an ideology tha t both social 
dem ocrats and M arxists abhorred  (Trepanier, M arian Dale Scott, 115).

51 Ibid., 94
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5 2. Ibid.
53 M arian Scott, fragm entary notes, m s f ,  vol. 15, f i l e  6 .

54 Ibid., vol. 14, file zo.
55 “ Reflections on R eturn from  ‘T hrough  the Looking G lass,’” address to  the 

M ontreal M edico-C hirurgical Society, zo  D ecem ber 1935, published in the 
Bulletin o f  the M ontreal M edico-Chirurgical Society, M arch-April 1936.

56 Both the letter and the poem  are to  be found in m s f ,  vol. 14, file zo.
57 M arian  Scott, journals, 9 and 10 September 1935, m s f ,  v o l.i,  file 11; ibid., 10 

M ay 1936, v o l.I, file 14.
58 Larry H an n an t, interview  w ith Peter Dale Scott, 1995 (H annant, Politics o f  

Passion, 73).
59 M arian Scott, journals, 16 and z i  Septem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 1, file 11.
60  Bethune, notes and telegram s to  M arian  Scott, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 1 4 - Z 5 .  Blake’s 

“The Sick Rose” was first published in his Songs o f  Experience. Bethune’s use 
of “O h my, oh my, oh m y!” from Janet Cornell to  R S .

61 M arian Scott, journals, 19 O ctober 1936, m s f ,  vol. 1, file 11.
6 z  Ibid., 10 January  1936, vol. 1, file 15.
63 Fritz B randtner (1 896-1969), a G erm an born in Danzig (today G dansk, 

Poland), em igrated to  C anada in 1 9 Z 8  and moved from W innipeg to  M ontreal 
in 1934. Im pressed by one of the first of B randtner’s paintings exhibited in 
M ontreal, Bethune bought it. Shortly after m aking the purchase, he was in tro 
duced to  the artist by a m utual friend, R obert Ayre, a r t critic o f the M ontreal 
G azette.

64 Park, “ Bethune As 1 Knew H im ,” 119. A later attem pt to  do the same thing 
with a painting o f Paraskeva C lark was no t appreciated. W hile he was a house 
guest of the Clarks, Bethune blithely changed the colour o f the puppet stand in 
her w ell-know n painting Petrouchka  from  red to  blue. A nnoyed, C lark imme
diately repainted it red (ibid.).

65 O n one occasion, when som eone adm ired them , he took scissors and cut off a 
substantial sw atch o f the curtains as a gift (Irene Kon t o  r s ).

66 Fritz Brandtner, n f b ,  G ordons.
67 Ibid.
6 8  Louis H uo t to  r s ,  taped interview. The vitam in pills are m entioned by Libbie 

Park, w ho quoted him as saying, “ H ow  valuable they are, w hat did we ever do 
w ithou t them ?” (“ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 117).

6 9  Fritz Brandtner, n f b , G ordons.
7 0  H aze Sise, letter to  George M ooney, 4 M ay 1948.
71 Frances (Bethune) Colem an to  Ted Allan, 1 9 4 Z  interview. (Allan’s notes indi

cate tha t this particu lar piece of inform ation might have been given him either 
by Frances Colem an or by M arian  Scott.) Some of Bethune’s com m ents about 
wom en seem to indicate ambivalence. Libbie Park said, “N orm an loved women 
and said he loved wom en passionately and m ade love w ith som e.” She pointed 
o u t tha t he was capable of m any kinds of relationships with w om en, no t just 
sexual pursu it (“ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 9 9 ) .  Frances Colem an said that, 
w henever they passed a shapely w om an on the street, he w ould ask her, “Did 
you notice th a t im portan t structure we just passed?” Then, he w ould “ turn, 
smile and cock his hat, repeating, ‘A very im portan t structure .’11 But she also 
quoted him as saying “W omen are beasts” and also “W omen are flowers. Get
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the fragrance and let them  alone” (Frances [Bethune] Colem an to  Ted Allan, 
1 9 4 Z  interview.

7 2  Fritz Brandtner, n f b ,  G ordons.
7 3  M arian Scott, n f b  interview.
74 M arian Scott t o  r s .

75 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, M ontreal, 8 October 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 20.
76 The C om m unist International, know n as C om intern, was founded in M oscow  

in 1919 to  overthrow  the existing w orld  o rder by spreading com m unism  
abroad.

7 7  Bethune, letter to  Louis Kon, 20 O ctober 1 9 3 5 ,  n f b  research tile for docu 
m entary film Bethune. Bethune’s difficult handw riting  leaves the exact date of 
the letter unclear. In Bethune, r s  gave the date as 28 October. However, David 
Lethbridge correctly  m aintains th a t the date is 20 O ctober (Lethbridge, 
Bethune: The Secret Police File, C om m entary on D ocum ents 1-10). A typed 
version of the letter exists but is undated.

78 Lethbridge, Bethune: The Secret Police File, docum ent 4, report o f 25 O ctober 
1935-

79  This was a t 1237 Guy Street. Shortly before leaving M ontreal in July, Bethune 
learned tha t his landlord had sold the boarding house to  a university frater
nity, which w ould take possession while he was away. He therefore decided to  
store his few possessions and look for a new residence on his return. His friend 
H arold Beament met him a t W indsor S tation when he arrived back from  the 
Soviet U nion, and he stayed for several days a t Beam ent’s residence on D rum 
m ond Street before finding a room  on Guy Street.

80 Dr Georges Cousineau to  r s .

81 Dr John  Alexander, letter to  N orm an Bethune, 15 July 1935, Bentley H istori
cal Library, box 3, correspondence “ в ,” 1935.

8 2  M arian Scott, n f b  interview.
83 W herrett, “N orm an Bethune and Tuberculosis,” 68.
84 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 8 O ctober 1935, MSF> v°l- file 2.0.
85 Ibid.
86 Bethune, letter to  Louis Kon, 20 O ctober 1935, NFB research file for docu

m entary film Bethune.
87 Ibid.
88 Bethune, Speech to  Friends of the Soviet Union, 30 O ctober 1935, M ontreal 

G azette, 31 O cober 1935.
89 Bethune, letter to  M arian  Scott, 6 Novem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 21.
90  M arian Scott, journals, 18 Novem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 1 file 11.
9 I Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 21 N ovem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 21.
92  Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 20 December 1935 , m s f ,  vol. 14, file 21. Later 

tha t m onth he w rote to  her again, “ Pony darling, I adore you. Com e &  take 
tea w ith me on Friday afte rnoon” (ibid.).

93 The r c m p  did no t note his c p c  m em bership until 6 O ctober 1936 (Lethbridge, 
Bethune: The Secret Police Files, docum ent ic ,  report o f 6 O ctober 1936).

C H A P T E R  E I G H T  

I Bethune, speech to  the Friends o f the Soviet Union.
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i  M ontreal G azette, 31 O ctober 1935; Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 8 O cto 
ber 1935, M S F ,  vol. 14, file zo.

3 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, z i  Novem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, file z i .
4 Park, “ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 116. N o doub t Bethune’s loneliness was in

tensified by his frequent insom nia.
5 Ibid., 117. Stanley Ryerson points ou t tha t som e of his fellow party members 

“ provided a m atrix  of w arm th and affectionate understanding in his last short 
bu t crucial years [s/cl o f a new political experience in M o n trea l” (Ryerson, 
“C om rade Beth,” 150).

6 M arian Scott Journals, undated entry, September 1935, m s f ,  vol 1, file 11.
7 Ryerson, “C om rade Beth,” 153.
8 Park, “ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 98.
9 Ibid.

10 Ibid., 107-8
11 F.R. Scott to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 /z /i.
I z This sentence was not in the published version of “ Reflections on Return from 

Through the Looking G lass.” Park states th a t it appeared on the copy of the 
address from which Bethune read and tha t he had inserted it in his ow n hand 
w riting (Park, “ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 101).

13 Bethune, “ Reflections on R eturn from  T hrough the Looking G lass”; n f b ,  re
search file for docum entary film Bethune.

14 M em phis Com m ercial Appeal, 13 February 1936.
1 5 Bethune, “Take the Private Profit ou t o f M edicine,” Address to  the M ontreal 

M edical-Chirugical Society, 17 April 1936, n f b  research file for docum entary 
film Bethune.

16 Walt, “The W orld’s Best-Known Surgeon,” 590. Dr David M ulder from Fred 
Taylor, related in a telephone conversation with r s . If this meeting were held, 
no record of its m inutes has been discovered.

17 Bethune, letter to  D r Richard M eade, 17 February 1936, B M H .

1 8 Delarue, Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 101.
19 M arian Scott, Journals, z z  M arch 1936. m s f ,  vol. 1, file 13
zo  Bethune, “ A Poem to  Pony,” и  M arch 1 9 3 6 ,  “U ntitled ,” zo  M arch 1 9 3 6 ;  

“ R em em brance,” M arch Z 9 ,  1 9 3 6 ;  “ Encounter, m s f ,  vol. 1 4 ,  file “ C orre
spondence to  M arian  Scott, January  3 6  to  June 3 6 . ”

z i  M arian  Scott, Journals, 10 January  1936; Z3 M arch 1936; z April 1936, m s f , 

vol. I ,  file 13.
z z  Ibid., 10 May, vol. 1, file 13; 4 June, 8 June, Z4 September, Z4 O ctober, 8 De

cember, vol. I ,  file 14.
Z3 M arian Scott to  Esther Trepanier, date unknow n, Esther Trepanier to  r s ,  tele

phone conversation in August Z 0 0 3 .

Z4 M argaret Day w ould later m arry the artist Philip Surrey. W ith F.R. Scott and 
others, she was one of the founding mem bers of the poetry magazine Preview  
in 1 9 4 Z .

Z5 M argaret Day to  Patricia Whitney, taped interview of June 1989. The original 
tape is in the possession of Les W hitney, Patricia W hitney’s husband. A copy 
o f the tape is in the possession of the authors. According to  Day, her affair with 
Bethune continued over the next several m onths until his departure for Spain.
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2.6 Allan H arrison t o  r s .
27 Pegi Nicol to  M arian Scott; M urray, D affodils i n  W inter, 123. Events in the 

Toronto  visit are based on Fritz B randtner’s interview by Alvin and Dolly Gor
don and  an interview  w ith Paraskeva C lark by r s .  Bethune’s m eeting with 
Paraskeva C lark later led to  an affair with her tha t he m aintained until his final 
few days in C anada before his departure for China.

28 M arian Scott, n f b  interview.
29 Park, “ Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 113.
30  Ibid., 116.
3 I  A rt produced b y  children attending the c c a c  w on three aw ards in the chil

d ren’s art section o f the Paris W orld’s Fair in 1937 (Trepanier, M arian Dale 
Scott, 103).

32 Bethune, letter to  M arian  Scott, 13 A ugust 1936, m s f , vol. 14, file 23. Under 
Duplessis, nothing w ould be done abou t public health care for nearly a gener
ation.

33 Ibid.
34 Park, “ Bethune As 1 Knew H im ," 130.
35 Daily Clarion, 1 August 1936.
3 6  George M ooney, n f b  interview.
37 M argaret Day to  Patricia W hitney, taped interview.
38 M rs F. Kerchofer t o  r s .
39 Percy N ewm an to r s .

40  J . L .  Biggar, national com m issioner o f the C anadian Red Cross Society, letter to  
N orm an Bethune, Toronto , 18 Septem ber 1936, r s f ,  637 /1 /9 i .

41 Daily Clarion, 16 September 1936. M acLeod was a high-ranking c p c  official 
from Toronto. In early September, he and Tim Buck, the national secretary, had 
gone to  Brussels to  attend the Universal Peace Conference. O rganized by Lord 
Cecil o f Chelw ood, it a ttracted  representatives from thirty-tw o counties w ho 
shared the fear tha t the Spanish conflict could develop into a far greater one in
volving much of Europe. From Brussels, after travelling to  M adrid  to  assess 
the military situation and to  offer assistance, M acLeod and Buck learned from 
Republican governm ent officials tha t the prim ary need of the m ilitary forces 
was medical supplies.

4 2  H oar, The M acKenzie-Papineau Battalion, 10. H oar, on  agreem ent w ith 
M acLeod, used the pseudonym  o f  Allen Dow d. See also A.A. M acLeod, n f b , 

G ordons.
43 A.A. M acleod, n f b , G ordons
44  Ibid.
45 Larry H an n an t, “U nited F ron t on the Left: T he C om m ittee to  Aid Spanish 

Dem ocracy,” unpublished paper, unpaginated.
46  The chairm an was the Reverend Benjamin Spence, a prom inent Toronto Protes

tan t minister, and while Spry and Rose H enderson, a liberal, were tw o of the 
four vice-chairmen, the o ther tw o were A.A. M acLeod and Tim Buck. In keep
ing with Com intern policy, the c p c  strategy was to  encourage the merging of 
all progressive forces to  create a Popular F ront to  suppo rt the Spanish R epub
lican governm ent. For this reason, the party  wished to  conceal Bethune’s com 
m unist allegiance and to  depict him as a non-political medical doctor inspired 
by hum anitarian  concerns. To the very few c p c  mem bers w ho w ere aw are of
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Bethune’s party  m em bership, it was ironic tha t the C C F  was unwittingly help
ing to  send a com m unist to  Spain.

47  Elizabeth Sm art (1 913 -86 ) becam e a novelist, best know n for her novel In 
G rand Central Station I Sat D ow n  and  W ept, published in 1945.

48 In his “M em orandum  to  the C entral C om m ittee of the Chinese C om m unist 
Party,” 2.0 April 1938, Bethune stated th a t he resigned from  his positions a t 
Sacre Coeur and W om en’s General H ospitals and the D epartm ent o f Pensions 
and N ational Welfare one week before leaving for Spain (M em orandum  Pre
sented to  the C entral C om m ittee of the Chinese C om m unist Party, Yennan 
[Yan’an], zo  April 1938; hereafter cited as M em orandum ). D ocum ent copy in 
the possession of the authors.

49 Georges Deshaies, n f b ,  G ordons.
5 0  R obert and Thelm a Ayre to  r s , taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 3 .

5 1 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, 10 O ctober 1936, m s f ,  vol. 14, file 23.
52 M arian  Scott, Journals, 24 O ctober 1936, m s f ,  vol. 1, file 14
53 M argaret Day to  Patricia W hitney, taped interview.
54 Frances (Bethune) Colem an, n f b ,  G ordons. The date o f the will, 28 October, 

is apparently  a typographical error. Bethune had sailed from Q uebec four days 
earlier.

55 Canadian Forum  17 (July 1937). Bethune frequently altered his writings. He 
apparently  w rote another version, possibly before the publication of the poem. 
The differences between the tw o are insignificant (Petrou, Renegades, chapter 
13, note 4, 262).

56 T hough the Toronto Star and  the Daily Clarion agreed that the crow d was in
tensely partisan, their estim ates o f its size differed in their 22 O ctober accounts 
o f the meeting. The Star gave a figure of 5,000 and the Daily Clarion, 1 1,000.

57 A final coun t showed tha t just under $4 ,000 in cash, cheques, and am ounts 
pledged had been collected (Toronto Star, 22 O ctober 1936).

58 M ontreal G azette, 23 O ctober 1936
59 The sources for the banning of the meetings are the Daily Clarion, the M on

treal G azette, and the M ontreal Herald. In an  address given on Sunday, 25 O c
tober, to  a gathering o f 100,000 in the Craig Street Arm ory and on the Cham p 
de M ars, Mgr. Charles G authier, archbishop co-adjutor o f M ontreal, w arned 
Rom an Catholics against the Spanish Loyalists, w hom  he described as “ those 
new barbarians w ho have covered the soil o f Spain with ruin and b lood .” Fol
lowing the address, which was part of the celebration o f the feast o f Christ the 
King, a series o f resolutions was passed including one th a t denounced com 
m unist p ropaganda (M ontreal G azette, 26 O ctober 1936).

60  N ew  York Times, 27 O ctober 1936
6 1  F.R. Scott t o  r s , taped interview.
62  H annan t, T he Politics o f  Passion, 116.

C H A P T E R  N I N E

1 There is som e evidence tha t General Q ueipo de Llano, w ho was stationed in 
Seville, may have used the term “fifth co lum n” before M ola.

2 O n Saturday m orning, 31 October, tw o prom inent fascist leaders and thirty- 
one others were driven to  a cemetery w here they were shot. O n 2 N ovem ber 
and 3 Novem ber, a total of seventy-six m ore fascists met a sim ilar fate.
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3 Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, ry Decem ber 1936. The money w ent for 
the care of miners in Oviedo injured in the abortive uprising in Asturias in 1934 
(n f b  research files for docum entary film Bethune).

4 The Star, which had given detailed coverage to  the M utual Arena rally o f O c
tober 21 and was aw are of Bethune’s plans, likely provided him with H alton ’s 
London address and telephone number.

5 Toronto Star, 3 N ovem ber 1936.
6 N ew  C om m onw ealth , 21 N ovem ber 1936. At this stage of the w ar the N a

tionalist forces had no t surrounded the entire city, which allow ed the a irport 
to  operate.

7 Bethune found H em ingw ay preten tious, and after the w riter left the bar, 
Bethune m ockingly im itated his rather stiff gait (H enning Sorensen to  r s ).

8 The in form ation  in the previous three paragraphs w as related by H enning 
Sorensen t o  r s .

9  G ordon M cC utcheon, a m em ber o f the same group, to  r s .

0  In a letter w ritten in Valencia in 1 9 3 7  Sorensen stated th a t he was a m em ber 
o f the C om m unist Party of Spain. It seems likely tha t he was also a m em ber of 
the C P C ,  which w ould have know n ab o u t his plan to  go to  Spain (H enning 
Sorensen, letter to  the Central Com m ittee of the Com m unist Party of Spain, Va
lencia, 4 August 1 9 3 7 ;  l a c  (M oscow  Archives], C om intern fonds, M G 1 0 - K 3 ,  

fonds 5 3 9 ,  file list 3 ,  file 7 3 2 ) .

1 W ith Spry was Jacques Bieler, w ho was also a C C F  party member. Spry prom 
ised to  send accreditation docum entation to  the C anadian  Legation in Paris 
where Sorensen could pick it up en route to  Spain (Henning Sorensen, unpub
lished autobiographical ms. given to  r s  by H ilda Sorensen, 136). From C open
hagen, Sorensen had travelled via Paris to  Spain, arriving in M adrid  on 11 
October. Tw o weeks later he w ent to  the British Embassy to  collect a cable sent 
on 23 O ctober from M ontreal by the c a s d ;  it inform ed him tha t Bethune was 
sailing the following day from Q uebec City and asked him to  m ake contact 
w ith him when he reached M adrid . N o t know ing the exact date of Bethune’s 
arrival, Sorensen had left the city on a day trip  on Sunday and returned to  learn 
tha t Bethune was registered in the hotel (H enning Sorensen to  r s ) .

2  Henning Sorensen t o  r s .

3 H oar, The Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion, 50.
4 H enning Sorensen, unpublished ms., 147.
5 Bethune, radio  broadcast, “ M adrid , Peaceful am id W ar,” 2 January  1937. 

Bethune’s radio broadcasts, along w ith those of H azen Sise and J.B.S. H aldane, 
were later printed as a pam phlet by the c a s d :  “This Is S tation e a q  M adrid , 
Spain: H ear Dr N orm an Bethune, Prof. J.B.S. H adane, Hazen Sise” (Toronto: 
Com m ittee to  Aid Spanish Democracy, 1936, 1937), o l h m a ,  Bethune Collec
tion fonds, accession 443 в, folder 3.

6 H enning Sorensen, unpublished ms., 148.
7  Contreras was a nom  de guerre. He was in fact an Italian nam ed Vittorio Vidali 

(1900-83).
8 H enning Sorensen to  R S ,  taped interview, r s f , 637/2/6.
9 Kleber was a nom  de guerre used by Lazar Stern, a H ungarian w ho had served 

as a captain in the A ustrian arm y in W orld War I. He had joined the C om m u
nist Party in the 1920s and was later appointed to  the m ilitary section of the
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C om intern. Travelling w ith a C anadian  passport fabricated by the n k v d ,  the 
Soviet secret police, he had com e to Spain to  train  and lead the International 
Brigades.

2 0  H enning Sorensen to  r s ,  taped interview.
21 Ibid.
22 As far as is know n, Bethune never fired a gun in a battle, w hether during World 

W ar I, in Spain, o r in China.
23 N ew  C om m onw ealth , 21 Novem ber 1936. A nother $1 ,000 was deposited in 

a bank in Paris.
24 Bethune, postcard to  M arian  Scott, 11 Novem ber 1936, M S P ,  vol. 14, file 23.
25 H enning Sorensen t o  r s .

26 H enning Sorensen, unpublished ms., 152.
27 H azen Sise told r s  tha t they only became aw are of D uran i Jo rd a’s w ork  in 

December, after they had returned  to  M adrid  from  London and Paris. It is 
w orth noting th a t the system invented by D uran i Jo rda  to  transport blood to 
the front was m ore sophisticated than the blood service eventually set up by 
Bethune. The C atalan  docto r’s service blended blood from different donors, 
which w as enclosed in pressurized am poules and then transported  by refriger
ated truck or train  to  locations near the front. Bethune’s service simply bottled 
blood from individual donors, added sodium  citrate as a preservative, and re
frigerated it until it could be delivered by am bulance.

28 The fact tha t they did no t mention the work of D uran i Jo rda to  Bethune a t this 
time w ould seem to indicate tha t they, as well as he, were unaw are of it.

29 Daily Clarion, 20 N ovem ber 1936.
30 This letter, probably to  Benjamin Spence, is quoted in the n f b  docum entary 

film Bethune.
31 It is likely tha t it was a t this tim e th a t Bethune became acquainted w ith the la t

est Soviet techniques in blood transfusion including the use o f blood from ca
davers. Bethune refers to  this knowledge in a letter to  Benjamin Spence, which 
appeared in the Daily Clarion on 4 December 1936. He may have already have 
know n about the establishm ent of a national blood bank system in the Soviet 
Union from his visit there in the sum m er of 1935; if no t, he may have learned 
abou t it during his research in London. It is also w orth  noting th a t Bethune 
w rote to  D r N orm an M . G uiou, one of the C anadian pioneers in the use of cit- 
rated blood, asking him to  send him a copy o f the C anadian  Red Cross pam 
phlet H em orrhage at the O utposts, which described the freezing test Guiou 
had developed to  cross-m atch blood quickly. As Bethune was to  do later, Guiou 
had long argued tha t soldiers in shock “should be handled prom ptly and not 
sent back 20 miles to  die on the way,” and tha t it was possible to  do  this (De- 
larue. Thoracic Surgery in Canada, 212).

