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SMALL photograph of a country road in the Hailung 
district of Manchuria in North China was the inspira-
tion behind this painting. In former times the road 

would have led to the burial hills containing numerous graves 
of local people. Today little is recognisable except for the little 
road wending its way through the Manchurian countryside. In 
a letter written by a 1930’s missionary for the Irish Pres-
byterian Church we read:


“In the evening I took the little English service in the house 
here. Afterwards we all went out to look at the hills behind 
which were covered with twinkling lights. There are a lot of 
graves on these hills and yesterday, being the 15th of the first 
moon according to the Chinese calendar, was the lantern 
festival. The graves are visited by relatives who put a light on 
it as a token of respect to the dead. Only one hill had no lights 
and it is called ‘Christian Hill’, as many Christians are buried 
there. The Christians hold a service there at Easter time... Yes-
terday was the last day of the Chinese New Year Holidays”.


Over recent years great chunks of the hills have been re-
moved and used as hardcore for the rapidly expanding 
modern cities. As a result countless graves have been 
wiped from the landscape.


The painting consists of clay, old weathered roofing felt and 
acrylic paint. Millet seed also covers a considerable area. In 
bygone days millet would have been the staple diet for the 
peasant people of the region. So it may be read as a 
metaphor for the sowing of the seeds of Christianity during 
those uncertain pre-war years. The turbulent times that 
followed resulted in unimaginable suffering throughout the 
country and the inevitable decline of the Christian Church in 
China. But in recent years due to a growing openness and 
apparent freedom there has been a massive increase in 
numbers who profess their Christian faith under the watchful 
eye of a largely tolerant government. A few years ago a major 
church building was bulldozed to the ground amidst an out-
pouring of protest. The event went unreported in China.       q                                                      
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