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To John
Because of your love,

I found everything that I was looking for.





Contents
Click on the links to go to the chapter

Preface..........................................................................................................8

Chapter 1. Childhood.................................................................................11

Chapter 2. Growing up Australian.............................................................32

Chapter 3. Learning To Be English............................................................49

Chapter 4. The Cathedral City....................................................................69

Chapter 5. College Life..............................................................................79

Chapter 6. Volunteer in Africa.................................................................101

Chapter 7. Love in the Wrong Places.......................................................118

Chapter 8. A New Beginning...................................................................136

Chapter 9. Learning on the Job................................................................146

Chapter 10. Starting Again and Again.....................................................158

Chapter 11. Working in the Tropics.........................................................174

Chapter 12. Marking Time.......................................................................192

Chapter 13. Mission Service....................................................................204

Chapter 14. Searching for Treasure..........................................................219

Chapter 15. The Discovery.......................................................................231

Chapter 16. Minding My Own Business..................................................248

Chapter 17. My Brokeback Mountain......................................................259

Chapter 18. New Life...............................................................................270

Chapter 19. Finding Peace........................................................................280

Chapter 20. Finding Truth........................................................................297

Chapter 21. Finding Love.........................................................................314

Chapter 22. Finding Equality...................................................................331

Epilogue....................................................................................................348

Further Reading........................................................................................356

About the Author......................................................................................361



Preface

ince childhood, I have always kept the most important 
memorabilia of my life – school reports and certificates, 
cards and letters, photographs and newspaper clippings, 

program notes and newsletters, tax returns and legal documents, 
invoices and receipts. And since at least 2005, I have documented 
every important moment of my life with a photograph. 

S
After shifting to our present home, I sorted through boxes of 

mementoes in an attempt to organise the contents for easy 
retrieval. As I viewed the vast array of documents and other items 
that I had preserved, I realised that I had in front of me all the 
primary sources an author would need for writing my biography. 
However, I soon concluded that no one was going to write my 
story, except me. 

This is a story about growing up gay in a religious home and 
living a double life while working within a conservative church. In
common with others who have had a similar journey, it is a story 
of discovery and slow, painful acknowledgement. Ultimately, 
though, it is a story of personal triumph and courage.

Writing about myself has provided the opportunity of telling 
the story from my point of view. I freely concede that the story is 
biased, carefully massaged over the years to reflect my views and 
culled to remove the more damaging or embarrassing moments 
that I would rather forget. I have relied on my memory, and even 
then, I have been selective in what I have chosen to record, both to
protect the innocent, and to keep the book within suitable reading 
length. 
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This is my story, told as I experienced it. This is not the story 
of my family or other people around me, although they appear in 
the story. They can write their own story if they wish. Their 
version of my life may be very different. The names of my 
immediate family are the real names because those are on the 
public record already. However, the names of many people I have 
known, especially recently, have been changed to protect their 
identity.

I thank my sons, Robert, Stephen and Elton, for their love and 
patience during much of the journey. I pay tribute to the many 
friends and acquaintances that I have met along the way. I have 
appreciated the amazing experiences I have shared and the 
interesting places in which I have lived and worked.

Above all, I thank my husband, John, for his love and care, 
and most of all, for giving this story a happy ending. 

Buderim, Queensland
March 2016
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Chapter 1. Childhood

New Zealand
1951-1960

y vivid childhood memories are mostly due to my 
father’s photographic skills. In the late 1940s, Dad 
purchased a Bolex 16 mm movie camera that had once 

seen life under the wing of a British fighter-bomber and had been 
used in missions over Germany during World War II. He also 
bought several reels of the first colour film imported into New 
Zealand and began to photograph the country and his family. He 
continued filming for the next 20 years. My earliest memories 
derive from the seemingly disconnected short movie sequences 
that offer tantalising glimpses of my childhood.

M

With the disjointed pieces joined together, the “Family Film”, 
as it became known, begins with flickering pictures of my anxious 
mother looking around for the baby she is expecting. At first Mum 
leafs through a book of old family photographs, and then searches 
in the chook pen. Suddenly, a metal washtub is let down from the 
sky on a rope and when she pulls aside
the covering blanket, she finds a
chubby-cheeked, blond-haired baby
boy inside. Later, the movie shows the
same washtub on the grass outside the
garden shed, with yours truly enjoying
a bath, long golden curls blowing in
the wind. The bath took place outside
in the sun, the only place bright
enough for colour photography.
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Dad not only used 16 mm movie film but also took prodigious
quantities of 35 mm colour slides to record our growing up years. 
Old newspapers and newsreel footage of that era depict the world 
of that time in drab, post-war black and white. But Dad’s colour 
photography still stands out—our family lived in vivid 
Kodachrome. 

My mother was born Raye Loma Williams in 1923, in a 
farmhouse at Te Puke, near Gisborne, on the North Island of New 
Zealand. Her parents, Joseph and Hilda Williams, were dairy 
farmers and Mum was the fifth of nine siblings. After her parents 
joined the Seventh-day Adventist Church, Mum attended the 
Gisborne SDA school. While still a young girl, she experienced 
the destructive earthquake of 1931 that shook the east coast of 
New Zealand and destroyed nearby Napier, killing 256 people. 

After the farm went bankrupt, the family moved to Auckland. 
She attended Longburn Adventist College to complete her high 
school before training to be a registered nurse at the Waikato 
Hospital in Hamilton. While attending a wedding of a friend, she 
met my dad, John Frederick Coltheart, known to everyone back 
then as “Jack.” 

My father was born in Launceston, in the Australian state of 
Tasmania in 1924, the eldest of four children born to Fred and 
Jesse Coltheart. They joined the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
when Dad was 6 years old. Dad attended the Launceston High 
School intending to become a metallurgical chemist. Under the 
influence of Pastor George Burnside, who ran public meetings in 
Launceston, Dad was baptised as a teenager and decided that he 
wanted to be a minister. However, he never lost his interest in 
scientific matters, especially geology. Collecting rocks and 
minerals became his life-long and passionate hobby.

Dad completed the three-year minister’s training course at 
Avondale College at Cooranbong, near Newcastle, New South 
Wales. He was a brilliant student and was College Dux in his final 
year. At the end of 1945, at the age of 21, he was appointed by the 
church to work in New Zealand. With characteristic haste, he 
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didn’t bother going home first—he simply sent a telegram to his 
mother saying that he was leaving for New Zealand on the next 
boat. He saved money by sleeping up on the deck and spent 
Christmas at sea. 

In those days, Adventist ministers were moved frequently, 
usually at the end of each year. After working in Auckland briefly,
the church requested Dad to conduct public evangelistic meetings 
in Whakatane, a small town on New Zealand’s north east coast. 
One rainy night while he was out preaching, a devastating fire 
destroyed the house in which he was boarding. Everything he 
owned went up in the flames.

After the fire, my Mum felt sorry for him and invited him 
home to meet her family. Love blossomed, and Mum and Dad 
were married in Auckland in February 1948. Straight after the 
wedding, they were moved to Wanganui, and then the year after 
that to Dannevirke. In 1950, they shifted to Rotorua where Dad 
conducted public evangelistic meetings in a tent and helped build 
the new church in that town. They shifted to Petone, a suburb of 
Lower Hutt, early in 1951, shortly before I was born.

I was born in the Lower Hutt public hospital on 9 February 
1951. Lower Hutt is located at the southern end of the North Island
of New Zealand, on the other side of the harbour from Wellington,
the national capital. Lower Hutt must have been classed as an 
outer suburb of Wellington because for many years my passport 
showed my birthplace as Wellington. However, the most recent 
copy of my birth certificate does not mention Wellington, only 
Lower Hutt.

Lower Hutt is built on the banks of a river known by the 
Maoris as the Heretaunga River, but named the Hutt River in 1839 
by William Wakefield, an early English settler. The river was 
named after Sir William Hutt (1801-1882), a member of the 
British parliament in London. Although Hutt never visited New 
Zealand, he was a founder of the New Zealand Company that 
aimed to colonise the new country. The first settlers arrived on 22 
January 1840 on the immigrant ship, the Aurora. The little 
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settlement on the Petone foreshore was at first called Britannia. 
Other settlers moved up river and were said to live "up the Hutt". 
Eventually two towns developed, Upper Hutt and Lower Hutt.

We lived in Lower Hutt throughout 1951. Dad was the pastor 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, preaching in the church 
every Saturday and visiting the members during the week to 
encourage and guide their spiritual lives. I was taken to church 
from the age of a few weeks, and never stopped after that. Church 
has always been the constant thread of my life, and my religious 
upbringing ultimately drove my search to find out who I really 
was.

Dad loved dogs –he grew up with pet dogs as a child, and 
when I was born, Dad had a collie named, very imaginatively, 
“Lassie.” The family film shows Lassie running around the fence 
of our house in Petone. On one occasion while we were at church, 
the chickens escaped from the chook pen. In the process of 
rounding them up, Lassie grabbed their necks and when we got 
home, all the chickens lay dead on the ground outside the pen. 
Lassie was never obedient and unfortunately, disobeyed once too 
often. Lassie was run over by a truck and killed a year or so later. 

In January 1952, Mum and Dad, along with other pastors from
all over Australia and New Zealand, attended church meetings and 
in-service training in Sydney, Australia. For the next four weeks, 
they, along with others, lived in a hot tin shed located behind the 
church office in Strathfield. During this time, my parents 
celebrated my first birthday with a party that took place on the 
grass outside the shed. The family film shows me wearing only a 
nappy in Sydney’s summer heat, attempting to blow out a candle 
on an shop-bought, oblong, lamington cake, filled lengthwise with 
cream. A cream-filled cake was definitely a luxury for my family 
at that time.

After the meetings, Dad and Mum took a short holiday. We 
travelled by train to Melbourne, passing through an area recently 
devastated by bush fires. From Melbourne we sailed to Launceston
where we stayed with Dad’s parents and his brother Don. The 
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house was tiny and conditions cramped. My Dad never got on well
with his parents. When tensions boiled over, Mum suggested that 
our family move to a motel for the remainder of our stay. Dad had 
to admit that he didn’t have any money and that we had to stay put.

I was transported around in
a rickety-looking wooden
pushchair, a far cry from today’s
fancy strollers. Because I
laughed and squealed so much
as a baby, my Uncle Don
referred to me as a “sucking pig
under a gate.” Uncle Don could
quite easily, and accurately,
compare almost anyone he met
to some variety of Australian native animal or bird.

On returning to New Zealand, we were shifted to Masterton 
where we lived for the next two years. My brother, Alvin, was 
born there in May 1953.

Dad was interested in ancient history and Biblical 
archaeology. Since he also saw that these subjects interested the 
general public, he decided to use them as a means of teaching 
people more about the Bible. Beginning in 1948, he photographed 
pictures from the pages of magazines like the National 
Geographic to prepare hand-coloured, glass lantern slides, each 4 
inches square. Using the title, “Dead Men Do Tell Tales” he 
showed pictures of Egypt, Israel and other ancient lands to 
illustrate the Biblical stories and prophecies. Hundreds, later many 
thousands of people, attended his lectures. The concept, and the 
title, has been associated with Dad from that day to this.

When Alvin was six weeks old, Dad embarked on a fact-
finding tour of the Bible lands in the Middle East. His four-month 
journey began with a sea voyage from Auckland to Colombo, Sri 
Lanka. His movie films and slides show his travels through India 
to Iran and Iraq, and then to Israel, Jordan, Egypt and Greece. He 
travelled to Rome, through other cities in Europe and eventually 
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arrived in London before sailing home again through the Suez 
Canal. It was to be the first of many such trips over the next 20 
years.

In 1954, we moved to Napier, on the east coast of the North 
Island. Napier is a popular tourist city, with a unique concentration
of 1930s Art Deco architecture, the result of the rebuilding of the 
city after the 1931 earthquake. I have memories of the waterfront 
area where the beautiful gardens surround the famous Sound Shell,
an outdoor stage and theatre complex in the park.

While living there, Dad built a homemade caravan in the back 
yard. Starting with a simple box trailer, I can remember Mum and 
Dad using hot cloths taken from boiling water in the copper in the 
laundry to bend the marine plywood into the right curved shape for
the front and rear. Just 3.3 metres long, the caravan was fitted with
a table and seats that formed a double bed, and two minuscule 
bunk beds for Alvin and myself against the back wall. The 
caravan, painted aqua blue at the bottom and cream at the top, 
provided family holidays for the next 7 years.

In 1955, we shifted to Hastings, 20 km inland. The district has
a long history as a food-producing region, and is commonly 
referred to as the “Fruit Bowl of New Zealand.” The fertile plains 
grow an abundance of vegetables and fruit, including stone fruit, 
apples and pears. Our large back yard was filled with apple trees, 
which I eagerly climbed. Dad believed in buying up big when he 
found a bargain, and often he returned with cases of apples, pears 
or stone fruit that my mother preserved in large bottling jars.

My parents lived through the Great Depression of the late 
1920s and early 1930s and had vivid memories of their parents 
struggling through those times. In our house, everything was 
recycled—rubber bands, string, safety pins, paper bags and even 
wool from worn out jumpers. Dad’s wages were only four or five 
pounds (8-10 dollars) a week, and although the pound was worth 
more then, ensuring that there was enough food to eat and clothes 
to wear for a growing family was a continuous struggle.
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We attended the neat white church where Dad was the pastor. 
Ever an innovator, my father hired the local cinema on a Sunday 
night. At that time, movies could not be shown on Sundays and the
manager was happy to hire the venue out to the church instead. 
Dad and Mum, along with other helpers, prepared the advertising, 
including silk-screening posters announcing “Dead Men Do Tell 
Tales.” The title of his opening talk was an adaptation of the old 
pirate phrase, “Dead men don’t tell tales.” The point of Dad’s 
lecture was that dead cities and civilisations still speak to modern 
people today in the form of the Bible and its prophecies about the 
future.

My picture appeared on the
front page of the advertising flyer,
printed in purple ink. The picture
was taken when I was about 2
years of age and shows me
standing beside a child’s
blackboard, painted with the
words “Daddy says this is a big
meeting. I hope you can come.”
Dad used the photo for the next 20
years. I still cringe at the amateurish advertising method, but it 
worked. Every Sunday evening, hundreds of people came to listen.
People continued to listen—in 1967, Dad spoke to 10,000 people 
over two days in the New Gallery Centre in London, most of 
whom were intrigued by the same little boy in the photo.

In 1956, we shifted to Hamilton. The house backed onto the 
church and the one-teacher church school that operated in the 
church hall. A week before my 5th birthday, I started school. To 
make it easier to get to school, Dad built a set of wooden steps that
ascended the fence on our side and descended into the narrow 
playground at the rear of the school building. The steps doubled as 
a stairway for the church baptistery and I presume were taken 
away when they were required for that purpose.
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Mr Roy Fox taught all six primary classes– there were 
probably 20 of us in one room. I have vivid memories of reading 
aloud to Mr Fox at the front of the classroom while the other 
pupils were busy on set tasks. I enjoyed reading and within a 
couple of years, I was voraciously devouring books from both the 
school and public libraries.

Friday evenings were special—we sat around the fireplace in 
the lounge room, dressed in flannel pyjamas and bright red 
dressing gowns, while Dad played us a story on the big reel-to-reel
tape recorder. We were enthralled by the stories, especially the 
ones narrated by Eric B Hare. The story I remember most vividly 
was about a little old Chinese lady and the rats. In response to her 
prayers, unseen angels chased out all the rats in her house. As a 
result, her unbelieving husband was converted to Christianity.

At bedtime, Alvin and I were marched off to the bedroom we 
shared. On one occasion, Dad wanted to film us saying our prayers
and getting into bed. He set up his bright lights, big tripod and 
massive movie camera. When it was time to kneel down beside the
bed to say our prayers, Alvin was nowhere to be found. Dad just 
went ahead anyway and filmed me praying alone. To everyone’s 
surprise, in the middle of the prayer, Alvin emerged from where he
had been hiding from under the bed! The incident was caught on 
movie film for repeated bouts of laughter over the following 
decades.

Dad somehow found time for family holidays. The family film
shows us travelling up and down New Zealand in the little 
caravan. New Zealand is a mountainous country and the narrow, 
winding roads, many still unpaved in the mid 1950s, are lined by 
thick forest punctuated by the punga, a native silver tree-fern.

The film shows the most glorious, unspoiled beaches where 
we camped. Despite New Zealand’s notorious rainy weather, the 
pictures show piercingly-blue skies and sun-swept landscapes. At 
one beach, Dad let us use an air mattress (known to us as a Li-Lo) 
in the gentle surf. I was on the front with Alvin behind me when 
the air mattress turned over in the breaking waves. I can still 
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remember my horror when everyone stood around laughing at me 
with my legs up in the air, my head under water. To top off my 
embarrassment, the whole incident was recorded on film, for the 
unending merriment of my family.

Alvin and I had regularly played film stars, either with Mum, 
or on our own. The family film shows us wandering in and out of 
scenes, obviously under direction from Dad behind the wooden 
tripod that held the camera. On the word “go,” I grabbed Alvin’s 
hand and together we marched in the required direction. The hand 
holding was important—Alvin was inclined to wander off on his 
own adventures, usually in search of animals or birds that he 
tamed with characteristic charm. I took my older brother duties 
seriously, shepherding him away from the edges of lakes and 
protecting him from unseen dangers. I guess he thought I was 
bossy, but I was always the compliant child, willing to follow my 
parent’s directions and constantly seeking to please them. Alvin 
was the one who got into trouble, but he had ways of getting 
around it.

One day, Alvin went missing, walking away without Mum 
knowing he had gone. When she realised, Dad and Mum went 
opposite ways around the block looking for him. Just as they were 
about to call the police, a tired little boy walked in to the front yard
carrying a bunch of flowers to give to Mum. When questioned, he 
admitted that he had picked the flowers from the gardens of other 
people in the street and brought them home to give to Mum! Mum 
and Dad were so relieved to get him back that punishment was out 
of the question.

In 1957, we shifted to Ngaio, a hilly suburb of Wellington. 
From the dilapidated garage at street level, a series of 130 concrete
steps rose up the steep hill to the high-set house. The last 15 steps 
were at the side of the house to the front door. Dad and Mum knew
every one of the steps—they often had to carry us from the car 
while still asleep when returning from evening church 
appointments.
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I walked to the local primary school, about a kilometre down 
the hill. I was in Standard 1 and idolised the sweet young lady 
teacher. At lunchtime, most of the boys in my class played either 
football in the winter or cricket in the summer. I hadn’t the 
slightest idea of how to play and wasn’t interested. Nobody ever 
bothered to explain the rules of either game to me, then or at any 
time over the next 12 years. Coming from a small school, I was 
intimidated by the hundreds of students playing on the muddy 
football field and preferred to hang around the hard playground 
where the girls, and a smattering of boys, played simpler games – 
tag and hide-and-go-seek. I was always useless when a ball was 
involved, something that never changed.