3 2 In O ttaw a, O .D . Skelton of External Affairs had his staff investigate Bethune’s 
claim . In the report subm itted to  Skelton, the staff m em ber w rote th a t the d i
rector o f M edical Services of the D epartm ent o f Pensions and N ational H ealth 
had inform ed him tha t “ besides being a very good surgeon he (Bethune) is a re
liable and responsible person.” But he added, the c a s d  “ is understood to  be a 
com m unist organization  under the chairm anship  of the Reverend Benjamin 
Spence, and it has been said th a t Tim Buck is associated w ith it in som e way.” 
O n Saturday M assey received the follow ing message from Skelton: “ W hile
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G overnm ent has full sym pathy w ith any efforts to  relieve sufferers on both 
sides of present Spanish conflict, it w ould no t be possible, in view of w hat ap 
peared to  be political com plexion o f this mission as indicated ... to  sponsor it 
by m aking a formal request as indicated” (la c , rg  15м  Series G i, vol. 1801, 
file 631-в).

3 3  H azen Sise, n f b  interview.
34 In describing his meeting w ith Sise, Bethune com m ented to  Sorensen, “We'll be 

lucky to  get him. His father is one of the fifty m ost im portan t men in C anada .” 
Sorensen was upset by this rem ark, which seemed to  him m ost unfitting for a 
com m unist (Sorensen to  r s ) .  Bethune’s reference to  the social status o f Sise’s 
father may have reflected his hope tha t the association o f w ealthy people with 
the blood transfusion unit m ight increase both financial and political support 
in C anada for the Spanish Republic. Sorensen may also have felt piqued a t the 
intrusion o f the bau t bourgeois Sise in to  w hat up to  now  had been his and 
Bethune’s project.

3 5 M ono A zu l (blue overalls) w as the nam e o f a Loyalist newspaper.
36 W hen the International Red Cross later protested , Bethune replaced the red 

cross with the M altese Cross set in a w reath , the sym bol of the Spanish Army 
health departm ent, the Sanidad M ilitar (Hoar, Tbe M ackenzie-Papineau Bat
talion, 53).

37 Sise was taken aback. M any years later he rem arked, “T hat to  scoff a t a map, 
to  ignore it w ith bravado was a shocking attitude, a prim itive and a d isturbing 
tra it to  encounter in a man I had com e to adm ire so m uch” (Hazen Sise, n f b  

interview).
38 H azen Sise to  r s .
39 In a letter to  Benjamin Spence, Bethune states tha t there were fifteen room s 

(Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, 17 December 1936, n f b  research file for 
docum entary film Bethune). Sise and also Sorensen inform ed r s  th a t the num 
ber was eleven.

In Tbe Forging o f  a Rebel, 2.70-1, A rturo  Barea recounts how, no t long after 
moving in, Bethune discovered a trove of hidden docum ents, som e in Germ an. 
He stalked into the Telefonica building, “ w ith his escort o f lum bering, em bar
rassed young helpers,” dem anding tha t the papers be translated. After th a t was 
done, “ his frizzy grey hair slicked back on his long narrow  head, sw aying 
slightly on his feet,” he announced th a t he w ould drive the docum ents over to 
the foreign minister in person.

4 0  H azen Sise, n f b  interview.
41 She had com e to  Spain in O ctober w ith her husband, M orris G reenspan, a 

w riter for the American periodical N e w  M asses. Learning th a t Bethune was 
looking for a laboratory  technician, G reenspan offered her services and he im 
mediately accepted her. The decision to  take a partisan role likely m ade her the 
first American female volunteer in the Spanish Civil W ar (New  York Univer
sity, Frances Patai papers, 131, box 2., folder 5, hereafter cited as Frances Patai 
Papers.)

42  H enning Sorensen told rs th a t even after several m onths of using w hole blood 
collected by the unit and treated with sodium  citrate, Vicente Goyanes and An
ton io  Culebras, tw o Spanish hem atologists assigned to  the unit by the Socorro 
R ojo, continued to  prefer the trad itional m ethod of direct transfusion.
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43 Celia G reenspan Seborer to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 637/2V1.
44  H azen Sise interview  dated  N ovem ber 1966, o l h m a , Bethune Collection 

fonds, p i 56, accession 331.
45 D uring one o f his broadcasts , Bethune m entioned th a t all the churches in 

M adrid  w ere open and th a t he him self had been a ttending  services a t a 
Lutheran church every Sunday. Given th a t he had stated years before tha t he 
had lost his belief in an anthropom orphic god, this was no doub t an attem pt 
to  counter the anti-Republican propaganda of the Fascists, w ho accused the 
Loyalist forces of viciously persecuting priests, nuns, and the religious faithful.

46  H azen Sise, o l h m a , Bethune C ollection Fonds P i 56, accession 331. Sise’s 
m other in fact heard one of her son’s broadcasts from Spain.

47  Frederick Griffin, “C anadians Lend a H an d ,” Toronto Star W eekly, 27 Febru
ary 1937. Bethune and the others also visited the rem nants o f the T haelm ann 
Brigade (of the International Brigades) on C hristm as Eve.

48 c a s d , “This Is S tation e a q  M adrid , Spain,” o l h m a , Bethune C ollection 
fonds, p i 56 accession 4 4 3 в, folder 3.

49  N e w  C om m onw ealth , 26 Decem ber 1936.
50 Celia G reenspan to  M orris Greenspan, 14 January  1937, New York University, 

Frances Patai Papers.
51 H enning Sorensen t o  r s .
52 Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, 11 January  1937, n f b  research file for doc

um entary film Bethune.
5 3 Ibid. H aldane left M adrid  early in January  but returned later for ano ther brief 

stay in the Instituto.
54 She planned to  use equipm ent loaned to  her by Ivor M ontagu, an English film

m aker w ho had just com pleted his docum entary  D efence o f  M adrid, which 
w ould be shown in England to  raise funds for medical supplies for British aid 
to  Spain (H enning Sorensen to  RS, taped interview).

55 Ibid.
56 Viedma, “ Everything You Have D one,” 37.
57 Allan, “The Sinner W ho Became a Saint.”
5 8  Celia G reenspan Seborer t o  r s .
59 H enning Sorensen to  r s .
60  N orm an Bethune’s personnel file, “ R eport on the Perform ance of the C ana

dian Delegation in Spain,” 3 April 1937, l a c  ( M o scow  Archives), M ackenzie- 
Papineau Battalion fonds, m g i o - k z ,  fond 545, file list 6, file 542, 1937-1940. 
Sorensen described this incident to  r s  w ithout indicating th a t R othm an and 
H urtu rg  were present. The “ F lurturg” m entioned in the personnel file may in 
fact have been the M ajor H artung  mentioned in Barea, The Forging o f  a Rebel, 
259.

6 1 Because the Instituto a t this time lacked the clinical equipm ent to  screen the 
blood for syphilis, the w ord  of the donor had to  be accepted. Bethune argued 
tha t the need for blood near the front greatly outweighed the risk th a t som e in
fected blood m ight be collected. Similarly, they did no t screen the blood for 
m alaria, which was endemic in some parts o f Spain (Hazen Sise to  r s , taped in
terview, r s f , 637/2/2).

62  The num ber o f registered donors when extractions began in late December is 
no t certain. Bethune and his assistants had no t begun to  organize the apartm ent
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until 14 December, yet three days later, in a le tter to  Benjamin Spence, he 
claimed tha t there were eight hundred donors. T hat figure may have been an 
am bitious estim ate of his expectations. Registration o f donors, according to  
Sorensen, did not begin until tw o days after Bethune had w ritten  to  Spence. 
H erbert M atthew s, correspondent o f the N e w  York Times, in a story published 
on C hristm as Day, reported  th a t “A call for volunteer blood donors less than 
a week ago has brought 2000 offers and donors are com ing in a t the rate o f 50 
a day.” Coincidentally, D r R.S. Saxton, a m em ber o f British A m bulance Unit, 
w ho visited the Institu to  in M arch, w rote in a report on its operation , “There 
are a t present ab o u t 800 donors on the books and som e 20 m ore are added 
every day” (“The M adrid Blood Transfusion Institu te ,” 606-7). S axton’s re
port, however, refers to  conditions nearly three m onths after the opening of 
the Instituto. Roderick Stew art tried but failed to  find the records o f the Insti
tu to  canadiense de transfusion de sangre, so it is impossible to  provide an  ac
curate figure for the num ber o f donors. In a January  letter to  Benjamin Spence 
from M adrid  on 11 January  1937, Bethune stated th a t the am ount of ex trac
tions was between one-half and th ree-quarter gallons of blood per day, abou t 
tw o to  three litres, which w ould have been taken from  four to  six donors (n f b  

research file for docum entary  film Bethune). These figures indicating  the 
am ount o f blood taken in the early days of operation  of the transfusion serv
ice later increased dram atically. S axton reported  the am oun t “ a t ab o u t 400 
litres o f preserved blood per m onth , and is rapidly increasing” (“ M adrid Blood 
Transfusion Institu te,” 606). Regarding the num ber o f transfusions, Bethune 
w rote in his 11 January  letter to  Spence, “Yesterday we did three transfusions 
-  this is abou t the average daily besides the blood we leave a t the hospitals for
them  to  use them selves” ( n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune). At
the height o f military activity in which the unit provided blood, early in M arch, 
Saxton w rote: “As m any as to o  transfusions have been given in a d ay ” (“The 
M adrid Blood Transfusion Institu te,” 606).

63 Allen May, N ew  C om m onw ealth , 10 April 1937.
64 Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, M adrid, 11 January  1937, n f b  research file

for docum entary film Bethune.
65 Ibid.
6 6  H azen Sise, letter to  Kenneth M acgow an, 8  June, 1943, h s e f ,  vol. 35, file 1. 

In this letter Sise pointed o u t tha t, despite popular m yth, Bethune had nothing 
to  do  w ith the discovery or developm ent of the blood plasm a technique of 
transfusion, and that the sodium  citrate m ethod of preservation for refrigerated 
blood had been know n and used for som e time.

C H A P T E R  T E N

1 Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, M adrid , 1 7  Decem ber 1 9 3 6 ,  n f b  research 
file for docum entary film Bethune.

2 D r Jose R am on N avarro  C arballo  to  r s ,  2006.
3  Frederic D uran i Jo rda (1905-57) had set up the service under the jurisdiction 

of the Unified Socialist Party o f C atalonia (p s u c ) in August 1 9 3 6 .  To retain 
the loyalty of the G eneralitat, the G overnm ent o f the Province of C atalonia 
of w hich Barcelona is the cap ita l, the R epublican governm ent had granted  
C atalonia a large degree of autonom y in the very early days of the war. The
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Socorro Rojo In ternational did no t contro l the health services there as it d id in 
o ther parts of Republican Spain.

4 See chapter 9, note 2.7.
5 Bethune, letter to  H azen Sise, Barcelona, 16 January  1937, т л ғ ,  vol. 16, file z.
6 Ibid. “The blood am pules [s/c] are o k  and since it’s a patented and com pli

cated process of putting  up the blood, it cannot be reproduced in M adrid , ergo 
-  we m ust use Barcelona as a collecting centre for this kind of b lood .”

7 Ibid.
8  H enning Sorensen to  r s ,  H enning Sorensen, unpublished ms., 1 6 1 - z .  This was 

no t Bethune’s only know n foray into the seamy side of life. Sise recalled an in
cident in February 1937, in which A ntonio G alan, a m em ber of the Instituto, 
led Bethune, Sise, and G oyanes to  a w horehouse in El Barrio C hino of 
Barcelona. There the m adam  produced a virgin, “ the m ost enchanting girl I 
have ever seen in my life,” said Sise. “She couldn’t have been m ore than sixteen 
or seventeen. Beth then w ent off w ith her for m ore than half an h o u r” (Hazen 
Sise to  r s ,  taped interview).

9 Thom as C uthbert Worsley (1907-77), w ho later became an au tho r and the
atre  and television critic in England, wrote Behind the Battle, published in Lon
don in 1939 by R obert H ale Ltd. The book is a rom an a c le f in which Worsley 
describes his experiences as a driver on the staff o f the Instituto. In the book 
Bethune is portrayed as R athbone, and Sise as H esketh , both Americans. Sise 
told Ted Allan tha t W orsley’s account o f the events in which he was involved 
was accurate.

10 Bethune suggested th a t the c a s d  w ould pay the sum of 25 ,000 pesetas. Al
though the agreem ent was signed by C errada, it was not signed by the Spanish 
m inister responsible. Nevertheless, the c a s d  was obliged to  pay salaries until 
the end o f June and also later paid 17,400 pesetas tow ard  the centre in Valen
cia. This proved to  be too  great a strain on the resources of the c a s d ,  which 
was unable to  pay the balance o f the sum  prom ised (H azen Sise, “ Basis of 
Agreem ent w ith C hief o f Blood Transfusion Service, Republican Arm y,” 25 
June 1937, t a f ,  vol. 16, file 3).

I  г Bethune, cable to  the c a s d  from M adrid, 27 January  1937, New York Univer
sity, Fredericka M artin  Papers, Bethune, N orm an Writings, box 1, folder 54. 

r 2 Celia G reenspan Seborer to  r s ,  taped interview. U ncom fortable with the un
evenness o f the operation o f the Instituto, and eager to  be with her husband in 
Valencia, G reenspan saw  Bethune’s brief return  in late January  as an opportu
nity to  leave his staff. Bethune supplied her w ith a letter o f reference, and she 
left M adrid  a few days later, 

г 3 Somehow he had brushed aside the w arnings he had already received from  of
ficials o f the Socorro Rojo In ternational; they had told him clearly th a t since 
Decem ber all m ilitia units were being stripped of au tho rity  as p art o f the 
process of creating a unified Republican army, 

г 4 The contents o f the cable were published in the 9 February edition of the Daily 
Clarion in a news story headlined, “ Bethune H eads All T ransfusion U nits.” In 
this article the dateline of the cable is given as M adrid , 8 February. In fact 
Bethune m ust have sent it before his m eeting w ith C errada on  6 February. 
On 8 February he was on the south  coast o f Spain, having left M adrid  on 31 
January  to  return  to  Valencia. It seems likely th a t the c a s d  did no t release the
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contents o f the cable to  the Clarion until after they had met to  discuss a course 
of action to  follow.

I 5 The first paragraph of the Clarion  story, which preceded the text o f the cable, 
was the following: “A medical man to  help Dr. N orm an Bethune, Chief o f the 
C anadian M edical Unit in Spain, will be sent immediately, the Com m ittee to  
Aid Spanish Dem ocracy announced last night. The decision was reached after 
D octor Bethune inform ed the C om m ittee th a t all rem aining Spanish blood 
transfusion stations had been transferred under his direction ."

16 Hazen Sise Diary (1937), t a f ,  vol. 30, file z6.
17 Ibid.
18 H azan Sise, n f b  interview
19 Worsley, Behind the Battle, 60
zo  M ajada Neila and Bueno Perez, Carretera M dlaga-Almerta, z i .
z i  Ibid., 5 0

z z  There is a discrepancy abou t the time. In the description of the events between 
10 and  i z  F ebruary  in B ethune’s 1937 T he C rim e on  the Road: M dlaga- 
Almen'a, he states tha t he and his com panions arrived in Almeria a t 5 p m  and 
left an hour later. Worsley claims they arrived a t noon, Bethune visited the local 
hospital, and they later had lunch, activities tha t w ould surely have required 
more than  an hour’s time. Sise recorded in his diary tha t they left A lmeria at 
3:30 p m . W orsley claim s th a t they drove fifteen kilom etres before they met 
refugees and only after continuing for several kilom etres more did Bethune stop 
the vehicle to  allow  Sise the opportun ity  to  take a photograph. If they had left 
a t the hour indicated by Bethune, it w ould have been close to  7 p m  and too 
dark  to  take photographs.

Z3 Worsley, Behind the Battle, 185. He nam ed it the “American Blood Transfusion 
Service.”

Z4 In T he Crime on  the Road, Bethune wrote: “Thousands of children, we counted 
five thousand under ten years o f age and a t least one thousand  o f them  bare
foot and m any of them  clad only in a single garm en t.” In Behind the Battle, 
188, Worsley has R athbone (Bethune) say: “ I’ve been counting; there m ust be 
som e tw enty thousand kids under ten on this road. Kids only.”

Z5 Sise kept a detailed record of the distance travelled between each po in t on the 
trip th a t he and Worsley took from Barcelona, leaving Thursday, 4 February, 
and arriving in M adrid  on Tuesday, 16 February.

z6  He later identified the Republican planes as the tw o rem aining Potez bom bers 
from the Espana Squadron.

Z7 Sise later w rote, “ Sadly I was right abou t those am poules. W hen I go t back to  
M adrid a few days later, I had the blood tested on a centrifuge and it was badly 
and dangerously haemolysed [this refers to  the destruction o f red blood cor
puscles caused by agitation). O f those w ho had been transfused w ith it, if they 
had no t died from their w ounds, they w ould have probably been killed by the 
blood. I think tw o or three died. If there was not other blood immediately avail
able, 1 th ink Bethune took a justifiable chance” (letter to  H.S. Thornberry, z  

M arch 1 9 7 0 ,  h e s f ,  vol.7 ,  file z z ) .

z 8  Hazen Sise, interview of 1 9 6 6 ,  o l h m a , Bethune Collection fonds, P 1 5 6 ,  ac
cession 3 3 1 .

Z 9  Dr Albert B. Byrnne, a m em ber o f  the American M edical Bureau in Spain, to  r s .
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30 Bethune, The Crime on the Road. Bethune w ould never know  tha t he had w it
nessed parts  of w hat w ould eventually be recognized as perhaps the m ost 
heinous atrocity  of the Spanish Civil War. D uring his tim e in Spain and for 
many years after, the tw o-and-one-half-hour carpet-bom bing of the undefended 
Basque tow n o f G uernica by planes of the G erm an C ondor Legion on 26 April 
1937, which resulted in the death of between tw o hundred and three hundred 
people, was regarded as the m ost infam ous attack  on a civilian target in the 
Spanish Civil War. The nam e of Guernica became a symbol o f infamy as a re
sult o f the painting by tha t nam e by Picasso.

The lack o f atten tion  paid to  the M alaga-A lm ena flight can be explained. 
Bethune’s was the only eyewitness account. N o journalist, either Spanish or 
foreign, was there, and the N ationalist victory m eant tha t no reference was 
made to  it during F ranco’s hold on power, which lasted until his death in 1975. 
For th a t reason there is no reliable estim ate of the actual num ber of deaths 
from  bom bardm ent by N ationalist w arships and Italian and G erm an airplanes 
and from  exhaustion  during the five days o f flight. Jesus M ajada N eila, a 
M alaguenan w ho conducted a series o f interviews with survivors o f the tragedy, 
has draw n attention to  this lack of reportage (M ajada Neila and Bueno Perez, 
La Carretera M dlaga-Almerta, 10).

3 I The first reports of the atrocity were based on Bethune’s description, and he 
gave copies to  reporters in M urcia, which w ere published in E uropean and 
N orth  American new spapers on Wednesday, 17 February, and Thursday, 18 
February.

3 2  Charles Korvin to  r s . Geza K arpathi (1907-98) was H ungarian  by birth. He 
later changed his nam e first to  Geza Korvin and then to  Charles Korvin, which 
he used for the rest o f his life and by which he became know n in the United 
States as a successful cinema and television actor. Am ong his many roles were 
Inspector Duval in the 1960s television series Interpol Calling, and C aptain 
Thiele in the 1965 movie Ship o f  Fools.

33 Ibid.
34 This letter, o f which there is no ex tan t copy, was referred to  in a later letter 

o f 9  M arch 1 9 3 7  to  Benjamin Spence, o a ,  Albert A lexander M acLeod fonds, 
f t  2 6  M U 7 5 9 0 ,  file 1 2 .

3 5 Sise pointed o u t th a t although building entire villages for children as Bethune 
suggested was not really practicable in the desperate situation of w artim e Spain, 
som e action was eventually taken on Bethune’s idea. Several resort hotels were 
purchased near the French border in the Pyrenees and used as children’s hos
tels. Sorensen later did w ork related to  them , and Sise believed th a t a t least 
three o f them  were set up. H e visited one o f them  on his way o u t o f Spain in 
August 1937 (Hazen Sise, n f b  interview).

3 6  From M adrid , Sise had sent Bethune a telegram  inform ing him tha t the c a s d  

had just sent a cable to  the Institu to  advising them  of M ay’s expected arrival 
in Paris on W ednesday, 17 February. In a letter he sent to  Bethune from Bar
celona on 25 February, he referred to  sending the telegram . Bethune left Paris 
before the arrival of the letter ( h e s f ,  vol. 1 6 ,  file 2 ) .

3 7 Worsley, Behind the Battle, 270.
38 Ibid., 272.
39 O n another occasion when Bethune was talking to  the Spanish doctors a t the
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Instituto, he patted a money belt he was wearing around his w aist and assured 
them  th a t he could get w hat he w anted with its contents. The Spaniards were 
no t am used (Henning Sorensen to  r s ).

40  H azen Sise, letter to  N orm an Bethune, Barcelona, 2.5 February 1937, t s f , vol. 
16, file z. In this letter, which Bethune failed to  receive, Sise had inform ed him 
of inform ation obtained by Sorensen from A ntonio Galan. Sise w rote: “ Galan 
said that your agreem ent was never signed by the minister &  tha t the whole or
ganization was sitting in the air &  everything m ight be w recked by the row 
D uran was m aking etc. etc. O bviously they were all a bit w orried abou t their 
jobs, especially G alan .”

4 1 Worsely, Behind the Battle, 280.
42  The nam es of the tw o Spaniards w ith w hom  Bethune had the m ost problem s 

have an ironic meaning in Spanish. Colonel C errada’s surnam e means “closed,” 
and Dr A ntonio C ulebras’s means “snakes.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN
1 Jean W atts (1910-68) arrived a t the Institu to  on 21 February and stayed for 

several m onths. After graduating  w ith a b a  in psychology, she had become ac
tive in left-wing groups. She often w ore m en’s clothing and preferred to  be ad 
dressed as “Jim .” Eager to  join the Instituto as a truck driver, she had to  content 
herself w ith w riting articles for the Daily Clarion. She served in the C anadian 
Arm y W om en’s C orp during W orld W ar II. In the 1960s she becam e active in 
an organization called the Voice of Women.

