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Gladys Aylward

“The time is ripe for a new generation to hear the astounding story of one of the missionary

pioneers of the twentieth century. This is an ideal book to put in their hands, alive with fresh

information and wise judgement.”Dr Keith J White, Director of Mill Grove,author and lecturer at

Spurgeon’s College
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PrefaceThe first edition of this book was printed in 2004 and was to commemorate the

centenary in 2002 of the birth of Gladys Aylward. As she is remembered in many parts of the

English-speaking world, it was a welcome contemporary addition to the accolades of her life.In

my research I encountered quite a few adventures. There was the day I had to cuddle a large

white rat in the hope that the owner would tell me more about Gladys. On another day I needed

to don wellies to get from the car park to my B & B. The city marked for my next exploration

had just suffered catastrophic floods.On a calmer note, I have met and interviewed many lovely

people - those who worked with Gladys in Taiwan, or the man who had met her when serving

in the forces in Hong Kong (and to his everlasting regret was too shy to go up to speak to her).

Others had been Chinese extras in North Wales when the film The Inn of the Sixth Happiness

was made.All attested to her great faith, her devotion to her God and God’s faithfulness to

her.In my own small way I have followed in her footsteps. My journey on the Trans-Siberian

Railway was an echo of her journey. However, there were three main differences. My journey

was taken in June, not November. I had enough food, and money to buy more. In a couple of

weeks, I knew, I would be returning to Britain. When Gladys said goodbye, she didn’t know if

she would ever be returning.I also visited Xi’an in China to see the Terracotta Warriors. When

Gladys was there in the 1930s they had not yet been discovered. I was able to interview

Kathleen Langdon-Smith when she had retired to mid-Wales.Such a remarkable woman and

such a wonderful God - it has been a blessing to me to write this book.Carol Purves



1Set Apart by GodThe silence was deafening, broken only by slithers of snowfalling from tall

pine trees and the distant howling of dogs. At least that is what Gladys in her innocence

thought they were.‘I wonder who let those dogs out on a night like this?’ she said to herself.

Later she discovered they were a pack of hunting wolves and very dangerous to humans.The

night was wild and cold as only a Siberian night in October can be with the biting wind cutting

through Gladys’ thick coat. After a few hours she could go no further. Gathering her few

belongings round her, she lit her stove to boil her kettle, using some of the plentiful snow. She

pulled the woollen coat tighter round her frozen shoulders and rested her head on the wooden

sleeper beneath her. As she drifted off into a fitful sleep, Gladys was not sure if she would

survive the bitter cold. She didn’t know if she would ever be nearer to China than she was

now.Was this her last night on earth? Would she die beside the Trans-Siberian line, alone and

unknown?But our story begins far away from the bleakness of Siberia and the hostile

atmosphere of China in the East End of London. It starts at the end of the nineteenth century

and the dawn of the twentieth. These were the last years of a way of life that would soon be

gone for ever. Queen Victoria had just celebrated her Diamond Jubilee and the British Empire

was at its peak; prosperity was great and Christian morals were held in high regard.This may

have been true for the upper classes, but for the poor it was a different story. Poverty was

crippling and there was no help from the government. There was no child benefit, no sickness

benefit, no old-age pension. The dreaded workhouse became the final home of many.It was in

this environment that many philanthropists discovered outlets for their compassion. Cadbury,

Rowntree and Fry were motivated by Christian love in their pioneering care for their employees,

while Muller, Barnardo and Shaftesbury devoted themselves to caring for hundreds of needy

children.The story of Gladys Aylward is also a story about caring for children, but not for the

children of London where she was brought up. God called Gladys to an unknown country, to

speak a language in no way related to her mother tongue and to love children and babies who

looked very different from the children she had grown up with.Gladys’ parents met through the

Post Office, where they both worked. Thomas Aylward was a postman who, during the course

of his work, had to call into the office daily to collect the mail. He became attracted to the good-

looking young girl behind the counter, Rosina Whiskin. She was a lively, out-going cockney,

always laughing and joking, just the opposite of the shy, retiring Thomas.Courting Rosina was

going to be a problem to Thomas as he was too embarrassed to engage her in conversation.