At home, Alvin and I played in our huge backyard, consisting 
of a steep hill that rose steeply from the back door of the house for 
a hundred metres, and then flattened off towards the top. After 
rain, we played on the garage roof, the back end of which butted 
into the hill below the house. A low concrete parapet surrounded 
the flat roof. A drain in one corner was often blocked with leaves
—either that, or we blocked it deliberately, and the roof filled with
15 cm of muddy water. Our chief joy was to sale pieces of wood as
boats. That year, my parents gave me a battery-powered boat, 
about 30 cm long, which we sailed in our makeshift pond. The 
steel-hulled boat was realistically painted, with several decks and 
even had tiny lifeboats attached to miniature davits. The rudder 
could be adjusted by hand. It must have cost my parents a small 
fortune.

My parents never stinted 
on books for us to read. At 
bedtime, Mum read to us 
from Uncle Arthur’s Bedtime
Stories. The morality tales 
from the 1930s to the 1950s 
were designed to illustrate 
values such as honesty and 
obedience, but were very 
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predictable – when the parents in the story went out, the kids 
disobeyed instructions and got into trouble. When the parents 
returned to sort out the inevitable disaster, there was always 
retribution, tears and promises to be good in the future.

In addition to the books my parents bought for us, I read 
books from the school library. Enid Blyton was a highly favoured 
children’s author, and there were endless books in the “Little 
Golden” series. Some of the books from my childhood era now 
sell as antiques and are worth $150 or more. I am sure it was the 
influence of all the reading that inspired me to write my own book.
Entitled “The Adventures of Bill Bunny” the book, written in 
scrawling pencil, begins with the breath-taking words: “It is the 
30th of August and it is very exciting in the bunny family because 
Bill has just been born.” The tale that follows is illustrated with 
drawings of the bunny family and their rabbit warren. I presume 
that I was 7 years old when I wrote the 18-page story. In the book 
Bill, the hero, is 7.

My sister, Alison was born in the Lower Hutt Hospital in 
November 1957. We had recently been to the zoo and Alvin was 
obsessed with the monkeys. For weeks before the birth, he had 
been imitating monkey behaviour at every opportunity. When he 
saw the little black-haired baby wrapped up in a blanket that Mum 
brought home from the hospital, his disgusted comment was, 
“That’s not a baby, that’s a monkey!”

Dad decided to buy us a pet. While out driving one day, we 
passed a farm, and I presume he responded to a sign on the side of 
the road advertising lambs for sale. We were soon the owners of 
the woolly mite. On the way home, Dad asked me what we should 
call the lamb. I hadn’t a clue what name a sheep should have, so I 
suggested the name “Timmy.” I have no idea where that came 
from since I didn’t know anyone by that name. Mum found a glass
lemonade bottle and attached a rubber teat normally used for 
feeding babies. For the next few weeks, Alvin and I bottle-fed 
Timmy several times a day.
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Our backyard was a wilderness. Beyond the clothesline, the 
yard was overgrown with long grass, weeds and gorse shrubs. I 
suspect Dad’s real motive in buying a sheep was to keep the grass 
short. The remains of a chook house were hidden in the bushes. 
We cleared the chook pen of grass and this became Timmy’s 
overnight enclosure. By day, while Timmy ate the grass, the pen 
became a perfect cubby house, far away from interfering adults.

Alvin and I played with a couple of the neighbourhood kids. 
Rodney, the boy next door, was about my own age and was my 
best friend. The cubby house became by turns our fortress, a base 
for hide and seek games, and a road rally track. More often, it was 
our hideout to plot our next expedition through the thick grass and 
shrubs that rose to the top of the hill.

On one occasion, I was invited, along with other kids, to 
Rodney’s house for his birthday party. Rodney lived in a far 
grander house than us with huge picture windows providing a view
of the valley. Piles of food covered the table. I carefully avoided 
anything that looked like meat, since our family were vegetarians. 
Already I had learned what it meant to be a member of a minority 
group. When it came time for dessert, there were various coloured 
jellies to choose from. Rodney’s mother offered to put some cream
on the jelly – “waves on the ocean”, she termed it. Cream was 
unknown in our house, since it probably was a luxury we could ill 
afford. Since cream was completely unfamiliar to me, I politely 
declined. I wasn’t about to venture into new foods.

Shortly after Alison was born, Dad left again for the Middle 
East—Mum was used to his habits. By now, he had advanced to 
the more convenient 35 mm Kodachrome slides. Armed with 
cameras and associated paraphernalia, this time he took the plane 
and spent four months travelling in Israel, Egypt, Turkey, Greece 
and Europe. Before leaving, Dad gave Mum all the money he had. 
The money was all gone a month before he returned and Mum had 
to make do by chalking up supplies on credit at the local grocery 
shop.
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At the end of 1958, we shifted from Wellington to Auckland, 
650 km to the north. For reasons that are not clear now, our family 
made the trip in a DC3 aeroplane, the first trip in a plane that I 
remember. I was quite overawed by the fact that a hostess on board
served us with refreshments during the flight. The experience felt 
quite luxurious and grand – after all flying was not common in 
those days.

Auckland is the largest city in New Zealand. We lived in the 
suburb of Westmere, in an old, rambling wooden house with 
massive bedrooms, a sunroom and eat-in kitchen that featured 
bright red linoleum. The huge lounge overlooked an inlet of the 
Auckland harbour. The piano was in the lounge, along with the 
maroon sofa and armchairs, featuring chrome legs and arm rests. 
In one corner was the big cabinet that held the combined record 
player and radio that took several minutes to warm up when turned
on, and around which the family gathered once a week to listen to 
the half-hour show, “Dad and Dave”. 

For some reason, the front door was at the back of the house, 
up rickety steps that threatened to collapse. Consequently, 
everybody, visitors included, used the back door, nearer the street. 
This involved walking between the grim, concrete-floored laundry 
and the dark and narrow toilet, located on opposite sides of the 
verandah.

In those days, washing clothes involved filling the copper with
water from a hose, lighting a fire under the round tub and boiling 
the heck out of the clothes. While the copper bubbled, Mum would
periodically lift the metal lid, poke the steaming mixture with a 
stick and stoke the fire. I am not sure at what stage she decided 
that the washing was completed, but after it was done, the boiling 
clothes were extracted with the stick and forced through a hand-
operated mangle that squeezed the water out of the clothes. They 
were then rinsed by hand in the deep cement tub, squeezed again, 
and hung out on a long rope that stretched from one side of the 
yard to the other. Several wooden posts elevated the washing to 
the sky.
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Beyond the back fence was a bushland reserve filled with 
mangroves bordering the harbour. At full tide, we could see the 
sparkling water glimmering through the trees beyond our lounge 
room. When the tide was out, we faced shiny-black mud flats. 
Although the reserve was extensive and provided enormous 
opportunities for exploration, we rarely ventured over the fence, 
preferring to build tree houses and cubbies in the huge back yard.

In addition to the chooks that Mum always kept for their eggs,
Dad bought a flock of homing pigeons and converted part of the 
chicken coop into a loft for the birds. Morning and evening, it was 
my job to let the pigeons out for their 30-minute flight in ever-
decreasing circles around the house. Throwing dried peas into the 
pigeon loft ensured that the pigeons would return. The pigeons 
entered through a clever little one-way gate that Dad made at the 
entrance using pieces of fencing wire hanging from a hinge at the 
top of the trapdoor. 

The long sloping concrete driveway in front of the house was 
perfect for riding my bright red tricycle. I careered down the 
driveway at top speed, usually with a passenger scrunched up in 
the tray at the back. Often the hair-raising trips were shared with 
the kids next-door, Penny and Allan. Penny was my age while 
Allan was Alvin’s age. We often played together after school, 
including one memorable day when a violent storm dumped 
hailstones all over our yard. The hail was thick enough for us to 
throw snowballs at each other.

Alvin and I attended the Westmere public school. In 1959, I 
was in Standard 2 and my teacher was Mr Long, a young man in 
his mid 20s, with sandy-blonde hair. I admired him—his 
handsome appearance appealed to me for some reason that I could 
not explain. The following year my teacher was Mr Hurahanganui,
a Maori man with thick, black curly hair. He was an excellent 
teacher, a kind, gentle man with a sense of humour and a teaching 
style that inspired me to excel.

We sat at wooden desks with sloping lids that lifted back to 
reveal the interior where we kept our books, and often a rotten 
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apple and other assorted rubbish. The surface of each desk was 
well marked with schoolboy graffiti, with names and initials going 
back years. Recesses at the top of each desk held our pencils – ink 
pens were only used in writing class and ballpoint pens had not 
been invented. For writing class, we were issued with a long 
wooden penholder equipped with a replaceable steel nib. The nib 
was divided into two prongs to hold the ink. We dipped the nib 
into the white porcelain ink well that was set into a circular hole on
the desktop. With great care, we were instructed on the art of 
correct penmanship. Too often, the prongs crossed over each other,
or divided widely and the springy points would flick black ink 
over the page, or a blob of ink would mysteriously drop out of the 
nib interior. No matter how careful we were, ink spattered over our
books, faces, hands and clothes. Writing was a messy business. No
wonder we rarely used ink pens.

The only part of school I hated was sport. In New Zealand, the
only form of sporting activity worthy of the name was rugby. I 
knew nothing of the game and no one taught us what to do. I saw 
the rough and tumble of play and the dirty black mud and I wanted
none of either. On the first day when the sports period came round,
the boys were lined up, weighed, recorded and issued with a rugby
jersey, presumably in the school colours. Terrified, I took the 
jersey, hoping that I could somehow escape unseen. Leaving the 
classroom, I quietly turned the opposite direction from the sports 
field. Why no one came after me, or noticed my disappearance, I 
will never know. My ruse must have worked. For the next two 
years, I never played rugby once. I don’t know what I did instead 
or what other activities were provided during the compulsory 
sports periods. I just don’t recall that part of school life.

In 1960, I recorded in my school scrapbook that I was 9 years 
old and stood four feet and 4 ¾ inches (134 cms). The extra ¾ inch
was important. I had light brown curly hair and my face was 
freckled – but not as many freckles as my friend Myles Russel, 
who was covered in freckles from head to toe. Although the other 
kids teased him, he always had a big grin on his face and never 
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seemed to mind. The scrapbook records that I sat in the front row 
next to John Cunningham. John was a brainy kid and a good 
student, always consulting encyclopaedias. Billy Casely was 
another school friend who was good at sport, especially running 
and boxing. But James Greatbanks was my “very best friend”, 
according to the scrapbook.

James and his younger brother David lived not far from us. 
Their parents had recently arrived from England, and I was 
intrigued with his accent. Although the same age as me, he was 
taller, and was both athletic and good looking. I admired him for 
his self-confidence and knowledge of the world. We caught the 
same electric trolley bus after school and then walked together for 
several hundred metres to our respective homes. Wanting to spend 
as much time with him as possible, I loitered as much as possible. I
sometimes went around to his house and played with his electric 
train set that stretched across the floor of his bedroom. Other 
times, he came to my place and we made cubby houses in the 
trees.

I idolised James and revelled in his company, but one 
afternoon I nearly ruined everything. I foolishly boasted that I 
could run faster and challenged him to a race. James protested that 
it wasn’t fair because he was carrying a heavy school bag. He 
offered to swap bags to prove it, and as soon as I picked up his 
heavy satchel, I knew he was right. Not about to admit defeat, we 
both set off down the footpath running as fast as we could. I was 
no match for James’ long legs. Soon, he was 10 metres ahead and 
gaining on me. In frustration, I threw down his bag and it skittered 
across the asphalt. When I got to his house, James was angry, and 
for good reason. He said nothing but simply picked up his bag and 
told me to stay outside. I sat on the front step for probably 15 
minutes almost weeping with shock that I had offended the friend I
loved most.

When James came outside again, I was much humbler and 
suitably chastened. James didn’t say a word. I stumbled out an 
apology. His face lit up with a smile. “That’s alright. You can 
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come inside now.” We bonded over biscuits and milk. To his 
credit, he never mentioned the incident again. I could have hugged 
him with gratitude and relief. Looking back now, I admired James 
in a deeper way that transcended the friendship I had with all my 
other school friends – whereas the kids in my class were 
schoolmates, James was my hero. I was beginning the search to 
find out a few things about myself.

Our house in Westmere provided the setting for numerous 
family celebrations. Several of my mother’s sisters and their 
families lived in Auckland. Because we had such a large house, 
birthday parties in the lounge room could accommodate 40 or 
more people seated at makeshift tables and chairs made from 
packing crates. There were aunties and uncles, and lots of cousins, 
many of them my own age – Ross and Joy, David and Rodney, 
Maurice and Ashley, and many others. My maternal grandmother, 
Hilda, joined us on many occasions as her health permitted.

Mum’s youngest sister, Zelda, a teenager at the time, 
sometimes did babysitting for my parents. When she was 
babysitting us, she spent hours talking to her boyfriend on the big 
black phone that hung on the wall in the kitchen. One night I 
overhead her describing someone she disliked as a “muddy 
basket.” I had no idea what she meant until many years later when 
the words conveyed the hidden meaning! 

I did not know it, but the family were concerned for Zelda’s 
welfare. The boyfriend was not considered “suitable” for reasons 
that I never discovered. After Grandma Williams died in 1964, the 
Williams siblings donated all the money from the estate to Zelda. 
The money paid for her to attend Avondale College in Australia. 
There she met Vernon, a ministerial student who became a much 
more suitable husband.

My parents owned a piano and my mother sometimes played 
hymns such as “There were ninety and nine that safely lay, in the 
shelter of the fold.” She exuded such passion and emotion that I 
thought my heart would break with sadness. Another hymn that 
also made me feel quite emotional was her rendition of “Near to 
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the heart of God.” Then there were happy tunes such as “In the 
sweet by and by”, which Mum played with the most amazing 
variations. My mother was a godly person with a deep spiritual 
life, and committed to assisting my Dad in his work.

When she finished playing, I idly sat at the piano keys and 
tapped out a one-finger tune. Noticing my interest, my mother 
asked if I would like to learn to play the piano. When I agreed, she 
arranged music lessons and I began my short-lived musical career. 
I enjoyed the lessons and put my best effort into music practice 
after school. I can still remember some of the simple tunes that I 
learned.

The memorable family holiday of 1959 took place in the 
winter. Church friends owned a holiday house on Waiheke Island, 
a small island in the middle of Auckland Harbour and invited us to
use it for a week. We agreed, but Dad was so busy on the day of 
our departure that we missed the only ferry from the mainland. 
Hastily Dad arranged a charter flight from a nearby airport, and we
flew in a single-engine plane to our holiday. 

The glorious, sunny week passed
rapidly, with us kids playing on 
the beach and exploring nearby 
rock pools. The weather must 
have been quite mild since the 
family film shows us kids 
running around in swimmers, 
although not actually swimming 
in the water. Dad even arranged 

a family picture, with us all sitting on an upturned dinghy drawn 
up on the sand.

During school holidays, Mum took us shopping in an era 
when going to the shops was a major social event. We dressed in 
our good clothes and Mum donned her best dress, dress shoes, silk 
stockings, hat and gloves. If it was cold, Mum wore her bright red 
overcoat that contrasted strikingly with her black hair. We took the
electric trolley bus into Queen St, where all the department stores 
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were located. Grandest and most famous was Farmers – all six 
floors of the latest fashions, home wares and electrical goods. With
the end of post-war rationing, I am sure Mum found the newfound 
merchandise quite overwhelming. The budget was meagre but she 
managed to scrimp and save. We always had new clothes, many of
them home made on Mum’s Singer sewing machine, and both 
Mum and Dad were always smartly dressed.

The highlight of a trip to Farmers was the journey to the top 
floor in the lift. The lift was operated by a uniformed attendant 
who chanted the age-old, “Car going up” and recited the contents 
of each floor as we glided to a halt and the ornate brass and glass 
doors were opened. The café was located on the top floor, and 
sometimes we were allowed to choose a bun to eat at the tables. 
Eating out for us was a rare treat – the most we could manage 
usually was a meal of chips. And since we only got them when we 
were traveling, we ate them in a park. Even more alluring was the 
small fairground located on the roof of Farmers, but Mum’s 
housekeeping money never ran to rides on a merry go round.

Dad’s preaching was the constant background of our lives. We
heard him speak several times every week. Sometimes we heard 
the same sermon repeated over several months in different 
churches he visited. I never minded since I admired Dad and 
considered him the best preacher I had ever heard. He was 
interesting and enthusiastic, and he talked in a way that I could 
understand. Mum was his rock, his source of strength and his 
staunchest supporter.

In 1960, Dad rented Auckland’s largest and most prestigious 
venue, the Regent Theatre. Almost every Sunday, we went to “the 
mission”, the public evangelistic meetings at which Dad was the 
speaker. We helped Mum carry books and equipment into the 
beautifully furnished and elaborately decorated theatre. The 
Regent Theatre, built in 1926, was richly carpeted with multiple 
chandeliers in the grand foyers and featured a Wurlitzer pipe 
organ. All 1,700 seats were full for the opening meetings. I always 
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sat through the presentations, usually upstairs in the best seat in the
Dress Circle. 

I was proud when Dad stood on the stage of the big theatre, 
week after week. I never tired of listening to him and watching the 
slides of his overseas travels. I imagined myself exploring the 
lands that came to life with his skilled tongue. I admired the way 
he could talk animatedly, without notes, for over an hour, and hold
the attention of audiences that numbered hundreds, even thousands
of people.

Afterwards my brother and I fell asleep on, or sometimes 
under, the seats, and Mum would have to look for us at the end. 
Dad carried us out to the car, already packed to the roof with 
projectors, loud speakers, charts, books, lectern and all the other 
paraphernalia, to begin the late-night drive home.

During the series of meetings, I became friends with Peter and
his brother Andrew. They were twice my age – Peter was about 
18, Andrew about 16. They were earnest and dedicated, and 
enraptured by Dad’s messages. They were clean-cut, handsome 
and well dressed. In those days, young men wore suits and ties, 
and teenage girls wore their best dresses to go out. Peter and 
Andrew were friendly and kind, and although it must have been a 
pain to have a 9-year-old boy hanging around them, they 
encouraged me and I often sat next to them. I wanted to be like 
them—tall and strong, handsome and kind. There was something 
about them that appealed to my deepest emotions, my need for 
bonding and brotherhood, friendship and belonging.

I must have had other friends. There were countless other 
people who were meaningful in my life at that time, but I can’t 
remember them. Peter and Andrew stand out over the decades. 
Years later, I recognised this as the first stirrings of a struggle that 
took five decades to resolve.

At the end of 1960, the church transferred Dad to Australia. 
At the end of December, we boarded the MS Wanganella for our 
three-day journey across the Tasman. The few goods that we 
hadn’t sold were packed in wooden crates, hoisted aboard the ship 

30



in a cargo net and lowered into the hold. Dad carried as much 
luggage as we were allowed into the tiny cabin, including his 
precious slides. For some reason, the lawn mower was stowed 
under a bunk. I can only assume that Dad mowed the lawns after 
the other goods had been packed, and the lawn mower was left 
over on the last day.