2 N orm an Bethune, “ With the C anadian Blood Transfusion Unit in G uadalajara,” 
Daily Clarion, 17 July 1937.

3 After receiving the blood and the refrigerator, D r Jolly asked Bethune to  ex
am ine a w ounded soldier. He had lost an eye and one hand had been severed; 
Jolly had had to  am putate the other. Even m ore surgery was required, bu t Jolly 
did no t w ant to  continue until the soldier had received a transfusion. A nother 
com plication, he added, w as th a t despite trying various languages, they had 
been unable to  com m unicate w ith the patient. Bethune bent over the man to  
m ake the preparations for the transfusion and called Sorensen over. A ppar
ently in response, the man uttered a few halting words. Sorensen a t once began 
to  speak to  him . Turning to  Bethune, he said, “ W hy he’s Swedish. N o  w on
der they can 't understand him !” After Bethune adm inistered the transfusion, 
Sorensen explained to  the man w hat Jolly had done and assured him tha t he 
w ould receive good care. As they left the hospital, Sorensen explained to  
Bethune tha t the young Swede had told him th a t he had been in Spain for only 
three days, and th a t the previous day had been his first time in action. “ N ow  1 
am  no m ore use to  my com rades. I have done nothing for the cause,” he had 
lam ented to  Sorensen (ibid.).

4 Sorensen, unpublished ms., 168.
5 H azen Sise, n f b  interview.
6 Dr A lbert B. Byrnne t o  r s .
7  H arold Beament t o  r s ,  taped interview.
8 Goyanes and C ulebras had been students o f D r G ustavo Pittaluga of the Uni

versity o f M adrid w ho had formed the first blood transfusion unit in the city 
on the th ird  day following the uprising in July 1936. They had perform ed arm -

4 2 0  N O T E S  T O  P A G E S  1 9 4 - 9



to-arm  transfusions in the Faculty of M edicine of the university. In early Jan 
uary the M adrid Defence Council ordered them  to join the staff o f the Instituto. 
T he exact date of their arrival is unclear. Goyanes states, “In February 1937, 
by order o f the G overning Council for the Defence o f M adrid The Faculty of 
M edicine Unit w as unified w ith th a t sent by the C anadian Com m ittee to  Aid 
Spanish D em ocracy" (Goyanes Alvarez, “ La transfusion de sangre en el sector 
centro ,” 163). Goyanes may have been referring to  the formal integration of the 
Faculty o f M edicine and the C anadian  units in February. It appears m ost likely 
tha t he and Culebras had joined the Instituto in early January. Because Bethune 
left for Valencia on 11 January  1937, there m ust have been Spanish doctors a l
ready in the unit w ho could m aintain  its opera tion  in his absence; Celia 
Greenspan in a letter to  her husband dated  14 January  1937 in fact refers to 
the presence of tw o Spanish medical doctors in the Instituto by tha t date (Celia 
Greenspan to  M orris Greenspan, letter o f 14 January  1937, New York Univer
sity, Francis Patai Papers). Two m ore doctors, Valentin de la Lom a and Andres 
Sanz Vilaplana, joined the unit sometim e after Goyanes and Culebras had done 
so. In 1972, RS interviewed Sanz and Lom a separately. Sanz told him tha t he 
had arrived probably near the end o f December, and Loma remembered tha t 
he had com e in the w inter of 1936. However, it seems m ost likely th a t they 
joined the Institu to  in early February after Bethune negotiated his agreem ent 
w ith C errada.

9 Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, 9 M arch 1937.
10 H enning Sorensen to  r s , taped interview.
I  I  Bethune, letter to  Benjamin Spence, 9 M arch 1937.
12 Ted Farah, Stratford Beacon Herald, 27 Novem ber 1939. Sorensen also com 

mented on Bethune’s refusal to  learn Spanish: “H e never tried to  pick up any 
Spanish and never learned to  say a single sentence in tha t language” (Sorensen, 
unpublished m s., 155).

13 H azen Sise, letter to  A.A. M acLeod, 5 A ugust 1937, o a , A lbert A lexander 
M acLeod fonds, Sise referred to  G oyanes’s “m onum ental laziness."

14 H azen Sise, A ide M em oire to  Estelles, t s f , vol. 16, file 2.
1 5 Jose M aria M assons, Historia de la sanidad m ilitar espanola, vol. 2, 474.
16 H enning Sorensen to  rs; Sorensen unpublished ms., 168.
17 Ibid.
1 8 H enning Sorensen to  r s , taped interview.
19 Ted Allan t o  r s .
20 H enning Sorensen to  r s .
21 H enning Sorensen, unpublished ms., 171.
22 Ibid.
23 Henning Sorensen to  r s , taped interview.
24 Ibid.
25 Bethune’s personnel file, “ R eport on the Perform ance of the C anadian  Delega

tion in Spain,” 3 April 1937.
26 H enning Sorensen to  rs , taped interview. Kajsa Rothm an left the Instituto soon 

afterw ard.
27 Ted Allan t o  r s .
28 The excuse was specious because the proposed legislation did no t forbid the 

transfer of funds raised in C anada to  foreign organizations. The Foreign Enlist
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m ent Act was passed eight days after Bethune spoke to  C errada. O ne o f its 
clauses prohibited C anadian  citizens from accepting “any com m ission or en
gagem ent in the arm ed forces o f any foreign state a t w ar w ith a friendly sta te .” 
O n 31 July the act w as m ade applicable to  the Spanish Civil W ar (Hoar, The  
M ackenzie-Papineau Battalion, 1 0 3 ) .

29 H enning Sorensen to  r s .

30 Ibid.
3 1 Bethune’s personnel file, “ Report on the Perform ance o f the C anadian  Delega

tion in Spain ,” 3 April 1937.
32  Ibid. The report claimed th a t Bethune had m ade detailed notes abou t roads, 

bridges, and crossings and th a t R othm an had made detailed road maps. This 
was taken as evidence o f spying, but as has been pointed ou t by M ichel Petrou 
in Renegades (166), it is exactly the kind o f inform ation required for the op
eration of the Institu to ’s blood service. The report also described the sealed 
room  as belonging to  the Chilean Embassy, which once occupied the ap a r t
ment. Both Sorensen and Sise indicated tha t when they arrived w ith Bethune, 
they found docum ents belonging to  a Spanish lawyer w ho had acted as legal 
counsellor to  the G erm an Embassy. N either referred to  the Chilean Embassy. 
The apartm en t com prised eleven room s. It is possible, but highly unlikely, that 
it w as divided between the lawyer and the Chilean Embassy. Kajsa R othm an 
was w rongly suspected of being a fascist sympathizer. She returned to  Sweden 
in 1938 and raised money for an  organization  she had set up called K ajsa’s 
Milk Fund, the proceeds o f which she brought back to  Spain to  purchase milk 
for Spanish children. After the victory of the N ationalists she fled to  France 
and eventually w ent to  M exico, w here she died thirty years later in Cuernavaca 
(Viedma, “ Everything You H ave D one,” 37).

3 3  Sorensen claimed tha t the date o f the confrontation was M onday, 5 April (Han- 
nan t, The Politics o f  Passion, 1 2 7 ) ;  Sise recorded the date as Tuesday, 6  April 
( t a f .  Resource M aterial, Hazen Sise diary, vol. 3 0 ,  file 2 6 ) .  H eart o f  Spain, 
which included scenes o f Bethune collecting blood from donors in the Insti
tu to , became one of the classic depictions of the Spanish Civil War. For secu
rity the film was smuggled ou t o f Spain in the British diplom atic pouch, and 
Bethune picked it up in Paris (Hazen Sise to  r s ,  taped interview).

34 The restructuring of the Sanidad M ilitar began th a t very day, 8 April, w ith the 
appointm ent o f Dr Estelles Salarich as its first chief. The Sanidad began oper
ation  as a departm ent under the aegis o f the M inistry of W ar (C arballo , La 
Sanidad en Las Brigadas Internacionales, 108).

35 Bethune, telegram  to  c a s d ,  12 April 1937, t a f ,  vol. 16, file 3. In the same 
cable Bethune referred to  the tem porary dismissal in January  1937 of General 
Kleber of the In ternational Brigades. A pparently  Kleber had a conflict w ith 
Andre M arty, the head of the I B .  He was also suspected by the Spanish prem ier 
Francisco Largo C aballero of wishing to  use the Brigades to  effect a com m u
nist coup d 'etat. Bethune seems to  be trying to  screen his ow n partial respon
sibility for the problem s w ith the Spanish au thorities by im plying th a t the 
takeover of the Institu to  by the Sanidad M ilitar was an  anti-com m unist 
m anoeuvre. It seems m ore likely tha t it was part o f the Spanish opposition to  
having foreigners in com m and of units th a t were p art of the military.
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3 6  n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune.
37 Benjamin Spence, letter to  Dear C om rades, i z  August 1 9 3 7 ,  t a f ,  vol. 1 6 ,  file 

3 (hereafter cited as Benjamin Spence, letter to  D ear Com rades). In this docu
ment Spence sent to  Sise, Sorensen, and M ay a detailed record of the corre
spondence between himself and Bethune from 1 April 1937 until shortly before 
Bethune’s boarding the Queen M ary on z June, and of his correspondence with 
them  and with A. A. M acLeod up to  the end of June. Spence w rote, “ M ay I say 
very frankly tha t reports had been leaking through o ther channels regarding in
ternal conditions in the Unit which were rather disquieting.”

38 Ibid.
3 9 M acLeod, a  h igh-ranking с ғ с  m em ber w ho was fully aw are of the contents of

the Sorensen/Allan letter, was accom panied by W illiam K ashtan, w ho was also 
a party  member. K ashtan later becam e the leader of the c p c .  Spence later 
w rote, “ D uring all this time there was not the first intim ation of financial strin
gency as far as the Institute was concerned. We were under the delightful im
pression th a t everything w as o .k . in Spain and th a t there w as a substantial 
balance w ith the American Express Co. in Paris. The extent o f this we did not 
know  for financial reports from the very first had been hard to  get. We were 
hoping for an im provem ent in this regard when Allen M ay w ent over there 
and from reports and records received since can see he did m ake a very real ef
fort to  regularize things and pu t them  into business-like shape. N o doubt he, 
himself, w ould be the first to  adm it the difficulties he encountered in his ef
forts” (Benjamin Spence, letter to  Dear Com rades).

4 0  Ibid.
4 I Spence expressed his regret th a t Bethune had ignored his request to  take

Sorensen w ith him to Paris: “ It was our thought tha t Sorensen o r one of you 
men meeting w ith M r M acLeod could put him in possession of the facts. This 
suggestion unfortunately was not followed and you will see how  failure to  do 
so caused trouble la ter” (ibid.).

4Z H uot was a t this tim e w orking as a journalist in Paris and met Bethune there 
on m ore than one occasion during his time in Spain (Louis H uo t to  r s ,  taped 
interview).

43 Ted Farah, a journalist in Paris a t the time, accom panied Bethune to  the Roland 
G arros stadium  to  watch tennis one afternoon (Ted Farah to  r s ,  taped inter
view, r s f ,  6 3 7 /z /i;  A.A. M acLeod, n f b ,  G ordons). In the same interview 
M acLeod claimed tha t wherever he and Bethune w ent in Paris, even a distance 
as short as a city block, Bethune insisted on taking a taxi. M acLeod also noted 
tha t while Bethune revealed little concern for how  much money he spent, when 
he believed tha t he w as being overcharged, he w ould create a scene. Several 
days after checking in to  his hotel he learned th a t to  m ark the Paris Interna
tional Exposition, all hotels w ere offering room discounts. He therefore w ent 
to  the front desk to  dem and a discount. The clerk-told him tha t he was already 
being given a discounted rate. Bethune argued w ith him briefly, then began to  
list various features of the Statler hotels in the United States, pointing ou t how 
superior they w ere to  the hotel he was in. Then he tu rned  on  his heel and 
headed for the elevator. W hen it reached his floor, he though t o f som ething 
and w ent back dow n. M arching to  the desk, he inform ed the clerk, “There is
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a little card in every room  in all Statler Hotels. And do  you know  w hat it says? 
Well, it says ‘The custom er is always right.’” Satisfied th a t he had had the last 
w ord, he w ent back to  his room .

44  It was the first rejection th a t Bethune had received from  the c a s d . H e had 
cabled the c a s d , “ Please increase my cred it here. N ow  six hundred . Need 
tw o thousand  do llars.” Spence replied, “ R eluctant d isappoin t you but com 
mittee feels situation should be clarified and desires submission definite plans 
future activities before m aking rem ittance” (Benjamin Spence, letter to  D ear 
Com rades).

45 Ibid.
46  Ibid.
47  Hazen Sise Diary, 29 M ay 1937, t a f ,  vol. 30, file 26.
48 Ibid.
49 Benjamin Spence, letter to  D ear Com rades.
50 O n arrival in New York, Bethune told the C anadian  Press th a t he had trav 

elled steerage because “I w asn’t spending the un it’s money on first-class tickets” 
(L.S.B. Shapiro, M ontreal G azette, 8 June 1937). By the time o f Bethune’s voy
age, steerage accom m odation on the Q ueen M ary, which m eant stateroom s 
near the bow  or a t the stern of the ship, had been renam ed T hird Class.

5 1  H azen Sise t o  r s .

CHAPTER TWELVE
1 L.S.B. Shapiro, M ontreal G azette, 8 June 1937.
2 Daily Clarion, 9 June 1937.
3 Ted Farah, H am ilton Spectator, 28 Novem ber 1939.
4 Toronto  Star, 15 June 1937
5 G lobe and  M ail, 16 June 1937
6 Ibid.
7 W illiam Strange to  r s .

8 William Strange, Toronto Star, 15 June 1937.
9 M ontreal G azette, 19 June 1937.

10 Dr Gabriel N adeau, “A t . b . ’s  Progress," 1157.
1 1  Dr Georges Cousineau t o  r s .

1 2  George H olt to  r s ,  taped interview.
1 3 M argaret Day to  Patricia Whitney, taped interview.
14 George M ooney, interview with the c b c ,  1939, h e s f ,  vol. 35, file 4.
1 5 Joan  Lindley, daughter o f  Janet (Bethune) Stiles, to  r s .

16 Paraskeva C lark t o  r s .

17 Philip C lark to  R S ;  Lind, Perfect Red, 102.
18 Paraskeva C lark , n f b  interview.
19 Zuehlke. The Gallant Cause, 129.
20 N orthern Daily N ew s, 6 July 1937.
21 Daily Clarion, 15 O ctober 1937.
22 He w ent from Sauk Ste M arie to  Fort W illiam (now T hunder Bay) on board 

the ss  H amic and made several trips by ferry between Vancouver Island and the 
m ainland.

23 Bethune to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 7 July 1937, n f b ,  research file for doc
um entary film Bethune.

4 2 4  n o t e s  t o  p a g e s  2 0 9 - 1 8



Z4 Bethune, cable to  blood transfusion unit in M adrid , n  July 1937, h e s f ,  vol. 
40 , file 8.

15 N orthern Daily N ew s  (Kirkland Lake, o n ) ,  6 July 1937. M acKenzie King, then 
prim e minister o f C anada, had visited H itler in Germ any and declared himself 
to  be impressed by him.

2.6 Lethbridge, Bethune: T he Secret Police File, docum ents zz , 65.
Z7 Sault Daily Star, 14 July 1937.
z8  Jam es Kelleher to  r s ,  Sault Ste M arie, 8 M arch 1970, r s f ,  637/1/79. Jam es 

Kelleher’s father was then president o f the Sault Ste M arie R otary  Club.
Z9 W innipeg Free Press, z i  July 1937.
3 0  Lethbridge, Bethune: T he Secret Police File, docum ent Z 4 .

3 1 W innipeg Free Press, z z  July 1937.
3 z  G eorge H olt to  r s ,  taped interview.
33 Bethune, letter, “ An Apology for N o t W riting Letters,” 5 M ay 1937, n f b  re

search file for docum entary film Bethune.
34 M acLeod rem em bers Bethune’s buying $ i z  w orth of magazines of all sorts, a 

very expensive purchase in 1937. Turning the pages rapidly, he w ould quickly 
read through each magazine stopping only to  w rite in the m argin “ Bunk" and 
“ M ore b u n k ” when he disagreed. After staying up well into the night to  finish 
reading all o f them , he threw  them  aw ay (A.A. M acLeod, n f b , G ordons).

3 5 Lethbridge, Bethune: T he Secret Police File, docum ent 30.
36 R ichard Greening to  r s ,  Prince Albert, 18 February 1 9 7 Z ,  r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 7 9 .

3 7  h e s f , v o l .  4 0 ,  f i l e  8 .

38 Ibid.
39 E dm onton  Journal, z 5 July 1937.
4 0  Lethbridge, Bethune: The Secret Police File, docum ent 31.
41 Ibid., D ocum ent 34.
4 Z  r c m  I* files reveal th a t the questioner, a C om m unist Party  member, later re

ceived a severe reprim and from party superiors for “ bringing ou t the face o f the 
party  a t a m ost inopportune tim e.” Described as the act o f a “provocateur,” it 
lost him his vote in party  proceedings for three m onths (Lethbridge, Bethune: 
The Secret Police File, docum ent 37).

4 3  Nigel M organ to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f , 6 3 7 / Z / 6 .

44 Victoria Daily Times, z  August 1937.
45 R eport o f the M adrid  Provincial Com m ittee to  the Central Com m ittee of the 

Spanish Com m unist Party, 1 7  August 1 9 3 7 ,  r s  trans., l a c  ( M o s c o w  Archives), 
m g i o - k z ,  fonds 5 4 5  file list 6 ,  file 5 4 Z .  “Tajsa” is an incorrect spelling o f Kajsa 
R o thm an’s nam e; similarly, “ N o ren ” refers to  N orm an Bethune. Hazen Sise’s 
letter is in the same file.

46  Jean Ham elin and N icole G agnon, Flistoire du catholicisme quehecoise, M on
treal: Boreal, 1984, 383, cited in H annan t, The Politics o f  Passion, 169.

47  Toronto Star, 16 September 1937. He m ade this kind of statem ent often. This 
was made 15 September in T oronto’s M assey Hall.

48 The Japanese had already invaded and  occupied the Chinese province of 
M anchuria in 1931,3 fact referred to  by Bethune. As a consequence the Chinese 
governm ent had tolerated the presence of a num ber of Japanese troops in Bei
jing. However, on 7 July 1937, Japanese troops opened fire on Chinese forces 
a t the M arco Polo Bridge near Beijing. This led to  the outbreak o f full-scale
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w ar between China and Japan . Note: Peking (“northern  cap ita l” ) had been for 
m any centuries the capital o f China, and was know n as such in the English- 
speaking w orld. In the late 1920s it was renam ed Peiping (“ northern  peace” ) 
when the G uom indang gained control of C hina and located the capital instead 
in the southern city of N anking  (present-day N anjing). In 1949, the C om m u
nist governm ent re-established the capital in the north , and the city then re
verted to  its original nam e of “ northern  cap ita l.” U nder the m odern pinyin  
system o f rom anization  of Chinese script, this nam e is today rendered as Bei
jing. For purposes o f clarity, the m odern nam e of the city is used th roughout, 
w ith the exception of references in historical docum ents.

49 A. Brennan, letter to  the ed itor o f the N orthern Daily N ew s, published 13 July 
1 9 3 7 ,  R S F ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 7 9 .

50 Dr Wendell J. M acLeod, n f b  interview.
51 Miss E. Stirling to  R S ;  r c m p  references is in Lethbridge, Bethune: The Secret 

Police File, docum ent 30.
52 Bethune, M em orandum  Presented to  the C entral C om m ittee o f the Chinese 

C om m unist Party, Yennan |Y an’an l, 20 April 1938. The original o f this docu
m ent w as discovered by D r G erd H artm ann  in the 1980s in the N ational 
Archives o f C anada. It was then located in the C om m unist Party o f C anada 
fonds mg 28 iv 4 but can no longer be found. A copy of this docum ent is in the 
au thors’ possession.

53 Daily Clarion, 6 September 1937.
54 Ibid., 7 September 1937
5 5 Ibid
56 D etroit N ew s, 6 September 1937. While Bethune was in D etroit, John Barnwell 

called to  invite him to  Ann A rbor for an overnight visit, and he stayed a t the 
residence o f Barnwell’s brother. W hen the maid opened the tw o G ladstone bags 
Bethune had brought in order to  lay o u t his pajam as she found nothing but 
books, tw o on medicine and the rest on  com m unism . U nconcerned ab o u t p ro 
prieties, Bethune cam e dow n for breakfast in the m orning barefoot and  in his 
underw ear shorts (Dr John  Barnwell, n f b ,  Gordons).

After Bethune accepted his invitation to  go to  Ann Arbor, Barnwell called 
several professors from the Faculty of M edicine a t the University o f M ichigan, 
to  spend a few hours with him and Bethune. D uring their meeting the doctors 
persuaded Bethune to  outline in some detail the organization and function of 
the blood transfusion  unit. Barnwell rented a D ictaphone m achine, which 
Bethune took up to  his room . After spending the entire afternoon recording, he 
paused for a rest. Then he realized tha t he had forgotten to  turn  the machine 
on and talked for hours w ithout having recorded a w ord. In fury, he picked up 
the m achine and pitched it ou t the w indow  of his second-floor room  (Dr John 
Barnwell, n f b  research file for docum entary film Bethune).

57 Niagara Falls Evening Review , 15 September 1937
58 Flalifax Chronicle, -l-j September 1937; M oncton Daily Times, 30 September 

1937. His speeches in Sydney and H alifax, Nova Scotia, w ere no t universally 
well received. The Daily Clarion  reported tha t rad io  stations refused to  adver
tise his meetings and censored part o f his response to  questions (Larry H annant, 
T he Politics o f  Passion, 169).