He resorted to slipping notes to her over the counter, and eventually she agreed to a date.

However, when it finally came round, Thomas was so shy that he hid on the other side of the

road. That was no obstacle for Rosina.The following morning the slighted Rosina vented her

full cockney vocabulary on the timid Thomas. ‘Thomas Aylward, why were you skulking on the

other side of the road?’ In spite of such an unpromising start, their romance flourished and

eventually, dressed in bright colours and feathers, which were so fashionable at the time,

Rosina was married to Thomas on 8 August 1900. They began their married life in

Bermondsey but later moved to 6 Sunningdale Cottages in Bury Street, Edmonton.Like many

London suburbs in those days, Edmonton was a close-knit community. Family members found

work nearby and rarely moved far from the vicinity. Problems and tragedies were shared,

simple pleasures enjoyed, and companionship found in either the churches or the numerous

public houses.It was here in a small terraced house on 24 February 1902 that little Gladys May

Aylward was born, an event celebrated only by close family and neighbours. Sunningdale

Cottages soon proved too small for the young family, so they moved to 67 Cheddington Street,

also in Edmonton. This again was a terraced house, but with a small garden in an ordinary

street. It was here that another daughter and a son were born to Rosina and Thomas.Gladys,



Violet and Laurence enjoyed an untroubled and care-free childhood. Edmonton at the

beginning of the twentieth century was surrounded by green fields and muddy potholed roads.

Birdsong could be heard above the sound of farm machinery and the clopping of horses’

hooves. Long grass was for frolicking in, wild flowers for picking and fields for exploring. Rosina

and Thomas didn’t believe in shielding or over-protecting their children but allowed them to

enjoy their childhood.Gladys liked to play hop-scotch, hoops, or five stones. She found the

games innocent and harmless and later described her family as a united one, ‘finding our joy in

the church and each other’.The Aylwards were well connected with the church, as Thomas was

the vicar’s warden at St Aldhelms Church, just round the corner. Rosina was an energetic

woman, ahead of her time in many ways who, having known the evils of drink in her own family,

became a speaker for the Temperance Movement. At many meetings Rosina spoke from the

platform, while her three small children played quietly on the floor. Did young Gladys ever

imagine she would one day be taking meetings in a similar way, drawing hundreds of hungry

souls to hear her message?Gladys attended Sunday school at the church, along with her

brother and sister. She learned of missionaries who were taking the word of God to all corners

of the world, but it had no personal meaning to her at that time. Protected by the warmth of her

family, Gladys was unaware of the Suffragette Movement which was prolific while she was a

child. Neither was she aware of various improvements being made for those who were not

financially well-off. Scouting for Boys was started in 1907 and the old-age pension introduced

the following year. In spite of these measures, by the time Gladys had started school there

were serious strikes and much labour unrest.‘Gladys Aylward attacks her difficulties

vigorously.’Her school reports gave a clue to the strength of character that was to reflect her

whole life. The teachers could not comment on the excellence of her work and today she would

probably have been diagnosed as dyslexic.‘As far as I remember, I never passed one exam at

school’, she said later.The name of Gladys Aylward never featured on an examination result

board at Silver Street School, which was less than a quarter of a mile from her home. However,

in later years it was renamed ‘The Aylward School’ in her honour.Nevertheless, she was

earnest about her work, in spite of finding it difficult to grasp. Arithmetic especially remained an

enigma; however, her teachers would comment on her conduct and personal neatness.Only

five feet in stature, she was short even for her generation. Her height, or lack of it, along with

the determination in her eyes, were the features most remembered by people who met her

during her life. Gladys was never very strong; she often suffered ill health and missed some of

her schooling, which did little to help her education.In 1916, aged fourteen, she left school

without any qualifications, at a time when work was hard to find. Her first job was at Marks and

Spencer, which was then a ‘Penny Bazaar’. Later she worked in a grocer’s shop. She was well

suited to the retail trade with her pleasant manner and ease with people. However, when the

men came back from the war in 1918 she had to leave these jobs and go into service.The

employment situation was very fragile. There were two million unemployed by 1921 and in

1926 the General Strike rocked the country.With her restless spirit, Gladys never stayed

anywhere for long, but eventually trained as a parlour maid and went into gentleman’s service.