The Wanganella was no luxury cruise liner. Built in 1933 at 
the same Belfast shipyard that built the Titanic, the rusty, shabby 
ship had seen better days as a Trans-Tasman ferry, making the 
weekly trip between Auckland and Sydney. Because of the usually
rough crossing, the ship was known affectionately as the “Wanga-
roller”. The year before our journey, the ship had been sold as 
scrap but the price of scrap metal dropped before the ship arrived 
in Singapore and the owners decided to return her to the Tasman 
crossing instead.

In those days when everyone travelled by sea, the departure of
a ship was a major event and the wharf was crowded with people, 
vehicles and officials in glorious pandemonium. As we hung over 
the railings, we spotted uncles and aunties, cousins, friends, and 
dozens of church members. We let down streamers for our friends 
and relatives to hold as we waved goodbye. The ship’s PA system 
played the mournful Maori farewell song, “Now is the hour, when 
we must say goodbye”. The ship pulled out and the streamers 
broke one-by-one. We waved until the wharf was a mere speck. 

New Zealand faded in the late afternoon sun. Forty years 
passed before I returned to the land of my birth.
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Chapter 2. Growing up Australian

Australia
1961-1965

ot for us the glamorous overseas terminal at Sydney’s 
Circular Quay – instead the Wanganella turned left under 
the Harbour Bridge and tied up at a wharf in Darling 

Harbour. My aunt (Dad’s younger sister) and uncle met us at the 
wharf and helped us clear customs. We drove through the city 
where I marvelled at the tall buildings that lined the harbour and 
the busy streets filled with traffic. As we crossed the Harbour 
Bridge, our eyes wide with wonder, Dad reached over and handed 
my brother and I a ten-shilling note each to commemorate the 
occasion. That amount of money was unheard of wealth to us!

N

My parents rented a house in Normanhurst in the upper North 
Shore. Surrounded by open fields, our house was practically the 
last house on the street. The road petered out just beyond our 
house, and a track led down into the bush. Alvin and I used the 
track to walk to school: down into a gully and across a creek and 
up onto Fox Valley Road on the other side. From there the road led
past the Sydney Sanitarium (now Sydney Adventist Hospital) to 
the Wahroonga Adventist Primary School.

Miss Blank taught Grades 5 and 6 in one classroom of perhaps
25 students and she was my teacher for two years. I sat enthralled 
as she explained the history and geography of each Australian 
state. The names of rivers and towns, and the products of various 
regions fascinated me. I learned about the capital cities for each 
state, the location of important mining towns and the various 
industries and produce of major towns and regions. For some 
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reason, the uranium mine at Humpty Doo in the Northern Territory
caught my imagination.

I was enraptured by the stories of the explorers Abel Tasman 
and Captain Cook; the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788; the early 
colonial struggles under Governor Phillip; the trek over the Blue 
Mountains; the work of John Macarthur on his sheep farm, and the
adventures of Captain Thunderbolt and Ned Kelly. Other subjects 
were easy for me: arithmetic, spelling, Bible and music. Miss 
Blank encouraged all her students and wrote glowing comments in
my report book. 

Nerida and Colleen were my rivals for top marks. My friends 
included my seatmate Bruce, whom I admired for his blonde hair 
and smiling face. But I was attracted even more to Lincoln – dark 
hair, brooding brown eyes, and quiet, almost withdrawn manner.

I avoided sport. When the boys played soccer or cricket 
during the lunch break, I along with a few other boys, made 
cubbies and played “house” with the girls. No one saw anything 
strange—bullying was unknown in every school I attended. 
Sometimes we played marbles in the playground. We usually 
played for keeps – and I ended up with dozens of brightly coloured
glass marbles, including the big tombolas. For variety, we 
sometimes played “knucklebones” using plastic variety – or small 
pebbles.

My parents bought a piano and enrolled me as a student with 
Miss Elva Piper. The music studio was located in the sunroom of 
her house where I struggled with scales under her exacting eye. 
My music teacher in Auckland had been a kindly lady who 
encouraged me – by contrast, Miss Piper seemed stern and 
demanding. She held a ruler in her hand while she taught, and she 
was not afraid to use it over my fingers when the notes were 
wrong. I am sure she had my best interests at heart but I dreaded 
the weekly lessons. I didn’t mind practising at home and enjoyed 
experimenting with music. I just didn’t see the point of playing the
same tune over and over again until it was finger-perfect.
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Miss Piper entered me in the Grade 3 Music Examination. For
most of the year, I played the same four songs ready for the exam. 
I would have loved to explore different tunes and styles, even the 
hymns from the church hymn book, but everything centred on the 
examination. I passed with a creditable 70%, but I was tired of the 
grind and after two years, I asked to stop.

In January 1962, Dad was the guest speaker at a youth 
convention in Brisbane. My parents had bought a caravan in the 
same colour scheme as our Holden station wagon – shiny 
aluminium with a red stripe across the middle. Our trip to Brisbane
formed our family holiday that summer, and we set off up the 
Pacific Highway, stopping at various beachside towns along the 
way. We stayed in caravan parks and enjoyed endless vistas of 
deserted beaches. Because there were few bridges, we often 
crossed rivers on the car ferries that were a feature of the highway 
in the 1960s. Rain flooded the highway somewhere on the mid-
north coast and we stopped on the side of the road for hours until 
the water subsided.

On the Gold Coast, we 
toured the Currumbin Bird 
Sanctuary and fed the lorikeets
and other birds and got up 
close to kangaroos and 
wombats for the first time. We
swam at the nearby beach and 
admired the latest motels 
nearby that even featured a 

swimming pool in the front! I don’t remember any buildings 
higher than one story, although there must have been a few.

Stifled by the summer humidity, we sweated our way through 
the five-day convention, held at the Adventist campground on the 
northern outskirts of Brisbane. Inside the huge tent, hundreds of 
young people listened to Dad talk about Biblical archaeology and 
Bible prophecy.
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On our return home, we shifted to a house just below the 
Sanitarium and school was now only a five-minute walk. Alvin 
and I carried large leather school bags on our backs – the leather 
was so thick that the lid was stiff to move and heavy to carry even 
when empty. The lid closed with a brass clasp that twisted shut to 
keep lunch box and books secure.

Every Thursday, the mobile library parked in front of the 
school. I was a voracious reader and borrowed the maximum two 
books every week. There were strict rules though – only one book 
could be fiction. I usually went for my favourites – books by 
Richmal Compton that featured lovable rogue, William Brown. 
Along with his two best friends, Ginger and Henry, and William’s 
scruffy mongrel dog, Jumble, the books were a form of escapism. 
Not that I ever aspired to be as strong willed or as lacking in 
personal hygiene as William, but there was something about the 
camaraderie between him and Ginger that stirred something deep 
inside and for which I longed. I wanted a best friend, a real mate, 
to share all kinds of adventures with too.

In 1962, I launched my own writing career. Using a school 
exercise book that I bravely titled “Escape from the Tower,” I 
recounted the adventures of imaginary George Northumberland 
during the reign of King Charles I. In schoolboy printing, I 
recounted the events of the English Civil War and the hero’s 
escape from the Tower of London. Reading the primary school 
prose now makes me cringe and I wish I could touch it up with 
better grammar or spelling.

Sometime in 1962, we drove out through Dubbo to Bourke for
a family holiday. After driving hundreds of kilometres on gravel 
roads, we pitched a tent on the banks of the Darling River. We 
became friendly with the family camped next to us. There were 
several children our own age, as well as two boxer puppies 
travelling with the family. The family were on an outback holiday 
and had the last two puppies in a litter of dogs that had been born 
some weeks earlier. All the other pups had been sold and they 
were trying to sell these two as well. As we sat around the 
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campfire with them, Dad invited them to stay with us when they 
arrived in Sydney. They arrived several weeks later, living in the 
caravan parked on the nature strip in front of the house. By this 
time, only one pup, Princess, was left.

When the folks were ready to return home, Dad offered to buy
the dog from them. They in turn said that, since we had been kind 
enough to let them use our caravan, we could have the dog for 
nothing, along with the pedigree papers. Dad accepted with delight
and renamed her with the Indian word for Princess – for the next 
15 years, she was “Rani” to us.

Although Mum was the one who fed her, Rani was Dad’s dog.
He took her for walks and petted her. As a puppy, she chewed the 
corners of the furniture and stole our shoes. We nicknamed her 
“Houdini” after the famous early 20th century escape artist. No 
matter how firmly we locked Rani inside the house, she managed 
to find a way to get out. 

One morning when we went to church, we left her inside with 
only a small window open above the toilet. While we were at 
church a kilometre away, Rani scrambled up onto the cistern and 
forced the tiny window open. She jumped to the ground, climbed 
the fence that surrounded our yard, and made her way up to the 
church. Since we had travelled up Fox Valley Rd by car, we still 
have no idea how she knew where to find us. All we knew was that
she started entering the church building looking for us. Somehow, 
the deacons called Dad out to take care of her.

For many years, the Sydney Sanitarium maintained a prize 
herd of cows that supplied milk to the hospital. Excess milk was 
sold to a dairy company and the general public. Mum bought a 
milk bucket and every afternoon, Alvin or I were sent up to buy 2 
or 3 pints of milk that the farmer ladled out from the big vat. The 
challenge was to carry the bucket home without spilling the milk. 
The bucket had a lid, but inevitably, the liquid slopped around and 
splashed over my legs. Mum boiled the milk and then refrigerated 
it, skimming the thick clotted cream off the top next morning. The 
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cream was doled out on to our breakfast porridge covered with 
melted brown sugar or honey.

Directly opposite the Wahroonga Adventist School was the 
church hall. Not only was this the setting for our annual school 
concert but also the community centre for the tight-knit group of 
Adventists who lived in the area. On Saturday nights, the church 
social committee organised games evenings, concerts and films. 
My parents took me to see the 1958 classic black and white film, A
Night To Remember, the harrowing and true-to-life account of the 
sinking of the Titanic. The film was so vivid that I had nightmares 
for weeks after. And then I relived the whole story by writing my 
own account of the sinking of the Titanic in a book.

The other film I remember was The Green Years, the impact 
of which has lasted more than 50 years. An adaptation of the semi-
autobiographical book by A J Cronin, the 1946 black-and-white 
film told the story of Robert Shannon, an orphan boy growing up 
in Scotland under the watchful eyes of his grandfather. During his 
last year at high school, he triumphed over adversity to enter 
university and study medicine. I admired Robert, but I was deeply 
moved by his close friendship with another boy, Gavin. The 
friendship ended when Gavin was killed in a train accident. The 
story made a huge impact on me – I cried for weeks at the 
memory. Years later, as a teenager in St Albans, I purchased the 
book on which the film was based, and wept all over again. For 
years, I wondered why this story triggered my deepest emotions.

At the end of 1962, Dad was transferred to Hobart. As we 
made the journey by car and caravan south to Melbourne, we 
enjoyed a family holiday. Dad headed out along the Great Ocean 
Rd looking for a nice play to stay. We drove along the picturesque 
coast and through the sleepy town of Lorne. On the edge of town, 
he spied a beachside reserve where a couple of tents and a few 
caravans were already parked. The reserve was relatively 
uncrowded, and so on impulse, he pulled in and decided to camp 
the night. The one-night stopover turned into a glorious week of 
warm sunshine. The location was Dad’s dream – the front of the 
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caravan was literally a metre from the sand. With an annex on the 
side of the caravan, and uninterrupted sea views from the 
windows, it was the holiday you remember forever. Someone from
the local council came out every few days and collected a few 
shillings rent for the unpowered site.

Dad was the kind of person who was always wound up like a 
spring ready to uncoil at any moment. At the slightest provocation,
he flared up in anger, only to get over his rage minutes later. But 
on holiday, Dad relaxed. He always had a book or two to read. He 
stopped to fossick for rocks in every quarry or road cutting. He 
bought ice creams or chips for the family, and played French 
cricket with us. In the evening, Monopoly was the game of choice 
and Dad was always the banker. In the early days, he won every 
time, although later we ganged up on him to beat him at his own 
game.

An Italian family was holidaying in the next caravan. The 
parents had migrated to Australia and now lived in Melbourne. 
Their two children were born in Australia. We became friendly – 
their son was my age and over the week we stayed there, Antonio 
became my friend. I admired Antonio’s near-black hair, olive-skin 
and brown eyes. My pale white skin burned at the slightest 
exposure to the sun and I always wore a shirt and a hat, while he 
only wore a swimsuit all day and went browner and browner. I 
revelled in the friendship and I wished that we lived closer so that 
he could be my friend all the time.

We crossed Bass Strait overnight to Devonport on the 
“Princess of Tasmania,” the ferry known from its initials as “the 
Pot.” After disembarking next morning, we drove down to Hobart. 
Our home was an older style brick house surrounded by deep 
verandahs and next door to an Anglican church. Every Sunday 
morning at 6:00 am, the vicar rang the bell to summon people to 
church. Since the bell hung on the church wall directly outside the 
window of the bedroom my brother and I shared, I found the early 
start annoying.
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During that year, I ran a small family shop – Dad purchased 
supplies of lollies and chocolates and it was my job to keep these 
supplies safe and re-sell them to the family at a slight profit. 
Unlike Alvin, I could hoard a block of chocolate or a packet of 
lollies for months, only eating tiny pieces at widely spaced 
intervals.

We attended the Adventist school at Moonah. I turned 12 in 
February, at the beginning of the school year. This was my first 
year of high school, and I was responsible for shepherding Alvin 
and Alison (who started school that year) down to the main road 
and onto the correct bus. 

Grades 7 and 8 shared one classroom, and our room teacher 
was Miss Luke, who also taught English. Mr Howard was a part 
time teacher who came in for Maths lessons, while the headmaster,
Mr Cozens, taught us science in the room next door, normally 
occupied by Grades 9 and 10. Grade 10 was the highest class at 
Moonah. 

The winter was cold, with snow on Mt Wellington above us. 
During recess and lunchtimes, most of the boys stood around the 
44-gallon drum that served as an incinerator – while the rubbish 
was burning, we warmed our hands, and heated up stones to put 
into our pockets in class. One day, the boys from my class sat on 
the steps overlooking the main playground trying to keep warm in 
the weak sunshine. I am sure it was Colin who assured us that if 
we shaved our legs, the hair would grow back faster and longer, a 
highly desirable result. Despite the cold, all the boys wore grey 
gaberdine shorts. One of the boys produced a razor and we shaved 
our legs on the spot. I don’t remember whether the result was any 
better.

Love blossomed that year as it did for most of the students in 
my class. Love of course could not be spoken directly, not when 
you’re 12. Romances consisted of writing notes – strictly 
forbidden, naturally. We aided and abetted each other as we passed
notes from one to another according to the name on the outside. 
There was a certain status in being able to say to your mates that 
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you had a girlfriend, even if you barely spoke to the girl 
concerned. Romances only lasted a week or so, and then the boy 
was unceremoniously dumped. The girls did both the hunting and 
the dumping and we all took turns to be dumped. Over the course 
of a couple of months, I was in love with Vicki, then Cheryl, 
followed in turn by Meredith, Audrey and Amira. Nothing ever 
happened – outside of school hours, we only saw each other at 
church, and we could only pass notes and smile at each other from 
afar, until we “got dumped.”

There was only one place where we could sit next to the 
adored one. On Friday nights, we met at Colin’s house for our teen
Bible fellowship meeting. Colin’s mother was popular with the 
young people – and she usually led out in the spiritual talks and 
enthusiastic singing.

Eric White, a recent graduate in his early 20s, taught us 
Woodwork in the tiny manual arts room tucked behind our 
classroom. He was tall and dark, with thick wavy hair. He was also
our sports master and led the boys to a nearby park to play soccer 
in the winter and cricket in the summer. Despite the fact that I 
hated sport, I idolised Mr White. That year I exerted my best effort
at getting the cricket bat in the same place as the ball. But after 
burning my hands a few times trying to catch a cricket ball, I gave 
up trying. I worked out that it was far better to drop the ball and 
suffer the scorn of my team.

Mr White also taught gymnastics using a vaulting horse, 
parallel bars, a beam, and tumbling mats. Here I was in my 
element and I excelled beyond my wildest dreams. I didn’t have to 
compete with anyone. If I did something wrong, I didn’t have the 
team shouting at me – for the first time, I enjoyed sporting 
achievements on my own. Our gymnastics group put on public 
performances including the prestigious Hobart Town Hall. 
Because I was the lightest boy in the team, I was assigned to climb
to the top of the human pyramid. I enjoyed the team camaraderie 
and shared experiences. 
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My best friend, Gary was part of the gymnastics team. He was
handsome and had a cheerful, outgoing personality. I admired him 
with a longing that I didn’t understand and couldn’t express, even 
if I had the words.

Dad introduced me to photography. He bought me a camera 
made from black bakelite, an early form of plastic, and I started 
taking my own black-and-white pictures. But most importantly, he 
taught me how to develop my own prints. I took a few photographs
of people at school and other activities over the next year and with 
Dad’s help, developed the prints in our blacked-out bathroom at 
home.

Dad conducted evangelistic meetings every weekend – at first 
in a large theatre and later in the Hobart Town Hall. During the 
meetings, I became friendly with two boys about my own age who 
were attending the series with their parents – Peter, and his 
nephew, Graham, only a year younger. I was intrigued that they 
could be uncle and nephew respectively – they even had the same 
surname - and yet were also close friends. I was glad that they 
were my friends too. The three of us were baptised by my dad in 
October 1963 in a special tank on the stage of the Town Hall.

With the arrival of spring, I
posed for a photograph that was
submitted to a magazine as a
cover picture. The picture shows
me kneeling in a field of spring
flowers with my face buried in a
huge slice of watermelon. Rani
is by my side. The detail that
grabs my attention now is the
hole in my green cotton trousers,
just above my right knee. Didn’t
anyone see that and suggest a
different pair of pants? A year
later, the photo appeared on the cover on the summer issue of a 
magazine simply called “Health”.
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At the end of 1963, we attended the annual church camp 
meeting at Devonport. Some of my friends from school were there 
too, including Colin, Gary and his brother Melvin. During free 
time, we played behind the big shed where dozens of wooden 
crates and boxes made excellent cubby houses. Colin dared to 
mention the topic that was, for some unknown reason, the supreme
taboo and thus, by implication, somehow wrong or even evil. He 
casually mentioned what had happened to him when he massaged 
his penis in the shower. The rest of us were impressed more by his 
brazenness in mentioning the subject than the size. I was not 
surprised by his discovery—I had already worked that out myself.