59 M ontreal G azette, 4 October, 1937.

4 2 6  N O T E S  T O  P A G E S  2 2 7 - 3 0



60  Daily Clarion, 15 O ctober 1937.
6 1 Lethbridge, Bethune: The Secret Police File, docum ent 38, 9 August 1937; doc

um ent 38, 18 August 1937.
6 z  A.A. M acLeod, n f b , G ordons.
63 Jean Ewen to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 637/2/6.
64 Tim Buck to  r s ,  C uernavaca, M exico, 1973.

C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

1 M arian Scott, n f b  interview.
2 Elizabeth (H urcom b) Wallace to  r s ,  1975. Bethune m et her on Tuesday, 21 

September, when he was staying a t the H otel de La Salle, 1240 D rum m ond 
Street; they had lunch a t Cafe M artin  on 1521 M ountain  Street and then he 
w ent off to  N ew  York o r H alifax on the speaking tour.

3 M argaret Day to  Patricia W hitney, taped interview.
4 Bethune to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, King Edw ard H otel, N iagara Falls, 14 

September 1937, n f b  file for docum entary film Bethune.
5 Bethune, M em orandum .
6 Earl Browder, quoted in the Daily W orker, 11 June 1940.
7 Libbie Park, “ N orm an Bethune As I Knew H im ,” 133; Hazen Sise to  r s .

8 M argaret Day to  Patricia W hitney, taped interview.
9 Evelyn K irkpatrick to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 637/2/4.

10 Price, The Lives o f  Agnes Sm edley, 318.
11 Phillip Jaffe t o  r s , 1 9 7 5 .
I 2 Jean Ewen to  r s , 4 January  1972, r s f , 637/1/108.
13 Lewis Fraad to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 637/2/2.
14 Ibid.
1 5 Ibid.
1 6  Irma Fraad to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 6 3 7 / 2 / 2 .
17 Jean Ewen to  r s ,  4 January  1972.
1 8  Elsie Siff to  r s , taped interview, r s f , 6 3 7 / 2 / 2 .
1 9  Ibid., Irm a Fraad t o  r s , taped interview.
2 0  Else Siff t o  r s , taped interview.
21  Louis Davidson, n f b , G ordons.
22 M ary Frazier M eade, “ R eport on Foreign Policy Association m eeting of 20 

Novem ber 1937,” Reference Archives, State H istorical Society of W isconsin.
23 R ichard M eade to  Ted Allan, t a f ,  vol. 16, file 18.
24 Fraad told r s  tha t the US State D epartm ent was reluctant to  antagonize Japan 

by issuing a passport to  an  Am erican w ho w ould be assisting an  enemy of 
Japan . Bethune in his M em orandum  referred to  the efforts m ade by him and 
Fraad to  conceal the form ing of the unit and its purpose for fear o f antagoniz
ing the American and Japanese governm ents. Parsons, however, was able to 
obtain a passport. Bethune in the same docum ent states that Fraad was rejected 
because of his “ limited surgical experience.” The m ore likely reason is tha t 
Irm a Fraad was successful in dissuading her husband from  going.

25 Lewis Fraad to  r s ,  1970.
26 In his M em orandum  Bethune stated th a t Parsons was “appointed ‘in-charge’ 

o f the U nit.”
27 Phillip Jaffe, letter to  r s , 8 O ctober 1970, r s f , 637/1/108.
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3 I Price, T he Lives o f  Agnes Sm edley, 32.
3 2  Evelyn K irkpatrick to  r s ,  1 9 7 0 ,  taped interview, r s f .

33 University of T oron to , T hom as Fisher R are Book Library, r s  C ollection of 
Bethune, m s  c o l l  34.

34 Elsie Siff to  r s ,  taped interview.
35 Jean Ewen told r s  tha t she had visited Beth line’s m other in Toronto  after his 

death and learned from M rs Bethune tha t he had not w ritten  to  her. Bethune 
had long been alienated from  his brother, M alcolm. According to  his niece Janet 
Cornell, he did send a telegram sometime in the autum n of 1939 to  inform  the
family tha t he w ould be returning briefly to  C anada (Janet Cornell to  r s ).

36  Paraskeva C lark, n f b  interview
37 Ibid.
38 Charles Parsons to  William Dodd Jr, 8 January  1938, Indusco.
39 Bethune to  O liver Haskell, director, C hina Aid Council, 19 July 1938. Before 

asking H askell to  send his m onthly  paym ent to  Frances C olem an, Bethune 
thanked him for having already sent to  her a sum of $ 2 0 0  ( n f b  research file for 
docum entary film Bethune).

40  Jean Ewen to  Edith Sawyer, executive director, C hina Aid C ouncil, 13 M ay 
1939, Indusco.

41 Jean Ewen, China Nurse, 46.
4 2  Bethune to  M arian Scott, 8 January  1 9 3 8 ,  n f b  research file for docum entary

film Bethune.
43 Bethune to  Frances (Bethune) Colem an, 8 January  1938, n f b  research file for 

docum entary  film Bethune. His reference to  giving her w hat was due to  her 
apparently referred to  having the c a c  send her his m onthly stipend of $100 (see 
note 39 above). Frances remained in Bethune’s thoughts: he w ould speak fondly 
of her to  Jean Ewen on the way to  Yan’an and in N ovem ber 1939, in his last 
hours, he w ould ask tha t the c a c  send money to  her (see chapter 18, note 54). 
Unfortunately Frances’s m arriage to  A.R.E. Colem an proved to  be as unhappy 
as her m arriages to  Bethune had been. They divorced, and she returned to  Scot
land a t the end of World War II. There she lived alone in reduced circumstances, 
supported  by her family. Until her death  in 1964 she kept a pho tograph  of 
Bethune on her dresser.
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8 Ibid., 49. Ewen claim ed th a t after suggesting they contact Smedley, she took it 

upon herself to  send a cable to  which Smedley replied tw o hours later, inform 
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kou a t the urging of Z hu De, com m ander-in-chief of the Eighth R oute Army, 
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in 2005 tha t Wang Bingnan, the director o f international propaganda and also 
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Medicine a t the University o f Toronto in 1 9 Z 7 ,  he accepted a position in Henan 
Province, China, in St Paul’s Mission H ospital, built and equipped by the con
gregation of St Paul’s Anglican Church of Toronto.

zy  Brown to Bishop W.C. W hite, H ankou, 19 February 1938, g s a .

z 8  Brown, n f b  interview.
Z9 Bethune, letter o f 16 February to  unknow n recipient, T A F ,  vol. 16, file 4. H ow 

ever, in his M em orandum  of April zo  Bethune states th a t the m eeting took 
place on 19 February. In an interview with the N ational Film Board in 1963, 
Brown stated tha t he first met Bethune in Xi’an , not H ankou. As Bethune’s let
ter was w ritten on the day he met Brown, the au thors have preferred to  accept 
this as the correct version.

30  He told W hite tha t he was going “as a C hristian doctor w orking am ong the 
sick of the so-called Red Triangle ... The need is so great and I hope by my ex
am ple to  influence o ther M ission doctors to  do the same. Poor war-wrecked 
China. If ever she needs friends it is now. I am  not doing this lightly. I feel a defi
nite u rge” (Richard Brown to Bishop W.C. W hite, H ankou, 19 February 1938,, 
g s a ).

3 I  Parsons later had some success in dealing w ith his alcoholism . In 1 9 4 0  he was 
appoin ted  director o f the W ashingtonian H ospita l in Boston, b u t several 
m onths later, on New Year’s Eve, he was found dead in a hotel room  in New 
York City. He had gone there to  attend sessions o f the American Association 
for the Advancem ent o f Science. Three days earlier he had given a paper enti
tled, “Problem s and M ethods in a H ospital for Alcoholics.” A brief obituary  
appeared in the N ew  York Times o f 3 1  D ecem ber 1 9 4 0 .

3Z Bethune, M em orandum . A lthough Smedley had no t returned to  H ankou until 
January, 1938, she had met w ith Phillip Jaffe in Yan’an in June 1937 and dis
cussed the need for medical aid to  the Chinese com m unist forces. It is likely tha t 
for this reason she was intended to  be the un it’s liaison w ith the Eighth Route 
Army in Yan’an. Instead she had met Bethune and Ewen in H ankou.

33 Jam es Bertram  to r s ,  14 January  1971, r s f ,  637/1/108. Bertram  gave Bethune 
his sleeping bag, riding boots, and a fur cap, all o f which Bethune later found 
extrem ely useful.

34 Bethune, Report to  the China Aid Council, X i’an , Z4 M arch 1938, t a f ,  vol. 16, 
file 5. O n the m orning of their departu re  from  H ankou , Smedley had given 
Bethune and  Ewen each $zoo  (M ex) for their expenses on their journey
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(Bethune to  Agnes Smedley, z 6 M arch 1 9 3 8 ,  ibid.). Smedley also gave Ewen 
$zoo  to  be given t o  Brown w hen he joined them  (Jean Ewen t o  r s ,  1 9 7 2 ) .  It is 
w orth  noting  th a t Smedley did no t en tru st B row n’s m oney to  Bethune. The 
Chinese currency was then based on the national silver dollar, the yuan, which 
was a t par w ith the M exican peso and w as therefore w idely referred to  as 
“ M ex .”

3 5 Bethune to  W illiam Dodd Jr.
36 The description o f their journey from H ankou to  X i’an is based on Bethune’s 

letter to  W illiam D odd Jr. Bethune w ould also hum orously retitle the same text 
“See Shensi First” and send it to  the C anadian League for Peace and D em oc
racy, which published a slightly abridged version of it several m onths later as 
a pam phlet entitled “From H ankow  to  Sian." Ewen gives a less detailed account 
o f their eventful trip  in China Nurse, 56-78 . Shensi was the rom anized form 
o f the nam e of the province used a t tha t time; in pinyin, the form of rom an
ization adopted by the People’s Republic o f C hina, the nam e of the province is 
spelled Shaanxi.

37 Their military forces, under the com m and of General Z hu De, had been incor
porated in the newly formed N ational Revolutionary Army and were named 
the Eighth Route Army. Jin , C ha, and  Ji are abbreviations tha t correspond to 
parts o f the provinces of Shanxi, Chahar, and Hebei.

38 Ewen, China Nurse, 58.
39 This was probably abou t $US8. See note 3 4  for an  explanation  o f M ex cur

rency.
40  Ewen, China Nurse, 59-60.
4 I Ibid., 60.
42  Dr R obert M cC lure to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  657/1/8. R obert Baird M c

C lure (1900-91) was the son of medical missionaries in China and served as a 
medical m issionary there from 1923 to  1948. He was the m odera to r o f the 
United Church of C anada from 1968 to  1971. N either Bethune nor Ewen re
ferred to  the meeting w ith M cClure; Bethune likely did no t mention it to  Ewen. 
M cClure met Bethune again in Yan’an when he arrived with Dr Richard Brown 
nearly tw o m onths later. W ith the exception of a chronological difference, a 
sim ilar description of the incident is recorded in Scott, M cClure, 231.

43 Ewen, China Nurse, 61.
44 Ewen, “You C an’t Buy It Back” (hereafter y c b i b ) .  This is the original m anu

script on which the published version, China Nurse, is based. It is in the pos
session of Ewen’s daughter, Laura Meyer. There are m inor variations am ong 
three versions of the m anuscrip t -  a com plete handw ritten  text, a handw ritten 
fragm ent, and a typed m anuscript -  and also between them  and China Nurse. 
This quote is from the handw ritten m anuscript, 34-5 . Ewen described Bethune’s 
focus on the w ounded as an  obsession and w ondered w hether there w as a 
hum an being underneath it all.

4 5 The accounts o f Bethune and Ewen differ som ew hat on circumstances in Lin fen. 
For the m ost part the au thors have based their version on tha t o f Bethune. The 
quote is from  Ewen, China Nurse, 63.

46  Ibid., 67.
47  Bethune and Ewen give som ew hat different accounts o f the attack. Ewen says 

tw o drivers were killed (ibid.).
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4 8  Jean Ewen to  r s ,  8  June 1 9 7 Z ,  r s f ,  6 3 7 / 1 / 1 0 8 .  Bethune, w ho did no t mention 
a confrontation , described the incident in his letter to  W illiam D odd Jr: “Jean 
Ewen show ed g reat pluck and fo rtitude under her first baptism  of fire and 
im m ediately after the bom ber had passed started  to  dress the w ounded and 
arrange for their transporta tion  to  the nearest village a quarter o f a mile away, 
so th a t by the tim e I had walked from the head of the line to  the rear w here the
men had been w ounded, she had already applied dressings to  the m ost serious
ones” (Bethune to  W illiam Dodd Jr).

49 Jean Ewen to  r s ,  letter o f 4 January  1972; Ewen, China Nurse, 69-70 .
50 Ewen, China Nurse, 71.
51 Jean Ewen to  r s ,  1972.
52 Ewen, China Nurse, 71 -2 .
53 Bethune to  W illiam Dodd Jr. Jean Ewen states tha t she accom panied Bethune 

on this visit to  the mission (Ewen, y c b i b , handw ritten  ms., 49 -50 ). She noted 
tha t while they were with the Franciscans, “ Dr. Bethune turned on the charm . 
Even the pictures on the wall looked happy.”

54 Ewen, China Nurse, 72.
5 5 Bethune to  W illiam D odd Jr; Jean Ewen to  r s ,  8 June 1972.
5 6  Ewen, China Nurse, 7 3 - 4 ;  Ewen, y c b i b , handw ritten m s . ,  5 6 .

57 Jean Ewen to  r s ,  8 June 1972.
5 8 Bethune to  W illiam Dodd Jr. A kang  is a raised sleeping platform  made of hard

ened clay. It w as heated from beneath by m eans o f an interior oven.
59 Ibid.; also Ewen, y c b i b , handw ritten m s., 56.
60  Bethune to  W illiam D odd Jr.
61 Jean Ewen to  r s ,  8 June 1972.
62  Bethune letter to  W illiam D odd Jr.
63 Ewen, y c b i b ,  handw ritten  m s., 61 -2 .
64 Ewen, China N urse, 7 8 .  After returning to  C anada, Ewen visited Bethune’s 

mother, w ho confirmed tha t her son was to  blam e for the failure of the m ar
riage, saying tha t he had fought with Frances th roughout their relationship and 
th a t she had been surprised Frances stayed with him as long as she did (Jean 
Ewen t o  r s ,  8  June 1 9 7 2 ) .  It is also w orth  noting tha t in her account o f their 
tim e living in a cave near the Yellow River, Ewen makes no m ention of their 
w alking from  there to  H ancheng, w hich Bethune recounts in his le tter t o  

William D odd Jr.
65 Bethune to  W illiam D odd Jr.
66  In his letter to  W illiam D odd Jr., Bethune states tha t he and Ewen arrived in 

X i’an on 21 M arch, but in his M em orandum  of 20 April 1938, he refers to  the 
date as 19 M arch. M arch 21 accords w ith the daily record o f his activities as 
he described them  in the letter.

67 Bethune, letter to  W illiam D odd Jr. It was no t the first for Ewen, w ho in China 
Nurse, 73, states tha t she had bathed in a tub in an abandoned house en route.

68 Ewen, y c b i b , handw ritten ms. (fragm ent), 58.
69 Under the term s of the United Front Agreement, the Com m unists had been per

m itted to  m aintain an adm inistrative unit in X i’an. Until Jiang Jieshi (Chiang 
Kai-shek) began to  break the spirit and principles o f the agreement, Xi’an head
quarters rem ained a vital part of the Eighth Route Army apparatus in its role 
as a national recruiting centre. Young men and w om en m ade their way there
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from all parts of China. They were interviewed and inform ed of the hardships 
th a t they w ould have to  face in guerrilla w arfare, and then those w ho were 
deemed fit received passes and continued north  to  the central base of all C om 
m unist forces in Yan’an.

7 0  O ttaw a Citizen, i z  M arch 1938. Four days later, new spaper reports had them 
safe in X i’an. These equally inaccurate reports may have been based on infor
m ation  provided by the Eighth R oute Arm y indicating their arrival in 
H ancheng and their intended destination of X i’an.

71 In China Nurse, 79, Ewen incorrectly refers to  Lin Beiqu as Lin Pai Chen.
72  Jean Ewen, y c b i b , handw ritten ms., 57.
73 Bethune to  Agnes Smedley, 16  M arch, 1938, t a f ,  vol. 16, file 5.
74 Bethune, Report to  the C om m unist Party of the United States and the C om 

m unist Party of C anada, 24 M arch 1938, ibid.
75 Bethune, M em orandum .
76  Jean Ewen to  r s ,  4 January  1972, r s f .

77 Ewen, China Nurse, 83. O n the same page she m entions tha t Bethune ques
tioned D r Jiang Q ixian in depth abou t Brown. She w rites th a t it was a t this 
point tha t she and Bethune learned tha t Brown w ould become part o f the unit. 
Ewen's m em ory m ust have failed here.

78 Ewen, China Nurse, 82. She w rote, “ For nearly four days we discussed sani
ta tion , d eb u sin g , bath houses, and collecting lice, and did surveys on t b  and 
vaccinations w ith these scientists. It sounded like a bizarre bit o f business, but 
the lice collecting was for serum .”

79  Jean Ewen to  r s , i  July 1972, r s f ,  637/1/108.
80  This was the same text as the letter to  W illiam D odd Jr. See note 36 for an 

explanation  of the spelling of Shensi/Shaanxi.
8 I Bethune to  W illiam D odd Jr. T hroughou t his rem aining tim e in C hina he fre

quently sent sum m ary reports o f his activities to  Tim Buck of the c p c  and on 
rare occasions to  Earl Browder of the c p u s a . He also sent copies o f accounts 
o f his w ork to  various persons in C anada and the United States beginning with 
the salu tation  “ D ear C om rade."

82 Bethune, “ R eport to  the China Aid C ouncil,” X i’an , 24 M arch 1938, t a f ,  vol. 
16, file 5.

8 3  Bethune to  Agnes Smedley, X i’an , 2 6  M arch 1 9 3 8 ,  ibid. It is w orth  noting that 
Bethune took photographs th roughout his time in C hina and sent them  out via 
Yan’an to  be developed, possibly in H ong Kong. The prin ts w ere to  be sent to  
Tim Buck in C anada. By Septem ber of 1 9 3 8  the pho tographer Sha Fei had 
joined Bethune’s unit and photographic materials had been obtained from Tian
jin, so Bethune hoped to  be able to  have prints m ade on the spot (Bethune to 
Ma H aide, Songyankou, 3 0  Septem ber 1 9 3 8 ,  n b f , vol. 1 ,  file 2 0 ) .

C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N

1 Ewen, y c b i b , t y p e d  m s . ,  1 7 1 .

2 Ibid, 174.
3 Ewen, China N urse, 85.
4 George H atem  was born in 1910 to  Lebanese im m igrant parents in the United 

States. Brought up in Buffalo, New York, he studied medicine in the United 
States and  Sw itzerland, then w ent to  Shanghai w here he began to  practise.
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Appalled by the poverty and  the incidence of venereal disease in the city and 
the apparen t lack of interest o f Jiang  Jieshi’s G uom indang governm ent in ta k 
ing steps to  elim inate it, he made contact through Agnes Smedley w ith mem 
bers o f the Chinese Com m unist Party. Accompanied by the American journalist 
Edgar Snow, H atem  made his way to  Yan’an. There he put his medical tra in 
ing to  w ork w hile Snow interview ed M ao Z edong and  o ther leading C om 
m unist figures. H atem  w ould stay on in China until his death in 1988. Though 
very different in personality and tem peram ent from Bethune, his contributions 
as a foreigner were no less significant. After the Com m unists cam e to  pow er in 
1949, M a was an  im portan t part o f the successful cam paigns th a t significantly 
reduced the high incidence of venereal disease and helped com bat leprosy in 
China.

5 Ewen, y c b i b ,  typed ms., 180; y c b i b , handw ritten ms., 84. Dr M a shared his 
cave residence w ith Li De (O tto  Braun), a C om intern agent w ho was the only 
foreigner on the Long M arch.

6 Ewen, China Nurse, 87 -8 . Li Xue, whom  Bethune called “ M ike,” acted as his 
in terpreter during his stay in Yan’an (Zhang  Yesheng to  the au thors, z o o 5). 
T he association was an unhappy one: Bethune com plained that Li did no t have 
the education  to  do  the job, and Li said th a t Bethune used to o  m any large 
w ords. Ewen w ondered why she was no t asked to  in terpret for Bethune bu t on 
the w hole w as relieved to  escape such a thankless task  (Jean Ewen, y c b i b , 

handw ritten ms., 95).
7 Ewen does no t refer to  the presence of Jiang Q ixian , bu t Z hang  Yesheng as

sured the au thors th a t Jiang was there.
8 Ewen, China Nurse, 88.
9 Ibid.
0  M ao Zedong, “ In M em ory of Dr N orm an Bethune,” 338; Jean Ewen, y c b i b , 

typed ms., 1 8 7 .  In an interview in 1 9 7 2 ,  Ma H aide told r s  tha t Bethune and 
M ao had met on several occasions.

1 Bethune to  Agnes Smedley, Yan’an, 8 M arch (likely after 2 April) 1938, t a f , 

vol. 16, file 4. This letter is m istakenly dated 8 M arch, when Bethune was still 
en route to  X i’an from H ankou. The contents of the letter reveal th a t it was 
w ritten  after 2 April, the date o f his meeting w ith M ao. (Although Bethune 
refers to  the date of his first meeting with M ao as 1 April, the day they had ar
rived in Yan’an, they did no t meet with M ao until after m idnight, hence on 2 
April.) Despite M ao’s initial agreem ent tha t M a H aide could go to  Jin-Cha-Ji 
w ith Bethune, M a in fact was never sent there.

2  He Zexin t o  r s ,  1 9 7 2 .

3 Ibid.
4 Bethune, letter to  Agnes Smedley, Yan’an, 8 M arch (likely after 2 April) 1938.
5 Ibid.
6 Bethune, letter to  C anada, Suide, 3 M ay 1938, n f b  research file for docum en

tary film Bethune.
7 Nelson Fu (1894-1968) was a m issionary doctor w ho had been taken prisoner 

by the Com m unists several years earlier and had eventually joined the Chinese 
C om m unist Party. He w ent on the Long M arch, and though as a C hristian he 
was som ew hat an anom aly in the Eighth Route Army, he was highly respected.