Although not clever, she was quick and looked very smart in her black dress and pretty apron

with a bow in her hair. She became conversant with many notable people of that time which

was later to stand her in good stead in her work in China.Going into service meant leaving

home and moving to the West End of London, where life was very different from Edmonton.

Gladys noticed the way the rich dressed and lived; the ladies in furs and jewels; the gentlemen

in long tails and top hats. Yet side by side with wealth was poverty. Hidden down the side

streets, Gladys witnessed firsthand the ragged children, tramps sleeping rough and scarlet



lipped and heavily powdered faces of street women. Other sights were more welcome; the

London buses, the letter boxes painted bright red, the police and news-vendors. The London

parks were full of mothers or maids pushing prams with babies heavily wrapped up against the

variable weather.The city lights, the music halls, the restaurants and the theatres were all new

to her. London life was full of temptation but she had little time or money to indulge. Her

favourite leisure activity was to visit the theatre with Queenie, her cousin, where the first sound

films were to appear in 1927. Gladys even dreamed of going on the stage herself or being a

film star in Hollywood. This was not such an idle dream. She had the power of mimicry and

story telling, inherited from her mother, as well as a charisma which could hold an audience

captive.Gladys started going to drama classes on her free evenings. She learned many things

that had been instinctive to her before. She learned to project her voice and the power of the

dramatic pause. How she loved that pause and pictured her audience waiting spellbound for

what she would say next. It was a strategy she was to employ with great effect all her

life.Gladys was not altogether happy with her looks. To be a film star she knew she should be

better looking. At only five foot, she was too short. She would also have loved long, blonde,

wavy hair, instead of her straight dark locks. Back in the 1920s she didn’t know that one day

she would give thanks to God for her looks.Life for Gladys might have continued in this way for

many years, except for an event one Tuesday evening in 1925. Away from the religious

restraints of her home and godly influence of her parents, Gladys had developed a taste for the

pleasures of the world. She was on her way to a dance with some of her friends when her

party got muddled up in the crowded street with a group of young people going into a service

in Aubrey Church (later Kensington Temple) in Kensington Park Road.Gladys found herself

separated from her friends and however hard she pushed her small frame, she could not get

through. Almost lifted off her feet, she was hustled into the church and as the service had

started she felt too shy to get up and leave. She shuffled uncomfortably in her seat thinking

back to the days she attended church before leaving home. Suddenly, she felt the speaker was

talking directly to her. She had heard similar messages in the past, but they had not seemed so

personal to her. God was claiming her attention.On this particular evening, she heard a young

man talking about mission. Gladys knew there were missionaries but felt they were of no

particular interest to her, except to give them a few coins in the collecting plate. However, on

this evening her soul was stirred. She later wished she could have told the young man how

much she was moved.As she left the meeting in a trance, the minister’s wife, who knew who

she was, said to her, ‘Miss Aylward, I believe God is wanting you’.The Holy Spirit was working

in her life and these words became a personal challenge to Gladys. As she reflected on this

conviction in the coming weeks, she realised that God wanted her to give her life to him, that

he had work for her to do.It was the beginning of the greatest adventure of her life.

2Multiplied BlessingsGladys now had no doubt that God wanted her to spend her life in his

service. She felt a calm and peacefulness she had never known before; she had found her

purpose in life—serving God.Her personality did not radically change overnight but she found

that things which had been important to her became less important. The love of the cinema

and acting remained with her but they became secondary interests. Her talent never left her;

now it was consecrated to God and he would in due course make full use of it. The acting

lessons were not wasted; Gladys had learned to stir great crowds emotionally and God was

going to use that in the future.Her job as a parlour maid ceased to be an end in itself. It

became the source of income, which she used for God to help prepare her for the next step.