At the end of the year, we were asked to move to Adelaide. 
While on our way by road to South Australia, we spent several 
weeks at the same campground at Lorne. Again, our neighbours 
were our friends the Italian family, and I delighted in Antonio’s 
company. One rainy day, he taught me how to play cards, a 
pastime banned in our family. Feeling quite daring, I discovered 
the game itself was harmless and I soon managed to play it 
enthusiastically. After the holiday was over, I never played cards 
again. I just enjoyed being with Antonio – he was friendly and fun 
to be around and I missed him when we left.

On arrival in Adelaide, my parents found the perfect house in 
Hampstead Gardens, about 15 km from the city centre. The former
doctor’s residence included a surgery, an office and several other 
professional rooms. The six-bedroom house was huge and for the 
first time in our lives, Alvin, Alison and myself had a bedroom 
each. Dad was in his element – he had five rooms to fill with his 
photography gear, evangelistic equipment, projection screens and 
speakers, books and a desk. One whole room displayed part of his 
huge collection of minerals and rock specimens.

To pay the mortgage, Mum went back to work, the only year 
she worked outside the home. Mum updated her nursing 
qualifications and worked as a dental nurse and receptionist with 
Dr Ken Brown, a dentist whose surgery was just a kilometre or so 
from where we lived.
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With Alvin and Alison, I attended
the Adventist school at Prospect, a
northern suburb of Adelaide. In those
days, it was only a small school with five
classrooms tucked in behind the church,
but offered all grades up to Grade 10,
most of them in multi-grade rooms. I was
in Grade 9, which in South Australia was
the second year of high school. The 12 or 14 students in my class 
sat in a tiny lean-to building tacked onto one end of the woodwork 
shed. The L-shaped main school building housed the two primary 
school classrooms on one side and two more high school 
classrooms on the other. The science lab was an enclosed section 
of the verandah.

Our room teacher was Mr Lionel Hughes, a man in his early 
30s. He taught us Bible and geography, and not only held our 
attention in class, but also was genuinely interested in his students.
Energetic and passionate, he communicated his enthusiasm for 
life. I enjoyed his classes – I still remember his explanation (using 
an orange and a large globe of the world) of why the longest day 
of the year was not the hottest day.

At the end of the first term, the school ran a Pet Show, an 
excuse for fundraising. I entered the photography section and won 
first prize. I also displayed some of my stamp collection. I glued 
hundreds of New Zealand stamps (all duplicates for which I had no
further use) onto a map of New Zealand drawn onto a large sheet 
of black cardboard. For that, I received another prize.

The small courtyard, no more than 15 metres square between 
the woodwork shed and the main building, was both assembly area
and playground. I enjoyed playing a game called “Squares”, which
consisted of batting a tennis ball to each other using rules like table
tennis. Two people could play opposite each other, or four players,
each in a square could play as a group. 

Once a week the high school boys were marched off to Sport, 
using the nearby public park lands that surround Adelaide. We 
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played soccer in the winter and cricket in the summer. During 
soccer games, I spent as much time as possible at the farthest 
corner of the field away from the ball. Occasionally I ran in the 
general direction of the ball so that I could not be accused of 
actually running away, but otherwise I avoided all contact. I knew 
full well what would happen if I actually connected with the ball – 
it would go in the wrong direction and I would be regaled by the 
despondent cries of my team mates.

I soon discovered that I had an ally in Geoff. He also hated 
sport—and didn’t care if the whole school new. Where I at least 
made an attempt at joining in, he ran away from the ball. If we 
were on the same team, we hung around together and chatted 
during the game, only stopping if the ball headed in our direction. 
If we were on opposite teams, he simply joined me in the middle 
where we could chat more or less undisturbed. Geoff was good at 
chatting.

I was attracted to Geoff. We had much in common and we 
could talk together for hours. The other boys at the school 
considered him strange – he had a few effeminate mannerisms in 
his speech and walk. He was never bullied nor mistreated, but the 
other kids thought he was a bit of a joke. For his part, Geoff was 
self-assured and defiant, and happily made his own way in school. 
I liked his style and self-confidence.

Geoff and I clicked on many levels. We enjoyed the same 
games and interests. Like me, he loved to read. His sense of 
humour and his cheerful personality appealed to me. On one 
occasion, I invited him home for the weekend and he slept on a 
folding bed in my room. Our whispered conversation after the light
went out covered a broad range of topics but also included the 
taboo subject of a male erection. For me, who had had no sex 
education whatsoever, the subject was both taboo and fascinating. 

David was another school friend in my class. David and I 
recruited to play in the Adelaide Adventist Brass Band. We were 
each given a cornet, an instrument like a small trumpet, and placed
in a beginner’s class that met in the church hall on Tuesday nights.
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I was fortunate that I already knew how to read music. After a 
couple of months, we joined the full band and were issued with 
smart band uniforms—navy blue suits with red epaulettes on the 
shoulders and red stripes down our trouser legs. 

David and I joined the two men who were already in the 
cornet section. Each week we met for two hours of band practice. 
During the year, we performed several public concerts in Adelaide,
and even made a weekend visit to Mt Gambier. My favourite piece
of music was the “Poet and Peasant” Overture, composed by Franz
von Suppe in 1846, which we played many times.   

Up until that year, our family had never owned a TV. We 
were not unusual since not everyone owned TV sets in 1964. They 
were expensive, and there were only three TV channels, all 
featuring black-and-white programs that began at about 1pm and 
closed at about 10:30pm at night. 

At some point that year, Dad bought a portable TV with a tiny
15 cm screen. The TV was supposed to be used only when we 
went away on holiday. However, many afternoons, we were 
allowed to watch TV for half an hour or so when we got home 
from school. Dad, or Mum if he was out, took the TV out of the 
bedroom wardrobe where it was stored and we lay on the carpet to 
watch the tiny screen. 

The programs I remember most were “I Love Lucy” and 
“Leave it to Beaver.” The latter featured Theodore, known as 
"Beaver", a teenage boy my own age. Each 30-minute episode 
depicted his adventures around home, school and the 
neighbourhood. Beaver always saved the day. Was I the only one 
who felt an attraction to the handsome young star?

To Dad’s horror, and slight disapproval, I bought a crystal 
radio set for 10 shillings. Popular in the early days of radio, a 
crystal radio was powered entirely by the radio waves received by 
the antennae. Since I earned two shillings and sixpence, or “two 
and six” a week for washing half of the family car, (Alvin washed 
the other half), ten shillings was a lot of money. Using bulldog 
clips, I clamped the aerial to my bedsprings and listened to the 
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radio through an earphone. The radio was inside an egg-shaped 
clear plastic container, about 15 cm long. Plastic legs jutted out 
from the base while a bolt at the top was screwed in and out to 
select the frequency.

Lying in bed at night, I listened to the cricket being broadcast 
live from England on the ABC and felt overawed that I could hear 
events happening on the other side of the world. I also listened to 
the “Top 30” music hits on Sunday nights. My favourite radio 
program was a riotous half-hour BBC comedy show starring John 
Cleese and Tim Brooke-Taylor called “I’m Sorry I’ll Read That 
Again”. The eccentric and chaotic show was littered with silly 
voices, awful puns, witty jokes and politically incorrect 
catchphrases. It was of the same genre as the Monty Python TV 
show that followed and included many of the same characters.

It was impossible not to hear the Beatles. I was well aware 
that listening to the Beatles was an act of defiance – Dad 
disapproved of such music and considered all pop/rock music evil. 
In June 1964, the Beatles visited Adelaide and were welcomed by 
the largest crowd of their career. An estimated 300,000 people, a 
third of the city’s population, lined the road from the airport to the 
Town Hall where they appeared on the balcony to wave to the 
ecstatic crowd below. I watched their arrival with awe on the TV 
news that night. The four young men looked so handsome and 
clean cut in their dark suits, white shirts and black ties. I knew why
the teenage girls shrieked so loudly.

Wendy was a fellow classmate. Taller than me, she wore 
black-framed glasses and had black frizzy hair. Energetic and fun 
to be around, she was always happy and smiling. Because her 
father was assisting my Dad, Wendy and I often fell into each 
other’s company on Sundays at Dad’s meetings in the ornate and 
grand Adelaide Town Hall. On one occasion, I sneaked up into the
balcony and edged up to the seat where Wendy and another girl 
were sitting. Under cover of darkness, I sat beside her. After a few 
minutes, I reached out for her hand. She did not resist and all was 
well for about 15 minutes. I didn’t hear a word Dad said but I 
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knew from the slides that he was about to wind up and soon the 
lights would come on. I didn’t want to be caught up there, so I let 
go of her hand and retreated down the grand staircase. The event 
was my sole excursion into romance that year.

Somewhere during that year, I accidentally discovered that I 
needed glasses. Colin, who sat next to me in the classroom, had 
recently started wearing glasses. During recess, he left his glasses 
on his desk. I idly picked them up, wondering what it felt like to 
wear glasses. I put them on, and to my astonishment, everything in
the room suddenly looked crisp and clear. I looked out to the tree 
overhanging the playground – and was astounded to see every leaf 
shining brightly in the sunshine. I had forgotten that the world was 
so colourful and sharp.

That night I reported my discovery to my mother. She took me
to an optician and soon I was wearing glasses too. Unlike Colin, I 
put my glasses on in the morning and kept them on all day – a 
practice that has continued all my life. At 14 years of age, I had no 
choice of style and since price was a factor, I ended up with plain 
black plastic frames. I was no worse off than the other kids who 
wore glasses.

At the end of the year, Dad accepted an invitation to work at 
the New Gallery Centre, the Adventist evangelistic centre in 
central London. There was just one last opportunity to take the 
caravan and drive to Lorne for two glorious weeks overlooking the
beach. And once again, Antonio was there.

Soon we were packing again, but this time it was much more 
exciting. Although on the other side of the world, England was as 
familiar to us as if it was really our home country. The house we 
had lived in less than 10 months was sold and Dad nailed down the
last of his boxes, most of which were stored in Adelaide along 
with furniture and goods that we would claim on our return in four 
years.

Along with personal possessions and some things Dad would 
need in England, our dog Rani was sent ahead of us. Rani would 
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spend six months in quarantine and would be released to us soon 
after we were due to arrive in London. 

We were farewelled by hundreds of people at the Adelaide 
airport from where we flew to Sydney for a few days with our 
relatives. At the end of April 1965, we were on our way, first stop, 
Manilla, in the Philippines. It was the beginning of a three-month 
journey that took us half way around the world and to a whole new
life.
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Chapter 3. Learning To Be English

London, England
1965-1967

he trip to England took three months and included 
destinations in Asia such as Manilla, Hong Kong, Bangkok
and Yangon. We travelled across India, including Kolkata 

and New Delhi. We flew to Teheran, in Iran, and then to Baghdad 
in Iraq. I saw all the places I had seen in Dad’s pictures over the 
years. We travelled on planes, buses, trains, taxis and rickshaws. 
We visited temples and tombs, pyramids and shrines, museums 
and ruined cities. 

T

We tramped over the ruins
of ancient Babylon in Iraq,
explored the nearly one
thousand rock-cut temples and
tombs of Petra in Jordan,
clambered to the top of the walls
of ancient Jericho, wandered
through the narrow streets of old
Jerusalem, and gasped at the
Sphinx and pyramids of Giza. From there we flew to Athens to see
the ruined Parthenon temple, then to Rome, where we spent a 
week tramping around scores of churches and museums. From 
there we flew to Milan and Turin and up into the Alps of northern 
Italy.

We travelled by train for two weeks around Switzerland, 
stopping in Geneva, where we followed in the footsteps of the 
Protestant reformer, John Calvin. We had one day there and we 
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were hurrying, with only a few hours before we were due to catch 
a train for France. The rest of the family were ahead of me on the 
crowded footpath when Dad suddenly decided to cross the street 
between some parked cars. They were halfway across the busy 
road before I could follow. Dad later claimed that he turned around
and yelled, “Stay there”, but I didn’t hear him. I stepped out into 
the road. The next thing I knew was a loud bang and I was lying 
on the road. My head hurt and the rest of my body felt numb. I was
conscious and aware of a small crowd around me. My first thought
was disappointment – I would miss seeing the Reformation Wall 
that commemorated Calvin’s life and work.

The “hee, haw, hee, haw” of the ambulance drowned out my 
regrets, and amid much chattering, I was lifted onto a stretcher and
placed into the vehicle. By this time, I was drifting in and out of 
consciousness. I woke up in hospital with Dad on one side of the 
bed and the doctor on the other. I still felt numb but there were no 
broken bones. I could talk, and apart from a sore head and a numb 
left hip, I felt ok, though disoriented. Dad in his limited French 
insisted that the doctor release me. Dad argued that we had a train 
to catch that afternoon and we couldn’t miss it. The doctor 
shrugged and muttered “stupide” or something similar and let me 
go.

Trying to hide my pain, I struggled from the bed and hobbled 
into the taxi that rushed us to the station. Mum and the other kids 
were waiting for us. In the train, I stretched out along three seats 
on one side of the compartment. My hip and left leg ached. Shock 
set in and I felt miserable as I tried to sleep. 

Arriving in Dijon, we spent several days with a French pastor 
and his family that Dad had befriended several years earlier in 
Sydney. I slept the whole time. I had a huge bruise on my thigh 
and buttocks that gradually changed all colours of the rainbow 
over the next three months. I walked with a painful limp for the 
remainder of our trip.

We flew to Frankfurt, Germany. I was fascinated that we were
travelling in a country that had played such a ghastly role in the 
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Second World War that had ended a mere 20 years earlier – and I 
was 14.

In Paris, we walked all around the city, up the Champs 
Elysees to the Arc de Triomphe and across the Seine River to the 
Eiffel Tower. Dad hurried us through the Louvre at breakneck 
speed – Dad wasn’t interested in art, although I think he gave us 
20 seconds to look at the Mona Lisa. We spent more time in the 
archaeological section.

Back in the hotel room we all shared, I stood at the large 
window overlooking the narrow street several floors below. I 
caught sight of two young men standing at a window in the 
building across the street and at the same level. One man took off 
his shirt and trousers and walked to the window wearing only his 
underwear. As I noticed his bulging muscles and chiselled torso, I 
went limp at the knees. I had never seen anything so fascinating or 
so daring in all my life! Terrified that someone would notice my 
interest, I quickly looked away, and when I returned my gaze, the 
men had disappeared. Guilt struck deep. Was there something 
wrong with me?

We arrived in London, relieved that the three-month journey 
was over, and were immediately introduced to the seemingly 
permanent grey skies of England. We didn’t see the sun for the 
next six weeks, even though it was June and summer had just 
started.

The church-owned house at 50 Courthouse Rd, West 
Finchley, was located in a middle class suburb, half an hour’s 
drive north of central London. The house, dating from the late 
1920s or early 30s, was a typical semi-detached, three bedroom 
house, identical to all the other houses in the street. The only 
distinguishing feature of our house was the black front door – 
other front doors featured different colours. In the middle of the 
door was a slit through which the postman delivered the mail, a 
feature that we thought was bizarre.

The spartan furnishings provided by the church were 
dilapidated and worn, but they would suffice. We were only due to
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live there for four years. The lounge room included a couple of 
lounge chairs and a huge black and white TV in one corner. In the 
same room was a cast-iron, slow-burning coal fire that formed the 
only heating. The house was always cold and damp. The old 
fashioned kitchen hadn’t been updated in decades and featured a 
huge porcelain tub that served for both washing dishes and clothes.
Somehow, Dad squeezed our Australian-made Bendix front-
loading washing machine into the tiny kitchen. We didn’t bring 
much else from Australia and we just “made do.”

Dad turned the tiny dining room into his office, lined with 
books and filled with other miscellaneous clutter. Upstairs were 
three bedrooms – Mum and Dad had the front bedroom, and Alvin 
and I shared the back room. The third bedroom was tiny and was 
referred to by our neighbours as a “box room”. A pre-war 
bathroom completed the house.

The tiny back garden was mostly muddy grass with a few 
nondescript trees. The railway ran along our back fence. At this 
point, the Northern Underground train line was above ground. 
When we were home, we heard the trains go by every ten or 
fifteen minutes, either accelerating from the railway station a few 
hundred metres away, or slowing down on approach. I got used to 
the characteristic popping noise of the air brakes.

Just as he had always done in Australia, Dad bought a 
Vauxhall station wagon, known in England as an “estate car”. Our 
British acquaintances could not understand why Dad would buy 
such an unorthodox vehicle, since an estate car was either used as 
a commercial vehicle, or on a farm for moving sheep. Dad later 
traded the car in for a Bedford camper van that we could use on 
holidays. The van was fitted with a tiny kitchenette, two canvas 
beds in the ceiling, and a folding table. The vehicle seats could be 
lowered to form a double bed for Mum and Dad. A minuscule 
wardrobe and a couple of drawers at the back finished off the 
interior.

Nicknamed “Gertie”, the name suited the van – she was slow 
and unresponsive in traffic, with poor visibility. The front seats 
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were perched high above the dashboard and close to the 
windscreen. We were terrified of flying through the glass, so Dad 
installed seat belts, even though they were not normally fitted to 
vehicles in those days.

Over the first few months after our arrival, we made the most 
of the brief English summer to do some sightseeing. We arrived in 
June and school didn’t start until September. Not even Dad had 
much work to do until then either, so we had months of holidays. 
With Rani released from quarantine, we travelled all around 
southern England to see innumerable castles and churches, 
thatched houses and picturesque villages. We stood in awe of 
buildings that were hundreds of years old and still being used for 
quite ordinary purposes – houses, a pub or a corner shop.

We explored London by “tube” and got to know the 
underground stations like the back of our hands – the Northern line
took us into the West End. Walking around London was like 
playing Monopoly every day. We were excited to see the names on
the street signs: Trafalgar Square, Oxford St, Bond St, Regent St, 
and Park Lane. Instinctively we rattled off the amount we could 
charge in rent for a house or hotel. 

We explored the City of London, and toured the Tower. We 
walked along the Embankment and explored Westminster Abbey, 
St Paul’s Cathedral, Downing St, Horse Guards Parade, the houses
of Parliament and Big Ben, Buckingham Palace and all the other 
popular sites. We enjoyed being tourists, especially when we knew
we did not have to see everything in one day. There was always 
tomorrow.

Over the next year or so, we travelled by car all around 
England – to Canterbury, Dover and Brighton, west to Bath and 
Brighton and north to Coventry and Stratford-upon-Avon. We 
visited the museum to John Bunyan at Bedford, where Dad 
photographed Alvin playing on Bunyan’s homemade metal violin. 
In Woodham Mortimer, we saw the grave of Dr Peter Chamberlen,
the famous 17th century royal physician to King James II and 
Charles II and who kept the seventh-day Sabbath as a Christian for
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more than 42 years. We travelled down to Stonehenge where it 
was still possible to walk in among the stones. 

We visited cathedrals and abbeys, country houses and stately 
homes, museums and cemeteries. Whenever we passed a quarry or
cutting in the side of the road, Dad stopped and hunted for 
interesting rocks or fossils. Dad tapped the rocks with his hammer 
and tried to explain what he had found – and then took the best 
samples home in the car boot.