8 There are different estim ates of the num ber of caves in the hospital. In S h a rk’s
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Fins and  M illet, Z 5 5 ,  Ilona Ralf Sues states th a t there were seventy. Richard 
Brown in an  interview with the N ational Film Board claimed th a t there were 
“ab o u t 30 .”

19 W hile Bethune w as still sulking, he was visited by Professor H einrich von 
Jettm ar, w hom  he had already met in X i'an . The Viennese m icrobiologist was 
in charge o f the League o f N ations Epidemiological Unit laboratory  in Yan’an, 
and he encouraged Bethune’s sense of grievance by agreeing w ith him about 
cond itions in the hospital, which he described as “a n igh tm are .” He told 
Bethune tha t he had already made his criticisms know n to the authorities w ith 
ou t result (Erich L andauer to  r s , i z  O ctober 1970, r s f ,  637/1/13).

zo  M a H aide to  r s ,  taped interview, r s f ,  6 3 7 / Z / 6 .

z i  Ewen, y c b i b  typed m s . ,  1 8 9 .

z z  Agnes Smedley to  N orm an Bethune, H ankow  (H ankou) 8 April 1938, a ttach 
ment to  Bethune, M em orandum .

Z3 Bethune, letters to  C anada, Suide, 3 M ay 1938.
Z4 Bethune to  Agnes Smedley, 17 April 1938, attachm ent to  his M em orandum . Al

though Bethune refers to  “ letters” from Smedley in this passage, he attached 
only her letter o f 8 April to  his M em orandum .

Z5 Ibid. This letter no doub t provided Bethune w ith a m uch-needed em otional re
lease, and it may even have been an honest attem pt to  set the record straight. 
But tw eaking the tail o f the Smedley lion was risky. As the representative of the 
C hina Aid Council in H ankou, she w as Bethune’s lifeline to  the outside w orld. 
In addition, her organizing of the N orthw est Partisan Relief Com m ittee and her 
close association w ith Dr R obert Lim of the M edical Relief Com m ission of the 
N ational Red Cross Society of C hina m eant th a t her nam e was widely identi
fied in China with the effort to  raise funds for Com m unist partisans fighting be
hind the lines in the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region. D uring the rem ainder o f 1938, 
Smedley became equally well know n abroad . H er articles describing C hina’s 
heroic resistance against the Japanese and m aking a fervent plea for the cause 
o f medical relief appeared in newspapers and journals in England, N orth  Amer
ica, and H ong Kong. See M acK innon and M acK innon, Agnes Sm edley, Z 0 4 .

z 6 Bethune to  D ear C om rades, Yan’an, 17 April 1938, attachm ent to  M em oran
dum .

z j  Ibid.
z8  Smedley later w rote to  Eric Landauer, “ Did you meet Dr Bethune and hear tha t 

I am insane, o r half-insane? I am forever meeting men w ho consider me half- 
insane o r on the verge of a nervous breakdow n, tha t is if I disagree w ith them 
o r do no t sufficiently adm ire them . Up to  the po in t tha t I disagree, they con
sider me one of the sanest and m ost steady-headed people alive. Bethune 
thought tha t until I questioned his superhum an qualities o r considered him fal
lible. Then he told me tha t I was on the verge of a ‘nervous breakdow n’” (Erich 
Landauer to  r s ).

Z9 Philip Jaffe to  r s ,  8 O ctober 1970.
30  Ibid. “Though he was a know n alcoholic, we took a calculated risk, but we 

lost,” Jaffe wrote.
3 1 Ibid.
3 z O liver Haskell, d irector o f the C hina Aid Council, w ould later state, “We were 

dealing w ith M adam e Sun Yat-Sen [Song Q ingling] as o u r representative in
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H ong Kong, and w ith Dr R obert Lim o f the Chinese Red C ross in H ankou 
when the governm ent was there to  forw ard our supplies th a t we w ere sending 
for our medical unit ... M adam e Sun ... served as our con tac t in H ong Kong 
and Agnes Smedley in H ankou ... She had endless disputes with D r Bethune. I 
would get the telegram s. He w ould send me copies o f her telegram s to  him and 
his answ ers to  her” (Oriental Study Expedition H istory Project, oral history 
interview conducted by Enid H art Douglass and A rthur L. Rosenbaum ).

33 Robert Lim to O liver H askell, director, C hina Aid Council, z O ctober 1938, 
New York Public Library, C orrespondence between Dr R obert Lim and O liver 
Haskell o f the China Aid Council, United China Relief Collection, box 1, f.b. 
Chinese Red Cross, 1938-40  (hereafter cited as R obert Lim to O liver Haskell, 
2 O ctober 1938). Lim w rote, “This is to  acknow ledge your letter o f August 
23. I note tha t all funds for the Red Cross will in future be sent to  the China 
Defence League.” In the sam e letter, Lim w rote: “W ith regard to  the 
U S$1500.00 sent by the c a c ,  I have received m onthly rem ittances up to  Au
gust. These have been turned over to  the Eighth Route Arm y Reserve Field 
H ospita l, according to  the understanding  originally reached between M iss 
Smedley, the Eighth Route Army and myself ... It was also arranged a t that 
tim e tha t Dr Bethune and Miss Ewen w ould w ork in this hospital. As it took 
som e tim e before the H ospital could get under way, D r Bethune left for Shensi 
[Shaanxi]; consequently he has received no support from the $1500 which you 
have fo rw arded .” Lim explained to  Haskell th a t although he had no t wired 
money directly to  Bethune, he had sent him supplies. “ It is difficult for me to  
consult D r Bethune concerning his needs, as he is in W u-Tai-Shan,” Lim wrote. 
“ But I have a list o f his requirem ents, and have tried to  meet them  as far as pos
sible from  our Red Cross stores. We have, I think, given him all the im portan t 
items he asked for. We shall continue to  meet all needs o f the N orthw est, where 
Dr Bethune is, to  the lim it o f our capacity. A lready we have sent over 
$70,000.00 w orth  o f supplies, and ano ther large consignm ent is on its way.” 
Lim was likely quoting in the Chinese N ational Currency, which was then val
ued a t six yuan  to  one American dollar. The list to  which he refers w as attached 
to  a letter w ritten by Bethune and taken to  Lim in H ankou by the Associated 
Press correspondent H aldore H anson when he left Songyankou w ith Richard 
Brown in July 1938.

34 The form ation of the regions was later decided a t a conference in the city of 
Fuping in the province of Hebei between 10 and 15 January  1938.

3 5 Jiang Yizhen, “ Dr Bethune’s Spirit Will Live Forever,” 24.
36 Ibid.
37 In Bethune, 128, r s  incorrectly wrote tha t Richard Brown had arrived in X i’an 

and accom panied Bethune on the trip north to  Yan’an. However, M in-sun Chen 
writes tha t Brown reached X i’an on 10 April and left one week later on Easter 
Sunday for Yan’an (M in-sun Chen, “C hina’s Unsung C anadian  H ero ,” 1 14). 
Bethune, writing to  Agnes Smedley in a letter dated 17 April, stated tha t Brown 
was already in Yan’an. D uring his interview  w ith the N atio n al Film Board, 
Brown claim ed tha t he conducted a G ood Friday church service on 15 April in 
response to  a request made by M ao on 13 April. If C hen’s claim th a t Brown ar
rived in Xi’an on 10 April is correct, Brown m ust have left for Yan’an the day
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of his arrival in X i’an o r no later than  11 April, because the trip  by vehicle 
from Xi’an to  Yan'an then took three days.

38 Brown, n f в interview
39 Ibid. Brown claimed tha t in response to  his request the Chinese later gave him 

the flag, which he had a t the time of the interview in 1963. C anada’s flag a t the 
time w as the Red Ensign.

40  Ibid.
4 I Joe Hill was a Swedish-American labour activist w ho was executed after a con

troversial m urder trial.
42. Bethune to  Earl Browder and Tim Buck, H ejiachuan, 23 M ay 1938, Jaffe, box 

4, folder 5; Ewen, China Nurse, 95 -6 .
43 Bethune to  Earl Browder and T i m  Buck, H ejiachuan, 23 M ay 1938.
44 Ewen later w rote tha t she followed Bethune north but th a t a t Suide was given 

a letter th a t he had left behind for her, telling her no t to  try to  follow him and 
Brown to W utai, because physical conditions there would be too  difficult and 
she was too  young for such a mission. He also w rote tha t she did not under
stand the gravity or seriousness o f the cause they served. Infuriated, she tore the 
letter into tiny pieces. She later claim ed th a t in spite o f his w arning she had re
m ained determ ined to  reach W utai (Ewen, y c b i b ,  typewritten ms., 217-18). 
She continued north  as far as Lanxian w here she helped train  nurses, bu t after 
tha t the military situation m ade it impossible for her to  get to  W utai and ill 
health caught up w ith her; she suffered severe w eight loss and vitam in defi
ciencies. She left Lanxian on 5 Septem ber 1938 and eventually returned  to  
Xi’an, later m aking her way circuitously to  Shanghai. After serving for some 
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6 “China Defence League Financial R eport, M ay to  O ctober 1938,” n y m . The 
m aterial was “ mainly intended for the C anadian M edical Unit of Dr Bethune.”

7 Ibid.
8 “ China Defence League Financial R eport, O ctober 1938 to  April 1939,” n y m .

9 The agency was the China Cam paign Com m ittee in England. Various sources 
indicate tha t the c c c  donation  was £2,450, bu t figures in the China Defence 
League Financial R eport o f M ay to  O ctober 1938 reveal tw o CCC donations 
totaling £625 (about US$3,125) and costs for International Peace H ospital sup
port a t H K $5,6oo (about US$1,700). It is no t clear if this sum was narrowly 
designed for Bethune o r if som e of it w as intended for Dr R ichard Brown 
w ho w as then m aking plans to  set up ano ther In ternational Peace H ospital 
in L iaozhou in southern  Shanxi. It is also alm ost certain  th a t news of the 
destruction  of the In ternational Peace H ospital o f W utaishan (Songyankou) 
had not reached the China Defence League by O ctober 1938.

о Zhang Yesheng to ld  the au thors in 2005 th a t supplies paid for by the Interna
tional Peace Cam paign did reach the Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region in December 
1938. There is no record of this donation in Bethune’s reports and correspon
dence.

г Bethune to  D ear C om rade, 30 June 1938. “Com m unication |s/cl w ith us are 
rather limited in the way of m ail,” Bethune w rote shortly after his arrival in Jin- 
Cha-Ji, “although we are in con tac t w ith  the outside by telegraph and tele
phone and rad io  (both receiving and sending).” If the Japanese had been able 
to  d isrup t telegraph and telephone lines, they could no t have prevented radio 
con tact between Jin-C ha-Ji and Yan’an. T here w as, in add ition , a form  of 
courier service th a t continued to  function th roughout the tim e Bethune was in 
C hina. It should  be noted th a t Japanese advances far to  the east in Hebei 
Province later in 1938 forced the Eighth Route Army com m and to  move He 
Long’s 120th Division from  Lanxian to  C entral Hebei. It was there in the early 
spring o f 1939 th a t Bethune and his m obile unit served under He Long’s com 
m and a t the battle of Q ihui.

2  Professor Wei H ongyun of N ankai University, Deng Lilan, trans., email to  r s , 

6  Decem ber 2 0 0 9 .  It is clear tha t the G uom indang had no wish to  help the 
C om m unists. At the invitation o f the Eighth Route Army, the US m ilitary a t
tache C aptain Evans F. Carlson w ent to  the W utai area in June 1 9 3 8  w here he 
met Bethune. W hen he returned to  H ankou, he arranged a meeting w ith Jiang 
Jieshi and M adam e Jiang a t which he described the nature of the struggle o f the 
Eighth Route Army against the Japanese in the northw est and  its desperate 
need for assistance, including medical supplies. Returning from tha t meeting, 
he met the journalist Ilona Ralf Sues. “ ‘Let’s have a drink in the dining room ,’ 
he suggested. ‘I’m chilled to  the m arrow  o f my bones. He and the M adam e lis
tened to  me w ith tha t im penetrable, icy indifference ... They w on’t do a thing 
for W utaishan’” (Sues, Shark's Fins and M illet, 3 0 2 ) .  Tom N ew nham  (Dr.
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B ethune’s Angel, 135) asserts th a t Song Q ingling told Kathleen Hall th a t the 
G uom indang had blocked supplies destined for Bethune from  reaching him. 
There is, however, no indication of when this occurred o r which lots o f supplies 
were involved. Also, any in terruption of supply shipm ents w ould n o t affect the 
sending of funds, which could be w ired directly to  the Eighth Route Army ei
ther a t X i’an or Yan’an. At this period of the w ar some medical supplies could 
still be purchased a t X i’an  and shipped on to  Yan’an, w hich was three days 
aw ay by truck.

1 3 The nucleus o f the N ew  Fourth Army was the men and w om en w ho had re
mained behind to  guard the C om m unist base in southern China when the main 
force began the Long M arch in 1933.

14 “China Defence League Financial R eport, M ay to  O ctober 1938 ,” n y m . The 
am oun t for Bethune w as h k $ i ,3 5 0 ;  fo r' the N ew Fourth  Arm y it was
H K $i2,958.78.

I 5 Bethune to  Nie Rongzhen, 13 August 1938.
16 N ew nham , Dr. Bethune's Angel, 74.
17 Z hou, D octor N orm an Bethune, 88.
г 8 N ew nham , Dr. B ethune’s Angel, 6.
19 Ibid., 110.
2.0 Ibid., 247. Kathleen Hall kept tw o goats for milk. O n a later occasion B tthune 

sent an Eighth R oute Army soldier to  Songjiazhuang to  ask her to  provide him 
w ith some goat milk.

21 Ibid., 110.
22 A few days earlier Dong had appeared in the m orning with a nasty cut on his 

forehead. Visibly em barrassed, he described to  Bethune how  he had injured 
himself. D ream ing abou t his family the previous night, he had reached ou t to 
em brace them  and tum bled off the kang  onto  the floor (Dong C hun, a daugh
ter o f Dong Yueqian and Wang Lanzhen, to  the au thors, 2005).

23 Z hou , D octor N orm an Bethune, 99.
24 Bethune, repo rt to  G eneral N ie R ongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1939, Indusco. 

Bethune w rote tha t Nie gave him $1,000 (likely N ational Currency) on 2 Feb
ruary.

25 Dong Yueqian, “T hroughout the Green M ountains Loyal Bones Lie Buried,” 22.
26 Ibid.
27 Jiang, “ D octor Bethune’s Spirit Will Live Forever,” 22.
28 D ong C hun to  the au thors, 2005. Hall had taken the jar o f face cream  con

taining D ong’s letter to  Wang Lanzhen. Wang then quickly made arrangem ents 
to  leave, and on February 18, she, her tw o daughters, and Hall boarded a train 
in the Beijing railway station, bound for Baoding to  the south. There Hall had 
the medical supplies pu t on mules, and the four o f them  left on the tw o day 
journey on foot to  Songjiazhuang.

29 Bethune, report to  General Nie Rongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1929, Indusco. O n 
20 February he gave Hall $200 for supplies and on the following day $50 for 
expenses. He apparently sent her another $500 via General He Long, which she 
did not receive. He urged tha t an investigation be conducted to  determ ine w hat 
had happened to  the money.

30 Bethune to  Tim Buck, near H ejian, 4 M arch 1939.
3 1 Ibid.
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32 Ibid.
3 3  Lang Lin t o  r s , 1 9 7 2 .

34 In Chinese the M arco Polo Bridge was called lugouqiao  (reed village bridge). 
This is sometim es translated  instead as “ black m oat bridge.”

35 Z hang  Yesheng to  the authors, 2005. In a report to  G eneral N ie Rongzhen,
Shenbei, 1 July 1939, Bethune states tha t the Japanese force num bered four
hundred.

3 6 Z hang  Yesheng to  the au thors, 2005.
37 Bethune, report to  G eneral N ie Rongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1939.
3 8 M ore than seven hundred Japanese soldiers were killed (Zhang Yesheng to  the 

au thors, 2005).
39 Bethune’s tou r o f the carnage of the battlefield parallels the experience o f his 

g randfather N orm an Bethune, w ho had witnessed the hum an slaughter on the 
battlefield of Solferino in 1859 during the Second W ar of Italian Independence.

40  Z hou, D octor N orm an Bethune, 144.
41 Bethune, report to  General Nie Rongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1939.
42  Bethune, speech given a t Songyankou, 15 Septem ber 1938. D ong Yueqian 

(1914-78) w ould rise in Com m unist Party ranks. In 1959 he w ould become the 
am bassador o f the People’s Republic of China to  Sweden. Like m any o ther 
faithful party members he suffered persecution during the Cultural Revolution.

43 Songjiazhuang is a no t uncom m on place nam e in China. It was also the nam e 
of the site of one of Kathleen H all’s missions in Q uyang County, Hebei.

44 Z hang  Yesheng to  the au thors, 2005.
45 Ibid.
46  It has been suggested tha t the Chinese transliteration  of Bethune’s nam e means 

“W hite Seek G race” or “W hite O ne Sent.” These meanings can indeed be a t
tributed to  the Chinese characters, but this is entirely coincidental.

• 47  Z hang Yesheng to  the au thors, 2005.

C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N

I Z hang  Yesheng to  the au thors, 2005.
z  At the end of July a break in the dow npour allowed enemy patrols to  move 

closer to  Shenbei, and the villagers began to  move their possessions to  the far 
side of the Tang River. Long ladders were placed across the narrow est section 
o f the river to  enable people to  crawl from one side to  the other. Bethune joined 
the men w ho w ent into the swiftly flowing w ater to  assist older persons, chil
dren, and w om en, staying beside them  as they m ade their way across. He had 
to  be physically restrained by the villagers from plunging into the river to  try 
to  rescue a horse tha t was being sw ept dow nstream  (ibid.).

3 Bethune to  Ye Q ingshan and You Shenghua, Shenbei, 12 July 1939, Indusco.
4 Ye Q ingshan was to  receive yet another rocket a t the end of the m onth. Bethune 

sent his superior a second letter, mainly concerned with the ordering o f supplies, 
which was sharply critical and didactic in tone (Bethune to  D r Ye Q ingshan, 
Shenbei, 31 July 1939, Indusco).

5 Bethune, report to  General Nie Rongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1939. “ I have come 
back w ith my m ind thoroughly  made up tha t the education of the doctors and 
nurses o f this region is the main task o f any foreign un it,” he wrote.

6 Ibid.
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7 Bethune, A M em oranda [s/cl on the M edical School o f the Chin-C ha-Chi [Jin- 
Cha-Ji] M ilitary D istrict, 15 July 1939, Indusco.

8 Among the eleven instructors were his nom inal superiors D r Ye Q ingshan, di
rector o f the Jin-Cha-Ji M edical Service, and D r You Shenghua, Ye’s deputy di
rector, w ho had also been the d irector of the model hospital in Songyankou.

9 Bethune, A M em oranda, 15 July 1939.
0 Bethune, M onthly R eport o f the C anadian-A m erican M obile Unit to  the M il

itary Council, Hejiazhuang, 1 August 1939, Indusco (hereafter cited as Bethune, 
m onthly report, 1 August 1939.)

1 Ibid.
z Existing records show tha t from August 1938 until O ctober 1939 the China 

Aid Council (New York) sent a t least U S$4,438.z8 to  the c d l .  This figure is 
derived from am ounts published in issues of the CDLN dated  15 April 1939, 1 
O ctober 1939, and 15 N ovem ber 1939 (Jaffe, box 18, folder 1) and also on the 
c d l  Financial R eport M ay-O ctober 1938 ( n y m ) .  In add ition , m oney from 
C anada was being sent to  the China Defence League. The c d l  newsletter o f 1 
O ctober 1939 stated tha t in M ay 1939 the c d l  had received a donation  of 
Н К $зоо  from the C anadian League for Peace and Democracy and a second do
nation from its Toronto branch of N C $ 6 ,3 i3 .i3 . The key m em ber in the C ana
dian League for Peace and Dem ocracy was A.A. M acLeod, and the aim  o f the 
c l p d  was certainly to  assist Bethune. However, there is no evidence th a t he 
ever knew  of their attem pts to  fund his medical needs.

3 Bethune, m onthly report, 1 August 1939.
4 Bethune to  the Trustee Com m ittee, H ejiazhuang, 16 August 1939, Indusco.
5 It has already been noted tha t by O ctober 1938, Dr Robert Lim of the Chinese 

N ational Red Cross had shipped materials intended for Bethune from his Red 
Cross stores and was abou t to  send another large consignm ent (see chapter 15, 
note 33; letter o f Dr R obert Lim to  Oliver Haskell o f the China Aid Council, z 
O ctober 1938). According to  the China Defence League N ew sletter  o f г April 
1939, Dr Lim was expected to  dispatch more supplies into the battle areas, some 
o f which were to  be sent to  Bethune. Their transport was made possible by a 
contribution m ade in January  by the Chinese Patriotic League of Vancouver, 
which had sent five Studebaker truck chassis to  Hong Kong. On 11 M arch 1939 
after the vehicles had been fully assembled, the China Defence League loaded 
them  with various supplies including medical equipm ent and shipped them  to 
the port o f H aiphong in w hat was then French Indochina. From there they were 
to  travel overland to  G uiyang, where the headquarters o f the M edical Relief 
Com mission of the N ational Red Cross Society of China was then located. The 
report concluded: “They are to  proceed to  Chongqing, Xi’an &  Yan’an, where, 
w ith supplies earm arked for the N orthw est, they will be handed over to  the 
Eighth Route Army. Some of the supplies are going still further, to  Dr N orm an 
Bethune's i p h  Hosp. a t W utaishan, Shansi [Shanxi], in the rear o f the Japanese. 
They will accomplish the last leg o f their journey by m ule-train” (CDLN, 1 April 
1939). W hether these supplies did reach Jin-Cha-Ji is not know n. Because there 
is no docum entary  evidence to  indicate tha t either the Japanese or the G uo
m indang were able to  prevent all supplies from reaching Jin-Cha-Ji a t this time, 
it seems likely tha t this consignm ent did get through, bu t given the slow trans
port methods its arrival there likely occurred after Bethune’s death. It is of course
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possible tha t blockade o r o ther interference by G uom indang forces prevented 
the supplies from arriving in the Border Region.