Her ability to mix with her own class and those of the upper classes was useful training for her



future life.It appeared to Gladys that everything that had happened so far had just been a

preparation for what was to come.Her family was a close-knit group who prayed and

encouraged her, and who stood by her when she felt all others, except God, had deserted her.

It was to her sister Vi that Gladys was to write during the lonely China years. Although Gladys

knew that God wanted her whole life, she did not yet know how. Opportunities in Christian

service for a young girl in the 1920s were limited. What did God want Gladys Aylward to do?

Was she being called to service in England or abroad? If she was to be a missionary, where

should she go? She prayed and waited. Meanwhile she was not idle and started going to the

Young Life Campaign meetings.Having always been close to her cousin Queenie, she took her

along. Because of Gladys’ enthusiasm, Queenie thought these meetings were like tea parties

for old ladies with Gladys in charge.Gladys felt strengthened and uplifted by their hymn singing.

Her ability to play the piano proved useful in the Bible classes and extempore prayer came

easily to her. From this time onwards, she regarded God as her best friend and her prayers

reflected that. The testimonies she heard thrilled her, and made her wish that, like others, she

had a great story to tell. She felt her life and experiences had been ordinary so far, but what

she did not fully realise was that God was working in her life.One day sitting on the top deck of

a bus, Gladys was reading the Young Life Campaign magazine.‘Planes can now fly over the

vast country of China, but there are millions there who have never heard the gospel.’Gladys

jerked upright in her seat and gasped. She knew air travel was still in its infancy, but this article

told of a plane that had flown up the course of the Yellow River from Shanghai to Lanchow.

Amazing though this was, what really grabbed Gladys’ attention was the thousands who had

never heard the good news of the gospel.She did some research. China was a country only

slightly smaller than the USA consisting of some three-and-three-quarter thousand square

miles. A quick look at a map showed her this vast country, the world’s fourth largest, had

borders with Russia, Korea, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan and even Afghanistan.There were

9,000 miles of coastline and a diverse climate ranging from tropical in the south to sub-arctic in

the north. The country was mostly mountainous with high plateau and deserts in the west with

plains, deltas and hills in the east. The coastal regions suffered frequent typhoons while other

areas saw damaging floods, earthquakes and droughts from time to time.Gladys could not

really grasp the vastness of this huge land. England seemed so small in comparison. It wasn’t

statistics which interested her; it was the fact that such a large country had so small a Christian

witness. In Britain, there were churches up and down the country, Christian literature was

everywhere and many people were Christians. How keenly Gladys felt for the Chinese who

were living and dying without having heard of Christ. She resolved that something must be

done.Gladys started a one-woman campaign. She would persuade someone to go to China as

a missionary. She started by contacting all the important people she knew. Only the best was

good enough for God. Some talented and clever person must go there.She approached

doctors, clergymen, bank managers, and solicitors. She wrote to the wealthy and influential

people whom she knew slightly or whom she had met in the course of her work. Most of them

were surprised to be approached by this pint-sized, enthusiastic woman but without exception

they all declined. In some cases the refusal was not polite!Gladys was in despair. She knew

someone had to go to China. Suddenly she thought of her brother, Laurence. A drummer in the

army, he was strong, upright and presentable and also the right age. She resolved to challenge

him at the next opportunity.She did not have long to wait. One afternoon they were sitting

together in the living living room of their parents’ house. Gladys knew this might be her only

chance, so she sat tensely on the edge of her chair. In prayer, she had told God that if her

brother would not go to China, he would be the last person she would ask. After this she would



give up thinking about it.Laurence stood to leave the room. Gladys knew she had to speak out:

‘Laurence, there are thousands in China who have never heard about God. Will you go and tell

them?’Laurence looked at his older sister in amazement. He knew she had many strange

ideas, but this was the most bizarre. He had his career and his comfortable lifestyle. He was

not particularly concerned about heathen foreigners halfway round the world! He reached the

door and was nearly out the room. With his hand on the door, he looked back at Gladys, a

boyish grin on his face: ‘Me go to China as a missionary! That’s a job for an old maid. If you’re

so keen why don’t you go yourself.’Gladys sat stock-still. Me go to China! A dozen excuses flew

into her mind. God would never want her to go abroad. She was young, female and her health

was not strong. She wasn’t clever, never having passed an exam at school. God should have

the very best and she certainly considered she was not the best.These thoughts went round

and round in her mind. For days she could think about nothing else. She argued with herself

this way and that, but God continued to convict her because it was Gladys he wanted in China.