Mum and Dad decided to send Alvin and me to Stanborough 
School, the Adventist school near Watford. Because the school 
was three hours away by public transport, we lived in the boarding 
school during the week and came home every weekend. 

The large estate owned by the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
included parklands, woods and playing fields for the school. 
Fronting the main road was the headquarters for the Adventist 
Church in Britain. The combined primary and high school was 
about 500 metres up a long driveway behind the office, set among 
the cricket and football fields. Next to the school was a small 
sanitarium and hospital that had degenerated into a nursing home. 
The Granose health food factory behind the school made 
Sunnybisk, an English version of Weet-Bix. Next to the small 
factory were the burned-out ruins of the Stanborough Press. The 
building had been destroyed by fire a year earlier and the 
publishing house was in the process of relocating to Grantham. A 
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road along the back of the property consisted of about ten semi-
detached houses for various staff members, teachers, and the 
managers of both the food factory and the publishing house.

The boarders lived on the top floor of the five-story main 
school building. Some of the bedrooms were up in the attic. Alvin 
and I were taken up to our room where ten boys shared one large 
room filled with bunk beds. Dad selected beds for us close to the 
door, insisting that we had to be close to the exit in case of a fire, a
real threat in a wooden building that was 60 years old. Each boy 
claimed a drawer in one of the two chests of drawers at either end 
of the room. There was enough hanging space in the single 
wardrobe to hang our new school uniforms. Mum and Dad bought 
us brand new overnight bags that contained all our things we 
needed at school –clean clothes to last for five days, soap and 
toothpaste, a towel and pyjamas.

Maurice was the room leader. He was taller and bigger than 
me, and so I assumed that he was a year or so older. Years later, I 
learned that he was actually younger than me by one day! Maurice 
had a friend called Andrew who was a year or so older. Andrew 
arrived a few days after school started and was given the only bed 
left, a bottom bunk in the middle of the room.

I was shocked and surprised when Andrew undressed for bed 
and climbed between the sheets in his underwear. I didn’t think 
that was allowed! I have never heard of such a practice before. He 
must have seen my eyes goggle because he simply explained that 
his luggage hadn’t arrived yet. But I couldn’t help but notice his 
well-developed muscles and handsome physique. 

In order to be together, Maurice and Andrew rearranged most 
of the bunks at one end of the long room. They then separated one 
bunk bed to give themselves the only single beds, and arranged 
them side by side close to the door. No one had any choice in the 
matter – the room leader’s decisions were final. Alvin and I now 
slept at the opposite end of the room from the door – we never told
Dad!
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Although Andrew teased all the younger boys in the room 
mercilessly, he was fun to be around and unfailingly cheerful. At 
first I resented his constant banter, but I learned that his good-
natured teasing never meant any harm. I thought that his cheeky 
smile and dimples, his ready wit and endless supply of funny 
stories endearing and I wished I had his confidence. I loved 
looking at his handsome face and I admired his athletic body – by 
contrast I was skinny, gawky and self-conscious in the extreme. I 
was so embarrassed that I avoided even taking my shirt off in front
of the other boys, a shame I felt all my teenage years. 

I was placed in Form Three. Over several days, I met the 
teachers. Mr Luxton, the maths teacher, was a personable but 
genteel man who wrinkled his nose and sniffed while he talked. I 
rather liked him for all his eccentricities. Mrs Luxton was our 
English teacher. Mr Vesey taught physics and chemistry while Mr 
Seenyen, who came from Mauritius, taught French. Mr Barnard 
led the compulsory Bible classes and, along with his wife Marion, 
cared for the dormitory after school hours. The school principal 
was Mr Futcher who also taught maths to the upper classes and 
handed out discipline, which could include up to six “cuts” of the 
cane.

Mr Harry Leonard taught history. Over the next 10 years, I got
to know and greatly admire Mr (later Dr) Leonard as a personal 
friend. On his first class, he parodied the excuse letter that parents 
were expected to write to provide reasons why their child’s 
homework was not complete. Sitting on the desk, he recited the 
imaginary letter starting with “Dear Mr Ogre…” The students all 
laughed and I wondered what kind of comedian I had for a teacher.

Mr Leonard turned out to be the most vivacious and 
interesting teacher I ever had. We were studying British history – 
mostly 16th and 17th century Britain, with references to kings and 
queens, wars and revolutions that were all strange to me. But Mr 
Leonard made history come to life. He spoke animatedly and 
excitedly about the events; he acted out the stories; he spoke in the 
voices of long-dead figures; he drew the most amazing sketch 
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maps of locations and battles. He jumped up on a chair or sat on 
the desk to tell us the stories – in short, he made history seem so 
real.

Mr Leonard assigned us a “project” covering the recently 
announced general election. For the next month, I collected 
newspaper clippings, campaign brochures and pictures. I wrote 
notes on the main speeches and found printed copies of the 
election manifestos   of the three main parties. I even attended a 
political rally held in a local hall near our home in Finchley at 
which our local MP, Margaret Thatcher, then the opposition 
Minister for Education, was the speaker. I even got her autograph, 
alas, now long since lost. The Labour Party was re-elected and 
Harold Wilson was returned as Prime Minister.

All the items were pasted in an A3 sized art book of over 80 
pages. I got a B+ and the only reason I didn’t an A, Mr Leonard 
explained to the whole class, was that I had not written enough of 
my own analysis. But I still got the second highest mark in the 
class – a huge effort for someone who had only arrived in the 
country a few months earlier and knew nothing of politics or 
elections of any sort before then.

The first term from September 1965 to Christmas passed 
rapidly. Both Alvin and I made friends – Jack was in my class and 
he never seemed to let his stutter get in the way of talking 
vivaciously. He and his good friend Graham often got up to 
practical jokes and pranks together. John Martin, a year older and 
much taller than me, was especially friendly. The boys called him 
“Baggy” because his trousers were a couple of sizes too big for 
him. He didn’t care what people thought however. He was a loner 
and another of those boys for whom I felt a strange attraction that I
couldn’t name. 

Each Friday afternoon after school, Alvin and I caught the 
green double-decker bus to go home. We sat upstairs at the front 
for the two-hour journey, meandering through narrow, tree lined 
lanes and picturesque villages until we got to the High Barnett 
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station. There we caught the train to West Finchley, and then 
walked the last 500 metres home.

There was no time to relax at weekends. We spent all day on 
Saturday at the New Gallery where Dad was the director, 
evangelist and speaker. The morning was taken up with church 
activities – the Central London Adventist church occupied the 
former theatre and hundreds of Jamaicans sang their hearts out and
added their loud “Amens” and “Hallelujahs” to the worship 
service, a practice that the staid British barely tolerated. White 
people were in the distinct minority but externally exhibited quiet 
patience and polite smiles.

We ate our picnic lunch in Dad’s office, up some back stairs. 
Then in the afternoon, Dad spoke for the public meetings, 
addressing audiences of hundreds or even thousands, who came to 
hear him lecture on the wonders of Egypt or the glories of Petra. 
Often he repeated the same lecture two or three times a day. On 
Saturday evening, if there were no more meetings, Dad sometimes 
took us out to eat – either to a cheap eatery like a Lyons tea-and-
bun shop or a Wimpy Bar. But just occasionally we went to a real 
café just up from the New Gallery in Regent Street where we were 
treated to Black Forest Gateau!

When we got home on Saturday night, Mum did all our 
washing and hung the clothes on a rack in front of the fire to dry 
overnight. Next morning we had a few hours at home before 
heading back into London to the New Gallery for more meetings. 
Dad generally had meetings on Sunday afternoon and evening, 
usually a repeat of the previous day’s program. In the early 
afternoon, Alvin and I walked several hundred metres from the 
New Gallery, down Regent Street to Piccadilly Circus tube station 
for our journey back to school.

At the end of the first term, I scored an A in every subject. By 
now, I had discovered that I was repeating work that I had done 
the previous year in Australia. Homework during the compulsory 
90-minute study period in the boarding school every night was a 
breeze, but I was concerned. According to the English education 
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system, I had five years of high school to finish. However, we 
were due to live in England for only four years. I approached Mr 
Luxton with my problem. I told him how I was repeating much of 
my classwork and that I needed to finish high school before we 
returned to Australia. I needed to be put up one class. He humphed
and sniffed as together we paced up and down the narrow corridor 
before promising he would look into it.

After the Christmas holiday, I was promoted to Form Four. 
Automatically my status changed. I was now in the senior half of 
the school. In the dormitory, that meant I could go to bed half an 
hour later.

As soon as school finished in the afternoon, I started my 
cleaning job. Starting at the top floor, I swept and dusted several 
classrooms and all the corridors and stairs, moving down one floor
at a time. On Sunday afternoons, I polished the ground floor 
corridor and entrance foyers until the vast expanse of lino 
gleamed. I earned five shillings an hour for a total of about 30 
shillings a week, for me a small fortune!

Tea was served in the school dining room, followed by 
worship, usually taken by the preceptor John Barnard. Study time 
followed at 7pm, and now that I was in Form 4, I was obliged to 
spend two hours with other students in a classroom doing my 
homework.

When we got upstairs soon after 9, the “juniors” were 
supposed to be in bed already, but rarely were! There was a 
frenetic half hour of talking, running up and down the stairs, high 
jinks and jokes, until Mr Barnard walked from room to room 
saying “Come along boys, its time for bed.” Eventually everyone 
was clad in pyjamas and bundled into bed and Mr Barnard could 
turn the lights out. Absolute silence was required, and he generally
prowled the corridors for a while to enforce the rule. But after his 
footsteps died away, and we heard the door to his flat shut, we 
knew it was safe to whisper.

After the younger boys were asleep, the older boys discussed 
the twin interests of sport and girls in hushed tones across the 
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room. Maurice and Andrew whispered just loud enough for me to 
hear what they were saying. The vague references, often no more 
than a word or two that fell on my prudish ear, constituted my first,
and almost only, sex education. I was never invited, nor did I 
attempt, to join in the conversation. As a minister’s son, I was 
considered one of the “good” boys. I didn’t want to be caught in 
anything immoral and expelled in disgrace.

In the following months, Maurice and Andrew put words into 
action and began to experiment. I was both fascinated and 
horrified. I listened to the whispering and fumbling with bated 
breath and rising excitement. Yet, at the same time, I abhorred 
what was happening. Guilt-ridden, I would ask the question: if 
masturbation was so evil, why was it so pleasurable? Was God 
going to punish us for doing something that was so easy and yet 
had such terrible, even eternal consequences? I didn’t know the 
answers to my questions and there was no one to ask.

Mr Barnard woke everyone up at 6:30 am up by ringing a 
noisy handbell. He opened every door and turned the lights on to 
summon us from our beds. In a freezing English winter, when 
sunrise was still hours away, the bell was a brutal start. Boys 
tumbled out and headed down six flights of stairs to secure first 
place in the shower. There were only two showers in the crowded 
boy’s bathroom. Because I was painfully shy, even prudish, I 
never joined this glorious welter of naked bodies. I preferred the 
privacy of a tiny bathroom located on a stairway at the other end of
the building. There was no shower, only an antiquated bath.

Winters were cold and the icy wind rattled the windows in 
their wooden frames. Mr Balderstone, the school caretaker, lived 
with his wife in a flat on the top floor. He went down at 5am every
morning to stoke the coal-fired boiler that heated the building. 
Periodically during the day, he repeated the process. We often 
heard his shovel scraping in the bunker as he threw the coal into 
the furnace. No one gave a thought to thank him for his work, but 
he deserved a knighthood for his services.
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In January, it snowed. Coming from Australia, I was ecstatic. 
Stanborough Park was transformed. The green lawns and stately 
trees turned pure white. For a few hours, the estate became a 
winter wonderland.

Each Wednesday afternoon, we had compulsory sport. There 
were only two sports – football (soccer) in the first and second 
terms and cricket in the third term. There were two football fields 
– one field for the two “A” teams, while those less endowed with 
football skills were relegated to the “B” teams. Naturally, I was in 
the B team. Each game started the same way – the sports teacher 
selected the two best players as captains, and each captain selected 
one team member in turn until all were assigned to one or other. 
The worst players were left till last. This group always included 
me. We suffered the ultimate indignity of being thrown together as
a job lot to whichever captain who would have us. Such a 
procedure did nothing for anyone’s self-esteem. Although I 
cringed, I got used to it. I encouraged myself that I could beat 
anybody on the playing field in maths, science, history and 
English. I knew that the best footballers in the A team would come
to me that evening to help them with their homework! Despite my 
obvious lack of sporting talent, I was never teased or bullied; never
mistreated or abused.

The sports teacher was the referee. He blew the whistle and 
we endured 45 minutes of running one way, and then turned 
around and spent the next 45 minutes running the other way. There
was no instruction or coaching. I couldn’t see the point and I only 
ran around to prevent freezing to death. The weather was always 
cold and often also wet, muddy and miserable. After the match 
was over, I dreaded standing around waiting my turn for a shower 
with 30 or 40 near-naked boys flicking towels at each other and 
throwing football boots or items of clothing around the locker 
room.

Cricket was not quite as bad – I could spend half the match 
sitting down waiting for my turn to bat, and there was usually less 
mud. With any luck, the captain “declared” the innings before it 
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was my turn to bat. Since I was always at the tail end of the batting
order, I avoided the embarrassment of being caught for a duck. 
When my team was fielding, I generally stood far out on the 
boundary and hoped that the heavy ball wouldn’t come my way. 
No one was caught out due to my efforts.

Maurice and Andrew were the best sportsmen at the school, 
both in winter and summer. I admired them both. Although I didn’t
know what to make of Andrew’s teasing at the start of the year, I 
warmed to his personality as I got to know him. He called me 
“Chopper” for inexplicable reasons, and although I hated the 
nickname at first, I got used to it, and he genuinely liked me, 
treating me with respect. When I helped him with his homework, 
he was grateful. I admired Andrew—there was just something 
about his smile and his sparkling eyes that I couldn’t help but 
notice.

Lynette was in the same class as me. She was the best student 
and a gentle rivalry developed between us. She was a day student 
since her parents lived close to the school. She often lingered in 
the corridors after school, talking to me while I swept the stairs. 
She was easy to talk to, but I failed to catch on to what was 
happening.

The movie The Sound of Music was showing to packed 
theatres in London. My friend “Baggy” John played the 
soundtrack LP record constantly on the record player in the 
dormitory lounge. Lynette loved the music and the story, and even 
I was intrigued. Because Lynette hinted that she wanted to see the 
movie, I invited her to come with me during the school holidays to
the cinema in London. I paid the princely sum of 7/6d each for 
seats upstairs in the Dress Circle. We both enjoyed the afternoon 
and the music became a lifelong favourite. 

Years later, I learned that Lynette was disappointed our “date”
had come to nothing. I didn’t even realise we were on a date—I 
thought we were just sharing a common interest. I could never 
figure out how girls thought.
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Mum and Dad were determined to see Europe during our time
in England. Since we were due to stay four years, Dad mentally 
carved Europe up into four sections and decided to tour one 
quarter each summer for our annual holidays. Gertie may have 
been slow and lumbering when Dad drove the van around London 
as the family car, but when we travelled onto the Continent, we 
had our home on wheels. There wasn’t much room for anything 
and Dad insisted we only take one small overnight bag each. Dad 
bought khaki-green sleeping bags from an army surplus shop for 
each of us. My sleeping bag accompanied me on many trips over 
the next twenty years.

With school over in the
summer, we took the
overnight car ferry from
Harwich, north of London, to
Bergen in Norway. There, we
travelled north to some fjords
and then headed south to
Oslo. Then we crossed into
Sweden and spent several
days in Stockholm before taking the ferry to Finland. We were no 
strangers to camping and didn’t mind long hours on the road. I 
generally had the map and directed Dad along motorways and 
through narrow city streets with equal ease. We travelled back 
through Denmark and Germany before we crossed on the car ferry 
from Calais back to England.

In September, we headed back to school. Now I was in Form 
Five, the climax of which were the examinations for the General 
Certificate of Education, or GCE. Even though I had had only one 
year of education in England, I was strangely unconcerned about 
the significance of the GCE exams. 

Alvin and I were still in the boarding school but in different 
rooms. I was appointed as joint room leader with Juhani and we 
cared for a room of about 8 younger boys. Juhani was much 
stricter than Maurice. There was no talking after lights out, and he 
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and I did not have any nocturnal discussions on any topic, least of 
all sex.

The staff selected me as a prefect. My navy blue blazer now 
sported gold braid around the hem, from the back of my neck, 
down the edges of both lapels and around the bottom of the jacket. 
Because blazers were expensive, I wore the same jacket for the 
whole four years at school. The jacket started out being far too 
large. By the end of my final year, the sleeves were way too short. 
As a prefect, I had the awesome responsibility of reprimanding any
student caught breaking school rules. Each morning, the prefects 
stood at assigned spots to ensure that students behaved properly as 
they came in from playground assembly. In that golden age, our 
fellow students respected us, and maybe a few First and Second 
Formers actually feared us. Once every couple of weeks we had a 
prefect’s meeting in a tiny classroom. Fred was the Head Boy but 
was three or four years older than the rest of us. He even drove a 
car to school, an Austin Mini-Minor, the only student with a 
driver’s licence, let alone a car. Tall, dark and handsome, I secretly
admired him.

During the autumn term, I emulated my Dad by running a 
series of meetings every Sunday night on the Bible and 
archaeology. Held in the school hall, the programs were designed 
partly for the students and partly for the general public. The school
gave permission and the church provided 50 pounds for 
advertising. 

For ten weeks, I spoke for an hour each night, showing some 
of Dad’s slides and providing my own live commentary and 
explanation. I didn’t need notes – after years of listening to Dad, I 
knew what to say. Dad provided both slides and handouts. My 
school friends set the chairs out, welcomed the people, operated 
the school projector and then cleared everything away afterwards. 
I learned public speaking skills and organisational techniques that I
could not have learned anywhere else.

I was still woefully ignorant about “the facts of life.” One 
Sunday morning at home, while sitting in the lounge reading, Dad 
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decided he needed to have The Talk with me. Mum was trying to 
set the table for lunch and since the dining table was in the lounge 
room, she popped in and out bringing food and plates. Dad sat in a 
chair on one side of the door, and I sat on the chair on the other 
side. Why we didn't go into the privacy of his office in the next 
room, I have no idea.

Dad was plainly embarrassed. Normally never stuck for 
words, Dad descended into babble and incomprehensible 
euphemisms. He kept saying that I had to be careful, and that I 
should keep myself clean and healthy. I didn’t have the slightest 
idea of what he was talking about, and I blushed with 
embarrassment. 