г 6 Bethune, report o f i August 1939
17 N ew nham , Dr. B ethune’s Angel, 152..
18 Bethune, report of 1 August 1939.
19 N ew nham , Dr. B ethune’s Angel, 132.
20 Ibid., 133. D eported from  Tianjin in July 1939, Hall w ent to  H ong Kong, 

where she met Song Qingling. She described Bethune’s w ork and told her tha t 
he had received none of the supplies from  New York tha t were supposed to  be 
com ing through H ong Kong. Learning th a t a supply rou te ran from H aiphong 
in French Indochina to  Sichuan Province, H all m ade contact w ith Dr Robert 
M cClure, w ho was about to  ship tw o International Red Cross relief trucks con
taining supplies earm arked for Bethune to  H aiphong. Following the Burma 
R oad, M cClure and Hall reached G uiyang, China, on 19 N ovem ber 1939. It 
was there th a t they learned of Bethune’s death. At this point Dr Jean Jiang of 
the N ational Red Cross Society o f China joined M cClure and H all, and they 
w ent on to  Chongqing and then by train via Xi’an to  Luoyang. There they were 
held up by bureaucratic interference by the Guom indang. H all eventually m an
aged to  make her way by mule to  Jin-Cha-Ji, taking w ith her medicines, serum, 
vaccines, and o ther supplies, but by then she was suffering from serious health 
problem s, including beriberi. Brought to  the Yellow River by a small detach
m ent o f the Eighth Route Army, she was taken to  Xi’an by train  to  recuperate 
and then repatriated  to  N ew  Zealand, probably som etim e in early 1941 (M ad- 
gin, “W ho Was Kathleen H all?” 51-2).

21 Bethune, report of 1 August 1939.
22 Bethune, report to  Trustee Com m ittee, H ejiazhuang, 16 August 1939.
23 Bethune to  Tim Buck, H ejiazhuang, 15 August 1939-
24 Bethune, report to  General Nie Rongzhen, Shenbei, 1 July 1939. He listed his 

personal expenditures for April, May, and June, pointing ou t tha t they were for 
food th a t he had cooked for himself.

25 Z hang Yesheng to  the au thors, 2005.
26 Lang Lin, “The M em ory Cherished of Dr. Bethune,” in Dr. N orm an Bethune  

in Tangxian C ounty, 5 -6 . The source of this m aterial is a partial translation  of 
the Chinese text. The translation is in the possession of the authors.

27 He Zexin to  r s ,  1972.
28 Lindsay, T he U nknow n War, n.p.
29 Bethune to  Tim Buck, H ejiazhuang, 15 August 1939. Despite the loss o f his 

baggage shipped from H ong Kong to  H ankou, he had taken clothing w ith him 
on the flight to  H ankou, and a t various times after leaving Yan’an he had given 
pieces of it to  patients. In January, when he planned to  accom pany Kathleen 
Hall to  Beijing, he still had a suit.

30 Bethune to  Dear C om rade, H ejiazhuang, 15 August 1939, n f b  research file 
for docum entary film Bethune.

3 I Ye Q ingshan, “ Dr Bethune and the M edical School o f the Jin-Cha-Ji M ilitary 
A rea,” in Dr. N orm an Bethune in Tangxian C ounty, 2.

3 2 At this rime Bethune purportedly  w rote a letter to  the Lu X un A rt Academy in 
Yan’an, which w as engaged in training young creative artists in music, litera
ture, a rt, and dram a w ith the aim  of sending them  am ong the masses to  spread
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propaganda on behalf o f the revolution (Bethune tp  the Lu X un Art Academy, 
z September 1939, n b f ,  vol. 1, file 19). A lthough he may well have viewed art 
as a powerful m eans of p ropaganda, the docum ent displays a detailed know l
edge of Chinese art and literature tha t Bethune was unlikely to  have acquired 
during his brief stay in Yan’an and which he w ould have had no means of ac
quiring during his isolation in Jin-Cha-Ji. The docum ent purports to  be trans
lated by M a Haide; however, if Bethune had w ritten it in English, there would 
be no need for a translation , and if Bethune’s original had been for some rea
son translated  into Chinese, it is unlikely tha t, although M a H aide spoke C hi
nese, he w ould have been able to  undertake the translation  o f a long docum ent 
from  Chinese to  English. The au thors feel th a t this docum ent was n o t in fact 
w ritten by Bethune.

33 Classes had been held since July 1939.
34 Some staff mem bers cam e from Yan’an; o thers had been p art of the Special 

Surgical H ospital tha t he had set up in Yangjiazhuang in December 1938 but 
which had since been closed dow n.

35 N ew nham , Dr. Bethune's Angel, i z i . G uo Qinglan later m arried D r D w ar- 
kanath  K otnis (1910 -42 ), an  Indian docto r w ho arrived in Y an’an  to  serve 
with the Eighth Route Army and w ho replaced Bethune after his death.

36 Ye Q ingshan, “ Dr. Bethune and the M edical School o f the Jin-Cha-Ji M ilitary 
A rea,” in Dr. N orm an Bethune in Tangxian C ounty, 3.

3 7  Zhang Yesheng to  r s ,  5 M arch 2 0 0 9 ,  D ong C hun, trans.
38 Zhang Yesheng letter to  r s ,  20 August 2008, D ong C hun, trans.
39 Bethune also asked for money to  pay for dental treatm ent and an eye exam i

nation in H ong Kong, and for some western clothing for the sea voyage. W hen 
M ildred Price, w ho had replaced O liver Haskell as d irector o f the C hina Aid 
Council, received the cable on 19 October, she sent the following message to 
A.A. M acLeod in Toronto  asking for financial help from the C anadian  branch 
o f the League for Peace and Democracy (a com m unist fron t organization for
merly called the League against War and Fascism): “ Dr B. sent us a cable say
ing tha t he plans to  com e the first o f the year and he w ants the money for his 
passage. I w rote the China Defence League saying tha t we w ould do  everything 
w ithin our pow er to  get it to  him as soon as possible. Do you think your or
ganization could help us w ith the passage money? It will take a t least $500 to 
get him back to  the East from the West C oast including his ticket on the b o a t” 
( o a ,  Alexander A lbert M acLeod fonds).

4 0  The decision was in part a belated response to  an idea pu t forw ard by Song 
Q ingling of the China Defence League. For nearly a year she had been trying 
to  obtain photographs of Bethune and the conditions under which he w as o p 
erating in the Border Region for use in the China D efence League N ewsletter. 
The fortnightly publication w as easily the m ost useful tool in eliciting financial 
contribu tions and was circulated th roughou t Asia, N orth  Am erica, and Eu
rope. It is likely tha t Bethune himself had a part in the decision o f the au th o r
ities to  m ake a propaganda film. In a letter to  M a Haide back in September 
1938 he had stated that.he, Dong Yueqian, and Sha Fei, the w ell-know n pho
tographer, had made plans to  buy a movie cam era to  “ take films of the Army 
and the Partisans” (Bethune to  M a H aide, Songyankou, 30 Septem ber 1938, 
n b f , vol. I ,  file 2 0) .  T hose plans were dashed by the Japanese a ttack  on
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Songyankou, but Bethune continued to  yearn to  have a film made. In his letter 
to  friends on 15 August 1939 he added a postscript to  the copy he sent to  his 
acquaintance Eric Adam s in N ew  York: “ I sent you a cable from  Peiping in 
M arch thru  a friend (Professor M. Lindsay o f Yen Ching University) asking 
you to  send me $1000  gold. I w anted you to  ask the China Aid Council for it. 
But I g o t no  reply. Too bad. I could have m ade a movie to  bring back" 
(Bethune, letter to  D ear C om rade, H ejiazhuang, 15 August 1939).

4 I Z hang  Yesheng to  the au thors, Z 005 .  At this point Dr Ye Q ingshan decided to 
divide the inspection team  into tw o groups in order to  com plete their w ork 
earlier and therefore left w ith several mem bers of the team.

42. Z hang  Yesheng to  the au thors, 2.005. A group o f forty w ounded soldiers w ho 
were being transported  through an area occupied by the enemy to the village 
of W angan required medical atten tion . Bethune decided to  go to  their assis
tance.

4 3 Ibid. O ne o f the m ost fam ous photographs of Bethune in China, which shows 
him operating  in the ruins o f the Buddhist temple, was taken th a t day by Wu 
Yinxian.

4 4  Richard Brown, n f b  interview. Brown stated, “Bethune w ouldn 't w ear gloves." 
Brown claim s he w arned him o f the danger o f operating  w ithou t gloves, of 
which a t the tim e there w as a supply, bu t th a t Bethune ignored his w arning 
and always operated w ithou t gloves.

4 5 According to  Lu and Z ou, the patient was afflicted with neck erysipelas with
cellulitis (“ N orm an Bethune and His C ontribu tions,” 7).

46  “ His [Bethune’s] chief assistant told us later th a t he had urged Bethune to  have 
his finger am putated  but Bethune refused because it w ould have crippled him 
as a surgeon” (Lindsay, T he U nknow n War, n.p.).

47  Dong Yueqian, “T hroughout the Green M ountains Loyal Bones Lie Buried,” 6.
48 Jian Kang Bao (H ealth Issue), Beijing, 23 January  2009, 6.
49 Yang also presented Bethune w ith a Japanese sw ord captured on the field of 

battle. Ibid.
50 Chen Tongxun, “A round the Days of Dr. Bethune’s Passing Away,” in Bethune  

in Tangxian C ounty, 8 -9 .
5 I  Feng Lin, son of Dr Lin Jinliang, to  r s ,  interview o f 5 Septem ber 2009.
52 Di Junxing  to  r s ,  1972.
53 Bethune, letter to  Lang Lin, 10 Novem ber 1939, given by the latter to  r s . It is 

impossible to  explain the penultim ate sentence. The figures 120-130  may refer 
to  Bethune’s pulse rate. His m ention of typhus may have been because this dis
ease shares w ith septicemia som e of the sym ptom s he was experiencing, in
cluding fever, nausea and vomiting. However, the form ation of the abscess in 
the arm  above the infected finger w ould seem to  make it certain  th a t he died of 
septicemia contracted  via the cut in his finger which became infected from the 
soldier w ith the head w ound. This is confirm ed by Bethune’s death certificate, 
which was prepared and signed by Dr Lin Jinliang. The docum ent, a copy of 
which is in the possession of the au thors, includes a daily record of the trea t
m ent of Bethune from  1 N ovem ber to  12 N ovem ber 1939, and also a lengthy 
sum m ary of the attem pts m ade by Bethune’s assistants to  save his life. In it the 
cause of death is given as pyaem ia, which is a type of septicemia.

54 Z hang Yesheng to  r s ,  20 August 2008, D ong Chun trans. W hen Pan Fan tried
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to  read w hat Bethune had begun to  write to  Nie, he found many of the scrawled 
w ords indecipherable. So w ith the help of his colleague Liu Ke and  relying 
heavily on guessw ork, he w rote dow n w hat he believed Bethune had w anted to 
say. O ne page in length, the docum ent is partially a will in which instructions 
are given for the d istribution  of Bethune’s instrum ents and personal belong
ings to  Nie Rongzhen and the colleagues in his unit. Among o ther passages 
Pan Fan w rote were those in w hich Bethune bids farew ell to  his friends in 
N orth  America, asks for money from the China Aid Council in N ew  York to 
be sent to  his divorced wife in M ontreal, and sums up his experience in China, 
saying, “The last tw o years have been the m ost significant, the m ost m eaning
ful years o f my life. Sometimes it has been lonely, but I have found my highest 
fulfillment here am ong my beloved com rades.” This original tex t w ritten by 
Pan Fan in Chinese was translated into English to  be sent to  N orth  America, 
and was subsequently re-translated into Chinese after the original w as lost.

5 5 Feng Lin to  the au thors, interview o f  5 September Z 0 0 9 .

56 Chen Tongxun, “A round the Days of Dr. Bethune’s Passing Away,” Dr. N or
m an Bethune in Tangxian C ounty, 9.

57 Bethune, letter to  M arian Scott, Cartierville, z i  N ovem ber 1935, m s f ,  vol. 14, 
file l i .

E P I L O G U E

I  The history of the medical college is rather convoluted. After the establishm ent 
o f the People’s Republic o f C hina in 1949, it moved to  Shijiazhuang where it 
merged with the N orth  China M edical College. Through a series o f nam e al
tera tions it became separated from the military and became know n as Bethune 
College of Medical Sciences; since 1978 it has been located in the northern  city 
of C hangchun. It is now  a college of Ji Lin University in tha t city. In 1999 the 
Bethune M ilitary M edical College was established in Shijiazhuang.

z The inscriptions are w ritten in W ade-Giles, the system of rom anization used at 
the time. N ieh Jung Chen is Nie Rongzhen.

3 Shu Tong was head o f the Political D epartm ent in Jin-Cha-Ji.
4 Lu Z hengcao w as the com m ander in chief o f Eighth Route Army troops in 

Central Hebei, the area where Bethune served during the M edical Expedition 
to  the East from late February to  the end of June 1939.

5 The m useum  has been considerably  enlarged since and is now  called the 
Bethune M em orial Hall o f the Bethune International Peace H ospital.

6 M ontreal Star, zo  December 1939. There were o ther attem pts to  honour his 
m em ory as well. The Canadian Tribune, a com m unist new spaper in Toronto , 
donated a mobile blood transfusion unit in his memory to  the O ntario  Division 
o f the C anadian Red Cross in 1942.. And in 1943 the C anadian  Congress of 
L abour passed a m otion to  “ recom m end to  the G overnm ent o f C anada th a t it 
take the necessary steps to  institute a ‘living m onum ent’ dedicated to  the w ork 
o f Dr Bethune” (M inutes o f the 1943 A nnual C onvention of the C anadian  
L abour Congress). The governm ent o f M ackenzie King chose to  ignore this 
recom m endation.

7 W ith the G erm an invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, all o f G erm any’s 
enemies including C anada im m ediately pledged support for the besieged com 
m unist state.
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8 In the 1970s the em pty trunk  was donated  by Janet Stiles’s daughters to  Parks 
C anada, the agency responsible for the Bethune M em orial H ouse in  Graven- 
hurst.

9 The first b iographical account o f Bethune w as w ritten  by an  Am erican, Dr 
Gabriel N adeau, a physician from M assachusetts. “A t . b . ’s  Progress” was pub
lished in the Bulletin o f  the H istory o f  M edicine 8, no. 8 (O ctober 1940).

10 They were Fred Rose, the party organizer for Quebec, and Sam Carr, the party’s 
national organizer. They were m em bers o f the Labour-Progressive Party, the 
nam e adopted by the c p c  in 1943.

I I The aw ard was granted by the Leipzig International Festival for D ocum entary 
and Anim ated Film on 11 N ovem ber 1965.

i z  In the n f b  film D onald Brittain: Filmmaker (n f b ,  1 9 9 Z ) ,  John Kemeny, who 
did m ost o f the research for the n f b  film Bethune, including smuggling film 
from  China into C anada, states tha t after the protest by the US governm ent, 
B ethune  was “ put on the shelf” in the United States.

13 The museum is nam ed the N orm an Bethune and D w arkanath  Kotnis M em o
rial Hall. Kotnis was the Indian doctor w ho arrived after Bethune’s death to  re
place him, and w ho also gave his life in the service of the Eighth Route Army.

14 “ W hat Every Chinese Schoolboy K now s,” Tim e, z  August 1971. D octor  
Bethune, a m ajor film m ade in China a t the tim e, was banned by Jiang Q ing, 
M ao’s wife. After M ao’s death in 1976, she was im prisoned as a m em ber o f the 
infam ous G ang of Four, and the film w as subsequently  released for public 
showing.

1 5 M acM illan, N ixo n  in China, 166.
16 Toronto Star, 18 August 1 9 7 Z .

17 The historical advisor for the life and career of Bethune was Roderick Stewart.
18 At first it w as designated as the Bethune M em orial Hom e.
I 9  N orm an Bethune College, York University, 1 9 7 Z ;  N orm an Bethune Collegiate 

Institute, 1 9 7 9 .

zo  For his perform ance in the title role, the C anadian actor D onald Sutherland 
w on the Etrog, aw arded for the finest dram atic perform ance in C anadian tel
evision in 1977. The script was based on r s ’s  Bethune.

z I The head of the small C anadian delegation invited to  attend the ceremonies in 
C hina was Dr D. Barootes, the president o f the C anadian M edical Association, 
an organization to  which Bethune had not belonged. O ther members included 
Dr Francis M cN aughton, a m em ber of the M ontreal G roup of the Security of 
the People’s H ealth, and the three daughters o f Bethune’s sister, Janet. R S ,  who 
was then teaching a t the Sichuan Institute of Foreign Languages in Chongqing, 
was also a member.

z z  From this successful gathering cam e the book N orm an Bethune: His Times and  
His Legacy, edited by Shephard and Levesque, which contains the many schol
arly papers read a t the conference.

Z3 Beginning in zo o z , the D epartm ent o f L aboratory M edicine and Pathobiology 
of the University o f Toronto  instituted the N orm an Bethune Award to  encour
age young talented researchers; one g ran t is given to  a graduate student and one 
to  a resident in microbiology. At the tim e of the w riting of this book, the es
tablishm ent o f a N orm an Bethune Chair of Surgery a t McGill University is under 
discussion in M ontreal. Plans are also underw ay to  erect a statue of Bethune in
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Q ueen ’s Park near the U niversity of T oron to  and  to  create a scholarsh ip  a t 
the  university for surgeons willing to  serve ab road . O n z i  O ctober z o to ,  
Bethune was inducted into the C anadian Science and Engineering Hall o f Fame 
in O ttaw a.

24 H annan t’s book is a com pilation of m ost o f the w ritings of Bethune which Ted 
Allan had collected years earlier and donated  as p art o f his papers to  the 
Library and Archives of C anada in the early 1990s. W ilson’s brief biography 
is p art of the Q uest Library, and C larkson ’s book belongs to  the series Ex
trao rd inary  C anadians.

25 In 2004, a thirteen-hour television series based on Bethune’s life w as m ade and 
show n in China. T hat same year Bethune also w on som e recognition in Spain 
as a result o f the efforts o f Jesus M ajada N eila, a teacher in M alaga w ho had 
carried ou t a successful search for survivors of the tragic flight of refugees from 
M alaga to  A lm ena in February 1937. M ajada Neila com bined recorded inter
views w ith some of them  and a series o f photographs taken by Hazen Sise to 
m ount an exhibition in M alaga in 2004 and in Salam anca in 2006. U nder the 
title o f “N orm an Bethune: The Trail o f Solidarity,” the exhibition was brought 
to  Concordia University in M ontreal in 2008 as part o f a celebration o f Bethune 
and was displayed a t the M cC ord M useum  o f C anadian  H istory th roughout 
2009 to  m ark the seventieth anniversary of Bethune’s death. M ajada Neila also 
published a book entitled N orm an Bethune: La huella solidaria in 2008. He is 
the co-author, w ith Roderick Stew art, o f Bethune en Espana. M ajada N eila’s 
efforts to  draw  attention  to  the flight o f the refugees from M alaga, a previously 
little-know n episode in Spanish history, and to  the even less-known C anadian 
w ho became involved in tha t event, led to  a decision by the m unicipality of 
M alaga to  erect a plaque in honour of Bethune and to  nam e a section of the 
city’s esplanade along the M editerranean the Paseo de los Canadienses. At the 
dedication cerem ony in 2004, the C anadian  am bassador M ark Lortie partici
pated. Since then a street in M alaga and a school for health-care workers located 
in Alm ayate, 35 km from M alaga along the A lm ena road, have been nam ed in 
honour of Bethune.

26 In a contest held in 2009 by the Chinese new spaper People's Daily, Bethune 
ranked am ong the top  ten o f the one hundred foreigners w ho contribu ted  the 
m ost to  the establishm ent o f the People’s Republic o f China. The list appeared 
on the new spaper’s w ebsite, http://w w w.people.com .cn, on 25 M ay 2009. In a 
sim ilar contest organized by China Radio International in the same year, 56 
million people voted online, ranking Bethune first am ong the foreign friends of 
China (“N etizens H onor C hina’s Top In t’l F riends,” http://english.cri.cn, 12 
O ctober 2009).