One evening she bowed her head in prayer before God. She would go to China.When Gladys

told her father, he was very sceptical of her abilities.‘What are you going to do out there? Can

you nurse?’‘No.’‘Can you teach?’‘No.’‘All you can do is talk.’And that is what Gladys decided

she would do. If God wanted her to talk, she would. She would talk her way into the hearts of

the Chinese. To give herself practice she started preaching at Speakers’ Corner. What a picture

she cut! A small diminutive figure, proclaiming the good news of Christ, among the great

orators of the day. Not many people listened, but Gladys knew the experience was

invaluable.She started sending small sums of money to the China Inland Mission for the

despatch of Bibles to China. With the acknowledgement of the gifts came literature describing

the work of the Mission. It was the CIM that Gladys considered when she began to think about

the training she would need.On a crisp Wednesday morning in January 1930 Gladys went for

an interview at the CIM Bible College. She was not sure what to expect, but had dressed up in

her most presentable clothes, leaving off any jewellery as she did not want to give the wrong

impression.The interview with the Principal of the college did not go well. ‘Why do you want to

go to China?’‘I believe God wants me to work for him there.’‘Good, but what qualifications do

you have. What exams have you passed?’‘None.’‘I see. Well, how well read are you? What do

you feel about the life of Hudson Taylor?’‘Who was he?’It was a wonder the interview went any

further after that. To not know about the founder of the CIM at a CIM interview was quite typical

of Gladys. It was her nature to jump in first and think afterwards. When questioned, neither did

she know how missionary work had been started in China in the middle of the nineteenth

century by Elijah Coleman Bridgman.‘You have no qualifications. You haven’t passed any

exams. You would still need to learn Chinese. All I can do is to give you one term’s trial.’In the

Mission’s records there is a report from the Principal about Gladys. He stated that at the age of

eighteen, Gladys had been brought face-to-face with her own need and was converted. She

had been a constant source of witness wherever she worked and at open-air meetings and

children’s services. Even at the interview, he recognised and acknowledged her great strength

of character, but was worried by her lack of education.Therefore early in 1930, Gladys started

at Aberdeen Park, Highbury, at the Woman’s Training Home for the CIM. She was now living

and working with a group of women, all training to go out to China and there were many

different experiences for her. She fitted in well though and enjoyed the prayer meetings, the

discipline, the domestic chores and the personal evangelism they had to do.What she did not

enjoy were the lectures and study. She tried her best, but she made little sense of it. Her

enthusiasm just could not make up for her lack of ability to remember what she was learning.

She tried to understand something of the Chinese language but it was quite beyond her.



Without using the twenty-six letters of our alphabet she was absolutely lost.‘It just won’t go in’,

Gladys said to her fellow students. They were all struggling but making progress. Gladys found

she was not grasping it at all. Surely if God wanted her in China he would help her.In April, the

Principal sent for her again. He had received reports on her progress. It stated she had

engaged in the ordinary studies and practical work but simple tests had revealed her

limitations.As Gladys stood in front of the large imposing desk she could see he was looking

uncomfortable.‘Miss Aylward,’ he began diffidently, ‘I’m so sorry, but you just have not been

able to cope with your studies this term. You haven’t been able to learn all you have needed to

learn. Maybe in your late twenties, you’re too old to grasp the Chinese language. You started to

learn too late. I can’t allow you to waste any more of your time or ours. You will have to

leave.’He tried to soften the blow.‘If you have nothing planned for the future, I know of two

retired missionaries in Bristol. They would be pleased to have you help them. They were in