Meanwhile, Mum periodically interrupted the conversation to 
bring more food. Dad stopped talking until she left the room. By 
now, he was almost incoherent. He stressed the importance of 
using something he called a “sheath”. He assumed I had seen one, 
although how he could have known that, I had no idea. I had never
seen a sheath in my life, didn’t know what it was used for, and had
not the foggiest idea of where to obtain one. I knew even less 
about what to do with it if I did have one. He never explained and I
was left even more mystified than before he started.

Looking back, I am appalled that the only thing Dad talked 
about was a condom and the need to be safe. There was no 
explanation of sex, human reproduction, healthy relationships, 
sexual identity, the dangers of promiscuity, the importance of 
virginity until marriage or a host of issues, about which I was 
totally ignorant. I didn’t have the foggiest idea of what went 
where. 

In any event, the whole subject was so repulsive that I brushed
the whole concept aside. Sex was too dirty to think about. I did not
associate his rambling explanation with condom use until decades 
later when the penny finally dropped as to what a “sheath” could 
possibly be. Condoms were not commonly available until I was in 
my late 30s when they were moved from underneath the chemist’s 
counter up to the open shelves where customers could actually 
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help themselves. Many more years passed before condoms were 
stocked in a supermarket for everyone to see!

Mum tried to help by giving me a book about life on the farm.
Designed for ten year olds, the slim volume was illustrated with 
age-appropriate paintings. In the book, the farmer and his wife 
went for a walk with their two children, one boy and one girl, to 
show them the chickens, ducks, cows and sheep. Readers were left
to draw their own conclusions. I was totally mystified. In 
hindsight, I realise that Mum was doing her best. I assume that 
there just was nothing better available then.

The school did nothing to assist in our education in that area 
either. Simply zero. No wonder our generation grew up sexually 
repressed, filled with guilt and shame, and left to figure it all out 
by ourselves.

Study and schoolwork came easily. I diligently did my 
homework and assigned reading. I saw it as matter of personal 
pride to always get the best possible marks in tests and 
assignments. When I sat the “O” (for ordinary) level GCE exams 
in May 1967, I passed in seven subjects, all with A’s and B’s.

Dad’s mother, our 
Grandma Coltheart, flew 
from Australia to join us in 
England for six months. On 
our second summer holidays 
in Europe, she travelled with 
us in Gertie. I don’t know 
how she endured the trip—
she was well into her 60s. 
She never complained and 
seemed to enjoy the rigours 

of camping with us. We travelled through northern France and 
southern Germany and into Czechoslovakia. 

We crossed the “iron curtain” into what was then communist 
East Germany. I can remember the icy fear we had as the border 
guards searched the van, a process that took several hours. Every 
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piece of luggage had to be emptied out onto the side of the road 
and every item examined. Eventually we were waved through. I 
remember the grim, Soviet-style buildings, and the empty shops 
where everyone queued for even the basic necessities such as 
bread and milk. Communism didn’t seem to offer any paradise to 
its inhabitants.

We camped in a pine forest on the outskirts of Berlin. Next to 
us was an East German family with several children. The parents 
spoke a little English and we became friendly. To my 
astonishment, they actually seemed happy and content with their 
life. The eldest son was a blonde, good-looking boy about my own
age, and something in my brain clicked as soon as we met. We 
spent every spare minute together over the next day or two at the 
campground, and he became my friend. We exchanged addresses 
and wrote to each other as pen friends for several years.

We crossed through Checkpoint Charlie to West Berlin on a 
day pass and gasped at the contrast. In just a few weeks behind the 
Iron Curtain, we had grown used to the grim, grey buildings and 
austere industrial landscape. Suddenly we were back among bright
neon lights, and people wore colourful, modern clothes. The shops 
bulged with food and household appliances. We saw bombed 
buildings and empty lots, legacies of the war that had ended only 
two decades earlier. The Reichstag, or German parliament 
building, was a huge ruin, boarded up and empty, not to be 
restored for another 30 years.

On crossing back into East Berlin, we again endured several 
hours of searching at Checkpoint Charlie, this time including a 
mirror search underneath the car. As we drove off towards our 
campsite, the grim, grey buildings reminded us that had returned to
the Soviet-era Cold War.

From Germany, we headed east into Poland, stopping for 
several days in Warsaw. Dad fell in love with a particular brand of 
Polish jam that featured real fruit. If Dad found something he 
liked, he bought not just one, but a dozen. It didn’t matter whether 
it was shoes, camera gear, or household china – he had to have 
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several, especially if it was a bargain. We travelled the rest of the 
trip with a dozen jars of Polish jam. He also found ginger cake and
tinned stewed apple – we lived on ginger cake and stewed apple 
for weeks after that and it became a family joke for decades.

We crossed into the Soviet Union, although the border 
inspection there wasn’t as frightening. We drove up through 
Ukraine to Moscow. More than once, Dad remarked that he 
thought we were being followed by the Soviet secret police, 
particularly if we deviated from the main road for any reason. Not 
that we wanted to get off the main road—the side roads were mere 
cart tracks. We followed the tourist map provided by the Soviet 
tourist agency and soon realised why only one road was marked on
the map.

We camped on the outskirts of Moscow, making daily trips 
into the city to see Red Square, St Basil’s Cathedral and the 
Kremlin. We even visited the local Seventh-day Adventist Church 
where we were ushered down to the front row. A translator 
appeared to interpret the proceedings behind our ears. When they 
discovered that Dad was a pastor, they invited him to preach. After
the service, the elder told us that KBG agents sat in the audience 
every week, and undoubtedly an agent had followed us there that 
morning.

From Moscow, we travelled north to St Petersburg, known 
then as Leningrad, where we toured the huge Winter Palace filled 
with architectural and artistic wonders. But it was a shocking 
contrast to scour the shops for food and to be confronted with bare 
shelves. We often wondered how the Russian people survived. We
were glad of our ginger cake and stewed apple.

We headed north and crossed over into Finland where Dad 
was the guest speaker at minister’s meetings held at the Adventist 
Youth Camp. From Finland, we drove back through Sweden, 
Denmark, Holland, and back to France to catch the ferry to Dover. 
Although I didn’t appreciate it at the time, we had just experienced
the trip of a lifetime.
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Chapter 4. The Cathedral City

St Albans, England
 1967-1969

ad was asked to join the church head office for northern 
Europe and was given wider responsibilities that included 
working in Scandinavia, the Netherlands and Poland as 

well as the UK. The office was in St Albans, a regional city 35 km 
northwest of London. The church provided a house for us at 
Chiswell Green, a suburb south of the city centre. Instead of four 
years in England, our term was extended to five.

D
St Albans was a historic market town going back to the 

Roman times when it was called Verulamium. The remains of the 
old Roman wall were still evident in the public park on the 
outskirts of town, and ongoing archaeological excavations exposed
the Roman theatre. 

The city was named after
Alban, the first Christian
martyr in Britain, beheaded
by order of the Roman
emperor Domitian in 308
AD. His tomb became a
shrine and pilgrimage centre,
later incorporated into the
large abbey on the site. After
Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries in the 16th century, the 
abbey church became the city cathedral. 

We enjoyed taking visitors into St Albans to show them the 
cathedral, the narrow medieval streets and market place with its 
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old town clock, and the Roman city nearby. I learned about the 
history of the town and developed a route to take people on a 
guided walk of all the historical sites, including Ye Old Fighting 
Cocks, claimed to be the oldest inn in England.

Now day students, Alvin, Alison and I caught the bus for the 
20-minute journey to school. I was in the Sixth Form and was not 
only a Prefect, but also the boy’s captain for our School House, 
known as Shaftsbury. Our house colour was green, and as captain, 
I was now entitled to wear both green and gold braid on my jacket.
In addition, I wore a green badge that said: “Captain.”

Because most students left high school after completing Fifth 
Form, the Sixth Form only had about 10 or 12 students who were 
preparing for university entrance, known as “A levels” (for 
advanced). Our tiny classroom was tucked into a corner behind the
Fifth Form room and accessed by a short, dog-leg corridor. My 
closest friends, Juhani, Maurice, and Lynette, also stayed on as we 
prepared for the university entrance examinations, known as “A” 
levels. Heather was a new student who transferred from another 
school. After much flirting, I became aware that Heather had a 
crush on me. As usual, I was slow on the uptake but I wasn’t 
interested. I tried to rekindle the interest that Lynette once had by 
suggesting that we “go out” together, but she declined. I didn’t 
pursue the matter and I certainly was not brokenhearted – I 
brushed it off as a whim on my part.

I became the first editor of the new school magazine, named, 
in stuffy British fashion, The Stanboroughian. Our first issue was 
printed at the end of the first term, just before Christmas 1967. 
Articles came in from various students, recounting school events. 
There were letters to the editor, sports reports, class reports, 
reports of film nights and Student Association meetings. Each 
issue had a Staff Profile on a different teacher, while the 
headmaster had his own column. As editor in chief, I wrote a short 
editorial at the front.

The school gave us a small workroom where we could write 
the stories. Four or five other students helped as sub-editors, sports
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writers, artists and circulation. Dorothy, a fellow student, 
laboriously typed our articles, poems and my editorials onto wax 
stencils ready for the electric duplicator. Then we had a working 
bee to collate the 40 or so pages, add the cardboard covers and 
staple the magazine together. On the last day of school, the 
magazine was sold to the students for two shillings and sixpence or
“two and six”.

In January 1968, Mum and Dad left for Sweden where they 
were to live for the next four months while Dad was working 
there. Alvin and I returned to the boarding school for the second 
term. I was back in the same large bedroom I had occupied when I 
first started at Stanborough School, and Maurice was again the 
room leader. Andrew had left school the previous year and Roy 
was in the same room. He and Maurice sometimes performed 
mutual masturbation with each other after lights out. Unlike the 
rest of us who wore pyjamas, Roy slept in his underwear. When he
got out of bed one morning, I couldn’t keep my eyes off his 
erection clearly visible through the white cotton. I was equally 
intrigued by the sight and horrified at my lustful thoughts. I saw 
sex in any form as a terrible temptation, to be resisted at all costs.

During the mid-term holiday, Alvin and I spent the long 
weekend with an elderly couple that lived close to the school and 
offered to look after us. It was the middle of winter and their house
was unheated. I remember with horror the moment when I realised
that my brother and I were obliged to share the double bed that 
almost completely filled the small guest room. I had never slept in 
the same bed as anyone else in my life and didn’t relish sharing it 
with my brother, of all people. Somehow, we managed – probably 
by marking an imaginary line down the middle of the bed and 
insisting that neither of us crossed the line. We couldn’t wait to get
back to the school on Tuesday.

Alvin and I travelled to Sweden for the two-week spring 
holidays. We travelled by boat and train to Stockholm where Dad 
met us in Gertie and took us to the house he and Mum were 
renting. The house overlooked a beautiful lake that was still 
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partially frozen over. Mum and us kids explored Stockholm on 
foot when Dad was working. I can remember the beautiful town 
hall and other buildings set on the edge of the harbour. The city is 
built across 14 islands, with hundreds of bays and inlets so that 
Stockholm is often referred to the “Venice of the North.”

Dad arranged a job for us at 
the Adventist publishing house. 
For four or five hours each day, 
Alvin and I carried packages of 
paper from a storeroom into the 
print shop ready for printing 
books and magazines. We also 
recycled the used lead type in the 
furnace, pouring the molten lead 

into ingots ready for the linotype machine that would create new 
lines of type. We were paid quite well for kids our age. Dad told us
that the manager was impressed with our diligence. Years later, I 
found out that the manager had employed several older men to do 
the same job, and they had given up after only one or two days, 
saying that the job was too hard.

We returned by train to England for the third term of school. 
The highlight of the term was the Sixth Form Biology class 
excursion to south-west Wales for a week-long field trip. The class
of about 8 or 10 students travelled in private cars with the teacher 
and a couple of parents who came along to help. We camped in 
tents on the edge of a rocky beach. Unlike some of the other 
students, I was used to sleeping in a tent. But this time, I was away
from home and sharing a tent with Philip, another boy in our class.
I was nervous about sleeping centimetres from another male. Like 
other typical Brits, I was very prudish but I was also embarrassed 
at showing my skinny frame. As it turned out, Philip was equally 
embarrassed so we just didn’t look at each other.

We prepared a full beach survey of all the botanical and 
zoological life from the water’s edge up to the tree line. We 
collected specimens and used reference books to identify the 
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various plant and animal species. We kept detailed journals of our 
discoveries. Southwest Wales was ideal because the warm Gulf 
Stream keeps the temperature in the west and south of the UK 
quite mild. For this reason, there was more diversity of marine life 
at that point than most other places.

Summer holidays arrived and one embarrassing moment 
stands out above all others. Although separated by decades, the 
event has assumed far greater importance with the passage of 
years, and still remains one of the most vivid memories of my 
father. While reading in the lounge room of our house, Dad walked
in and remarked that I should be outside getting some fresh air. 
There must have been more going on because he then went on to 
say that, since I didn’t have a girlfriend and never played sports, I 
must be “a homosexual.” I was stung by the accusation – nothing 
in my life, actions or demeanour could possibly suggest that, I 
thought.

In my mind, a homosexual was a pervert who suffered from a 
severe psychological illness, manifested by wearing women’s 
clothing, speaking in a squeaky voice and carrying a handbag. The 
word itself indicated that such a person engaged in all kinds of 
perverted and weird sex. Somewhere I had picked up that it was 
also illegal. In the popular mind, a homosexual was equivalent to a
rapist and a paedophile. What made homosexuality even more 
reprehensible was that I assumed people actually chose to live that 
way and that they recruited others. 

Why anyone would choose that lifestyle was beyond me. I 
certainly did not fit the stereotype. And I had never had sex with 
anyone, so the label didn’t fit me anyway. I rejected his accusation
with a mocking “Thank you!” that scorned his assumption.

When he left the room, his words lingered, burning in my 
mind as I searched the deepest recesses of my soul. Does he know 
something about me that I don’t know myself? Was there 
something in my voice, or the way I walked or dressed that wasn’t 
right? True, I didn’t like playing sports and that was no secret. Did 
he know what I thought about? Did he know that I masturbated? 
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And if he did, was that why he thought I was a homosexual? Was 
my sexuality engraved on my forehead like the mark of Cain? Did 
he know that I thought sex with any other human being sounded 
utterly repulsive, even dirty?

He could not know the images that stirred my mind and 
emotions. I was attracted to stories of young, handsome men 
performing heroic or adventurous deeds. I ogled pictures of male 
models in advertisements, and the sight of a handsome, clean-cut 
young man in the street or the smile of certain friends at school 
made me weak at the knees. But those feelings had nothing to do 
with sex.

I finally reasoned that he could not read my mind and did not 
know what I thought or did in secret. I convinced myself he was 
only bluffing and concluded that he used the word to taunt me. 
Maybe he wanted to punish me for my bookish ways and force me 
to conform to his concept of masculinity. But his accusation 
lingered for years, smouldering in the background.

I loved to read. There were several excellent bookshops in St 
Albans and it was in one of these that I discovered Jeeves, the hero
of a series of humorous books written by P G Wodehouse. Using 
my pocket money, I bought a dozen or more Jeeves books over the
next year or so, devouring each one with generous amounts of 
laughter. Dad must have been mildly interested because several 
years later when the books were dramatised by the BBC, he and 
Mum enjoyed the TV shows.

There were other books in the bookshop that intrigued me, but
I didn’t dare buy them. I stood between the shelves, ostensibly 
browsing, but what I was really looking for was information, 
trying to fill in the jigsaw puzzle pieces about sex and 
relationships. I found several books that got my hormones racing 
but there was little information. I was repelled by the role of the 
women in the racy novels and wondered why my focus was only 
on what the man was doing or saying.

During my final year of high school, Wayne worked with me 
on the school magazine as assistant editor. Wayne was a 
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handsome, blonde boy, about a year younger than me and slightly 
shorter. He always smiled and joined in the fun of school life. I 
desperately wanted him to be my friend and I was jealous that he 
had his own circle of friends.

He was also my Vice Captain for the School House and we 
often shared duties. He loved to write, and had a natural flair for 
the magazine. We spent hours working together and I relished his 
company. With magazine articles spread out over the table 
between us, I experienced an incredible sense of bonding with 
him. On more than one occasion, our knees would touch under the 
table and I felt an electric spark. Many times I wondered whether 
he shared those feelings. I am not really sure where I expected that
friendship would lead to but he probably remained ignorant of 
what was on my mind.

In January 1969, Mum and Dad travelled to Helsinki, Finland 
to work. They would be away for three or four months. Alvin and I
chose to stay at home. I turned 18 in February that year and I 
figured we were old enough to look after ourselves. By staying 
home, we could look after Rani instead of putting her into 
boarding kennels. Mum arranged for Alison to stay with friends.

They left me with money to buy food and instructed the local 
grocery shop to supply us with anything we needed on credit if 
necessary. The little shop was a typical corner store – we stood at 
the front counter, and the shopkeeper or his assistant rounded up 
our requests from the shelves behind him. We were good 
customers of the little shop and over the next few weeks we 
dutifully purchased bread, milk, cans of vegetables and packets of 
rice that we brought home to eat. 

I had never prepared meals before, so everything was out of 
cans, usually in the form of a vegetable stew served with gluggy 
rice. Alvin protested but didn’t get much choice. I think his tastes 
veered more in the direction of chocolates and ice cream, but I was
in charge. Since I knew those items were expensive, I refused to 
buy them. I was conscious of making the money we had last as 
long as possible.
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Sometimes I took the bus up to St Albans on the excuse that I 
had to do some shopping. Mostly I wanted to find out more about 
what was going on in my mind. I browsed the bookshop as long as 
I dared, but not even the novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover, recently 
released from the censor, contained the information I was looking 
for. For all its racy allusions and metaphors, the content was 
actually quite tame. When I couldn’t justify browsing the shelves 
any longer, I bought another Jeeves book and left. More explicit, 
and in some ways more helpful, was the information behind the 
door of the public toilet but I hotly denied being a “fag”, one of the
words that accompanied the crude drawings. I wasn’t sick or 
mentally disturbed. Even so, I wondered why I always noticed 
when a good-looking young man my own age passed me in the 
street.

With Mum and Dad overseas, and mid-term break 
approaching, I invited Wayne home for the long weekend. To 
avoid suspicion, I invited his friend James as well. Since they were
both in the boarding school, with parents thousands of miles away,
they had nowhere else to go. They were both grateful for the 
invitation and came home with us on the bus. I felt important that I
could look after not only Alvin and myself but also two visitors as 
well! I probably excelled myself in the culinary department, but I 
have no idea how! I know we set the table with a cloth for a 
change, and put out proper crockery and cutlery for our visitors.

Wayne slept on the floor on a mattress next to my bed and I 
didn’t care how much he and I talked after we turned the light out. 
My dream was complete. I had him exclusively to myself from 
Thursday night through to Tuesday morning! Wayne told me all 
about his life. He was born in Denmark, but had lived most of his 
life with his missionary parents in Africa. I was fascinated to learn 
so much about another person’s life and experience and longed to 
know more.