27 Some even visit the lonely grave o f his great-grandm other, Louisa M ackenzie, 
on the shores o f Lake Superior near M ichipicoten (Wawa). See M orrison, “The 
Fur Trade Heritage of Dr N orm an Bethune.”
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cam ps, z o - i ;  and young patients, 
7 9 ,  1 0 5 ,  I Z 5  

Bethune, Henry N orm an, writings: 
“Crim e on the Road: M alaga to 
A lm eria,” 1 9 1 - z ;  medical articles, 
5 9 ,  8 0 ,  8 9 ,  9 3 ,  1 0 5 ,  3 9 5 П 7 ,  4 0 0 П 4 ,  

4 4 Z I 1 3 3 ;  medical textbooks, 3 0 1 ,  

3 0 Z ,  3 5 5 ,  3 6 0 ;  poems, short stories, 
1 1 7 ,  1 3 Z ,  1 4 Z ,  3 1 6 ;  rad io  play,
106, 4 0 4 1 1 1 3 ;  “ See Shensi F irst,” 
zyz , 4 3  ГП36; “W ounds,” 316-17  

Bethune, Janet Louise, 5, 11, z i .  See 
also Stiles, Janet 

Bethune, Reverend John (great-great- 
grandfather), 3 ,  38zn4 

Bethune, Reverend John (great-un
d e) , 38zn5 

Bethune, M alcolm  G oodw in, 7, 11,

19
Bethune, Reverend M alcolm  Nicol- 

son, 4 - 5 ;  career as minister, 5 - 7 ,  8 ,
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I о, 13-14 , 15, 17-18; relationship 
w ith son N orm an, 9, 11 -12 , 17, 33 

Bethune, Dr N orm an (grandfather), 
4, 13, 447П39 

Bethune Foundation , 374 
Bethune M em orial H ouse, G raven

hurst, ON, 64, 374, 375, 377 
Bethune Pneum othorax A pparatus, 

81, 148 
Bethune Rib Shears, 81, 148 
Bethune R ound Table, 375 
Blalock, Dr Alfred, 61, 71, 3941171 
Blind River, o n ,  15-17 
blood, storage of using sodium  cit

rate, 76, 164, 169, 173, 3 9 6 m  5 
blood transfusion: Bethune’s know l

edge of, 76, 104, 271, 395П14; 
Bethune donates blood, 287-8 ; in 
China, 285, 315; “ living blood 
ban k ,” 3 15-16; in Spain, see Insti- 
tu to  canadiense de transfusion de 
sangre. See also  D uran i Jo rda, Dr 
Frederic 

Bo Gu, 255
Border Region H ospital (cave hospi

tal), Yan’an , Z78-9, 324 
Brandtner, Fritz, 119; friendship with 

Bethune, 120-2 , 150, 216; and 
Children’s Creative A rt Centre,
134-6 , 142 

Braun, O tto  (Li De), 434П5 
Bray, D r H arry  A., 74-75 
Brittain, D onald, 453П12 
Browder, Earl, 241, 242, 248, 289, 

290
Brown, Dr Law rason, 60 
Brown, Dr Richard, Z57-8, 272, 280, 

285, 325; arrives in Yan’an, 284, 
4361137; Bethune’s opinion of, 290, 
296; on Bethune’s temper, 284, 295; 
does no t return to  Songyankou, 
4391136; hum anitarian  aim s, 290, 
296; 430П30, 439П94; opinion of 
Bethune, 2.94-6; travels and w orks 
with Bethune, 2 8 6 -7 , 2-9°»
292-4

Brunete, battle of. See Spanish Civil 
War

Buck, Tim, 124, 230, 379, 410П41; 
and Bethune’s China project, 228, 
241, 242, 248; notified o f Bethune’s 
conduct in Spain, 203, 208, 225, 
226; receives letters from Bethune, 
289, 307, 346, 358, 359

C alydor Sanatorium , 53, 54 
C am eron, D r M argaret, 111, 112 
C anadian Air Force, 388024;

Bethune serves in, 36 
C anadian Arm y M edical C orps o f the 

C anadian Expeditionary Force: 
Bethune serves in, 2 6 -7 , 28 

C anadian  League for Peace and 
Democracy, 272, 339, 43 m 3 6, 
448П12, 450П39 

C anadian  M edical H all o f Fame, 
Bethune inducted into, 375 

C anadian Science and Engineering 
Hall o f Fame, Bethune inducted 
into, 45ЗП23 

Carlson, C aptain  Evans E, 294,
445n i z  

Carr, Sam, 245, 453010 
Castell de Ferro: Bethune aids 

dow ned French airm en near, 189- 
90

C errada, Colonel (of Sanidad M ili
tar): and Bethune’s idea o f a unified 
blood service, 178, 183, 193, 195, 
196; reproaches Bethune for con
duct, 204; requires ongoing C anadi
an funding of blood transfusion 
services, 179, 195, 203, 417П10; 
states Sanidad M ilitar m ust control 
blood transfusion services, 181 

Chen Shihua, Dr, 362, 364, 366, 367 
Chiang Kai-shek, Generalissim o. See 

Jiang Jieshi, Generalissim o 
Children’s Creative A rt C entre, 134,

135-6 , 142, 154, 410П31 
children’s village project in Spain,

193, 194, 209 -10 , 214, 419П35 
China Aid Council, N ew  York ( c a c ) ,  

243, 250, 258; Bethune w rites to, 
272, 281, 338; relations with 
Bethune, 276 -7 , 356, 359, 363,
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370; refusal to  take sides in Smed- 
ley-Bethune quarrel, 282, 4351132; 
sends funds to  China 282, 4361133, 
4481112; sends money to  Frances 
Colem an, 428П39; supports Charles 
Parsons as head of medical unit, 
2 4 7 -8 , 254, 257 

China Defence League, H ong Kong 
( c d l ) ,  340; direct attem pts to  help 
Bethune, 339, 450П40; receives 
funds from  China Aid Council, 282, 
338, 436П33, 448П12 

Chinese C om m unist Party: based at 
Yan’an, 274; Bethune transferred 
to , 276; tribu te from inscribed on 
Bethune’s tom b at N anguan, 370; 
United F ront Agreement and , 255, 
259, 283; Z hou  Enlai political di
rector of, 255 

C hongqing, 429П20 
Christie, Dr Ronald, 76, 79, 101, 372 
C lark , Paraskeva, 134-5 , 216-17 , 

238, 250, 407П64 
C lark, Phillip, 134-5, 216-17  
Colem an, A lbert Robert Ernest 

(A.R.E.): affair w ith Frances 
Bethune, 84, 86, 89, 90 , 9 3 -4 , 9 6 -  
7; divorced from  Frances, 428П43; 
friend of Bethune, 47, 48; marries 
Frances, 100 

Colem an, Frances, 151: Bethune criti
cal of, i n ,  240 -1 , 251; Bethune 
regards as an  obligation, 142, 
4281139,1143, 451П54; Bethune's 
continuing attachm ent to , 102, 
109-11 , 137-8 , 151, 268; con
cerned abou t Bethune, 216; di
vorced from A.R.E. Colem an, 
428П43; m arries A.R.E. Colem an, 
100; suffers em otional breakdow n, 
100. See also  Bethune, Frances; Pen
ney, Frances Eleanor Campbell 

collapse therapy for tuberculosis. See 
artificial pneum othorax 

Com m ittee to  Aid Spanish D em ocra
cy ( c a s d ) ,  141; arranges hero’s w el
com e for Bethune in Toronto  and 
M ontreal, 213-1 5; backs Bethune’s

plan for blood delivery service, 165; 
distrustful o f Bethune, 182, 206, 
208; refuses further funding and or
ders Bethune home, 208, 209, 210, 
211; sends Bethune on speaking 
tours, 217 -18 , 229; sponsors meet
ings to  raise funds for medical unit 
to  Spain, 143-5 

com m unism : Bethune’s assignments 
as party  member, 128-9; Bethune 
a ttracted  to  123 -4 , 127-8; Bethune 
com m its to , 139, 170, 204, 222, 
247; Bethune criticizes, 122, 124-5; 
Bethune denies his party  m em ber
ship, 214, 220, 229; Bethune eulo
gizes Soviet U nion, 129-30;
Bethune joins C om m unist Party of 
C anada, 126; Bethune reveals party  
m em bership, 221, 222, 224;
Bethune transferred to  C om m unist 
Party o f C hina, 276;

C om m unist International (Com 
intern): 122, 138, 242, 408П76, 
43П5; and Friends o f the Soviet 
Union ( f s u ) ,  122; and General 
Emilio Kleber, 412П19; organizes 
the In ternational Brigades, 161; and 
the Popular Front, 410П46 

C om m unist Party of C anada ( c p c ) ,  

124, 128, 214, 230, 229; Bethune 
joins, 126. See also Buck, Tim; 
M acLeod, A.A.; Salsberg, Joseph 

C om m unist Party of China. See C hi
nese C om m unist Party 

C om m unist Party of the United States 
( c p u s a ) ,  241, 242, 249 

“ Com pressionist’s C reed,” 91 
Comrade Bethune: A  Controversial 

Hero  ( c b c  radio docum entary),
372

Co-operative C om m onw ealth Federa
tion (с с ғ ) ,  1 14, 123, 141 

Cousineau, D r Georges, 101, 102 
C r o m b i e ,  Dr D.W., 54, 389П46 
C ulebras, Dr A ntonio, 197, 198, 199, 

200 -1 , 4141142

D a t u a n d i n g ,  3 4 7
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D avidson, Dr Louis, 58, 59, 246, 
393П57

Day, M argaret, 154, 409П25; affair 
w ith Bethune, 133-4 , 137; becomes 
pregnant and asks Bethune to  per
form abortion , 139; ends affair and 
avoids meeting Bethune, 142, 216, 
240; sees Bethune before he goes to  
C hina, 241 

Dayi, 346
Deshaies, Dr Georges, 104, 105, 123, 

141
Detroit: Bethune sells his practice in, 

57; Bethune’s residences, teaching, 
and medical-surgical practice in, 
4 7 -51 ; disliked by Bethune and 
Frances, 48, 52 

D octor Bethune  (Chinese film), 
453П14

D odd, W illiam Jr, 243, 248, 250,
257, 272, 432048 

Dong Yueqian, 326, 321, 341, 343, 
350, 447П42; Bethune’s interpreter, 
298, 299, 305, 307; chief adm inis
tra to r o f Fuping County, 298, 347, 
350; and mobile surgical unit, 305, 
310, 311; reunited with his family 
by Bethune, 342, 345; translates 
m edical textbook by Bethune, 301 

Dos Passes, John , 158 
D uran i Jorda, Dr Frederic, 164, 176, 

178, 179, 376, 413П27; opposes 
Bethune’s leading a unified Spanish 
blood delivery service, 183, 194, 195

Edgeley, o n ,  2 1 - 2  

Edinburgh, Scotland, 4, 3 2 ,  3 7 ,  3 9 ,  

Eighth Route Army: and Agnes Smed
ley, 2 4 2 ,  2 5 5 ,  4 2 9 m  1; Bethune and 
Ewen seconded to , 2 5 7 ;  Bethune 
wishes to  work w ith, 2 2 8 ,  2 5 6 ;  

guerilla w arfare and, 2 8 3 ,  3 0 0 ;  

headquarters a t Lanxian, 2 9 0 ;  at 
Jingangku, 2 9 2 ,  3 0 6 ;  liaison with 
G uom indang, 2 5 5 ;  M edical Service 
hospitals of, 2 7 8 - 9 ,  2 8 2 ,  2 8 6 - 9 ,  

2 9 3 ,  3 0 . 1 - 2 ,  3 1 3 - 1 6 ;  3 6 2 ;  M ilitary 
Council of, 3 0 0 - 1 ;  military respon

sibilities of, 283; receives foreign 
aid, 282, 338-9 ; victories over 
Japanese forces, 305, 349, 438П79; 
a t Yan’an, 274. See also  He Long, 
General; Nie Rongzhen, General; 
Z hu De, General 

Elkan, Vera, 172 
E llingworth, Dr C lifford, 42 
Elliott, D r K.A.C., 372 
evangelism, 5, 6, 382П 11; Bethune’s 

evangelistic traits, 13, 123, 127,

z 97i  344 ,  375 
Ewen, Jean, 245, 252-85 passim , 322, 

429П8, 43 1П36, 432П64; adm ires 
Bethune 245, 266, 268; Bethune 
praises, 279, 432П48; difficult rela
tionship w ith Bethune, 250, 261, 
263, 264, 265, 268; left behind by 
Bethune in Yan’an , 2 8 4 -5 , 437144; 
meeting w ith M ao Zedong, 275-6 ; 
notes Bethune’s com m unist fervour, 
268, 269, 270; notes Bethune’s tem 
per, 254, 263, 264, 265, 268; sides 
with Bethune against Charles Par
sons, 252, 254, 256

Faculty o f M edicine, University of 
Toronto , 22, 25 

fascism: Bethune calls for united front 
against, 213, 222, 227, 229;
Bethune m istaken for a fascist in 
Spain, 158-9 ; Bethune sees fascism 
as th reat to  dem ocracy, 138, 169- 
70, 212; Bethune sees Spain as sig
nificant in the struggle against, 169- 
70, 182; Bethune shows early en
thusiasm  for, 107, 405П16; Bethune 
w arns of danger in C anada, 219,
223

Fisher, Dr Lincoln, 56, 71, 90-1 
F raad, Dr Lewis М ., 243, 244, 245, 

2 4 7 , 42.7n M  
Franco, Generalissim o Francisco,

138, 419030 
Friends of the Soviet Union ( f s u ),

122, 124
Frontier College. See Reading Cam p 

Association
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Fu, Dr N elson, 278, 4341117

G alan, A ntonio, 194, 41708, 4201140 
G anhejing, 363, 364, 365 
Geddes, Dr Aubrey, 85, 109, 113, 

383019
Goyanes, Dr Vicente, 199, 200, 

421П13 
G raham , Dr Ewarts, 132 
G ravenhurst, o n ,  373, 374, 375,

377; residence of Bethune family, 5 - 
8, 383017 

G reenspan (Seborer), Celia, 169,
414041, 420П8; critical of 
Bethune's running of blood transfu 
sion unit, 172, 173, 181, 417012 

G uadalajara, battle of. See Spanish 
Civil War 

Gu Zhengjun, Dr, 308-9

H aldane, J.B.S., 172, 173, 412015 
Hall, Kathleen, 330, 3 4 1 -2 , 445П12, 

n 20, 449020; buys medical supplies 
for Bethune, 343, 345, 356-7  

H ankou (H ankow ), 243; Bethune 
and Ewen w ork in hospital in, 256; 
w artim e conditions in, 254-5 ,
4291119, n 20. See also  W uhan 

H anson, H aldore, 439095 
H arper H ospital, D etroit, 48, 51 
Haskell, Oliver, 428039, 435032, 

436П33
H atem , Dr George. See M a H aide, Dr 
H aw aii, 5, 38208
H eart o f  Spain  (film), 193, 197, 205,
. 206; delays in com pletion, 209-10 , 

212; first show ing, 224. See also 
K arpathi, Geza 

Hebei (Hopei) Province, 283, 305, 
341, 3 53; Bethune in C entral Hebei, 
343, 345-51 . See also M edical Ex
pedition to  the East 

Heise, Dr Frederick, 60 
Heisi, battle of, 3 1 1 -1 2 , 313 
H cjiachuan, base hospital a t, 286-90  
He Long, G eneral, 325, 339, 349-50 , 

351, 445Ш 1, 446029 
Hemingway, Ernest, 158, 41207

H erm an Kiefer H ospital, D etro it, 94, 
95, 96, 402027 

He Zexin, 277, 285, 286, 297, 305, 
325; w ith Bethune in last days, 366,
367

H olt, George, 107, 112, 216, 222 
H opital du Sacre Coeur: attitudes of 

staff tow ard  Bethune, 104-5 , 138, 
140, 141, 216; Bethune appointed 
head of Pulm onary Surgery and 
Bronchoscopy at, 99, 100; Bethune 
gains perspective on social condi
tions while a t, 107; Bethune per
form s blood transfusions a t, 104, 
4 0 4 m ; Bethune trains thoracic sur
geons at, 104 

H ospital for Sick Children, G reat O r
m ond Street, London, 32, 33, 34-5 

H uangshikou, 337; Bethune’s death 
at, 366-8  

H uapen, base hospital a t, 362, 365, 
366

H uata , base hospital a t, 318, 344, 345 
H uot, Louis, 97, 209, 3931146, 

423П42
H um phrcys-O w en, Isabelle Rosalind, 

38, 3891143, 1144, П45; business and 
personal relationship w ith Bethune, 
38-9 , 41, 389П47; ends relationship 
with Bethune, 44 

H urcom b, Elizabeth, 111-12 , 240, 
249

influenza epidemic o f 1919, 30 
Ingersoll, o n , 35
Institu to  canadiense de transfusion de 

sangre: Bethune’s erratic behaviour 
at, 201-3 ; Bethune resigns from, 
206-7 ; Bethune’s tem per creates 
problem s at, 200, 201, 203; estab
lishment of, 165, 168-9; function
ing of, 173-6 , 192, 197, 415П61, 
1162, 420118; placed under authority  
o f the Sanidad M ilitar, 205; tensions 
w ithin, 171-3 , 180 -1 , 199-201, 
417П12

Institu to  hispano-canadiense de trans
fusion de sangre, 181
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International Brigades (ib ), 161-2 , 
230; Bethune’s intention to  return 
to  Spain to  join, 205, 223, 225; re
jects Bethune’s services, 163 

In ternational Peace H ospital o f Wu- 
taishan, 339, 4481115. See also 
model hospital, Songyankou

Jaffe, Philip J.: dislike of Agnes Smed
ley, 282; dislike of Bethune, 248; 
form s C hina Aid Council, 243; 
meets w ith M ao Zedong and Agnes 
Smedley in Yan’an, 242, 430П32; 
supports D r Charles Parsons, 257, 
435П30

Jaram a, battle of. See Spanish Civil 
War

Jettm ar, Heinrich von, 269, 4351119 
Jiang, Dr Jean, 449П20 
Jiang Jieshi, Generalissim o (Chiang 

Kai-shek), 341 432n69, 444П5, 
4451112

Jiang Q ixian , Dr, 271, 278, 433П77, 
438П72; conflict w ith Bethune 
abou t where he w ould be assigned, 
282-3 ; a t meeting of Bethune with 
M ao Z edong, 276 -7 , 434117; travels 
to  Hejiachuan w ith Bethune and 
Brown, 285, 288 

Jiang Yizhen, Dr 284, 311 -12 , 355, 
442П45,

Jiaotanzhuang, 306, 307, 343 
Jin-Cha-Ji Border Region (Chin-Ch’a- 

Chi), 259, 283, 298, 300, 438П76; 
Bethune plans mobile operating 
units in, 292; Bethune’s fame in, 
351; Bethune teaches in, 299-300 , 
3 17 -18 , 329, 354 -55 , 362., 440П7; 
com m unications in, 4451111; defeat 
of Japanese troops by Eighth Route 
Army in, 305, 349; dem ocratic hos
pital reform  in, 314 -15 , 318, 3 5 3 - 
4; medical situation in, 293, 296, 
312; m em orials to  Bethune in, 3 6 9 - 
70, 372; need for medical supplies 
in, 338 -41 , 444П2, 445ПЮ, 
4481115; need for medical training

school in, 300 -1 , 354-6  
Jingangku, 292, 294, 300, 305, 

4381174; destroyed by Japanese 
troops, 306 

Juncheng, 369 -7 0

Kangda (Anti-Japanese Aggression 
M ilitary and Political University, 
Yan’an), 262, 277 

K arpathi, Geza (Charles Korvin),
193, 2 1 1, 419П32; a t battle of 
G uadalajara, 197, 198; and m aking 
of film Heart o f  Spain, 20 5 

K ashtan, W illiam, 423П39 
Kemeny, John , 4 5 3 m  2 
King, W illiam Lyon M ackenzie, 219, 

425П25 
K irkpatrick, Evelyn, 249 
Kleber, Emilio (Lazar Stern), 162-3 , 

412П 19,422П 35 
Kline, H erbert, 205, 211 
Kon, Irene, 407П65 
Kon, Louis, 122-3 , 124> 408П77 
Korvin, Charles. See K arpathi, Geza 
Komis, Dr D w arkanath , 450П35, 

453П13
K upka, Dr Edw ard, 55, 8 5 -6 , 128, 

3911113, 392П34; Bethune’s student 
and aide, 49 , 50-1

Landauer, Eric, 269
Lang Lin, 347, 354, 355, 361, 362-3 ;

Bethune’s last letter to , 367 
Lanxian, 290, 339, 4371144. 438n74, 

4 4 5 Ч П  

Lawrence, D .H ., 59 
Lea C ottage, Trudeau Sanatorium ,

5 8 ,  5 9 ,  7 1 ;  painting o f m ural The 
T.B.’s Progress a t, 6 1 - 3 ,  7 2  

League against W ar and Fascism (lat
er League for Peace and D em ocra
cy), 4 5 0 1 1 3 9  

League for Socialist Reconstruction 
( l s r ) ,  1 0 8 ,  1 14  

League of N ations Epidemiological 
Unit, 2 6 9 - 7 0 ,  2 7 2  

League of N ations field hospital:
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Agnes Smedley refuses to  raise 
funds for, 280; League of N ations 
Epidemiological LJnit w ithdraw s 
offer, 282; and Lin Beiqu, 269, 270, 
272, 433П71; offered to  Bethune, 
2 7 0 -1 , 272, 276, 277, 279 

L ianzikou, battle of, 351 
Li De (O tto  Braun), 434115 
Lim, Dr R obert K.S., 255, 257, 

4291116, 435П25, sends medical 
supplies to  Bethune, 436П32, П33, 
4 4 8 m  5; w ith Agnes Smedley, 
donates money to  get Bethune 
and Ewen to  Yan’an, 259 

Linfen, 259, 262 -3 , 266, 269,

431П45
Lin Jinliang, Dr, 361, 362, 364; treats 

Bethune during final illness, 366, 
367, 368 

Lindsay, M ichael, 252, 343, 356, 
442П34, 45 11146; inform s Bethune 
tha t medical supplies had been 
smuggled ou t o f Beijing, 340, 343; 
offers to  help Bethune leave China, 
359; visits Bethune in Jin-Cha-Ji, 
302, 320, 358 

Loma, Dr Valentin de la, 199, 200, 
420П8

London, u k :  Bethune family connec
tions in, 33; Bethune’s postw ar life 
in, 3 2 -3 , Bethune’s professional po
sitions in, 32, 35, 38, 39, 40; 
Bethune’s residences in, 40, 390П52; 
Bethune’s w edding in, 42 

Long M arch, 277, 434П5 
Liihan, 346

M acC raken, Dean Walter, 49, 
M ackenzie, Louisa (Miss Green Blan

ket), 4, 45412.7 
M ackenzie-Papineau Battalion, 230 
M cIntosh, Dr C.A ., 99 
M acLeod, A lbert A rchibald, 410П41, 

1146, 4231141, П43, 4251134; helps 
organize fundraising meetings for 
Spain, 143, 144; investigates 
Bethune’s conduct in Spain, 208 -

11, 223, 225; opinion of Bethune, 
101, 230; persuades Bethune to  go 
to  Spain, 14 0 -1 , sends aid to  
Bethune in China, 448П12, 450П39. 
See also Com m ittee to  Aid Spanish 
Democracy 

M acLeod, D r Wendell, 79, 101, 227; 
and M ontreal G roup for the Securi
ty o f the People’s H ealth , 129; opin
ion of Frances Bethune, 78, 79 

M adam e Sun Yat-sen. See Song Q ing- 
ling

M adrid: attacks on by N ationalist 
army, 155, 157, 175-6; battle of 
Casa de C am po, 162; bom bing of, 
155, 160-1; execution of fascists in, 
157; fear o f fifth-column activity in, 
157, 159, 172, 205; Republican 
governm ent transferred to  Valencia 
from , 162 

maggots, Bethune’s use of, 80 
M a H aide, Dr (George H atem ), 275, 

285, 433114, 434110, 449132-; 
counsels Bethune about the realities 
o f Eighth Route Army medical serv
ice, 279, 283; supposed to  go to  Jin- 
Cha-Ji w ith Bethune, 277, 4 3 4 m  1 

M alaga: Bethune’s unit aids refugees 
from, 188-9; fall of, 183-4; flight 
of refugees from , 185, 187; N ation 
alist attacks on refugees from, 186, 
419П30, П31. See also Almeria, 
bom bing of 