China for many years and through them and their connections you will still be doing work linked

to the Chinese.’Gladys stood outside the Principal’s door and silently wept. She was so sure

God had wanted her in China. Had she made a mistake? Did God just intend her to work

among the Chinese in this country? She knew she must be brave and try to make a success of

her new life in Bristol.Moving to the West Country, Gladys found Dr and Mrs Fisher very kind,

but she was a sad and disappointed young lady as she worked for them. Feigning an

enthusiasm she did not feel, she threw herself into her work. Inside she was confused and

questioned God, feeling sure he wanted her in China, not the West of England.She later

moved to Neath, but didn’t feel there was sufficient work for her there. So she then moved to

the dock area of Swansea to work with a couple she had known in London. Known as Sister

Rescue, she spent her time in a hostel for working women. She did not really know what she

wanted to do. All her waking thoughts had been of China but it seemed impossible that she

could ever go there and her frustration continued. Gladys did not realise her experience with

the needy in Swansea would be a preparation for China. She didn’t realise that God was

working in his time not hers.Next she took a job as an assistant matron at the Sunshine Hostel

and again what she witnessed there was a preparation for later life. Her plan was to be

generous to those that were needy in the hope that they would come to the mission meetings.

Her plan worked in part but there were disappointments. The work in South Wales had to stop

when her mother became ill. As the eldest daughter, she felt she should return to London to be

with her. She also felt she could earn more money if she went back to being a parlour maid.A

new job gave her new challenges, but only three days after starting, her mind was in a whirl.

God was challenging her and calling her.Eventually she could stand it no longer. In the

quietness of her own room she placed her Daily Light and Bible on the bedside table. On top of

these she placed all the money she possessed, 21s 2d. Falling on her knees, she prayed as

she had never prayed before:‘O God, here is my Bible, here is my money, here am I. Please

use us, God, please use us.’Rising from her feet, she made two resolutions, which she tried to

keep all her life. Firstly, never again would she ask someone else to do a job God was asking

her to do. Secondly, if God would show her the way, she would go to China even if it meant

being unsponsored.She had hardly finished praying before there was a knock on the door. It

transpired that the mistress of the house wanted to see her. Puzzled, Gladys went down to the

drawing room.
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James Alan Michael, “A Must Read. Few books we have found that totally rivet you from

chapter to chapter that you don't want to lay the book down. This is one of them. What one

tiny, and I mean tiny woman endured to bring the truth of the Gospel to China is simply

overwhelming. My wife and I kept asking ourselves: "what more can one woman endure? If

you want to be both challenged and encouraged in your journey with the Lord wherever that

leads you then this book truly is a MUST READ!!!!”

Ann, “Amazing story of God's work. I read this book because I heard about Gladys through a

sermon illustration and became curious. Her life was certainly an adventure in reliance on

God. The story of her life is so engrossing that it needs little embellishment. I readd it through

in one sitting.”

Hannah Griffith, “Short but sweet. A short testament to a small woman of great faith. If you are

looking for an in depth view of Gladys’s life, this is not it. But it was very well written and an

enjoyable to read.”

papapownall, “True life story of the Inn of the Sixth Happiness. This is the true life story of

Gladys Aylward, the inspiration for 1958 film starring Curt Jürgens, Robert Donat and Ingrid

Bergman. Gladys Aylward was a missionary who went to China to preach Christianity and it is

fair to say that she was not particularly impressed by the 20th Century Fox adaptation of her

life which was filmed in Snowdonia. In this candid book we hear that she was displeased with

her portrayal as she thought it was overly romanticised and really did not like the "nick nack

paddy whack" scene as she only taught the Chinese orphans Christian hymns. Sadly, Gladys

Aylward as Gladys died shortly before her scheduled meeting with Ingrid Bergman and we can

only summise what conversation they would have had. Regardless of the film for which Gladys

Aylward is most famous, this is an inspiring story.  5 stars.”



Briony Holyoake, “True account.. Account of Gladys Aylward, missionary to China,

determination and faith.”

The book by Carol Purves has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 25 people have provided feedback.
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