Nothing improper took place. I was too naïve to even know 
how to start an improper relationship let alone what that involved. 
There was one question I would have liked to ask Wayne, but 
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never found the courage to do so. I desperately wanted to know if 
he “did it” too. But the subject never came up and I was too 
insecure to raise the issue.

With final exams for my A levels only weeks away, I studied 
up to 8 hours a night after school. On Saturday nights and all day 
on Sundays, it was the same routine. There were dates to 
remember, quotations of English authors to be memorised, and 
facts and figures to be regurgitated on paper. I used sample 
questions from previous examinations to write practice answers. 
All the answers had to be written by hand. My handwriting had to 
be legible but I had to write quickly and logically to argue a 
particular point of view based on the information, or assess and 
discuss someone’s scholarly opinion. Sitting at the little desk in 
my bedroom, the hours passed by in frenetic haste.

But I was restless and looking for a way to unwind. I didn’t 
play sports and there was no TV. Mum suggested I learn to type. 
She dug out her old typing exercises from when she had completed
a commercial typing course in the mid 1940s. She pulled out her 
portable typewriter from the bottom of a wardrobe and gave it to 
me.

Mum showed me the home keys, helped me form a cardboard 
cover so that I could not see the keyboard, and instructed me on 
how to follow the exercises. Over the next six weeks, I spent half 
an hour each evening practising. As a break from study, typing 
was the best mental and physical exercise I could have had. By the
time my exams started, I could touch type 30 words a minute.  
Typing became a skill I have treasured ever since. For decades, I 
earned my living by typing. Learning to type was my mother’s gift
to me and I will always be grateful.

The GCE “A” level exams started in May, conducted in the 
school library under supervision. There were two examinations for
each of my three subjects and each exam was 3 hours long – one 
exam for British history, another for European history; two exams 
for English, and both a theory and a practical exam for Biology. 
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My whole school career was encapsulated into a space of just over 
a week.

At the end, there was no fanfare, no final school assembly, no 
formal dinner, no farewell messages, no pranks, no “muck up” 
day. After the last exam, I simply picked up my trusty fountain pen
that had successfully gotten me through all the exams and caught 
the bus home. School was over. I don’t even remember saying 
goodbye to my fellow students. After we walked out of the last 
exam, I never saw most of them again. 
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Chapter 5. College Life

Newbold College, Bracknell, England
1969-1972

he summer of 1969 was a glorious transition between 
school and college. When Dad’s work was completed, we 
set off as a family for our holiday in Europe. Dad had 

abandoned Gertie as being too slow and cumbersome on European
freeways and instead had bought a left-hand drive Mercedes Benz 
car in Germany. Our camping equipment consisted of two igloo-
type tents that were quick to erect, self-supporting without pegs, 
and small enough to fit in the boot. Mum and Dad had one tent, us 
three kids the other. Mum cooked one-pot meals on a camp stove 
while Alvin and I blew-up air mattresses with a foot-pump. 

T

When we arrived in Zurich, Switzerland, Apollo 11 was 
orbiting the moon. We set off sightseeing, looking for the church 
where the Protestant reformer Ulrich Zwingli preached in the 16th 
century. Dad hurried along the crowded footpath and the rest of us 
followed, pushing our way through a crowd outside a department 
store. Everyone was glued to a TV screen set up in the window. To
my astonishment, I saw black and white images of Neil Armstrong
walking on the moon for the first time. We watched for a few 
minutes before continuing on our way. I was barely aware that 
history was in the making and that the world would still remember 
the event decades later.

Alvin and I attended the world youth congress organised by 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Youth from almost every 
country in the world attended the meetings held in a large indoor 
stadium in Zurich. I vividly remember the stirring music, the 
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colourful national costumes and the inspiring speakers. We ate in 
the fastest cafeteria I had ever seen – 15,000 people in a vast hall, 
three times a day. For the six days of the convention, Alvin and I 
slept on cots in a nearby school classroom along with dozens of 
other youth from the UK while Mum, Dad and Alison travelled 
around Switzerland.

At the end of the convention, we travelled from Switzerland 
into Austria where we spent a day or two in Salzburg. I was 
delighted to visit some of the places that featured in The Sound of 
Music – we walked through the park where the children sang: “Do,
Re Mi” and passed the fountain where Maria sang, “I Have 
Confidence.” We saw the front of the house used for the exterior 
shots of the Von Trapp mansion and travelled a few kilometres out
of town to Mondsee to see the stunningly beautiful church where 
the wedding of Maria and Captain von Trapp was filmed. 

Having seen the movie several times, I was drawn to the 
handsome actor who played Rolf, the telegram boy. Because we 
were of similar age, I identified with him and saw the story 
through his eyes. For years, I wondered why Rolf, and not Liesl, 
was the centre of my attention. The answer only emerged many 
years later.

We travelled down to Athens where we stayed several days. 
We climbed up the Acropolis to see the Parthenon temple and 
visited the nearby museum. We stood on top of Mars Hill and 
walked through the ruins of the Agora below. One incident in 
Athens still stands out in my memory in blinding clarity.

Dad stopped at a newspaper stand on the street to buy his 
usual Time magazine. While he browsed, the rest of us looked at 
the postcards, souvenirs and tourist trinkets. A magazine caught 
my eye and I idly picked it up. The title was in Greek, but the front
cover showed two shirtless, muscular men about to climb a cliff. I 
opened the pages at random – there were more pictures of men 
dressed only shorts or swimwear posing on deserted beaches. My 
heart beat faster. The streets of Athens faded into insignificance. I 
don’t know whether the magazine was a climbing magazine or soft
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porn. I had never seen pornography in my life but I knew enough 
to know that I must not be seen holding this magazine. I hastily 
replaced it on the rack hoping that no one had noticed. Decades 
later, the images are still vivid.

We drove to Corinth where archaeological excavations were 
taking place. Dad photographed the ruins and asked us kids to pose
amongst the columns to give some idea of size. The day was hot 
and I had taken my shirt off in the mistaken idea that I might 
infuse a suntan into my pale winter skin. I still cringe at the photos 
of myself – a skinny, gawkish teenager in cheap, black glasses, a 
long way from the handsome, sexy men in the magazine!

Back in England, I packed my bags in preparation for starting 
at Newbold College in September. I had decided in my last year of
high school to follow my Dad’s example and train for the ministry 
in the Seventh-day Adventist Church. I genuinely felt that God 
was calling me to this work. And I secretly thought that the 
seclusion of Newbold would remove me from any temptation to 
look at handsome men.

I was excited to be leaving home – this was the biggest 
adventure of my life and I looked forward to both the 
independence and the intellectual challenge. My parents drove me 
to the college in Bracknell, about an hour from St Albans. On 
arrival at Keough House, the men’s dormitory, I wished that they 
would just leave me and go home immediately, but they inspected 
everything and hung around to help me unpack and make sure I 
was comfortable, all to my acute embarrassment. Then it was time 
for a quick hug from Mum. Dad was not one for public display of 
affection, so we just shook hands before they left.

Dad paid the fees for the first semester, about 110 pounds, 
including tuition and board. This was a huge sum for my parents, 
the equivalent of five or six week’s wages. To help pay the fees, I 
was assigned a job, earning 5 shillings an hour, as a member of the
gardening crew. I later found out that Dad had requested that I do 
outdoor work so that I would get some outside exercise.
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My roommate was Adriano, an Italian man a year or so older 
than me. Slim with smouldering good looks, he had dark, curly 
hair and typical Italian mannerisms. He lived in an area near 
Venice and had come to Newbold to learn English. Like many 
students at Newbold, he was not an Adventist and he spent most of
his evenings with friends, usually at a nearby pub. He returned 
long after lights out, reeking of alcohol. Next morning, he slept in 
when the bell rang. I dressed in the dark and left him asleep.

Classes started at 8:00am in Salisbury Hall, named after the 
college founder and first principal. Most days, I had one or more 
free periods, which I spent studying either in the library or in my 
room. At lunchtime, we sat at assigned seats in the dining room. 
The seating plan changed weekly, an attempt by the preceptors to 
get us to mix around and meet more people. I worked in the 
gardens most afternoons. If I wasn’t working, I finished off an 
assignment. Some days I wasted time sitting in the foyer and 
talked to the guys hanging around the front door. If it was fine, I 
walked through the village and out into the fields and woods for an
hour or more of solitude. Study time followed in the evenings.

The students came from the UK and every country in Europe. 
A large number came from the USA on an international exchange 
year. Others were from various African and Asian countries. Since
every national group was a minority, racial tensions were non-
existent. There were always a few New Zealand and Australian 
students. 

Dennis had arrived from Australia only a few weeks earlier 
and he and I immediately became friends. Dennis spoke with a 
broad Australian drawl that made me cringe, but he was 
irrepressibly optimistic and lived every day at full speed. He was 
positive and always had something to talk about, usually his plans 
for the future, where he wanted to travel to, his life in Australia, 
and how much he hated the English climate.

Unable to tolerate my roommate's slovenly ways, I changed 
rooms and moved upstairs. My new roommate was from Germany 
and had come to the UK to learn English. He was diligent in his 
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studies and devout in his religion. He was methodically neat and 
tidy. He retired at exactly the same time every night and got up 
next morning as soon as the bell rang. I appreciated living in a 
room that didn’t smell like a pub.

Some of the American students decided to start a college 
newspaper. Since I had edited the school magazine at Stanborough
School, I volunteered to help and was made the assistant editor of 
NewViews. We published our first issue late in the first semester, 
and three more editions in the second semester. Each issue took a 
huge amount of work in the days before photocopiers. The 
photographs had to be professionally engraved as “blocks” and 
every word set in metal type. A dummy of the text was printed, 
and then cut and pasted up onto a mock-up version before the 
layout was sent off to the printers. The content was hardly news, 
since each issue took months to produce. NewViews did not 
survive the first year.

Looking back at the
photographs, I am amazed at our
conservative clothes and dress. I
wore a long-sleeve dress shirt
with a tie and a sports jacket to
classes. Most of the other
European students did the same,
but the Americans were
noticeable for their casual dress
—mostly T-shirts and Levi
jeans. 

Dad had never allowed us
kids to wear jeans. For him,
jeans were a decadent form of
clothing worn by rebellious
youth. Until I finished high
school, my Mum bought all my
clothes –a suit for church and school uniform for the rest of the 
week. I had one pair of casual pants to wear around the house.
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After a few months at college, I felt distant enough from Dad 
to try a little rebellion. I withdrew some of my college earnings 
and walked into Bracknell to save the few pence bus fare. With 
sweaty palms and racing heart, I found the shop that sold Levi 
jeans. The salesman advised me to buy a pair several sizes too 
large so that they would shrink to my right size. In those days, my 
waist was a tiny 28 inches (72 cm), so I bought size 32. I walked 
out with my precious parcel, heart pounding with independence.

I washed the jeans in the sink in my room – blue dye ran 
everywhere. I hung the jeans up in the drying room and waited. 
When I nervously tried them on, they were still too big, so I 
washed them again, for longer, and in hotter water, but they were 
still too big. At only 8 ½ stone (54 kg) I was painfully 
underweight. The jeans sagged down my buttocks like the 
backside of an elephant. I knew I was skinny and always avoided 
exposing my thin arms and flat chest to public view. Fortunately, 
in England, no one ever saw me – it was too cold most days to 
even take my shirt off! The baggy jeans were an added insult.

I gave the jeans to John, a student from West Africa, whom I 
knew did not have much money. He was overwhelmed and 
extremely grateful. He had a more ample waist with more muscle 
on his thighs and the jeans fitted him perfectly. He wore them 
daily and we became good friends.

The days got shorter and colder, and outside work became less
inviting. I raked and swept acres of dead leaves and shivered in the
biting wind. Fortunately, one of the waiters in the college dining 
room was sacked and the college matron invited me to take up the 
job. I jumped at the opportunity, although I was terrified of what 
Dad might say.

Now I had to get up in the morning an hour before anyone 
else to be ready for work. We had to be ready to serve breakfast at 
7:30 and still get to class by 8:00. The matron insisted that we 
wear shirts with a collar and tie, over which we wore starched 
white jackets that buttoned down the front with four brass buttons. 
We looked smart and professional and tried to act like it too. We 
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worked hard and fast, pushing trolleys, delivering food and 
clearing plates.

At 10 shillings an hour, we were the highest paid workers on 
campus. I worked 12 hours a week. Being a waiter was considered 
the best job on campus and was highly prized, if for no other 
reason that we could eat leftover food. The increased wages meant 
that I paid all of the second semester fees myself. I never asked my
parents for money again.

Due to the large number of European students, Newbold 
represented freer, more liberal attitudes. Social occasions were 
encouraged and dating was a regular practice. Long-term couples 
were common and discreet hand holding and kissing caused no 
comment. On Saturday evenings, after the social evening in the 
auditorium in Salisbury Hall concluded, a dozen or more couples 
scattered around Moor Close, the ladies dormitory, to say “good 
night” before the girl’s preceptor called out into the darkness: 
“Alright girls, time to come in now,” and the big oak door was 
locked.

Shy as I was, I gathered enough courage to take Linda to the 
annual International Concert program. I was so shattered by the 
experience, however, that I didn’t follow up with another date and 
I heard later that she was disappointed. Later in the year, I 
managed to end up with a girlfriend by accident. I don’t remember 
asking Liz for a date but after chatting over an occasional meal, we
wound up together at social functions. One Saturday night, we 
joined the couples in Moor Close gardens to say “good night.” Liz 
had high expectations, but I could not bring myself to do 
something I might regret, so all I did was clumsily hold her hand. 
After an awkward couple of months, I realised my heart wasn’t in 
the relationship, and I extricated myself with as much dignity as I 
could muster. I probably broke her heart.

Love was certainly in the air for everyone else though. Just 
before Valentine’s Day, the girls ransacked the boy’s empty 
bedrooms and stole as many pyjama trousers as they could find, 
leaving only the jackets. They found plenty, since everyone wore 
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pyjamas in the cold English winter and most of us left our pyjamas
under our pillows. For days, we were mystified as to where our 
pyjama pants had gone but no one said anything. Then at breakfast
on Valentine’s Day, the girls marched into the dining room 
carrying a gigantic cardboard heart. The heart was completely 
covered with the pyjama pants loosely stitched onto the front. 
They sang a beautiful serenade to the boys and wished us a Happy 
Valentine’s Day while everyone good-naturedly cheered. That 
evening, the pyjama pants were placed on a table in the dining 
room for us to retrieve. I am not sure that everyone got the correct 
pants back since many of them looked the same.

That prank was quite mild though. On another occasion, some 
girls invaded the boy’s dormitory while we were at dinner. They 
smeared Marmite on to all the toilet seats, conveniently made of 
black bakelite so that the black, sticky food was all but invisible. 
Then they confiscated all the toilet paper and hid it in a cupboard. 
You can imagine the chaos and wrath that followed.

I longed to have a close male friend to share adventures with 
and to talk to. I wanted someone I could confide some of my 
darkest and deepest secrets. How did someone meet and socialise 
with girls? I wanted to know what single Christian men did when 
they were alone. Was it wrong to think about sex? Was 
masturbation a sin? I hoped not.

I became friendly with Adam. He was a second year student 
from Poland and only a few months older than me. Adam and I 
developed the habit of popping into each other’s rooms to chat or 
otherwise distract each other from our studies. We had much in 
common including several classes that we shared. He spoke 
excellent English and had a lively wit. We sometimes discussed 
our studies or Biblical issues as well as sharing our life 
experiences.

During the mid-semester break in March, I took Adam home 
to stay the weekend. He shared my room, sleeping on the floor 
next to my bed. I showed him around the sites of St Albans. He 
attended our little church that met in a small hall up a long flight of
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narrow stairs above the shops. For that weekend at least, Adam 
and I were together. A keen photographer, he took numerous 
pictures of my family, Rani and me. He developed the pictures 
himself and gave me copies. I revelled in our companionship, 
which remained platonic. If my parents questioned what was going
on, they never said a word.

Over the next few months, we became close friends. I admired
him for his courage in remaining true to his faith in a communist 
country where freedom of speech and religion were restricted. He 
was a little shorter than me, but stockier. His light sandy hair and 
sparkling blue eyes made him strikingly handsome, while his 
energy and enthusiasm were infectious. He was fun to be around 
and always had something to talk about. He was kind and 
generous, and his smile lit up the room. He was always smiling 
and the dimples in his cheeks gave him an impish air. Whenever 
we met, he was always genuinely glad to see me and I made every 
excuse to see him. In accordance with Eastern European custom, 
he would sometimes encircle me in a bear hug – and I would go 
limp at the knees.

At the end of the year, Adam and I applied for the summer 
scholarship program, selling children’s books door-to-door. 
Students who showed aptitude were selected to travel to Norway, 
Sweden or Iceland to work. It was a chance to make serious 
money. Students were able to earn a whole year’s fees in just 6 or 
8 weeks over the summer holidays! Although Sweden was a 
popular option, we set out sights on Iceland – fewer students went 
there and Iceland sounded like a more adventurous destination. We
completed our applications together and to our delight, were 
accepted.

We finished our examinations in early May. I managed a 
creditable slew of As and B+s, happy that study was over for four 
months. The graduation ceremony, held in a large tent, was soon 
over. Dad and Mum came to the college by car and took me home.
A day or so later, I flew to Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, to 
start my summer of adventure. I planned to work for about two 
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months, hoping to earn enough money to pay the fees for the 
following year.

On arrival, I was amazed that Iceland was so green. Although 
I could see snow-capped mountains in the distance, the grass was 
lush in the almost endless summer sunshine. Because Reykjavik 
was just below the Arctic Circle, the summer days were long, with 
sunrise at 1:00am and the sun setting after 11:00pm. There was 
twilight for a couple of hours around midnight but it never got 
dark.

Adam arrived on a different flight. Along with two other 
students, we lived in two small rooms high in the attic above the 
Reykjavik Adventist church. The room Adam and I shared was at 
the top of several steep flights of narrow stairs, directly under a 
steeply pitched gabled roof that meant that one of us was always 
banging our head on the ceiling. The room was just large enough 
for two narrow beds, placed at right angles. The open floor space 
was barely big enough for us to stand side by side.

We were issued with books, a brown leather bag and a map. I 
am glad the director didn’t ask us to recite our canvass – the one 
he had sent by post weeks before consisted of a page of 
complicated Icelandic that we could never have learned by heart. 
Fortunately, a fellow student who had worked in Iceland the 
previous year shared the shortened canvass that he had used. 
“Good day, my name is David Coltheart and I am a student from 
Australia. I came to Iceland to work for my school fees. I have 
here many beautiful books for children.” At that point, I held out a 
book, opened to a random page to display the contents.