M ao Zedong (M ao Tse-tung), 242, 
284, 290, 324; com poses eulogy of 
Bethune, 369; makes Bethune hero 
of the C ultural Revolution, 372; 
meets w ith Bethune a t Yan’an, 
2-7 5 - 7 , 4 3 4 1 1 0  

M artyrs’ Cemetery o f the M ilitary 
Region of N orth  C hina, 370 

M arseille, 179
M arxism , 122, 222, 268-9 ; Bethune 

accepts basic aims of, 123, 128; 
Bethune views as m odern religion, 
124, 127 

Massey, Vincent, 166, 413П32
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May, Allen, 182, 193, 207, 4231139; 
acts w ith Sise and Sorensen against 
Bethune, 205, 210, 223, 225 

M aybury Sanatorium , N orthville, m i , 

94> 95» 96 
M cClure, D r R obert, 261 -2 , 284, 

431П42, 449П20 
McGill University, 75 -7 , 84, 95, 

382П5, 395П13, 397П36; honours 
Bethune, 372, 374, 453П23 

M eade, Dr R ichard, 131, 247 
M edical Expedition to  the East, 343,

З4 5 - 51 , 354 ,  4 5 2n4 
missionaries in China: Bethune and, 

34т. See also Brown, D r Richard; 
M cClure, Dr R obert; H all, Kathleen 

M izhi, 286
mobile surgical unit, 329; Bethune a t

tem pts to  raise funds for, 290; 
Bethune discusses need for with 
M ao Zedong and military leaders, 
276, 289, 292, 310; members and 
equipm ent of, 305; tested a t battle 
o f Heisi, 311 -13 . See also M edical 
Expedition to  the East 

M ola, G eneral Emilio, 155, 157, 
4 1 1 m

M ontreal: Bethune’s ancestors in, 1, 
3 8 2 П 4 ,  П 5 ;  Bethune’s residences in, 
7 6 ,  1 0 9 ,  1 1 3 ,  1 2 0 ,  1 3 5 ,  4 0 5 1 1 2 5 ,  

4 0 8 П 7 9 .  See also Royal Edward In
stitute, Royal Victoria H ospital, 
W om en’s General H ospital; McGill 
University 

M ontreal G roup  for the Security of 
the People’s H ealth ( m g s p h ) ,  1 2 8 -  

9 ,  1 3 6 - 7 ,  2 2 7  

M ontreal M edico-Chirurgical Society, 
1 2 9 - 3 1

M ooney, George, 108, 114, 216, 
444П73

M ooser, Dr H erm ann, 269-71 
M otril, 186-7 , l8 S , 191

N anjing (Nanking), 254, 4251148 
N ational Film Board of C anada 

( n f b ),  372, 373

N ew  York City, 212 
New York State H ospital for Incipi

ent Tuberculosis, Ray Brook, n y ,

7 4 - 5 ,  395П9 
Nicol, Pegi, 134, 135 
Nie Rongzhen, General (Nieh Jung- 

chen), 283, 326, 362, 363, 438П76, 
451П54; authorizes M edical Expe
dition to  the East, 3 43 -4 ; Bethune 
writes last letter to , 367; discusses 
Bethune’s role in Jin-C ha-Ji, 292-3 ; 
finds interpreters for Bethune, 298, 
347; friendly w ith m issionary K ath
leen H all, 341; inform s Bethune of 
razing o f hospital a t Songyankou, 
306; opposed to  building of model 
hospital a t Songyankou, 300 -1 ; o r
ders evacuation of Songyankou, 
305; pays for medical supplies, 345; 
pays tribu te to  Bethune, 369, 377; 
prevents Bethune from going to  Bei
jing, 343, 357; relationship with 
Bethune, 292, 2 9 7 -8 , 319, 358 

N iuyangou, medical school and m od
el hospital a t, 362 

N orm an Bethune and D w arkanath  
Komis M em orial H all, 453П13 

N orm an Bethune Award, 453П23 
N orm an Bethune College, York Uni

versity, 4 5 3 m  9 
N orm an Bethune Collegiate Institute, 

4 53 41 9
N orm an Bethune Exchange Profes

sorship, 372 
N orm an Bethune International Peace 

H ospital, Shijiazhuang, 335, 370, 

374
N orth-W estern Fever H ospital, Lon

don, 40, 42

O ’Brien, D r Edw ard J. (Pat), 9 4 -5 , 
96, 401П20, П26 

O sius, Dr Eugene, 48 , 51 
Osier, Sir W illiam, 95, 401П21 
O wen Sound, o n , 1 8

Palardy, Jean, 405П17
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Palardy, Jori. See Smith, Jori 
Pam setgaaf Sanatorium , Arizona, 88, 

3 9 9 n 3>
Pan Fan, 363, 366, 367, 368 
Paris, 43, 157; Bethune buys medical 

equipm ent and picks up money in, 
165, 167, 193; Bethune meets A.A. 
M acLeod in, 209 

Park, Libbie, 129, 241, 374, 407П68, 
407П71

Parsons, Dr Charles, 250, 255; abuse 
o f alcohol, 2 4 7 -8 , 252, 254, 258, 
42803, 430П31; appointed head of 
C hina Aid Council medical unit in
stead of Bethune, 247, 282; conflict 
w ith Bethune and Ewen over c a c  

funds, 254, 256-7  
partisans in China, 340, 435П25 
Pater, Walter, 33 
Pearson, Lester B., 166 
Penney, Frances Eleanor Cam pbell, 

37 -8 , 4 0 -4 , 70 , 388П38. See also 
Bethune, Frances; Colem an, Frances 

phrenicectomy, 88, 89, 96, 400П4; 
and Dr Edw ard J. (Pat) O ’Brien,
4 0 11120; perform ed on Bethune by 
Dr John Alexander, 93 

Pilling, George, 81 
pleural pondrage in lung surgery, 

8 0 -1 , 397П39 
Pony. See Scott, M arian  Dale 
Popular F ront in Spain, 138, 207

Q ihui, battle of, 3 4 7 -9 , 350, 4451111 
Q ueipo de Llano, General, 185,

41 i n i  
Q uhuisi, 309, 312

Rawlings, Laura Bassett Boynton, 90, 
400П13, П14, 401П21; Bethune falls 
in love w ith , 9 1 -2 , 93, 95 

Reading C am p Association (now 
Frontier College), 23 -5 , 67, 386П10 

religion: Bethune’s attitude tow ard, 
13, 18, 55, 284, 294, 296;
Bethune’s view of M arxism  as a 
m odern religion, 124, 127

Rich, D r H erbert, 53 
Robbins C ottage, Trudeau Sanatori

um, 56
R obertson, Dr Jam es A. and Dr 

Lom e, 29, 35 
Roots, Bishop Logan H ., 255, 257 
Ross, D r G raham , 32, 34, 78 
Roth m an, Kajsa, 233; acts as 

Bethune’s interpreter, 202; affair 
w ith Bethune, 172-3; leaves the In
stitu to , 421П26; resented by H en
ning Sorensen, 173, 202-3 ; suspect
ed of espionage, 205, 226, 422П32, 
425П45; takes over running of the 
Instituto, 199 

Royal Edw ard Institute, M ontreal, 
404112, 405пз 5 

Royal Navy, 387П39; Bethune serves 
in, 29 -30  

Royal V ictoria H ospital, M ontreal, 
74, 146; Bethune appointed Dr 
A rchibald’s assistant a t, 75 -6 ; 
Bethune asked to  resign from , 99; 
Bethune does research w ork at, 
80 -1 ; Bethune invents surgical in
strum ents at, 81, 309П43; Bethune 
learns blood transfusion at, 76; 
Bethune receives Percy P. Cowans 
fellowship a t, 7 6 -7 ; Bethune’s rela
tionship with Archibald a t, 79, 86, 
87, 9 8 -9 ; Bethune’s reputation  at, 
80, 86 -7 ; Bethune teaches at, 80, 
397П36 

Ryerson, Stanley, 374, 409П5

Sacre Coeur H ospital. See H opital du 
Sacre Coeur 

Sainte Anne de Bellevue H ospital, 82, 
98

Salmon Arm , в с , 228 
Salsberg, Joseph, 217-18 
Sanidad M ilitar, 209, 210, 226, 

422П35; Bethune negotiates w ith, 
178, 179-80 , 181, 183, 193; 
Bethune sends letter of resignation 
to , 206-7 ; Bethune’s contem pt for, 
200 -1 , 203; critical o f Bethune’s
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conduct, 203 -4 ; rejects Bethune as 
leader o f unified transfusion service, 
1 9 5 ;  reorganization of 177, 205, 
422П34

Saranac Lake, n y ,  53, 55, 57, 75, 93, 
Sanz, Andres, 199, 200, 420П8 
Sault Ste M arie, o n ,  16, 17 
Scott, Frank R., 114, 115, 116, 159; 

chairs M ontreal fundraising meet
ing for Spain, 144-5; dislikes 
Bethune, 119, 126, 145 

Scott, M arian Dale, 114, 152, 240, 
251, 368; interested in left-wing 
causes, 115; platonic love affair 
w ith Bethune, 115-19 , 125, 132-3 , 
142; volunteers a t the C hildren’s 
Creative A rt Centre, 136 

septicem ia, 364, 370, 4 5 1П53 
Sha Fei, 330, 358, 433П83, 450П40 
Shan-G an-N ing Special Regional 

G overnm ent, 269 
Shenbei, 33°> 351» 355» 447П2 
Sherriff-Scott, Adam , 108 
Shijiazhuang, 335, 336, 360, 367;

Bethune buried at, 370 
Shister, Dr H.E. (Ну) 129, 142 
Sigongcun, 349
Sino-Japanese W ar (1937-45), 227, 

*77, 347, 4 * 9 n i6  
Sise, Hazen: acts w ith M ay and 

Sorensen against Bethune, 205, 210, 
223, 225-6 ; adm ires Bethune, 166 - 
7, 198; aids refugees from M alaga 
and takes photographs, 182-5, 
188-94; critical o f Bethune,
414П37; meets Bethune and joins 
unit, 166-8; refuses to  accom pany 
Bethune to  China, 241; role in 
blood transfusion service, 170, 173, 
179, 182, 19 9 -2 0 0 , 207-8 

Sm art, Elizabeth, 141, 411П47 
Smedley, Agnes, 228, 255, 4 2 9 Ш 1, 

430П32, 433П4; activities on behalf 
o f com m unist partisans, 4 2 9 m  1, 
4351125; aids Bethune and Ewen in 
H ankou, 254 -5 , 257, 259, 430П34, 
4391183; allied w ith Bethune against

Charles Parsons, 2 5 6 -7 , 258; artic
ulates need of C om m unist forces for 
trained medical personnel, 242; 
conflict w ith Bethune, 258, 279-80 , 
281 -2 , 435П28, П32 

Smith, D r David Т., 74, 75 
Smith, Jori, 101, 134, 135, 405017 
Snow, Edgar, 251, 275, 43304, 

442031
socialized medicine, 126, 376;

Bethune m entions on the speaking 
tour, 226-7 ; Bethune’s public pleas 
for, 130 -1 , 151; m g s p h  proposals 
no t socialized m edicine, 129, 137 

Socorro Rojo Internacional, 161,
189, 41603; backs Bethune’s plan 
for a blood transfusion service, 
164-5; Bethune suggests a unified 
transfusion service to, 177; receives 
com plaint concerning Instituto 
canadiense de transfusion de sangre, 
173; supplies location and staff for 
Instituto, 165, 168; w arns Bethune 
tha t Institu to  will lose its au 
tonom ous status, 417013 

Song Q ingling (M adam e Sun Yat- 
sen), 339, 435П32, 44405, 4 4 5 m 2, 
449020; tries to  obtain photographs 
of Bethune w orking, 450040 

Songjiazhuang (Hejian C ounty), ba t
tle of, 3 5 0 -1 ,4 4 7 0 4 3  

Songjiazhuang (Q uyang County),
34G 345> З56, 4 4 6n*o, 028; mis
sion and village razed by Japanese, 
357, 362 

Songyankou, base hospital at, 293, 
*97, *98, 300 

Songyankou, model hospital at, 3 0 0 - 
2, 305, 327; destroyed by Japanese 
forces, 306, 355, 441028; nam ed 
International Peace H ospital o f Wu- 
taishan, 339; opening of, 303 -5 , 
327; 44509; reconstruction of, 372 

Sorensen, H enning, 159, 181-2; acts 
to  curb Bethune's behaviour, 203, 
205, 210, 223, 225-6 ; adm ires 
Bethune, 162, 202; Bethune’s inter-
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prefer, 158-68 , 170, 174, 178-9 , 
204; com m unist affiliations,
4 1 2n 1 0 ;  critical o f Bethune, 1 7 2 - 3 ;  

2 0 1 ;  2 0 2 - 3 ,  4 2 1 П 1 2 ;  suspicious of 
Kajsa R othm an, 1 7 3 ,  2 0 2 ,  2 0 3 ;  in 
battles o f Brunete, Casa de Cam po, 
and G uadalajara, 1 6 2 ,  1 9 7 - 8  

Spanish Civil W ar ( 1 9 3 6 - 3 9 ) ,  1 3 8 ,  

1 5 5 - 6 ;  battle o f Brunete, 218; ba t
tle o f Casa de C am po, 1 6 2 ;  battle 
of G uadalajara, 1 9 7 - 8 ;  battle o f . 
Jaram a, 1 9 6 - 7 ;  bom bing of 
Almeria, 1 9 0 - 2 ;  bom bing of Guer
nica, 4 1 9 П 3 0 ;  bom bing of M adrid 
1 5 5 ,  1 6 0 - 1 ;  fall of M alaga, 1 8 3 - 4 ;  

flight o f refugees from M alaga, 
1 8 5 - 6 ,  1 8 7 - 8 ,  4 1 9 П 3 0  

Spence, Reverend Benjamin, 1 6 5 ,  

4 1 0 П 4 6 ,  4131132 ,4 2 3 n 4 i; con
cerned abou t Bethune’s running of 
the Institu to  canadiense de trans
fusion de sangre, 1 8 2 ,  2 0 6 ,  2 0 8 ,  

4 2 3 П 3 7 ,  П 3 9 ;  recalls Bethune and 
stops funds, 2 1 0 ,  4 2 4 П 4 4 .  See also 
C om m ittee to  Aid Spanish Democ
racy

spontaneous pneum othorax, 113, 
4 0 6 П 4 1

Spry, G raham , 1 3 9 - 4 0 ,  1 4 1 ,  1 5 9 ,  

4 1 0 П 4 6 ,  4 1 2 m  I  

Station e a q ,  M adrid , 1 6 9 ,  1 7 0 ,

4 1 2 m  5

Stephenson, Dr Larry, 4 0 1 П 2 6 ,  

4 0 6 П 4 1

stethoscope: Bethune’s distrust o f for 
diagnosing pulm onary tuberculosis, 
8 1 - 2 ,  1 0 6  

Stiles, Janet, 4 7 ,  2 1 6 ,  3 7 1 ,  4 5 3 П 8 .  See 
also Bethune, Janet Louise 

Strange, W illiam, 2 1 4  

Stratford, o n ,  2 9 ,  3 5  

Suide, 2 8 5 - 6 ,  4 3 7 П 4 4 ,

Sunjiazhuang, 3 3 2 ,  3 6 3 - 4  

surgical instrum ents invented by 
Bethune, 8 1 ,  3 9 7 П 4 3  

Sutherland, D onald, 3 7 4 ,  3 7 5 ,  

4 5 3 П 2 0

Taipingti, 3 6 5  

Taiyuan, 2 9 0

T.B.'s Progress (m urals), 6 1 ,  6 2 - 6 3 ,

7 2 ,  3 9 4 0 7 7  

thoracic surgery, 7 6 ,  8 1 ,  8 6 ,  9 4 - 6 ,  

1 0 4 ,  2 6 1 .  See also artificial pneu
m othorax , phrenicectom y 

Toronto: and Bethune ancestors, 3 ,  4 ,  

3 8 2 1 1 5 ;  Bethune’s father attends uni
versity in, 5 ;  Bethune family moves 
to , 9 ,  1 4 ,  2 2 ;  Bethune enrols in uni
versity in, 2 2 ,  2 5 ;  Bethune enlists in 
C anadian  Expeditionary Force in, 
2 6 ;  Bethune graduates in medicine 
from University o f Toronto , 2 8 ;  

Bethune speaks in M assey Hall,
2 2 9 ;  Bethune visits Paraskeva and 
Philip C lark in, 2 1 6 ,  2 5 0 ;  c a s d  

rally in, 1 4 3 ;  rally in honour of 
Bethune in, 2 1 3 - 1 4 ,  2 3 7  

Trudeau, Dr Edward Livingstone, 55, 
392n43

Trudeau Sanatorium , 5 3 ,  5 5 ;  Bethune 
adm itted  to , 5 6 - 7 ;  Bethune leaves, 
7 3 ;  Bethune readm itted to , 5 7 - 6 3  

tuberculosis, 5 9 ,  7 4 ;  Bethune diag
nosed w ith, 5 3 ;  Bethune recovers 
from , 7 3 ,  7 6 ,  8 8 ,  9 2 - 3 ,  1 1 3 ,  

4 0 6 П 4 1 ;  Bethune treated  for, 5 5 - 6 3 ;  

cam paigns against, 7 3 ,  8 1 - 2 ,  1 0 6 -  

7 ,  1 2 1 - 2 ,  1 3 7 ,  4 0 4 m 3 .  See also 
artificial pneum othorax, Calydor 
Sanatorium , H opital du Sacre 
Coeur, N ew York State H ospital 
for Incipient Tuberculosis a t Ray 
Brook; phrenicectomy, Royal 
Victoria H ospital; T.B.’s Progress, 
Trudeau Sanatorium , stethoscope, 
thoracic surgery

United Front Agreem ent, 2 5 5 ,  2 5 9 ,  

2 8 3 ,  2 8 6 ;  broken by G uom indang, 
3 4 0 ,  4 4 5 П 1 2 ,  4 4 9 П 2 0  

University H ospital, Ann Arbor, m i ,

9 0 /9 3
University H ospital, Louisville, k y ,

9 0
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Valcartier, p q ,  z 6
Valencia: Bethune holds discussions 

w ith Socorro Rojo in, 164-5 , 168; 
Bethune negotiates w ith Sanidad 
M ilitar in, 178, 179-80 , 181, 183, 
193, 194-5; Bethune plans to  buy 
am bulance in, 163; transfer o f Re
publican governm ent to , 162 

Vancouver, 224 -5 , 2 5°
Vezina, Louise G uadagni, 102, 

403П59 
Vienna, 44, 390П72 
Vineberg, D r Arthur, 79, 98 -9 , 

398П57, 402П39; describes 
Bethune’s pro-fascist opinions, 107, 
405П16

Walker, C larinda, 402П27 
W ang D aojian, Dr, 305, 362, 364, 
W ang Zhen, 309 -10 , 3 1 1 ,3 1 2 , 

442П42
W arren, D r Earl Leroy, 61, 62, 395112 
W atts, Jean, 196, 420111 
West London H ospital, H am m er

sm ith, 38, 39 
W illiams, D r Ralph, 35 -6 , 388П23 
W innipeg, MB, 25, 220 -22 , 228 
W omen’s General H ospital, 404П2, 

411П48
Worsley, Thom as C uthbert, 179, 194, 

417119; aids in evacuation of M ala
ga refugees, 188-9 , 190-1; serves in 
Bethune’s unit as driver, 182, 183, 
184, 192; witnesses bom bing of 
Almeria, 190 

W ruble, Dr Joseph, 57 
W uhan, 256, 429П8. See also 

H ankou
W utai, 292, 339, 437П44, 438П72, 

n74
W utaishan, 293, 339, 4 4 5 m 2 
Wu Yinxian, 332, 363, 451П43

Xiaguan, 308
Xi’an (Sian), 268; Bethune’s stay in, 

269 -73 , Jean Ewen returns to, 
437П44; Jean Ewen sent to  fetch

supplies from , 2 8 4 -5 , 340; K ath
leen H all’s return  to  Jin-Cha-Ji via, 
449П20; source of medical supplies 
for Eighth Route Army, 4 4 5 m  2, 
4 4 8 m  5; United Front Agreem ent 
and, 432П 69,436П 37 

X iashifan, 309

Yan’an (Yennan), 242 -3 ; Agnes 
Smedley in, 242, 430П32; Bethune 
meets w ith M ao in, 275-7 ; 
Bethune’s journey from X i’an to, 
2 74 -5 ; Bethune’s stay in, 275-85; 
blockade of by G uom indang, 340; 
Border Region H ospital in, 278 -9 , 
324; Dr M a H aide (George Hatem ) 
in, 275, 279, 283, 433П4; Drs 
R ichard Brown and R obert M c
Clure arrive in, 284, 431П42; 
League of N ations Epidemiological 
Unit in, 270; Lu Xun A rt Academy 
in, 4491132; 433П4; military, med
ical, and adm inistrative centre of 
Eighth Route Army and Chinese 
C om m unist Party, 274; supply 
route to  Jin-Cha-Ji from , 3 39 -40 , 
445П12, 448П15; Yan’an-H eaven  
Axis, 255 

Yan’an Trustee C om m ittee, 356, 358 
Yangjiazhuang, base hospital at, 310,

313
Yangjiazhuang, Special Surgical H os

pital a t, 313 -16 , 3 1 7 -1 8 , 353-4 ; 
constitution of, 443060; “ living 
blood b an k ” at, 315-16  

Ye Q ingshan, Dr, 353 -4 , 362, 364, 
447П4, 448118, 4511141 

You Shenghua, Dr, 301, 305, 315, 
318, 353-4  

Ypres, France: Bethune stationed near 
and serves in Second Battle of, 27; 
Bethune w ounded during Second 
Battle of, 28 

Yuang M uzhi, 363 
Yujiazhai, 368

Z a i j i a y o u ,  3 1 1
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Z hang Yesheng, 337
Z hou Enlai, 255, 257, 4381176
Z hou Zangzheng, 259, 262, 263, 269
Zhuanlinkou , 309
Zhu De, G eneral, 4 2 9 m l ,  439П94,

П96; meets Bethune in Xi’an; 270, 
military com m and of, 283, 293, 
431П37; pays tribu te to  Bethune, 
369; sends cable announcing 
Bethune’s death, 370
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