We didn’t really have to sell the books – just opening the 
pages and flicking them through was enough. The person at the 
door usually took the book with enthusiasm, looked through it for 
a while and simply asked, “How much?” We quoted the figures 
and they came back with the cash. We left the book with the 
customer. When our bag was empty, we went home. We earned 
50% commission, from which a small amount was deducted to 
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cover our accommodation. We bought our own food from the 
supermarket and paid our bus fares.

Because the sun was still shining until 10 or 11 at night, we 
worked all evening, knocking off either when our briefcases were 
empty or when we were too tired to continue. One night, I made 
my last sale at 11:30pm. Everyone, including children, stayed up 
late – playing football in the streets, gardening, or just eating and 
drinking on their balconies.

Because we were usually on opposite sides of the same street, 
Adam and I borrowed books from each other to keep working if 
we ran out before our time was up. Working together all day and 
sharing our experiences while eating our meals in our room was 
sheer delight, and I revelled in the close companionship.

We collapsed onto our respective narrow beds. Our heads 
were literally centimetres from each other. Since it didn’t get dark 
at night, and there was no curtain at the window, we often talked 
until after midnight. When Adam did sleep, I could hear every 
breath.

My happiness was unbounded. Adam was my hero, my 
inspiration and my friend. I experienced deep feelings that I never 
knew existed and couldn’t articulate – I didn’t have the 
vocabulary. I didn’t understand myself and could not have 
explained my emotions to anyone if I had tried. All I knew, in my 
youthful fantasy, was that Adam and I were together and I was the 
happiest person alive. I didn’t want the summer to end.

On Saturdays, we didn’t do any work. Instead, we attended 
the church downstairs. Even though we didn’t understand the 
language, we found the services interesting and different from 
what we were used to. The generous church members invited us 
home for lunch and we got to know people socially. Everyone 
spoke good English, since English was compulsory in school, and 
we never had any trouble communicating. On Saturday afternoons,
the church youth took us out walking to explore the countryside, or
engaged in Bible games, with lots of music and singing. On 
Saturday evenings, we joined the youth in the church hall, sitting 
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around in comfortable armchairs while everyone talked and 
laughed over cups of cocoa.

One Saturday night, we travelled by bus several hours out of 
town with the church youth to see Mt Hekla erupting, something 
that happened every few years. Four-wheel-drive minibuses took 
us up the side of the mountain to the summit. At the summit of the 
volcano, we peered down into the wide caldera where the eruption 
was taking place. We heard a regular, deep booming noise and felt 
the tremors beneath our feet. We watched large rocks being hurled 
up into the air, to fall harmlessly elsewhere in the crater. In the 
twilight, the lava glowed red, lighting up the surrounding hills 
while the clouds took on a deep pink tinge.

Adam and I were sent to 
different locations for about a 
week, he to a tiny village in the 
north, and I to a fishing town on 
the other side of the harbour from
Reykjavik. Because each village 
only contained a hundred or so 
houses, we worked alone. I took 
all the books I thought I could 

sell on a ferry with me, crossed the harbour and spent the next 
several days working the small town. 

After working for about a month, the trade unions called a 
strike. Potential customers told us that they had no money. The 
effects of the strike impacted everyone. People were out of work 
and others were not being paid. It was futile to continue working 
and arrangements were made to finish work and leave the country 
early. I was devastated – not only would the money stop, but also I
would have to say goodbye to Adam. The only bright spot was that
we agreed to room together in the college dormitory the following 
year. We gave each other a hug before I headed to the airport.

I flew to the USA to meet my parents who were attending a 
church convention in Atlantic City. At the end of the convention, 
we set off on our holidays that included three months extended 
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leave. We spent the first month travelling around the USA in a 
rental car, ending up at Los Angeles. We flew to Fiji and New 
Zealand where we stayed for a week visiting family. Then we 
stayed a month in Sydney visiting relatives and attending to 
business. Mum and Dad spent some time disposing of furniture 
and other goods left in storage in Adelaide.

I left Mum and Dad at the end of August to return to the UK. 
College was due to start soon. Normally I wouldn’t have hurried – 
missing a week of classes was not a big deal – but I had been 
appointed as assistant preceptor for the men’s dormitory, a well-
paid and responsible job. I felt my responsibilities keenly and 
wanted to return.

I arrived at college, in time to meet the new preceptor, Derek 
Beardsell. When I met him, he appeared old in my youthful eyes, 
but I learned from his death notice in 2013 that he was only 36 that
year. I was 19, but I felt the importance of my role in introducing 
my boss to the work around Keough House. For the first few days, 
we discussed the daily routines, cleaning requirements, bedding 
needs, maintenance requirements and the worship schedules. We 
pored over student lists and rooming plans, and assigned students 
to their rooms.

I swept and mopped floors, cleaned out cupboards, hosed 
down the showers, brushed toilet bowls and sorted out sheets and 
blankets in readiness for registration. Students starting arriving – 
first one by one, then in groups, and then in a rush. I spent whole 
days at the reception desk, welcoming new students, many of 
whom could not speak English, or who had arrived exhausted after
days of travel. I registered students in the dormitory, and provided 
those from overseas with linen, blankets and towels.

Adam arrived. We hugged tightly and my heart beat faster. I 
knew this was going to be good year! With his sparkling blue eyes,
and dazzling smile, he filled me in on his activities back home in 
Poland, and I told him of my trip to Australia. We always had 
plenty to talk about.
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I took my duties as assistant preceptor very seriously. I 
checked to see that the bathrooms were clean and stocked with 
toilet paper. I prepared cleaning and reception desk rosters and 
checked that people were doing their assigned tasks. I was the “go-
to” person that students came to for information – how to use the 
telephone, how to catch the bus into Bracknell, where to find the 
dining room, what time worship was held and where to buy 
postage stamps. The questions followed in a constant stream. It 
was pointless spending time in my room because students knocked
on my door every ten minutes. In the evenings, I stayed near the 
only phone in the building, located in the foyer, and kept an eye on
things since this is where most students gathered.

I registered for classes and began my second year of studies. 
At the beginning, there wasn’t too much study to do and 
assignments were not due for weeks, so I threw myself into my 
work with enthusiasm. I was proud of my college and thrilled to 
play a role in helping fellow students settle in. I quickly learned 
everyone’s names and knew where each person was located in the 
dormitory.

I saw Adam less and less. We did not share any classes and I 
didn’t see him during the morning. At lunchtime, our assigned 
seats in the dining room never coincided. I worked around the 
dorm each afternoon and I don’t know where he went. At night, I 
preferred to study in my room rather than the library and I didn’t 
see him then, either. When I went to bed, he did not return until 
after I had turned out the light.

I soon learned why. Adam had found a girlfriend. She had 
been a student at Newbold the previous year and Adam had met 
her then. Soon it was obvious to everyone that Adam was in love. 
He sat with her at meals and I didn’t like to intrude. They went for 
long walks and studied in the library together at night. Presumably,
Adam spent the last few minutes of the evening with her outside 
Moor Close until Mrs Bacon-Shone closed and locked the heavy 
oak door. I sometimes saw them from a distance, but we hardly 
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exchanged a word. My heart ached. We no longer talked together 
after lights out, and I was devastated.

I don’t know how to describe the emotions I experienced. I 
had neither the education to recognise my feelings nor the 
vocabulary to describe them. At the time, I would not have 
described myself as being in love with Adam – my morals did not 
allow that and I would have hotly denied the thought. Besides, 
men couldn’t fall in love with men – that was impossible. 

Looking back, however, I had all the symptoms of love. And 
now I had lost my best friend and soul mate. Even being with 
Adam became painful, and I didn’t know what to do. I felt rejected
and hurt. Of course, I was selfish but my emotions forced me into 
a terrible dilemma. Adam had no idea of what was in my mind. I 
didn’t even know myself, and there was nothing in my education 
or life experience to prepare me for what was happening. After a 
few tearful weeks, I decided I had to move away from the source 
of pain.

Sobbing uncontrollably, I told Adam that I was shifting to 
another room. I told him I needed to be near the reception desk and
the foyer where I could keep an eye on things. At least, that was 
my story. I don’t know whether he believed me or not – we didn’t 
discuss the matter. He did not try to dissuade me or ask me why I 
was crying. My guess is that he knew there were deeper issues, but
in 1970, no one breathed a word about such matters.

The next day, I moved in with Mel. The room was next to the 
telephone at the front door and I was convinced that I was now in 
the right location. I could answer the phone and keep an eye on the
foyer. I am sure the other students thought I wanted to spy on 
them, but that was far from my mind. The room had the only spare
bed in the building. I stayed in that room for the following year 
also.

I barely saw Adam after that. When the pain subsided a few 
weeks later and I felt in control of my emotions, I sometimes sat 
with Adam and his girlfriend at the meal table. They were both 
friendly and acted as if nothing had happened. By that time, I 
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didn’t feel that I was intruding on them – they were an established 
campus couple. But the magic had gone. Adam’s eyes sparkled for
her and she admired his handsome good looks at every 
opportunity.

In the months leading up to Christmas, I started growing a 
beard, the only one of my life. About four days in, I couldn’t stand 
the scratchiness of the full facial beard and reduced the stubble to a
moustache and goatee. After about six weeks, I had a passable 
display of facial hair, but to my consternation, discovered that the 
colour tended to ginger. At the same time, I let my sideburns grow 
in the style that characterised the 70s. With my naturally curly 
brown hair, I fitted the current fashion in hairstyle. Knowing I 
would face parental displeasure, I shaved it off just before going 
home for Christmas.

I grew used to seeing Adam and his girlfriend together and 
often spent time with them. Danuta, another Polish girl who came 
from the same town as Adam, sometimes joined us. She had 
known Adam for years and fitted in naturally. She was outgoing 
and bubbly, and although a bit overpowering, I enjoyed her 
company. The four of us hung around together, but Danuta had 
other ideas. After flirting with me for several days, she latched 
herself onto me, demanding attention and physical affection. I was 
appalled. I was not in love with her – her English was too 
fragmented and I didn’t approve of her forward ways. While I was 
happy to be part of the group, I could not bring myself to hold her 
hand or kiss her passionately in Sylvia’s Garden as she wanted. 
She was quite cross when I ended our extremely brief relationship.

Unconsciously I was searching for someone to take Adam’s 
place. I dreaded dating girls – I always felt that girls lived on a 
different planet from me and making conversation was hard work. 
Even getting to know someone from the other side of the campus 
was an effort. I figured that one day something would click into 
place but I did not want to waste valuable study time looking for 
female company.
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I often went for long solitary walks in the surrounding 
countryside. England has always had a long tradition of public 
footpaths through farms and private land. My favourite walk led 
down a quiet lane behind the village and past farmhouses, through 
a series of gates and crossing a stile or two to end up in a copse – a
wooded area beside a small stream. The quiet area provided a 
welcome relief from busy college life. I was searching for 
something I could not define. I always hoped that I would meet 
someone else who was lonely, like me, and that we could talk – 
away from the college, in private.

At the end of year, I again applied for work in Iceland. Adam 
couldn’t go that year. He and his girlfriend had announced their 
engagement a few months earlier and were getting married that 
summer. After college finished, I travelled to Iceland and once 
again lived in the same room above the church. I knew my way 
round and I was soon into the routine, walking the familiar streets 
knocking on the same doors that I had visited a year earlier.

I returned to the UK to join my family for our annual camping
trip through Europe. After so many trips, I don’t remember where 
we went that year – it could have been back through Switzerland, 
southern Germany and Austria since those were Dad’s favourite 
places and we did visit those areas several times.

With Dad, speed was essential. Often we were up and away 
before dawn, driving several hours to our next destination. We 
stopped mid-morning for breakfast and then continued our 
itinerary – several museums, a church or two, four or five 
monuments, a castle, several other sites of historical interest, a 
quick stop at a supermarket, a brisk walk through a cemetery, an 
occasional stop at a scenic view, and then pull in at the next 
campground just before dark. Mum cooked tea over a single 
burner portable gas stove and we tumbled into our sleeping bags, 
ready to do the whole thing again the next day. For Dad, holidays 
were not meant to be relaxing – there was too much to see and 
photograph, and we never spent two nights in one place. 
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I thought wistfully that it would be nice to stop long enough to
enjoy the views and soak up the atmosphere, meet the local people 
or just relax and enjoy a holiday in the sun. I looked longingly at 
beautiful lakes and rivers and wished we had time for a swim – the
beaches, parks and streets were filled with people my own age and 
not a parent in sight! Not that I wanted to do anything immoral or 
wrong – I just resented that we always seemed to be in a hurry and 
that I had no control over my movements.

Occasionally, while sitting around the tent in the long 
evenings, or maybe first thing in the mornings before leaving, I 
caught a glimpse of other people my age at the campground. 
Strangely, I always noticed the young guys. Since it was summer, 
they often dressed in nothing but shorts. The ones who caught my 
eyes instantly were the clean-cut, muscular and handsome young 
men my own age or slightly older. I didn’t know why shirtless 
young men always caught my eye but I envied them for their 
uninhibited freedom. Sometimes the feeling was so strong that my 
stomach quivered, my skin tingled and my face burned. When the 
moment passed, I felt guilty. 

I wondered whether I was the only person who felt like that. I 
desperately wanted to find out what was going on. Deep down, I 
had an idea that such thoughts were wrong although I wasn’t sure 
why. In any event, I knew that I couldn’t tell anyone. This was just
a temptation that I had to resist.

Before returning to college, I had a day in London by myself. 
I decided to go and see a movie. Adventists generally shunned 
movies, and I had to overcome a deep-seated fear before I bought a
ticket. However, my parents always had a balanced approach to 
movies. When I was growing up, Dad regularly rented The Wizard
of Oz to show on a Saturday night in the church hall. Dad took us 
to see The Ten Commandments while we still lived in Auckland 
when I was 9, and I vividly remembered, not only the drama of the
parting of the Red Sea, but also Charlton Heston’s muscles and 
heroic physique as a bare-chested prince of Egypt.
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In London, Dad had taken us to a number of movies about the 
Second World War, including The Battle of the Bulge, and The 
Battle of Britain. Dad loved history and there were a number of 
movies that we watched in a theatre with no hesitation. Dad even 
took us to a live theatre in London to see Gilbert and Sullivan’s 
HMS Pinafore, a long-standing family favourite. My parents 
certainly did not disapprove of me seeing The Sound of Music with
Lynette, and later Mum and Dad took the family to see the movie 
on several occasions. During my first year at Newbold College, 
Dennis and I went to see Ben Hur without a qualm.

This time, I was alone. Love Story was playing in a theatre in 
Oxford Street and I wanted to find out what love was really like. 
During the very mild bedroom scene that left everything to the 
imagination, I squirmed with embarrassment. I was looking for 
love – not sex, which I considered repulsive and somehow dirty. 
When the movie was over, I was caught up in a romantic dream. I 
thought that Ryan O’Neal was the most handsome man I had ever 
seen—but I wondered why he was the centre of my imagination.

My return to Newbold College in September 1971 was routine
– this was my third year. I continued my work as assistant 
preceptor. I knew the job, the pay was generous and I enjoyed 
working with the students.

I became friendly with two American girls, Marsha and Heini,
who had just completed a year of volunteer service in Liberia, 
West Africa. They had worked as teachers at an Adventist school 
in Monrovia and were full of their exciting travel adventures. 
Heini told endless stories that held me spellbound. She appreciated
my interest and attached herself to me. Marsha was her best friend 
and accompanied Heini everywhere, and so I had both of them 
around me. Fortunately, Heini talked so much I was not required to
do or say anything.

I took Marsha to several college social functions. Heini never 
had any dates, and so by default she accompanied us, whether I 
invited her or not. I didn’t mind. Marsha and I were not great 
talkers and Heini supplied all the conversation. The pattern 
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continued for several months. It was an odd arrangement. I was not
in love with either girl – although Heini gracefully went on ahead 
of us a few minutes before it was time to say goodnight outside the
Moor Close door. Despite her courtesy, I could not summon up 
any affection and I never even touched Marsha, let alone kissed 
her! I had high moral standards, and holding a girl’s hand or, 
horror of horrors, kissing was just not allowed!

Amidst the flurry of excitement, I celebrated my 21st birthday
on the 9th of February, a Wednesday and a normal day of classes. I
hadn’t publicised the fact  – to do so invited being thrown into one 
of the fishponds in Moor Close gardens or being hosed down in 
front of the men’s dormitory with a fire hose. One or two of my 
friends wished me a happy birthday, but I didn’t want any fuss, 
and a party was out of the question. I just wanted to get on with the
day.

To my embarrassment, my parents, brother and sister 
unexpectedly turned up at the college late that afternoon and 
announced their intention of putting on a small party for me during
the evening tea hour, right in the college dining room. I was caught
by surprise, and a little annoyed at both the unwelcome 
interruption to my routine, plus the unwanted exposure.

We sat in Palm Court, a 
small room next to the main 
dining hall. The room featured a 
marble floor, blue stone 
columns, and acres of glass in 
both the walls and roof. Built as 
the conservatory when the 
building was a private residence,

pot plants grew well in the warm and sunny environment and it 
was rather a grand location. The room was also the main entrance 
to the dining room for all the girls, who all stared at me as they 
passed. I could have crawled under the table.

My parents had brought food, so I skipped the simple college 
fare. I asked a couple of male friends to join us. Mum had brought 
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some sweets and a cake with candles and my family insisted on 
singing “Happy Birthday.” Now the whole dining room knew as 
well and everyone joined in. Fortunately, I escaped any dunking in
the fishponds!

A month later, I was given one of the rarest honours available 
at college – I was asked to preach the morning sermon in the 
College church, in front of all the faculty, staff, students and 
community members. It was the first time I had preached in church
in my life and I was terrified. Dr Roy Scarr played the brand-new 
pipe organ and someone told a children’s story. An elder read the 
scripture reading that I selected. I don’t remember being nervous 
but I have no idea what I spoke about.

During the year, the church advertised a position for a student 
from Newbold College to go on a year’s service as a volunteer 
missionary. The position was in Sierra Leone, assisting an 
Adventist pastor in the capital city of Freetown. After weeks of 
procrastination, I finally plucked up the courage and filled in the 
application form, handing it to the selection committee at the very 
last minute. My application was only halfhearted at best and I did 
not really want to go. I only filled in the form out of a sense of 
duty.

When I was informed that I had been selected, I was horrified 
and now found 50 reasons why it was impossible to go. I hadn’t 
even told my parents of my actions and I knew Dad would 
disapprove. Yet, I couldn’t escape the conclusion that this must be 
God’s will for me. I finally relented and said I would give it a go.

When I told my parents, Dad was horrified and forbade me to 
go. My heart sank – this was the reaction I dreaded. A stubborn 
streak kicked in. By now, I actually wanted to go to Africa! I 
looked forward to the adventure and excitement of working in a 
foreign land, and genuinely wanted to experience the thrill of 
independence and discovery that I could make on my own. Dad 
agreed to look into it. 

Dad talked to his colleagues at the church headquarters office. 
He was assured that the position was genuine, was considered a 
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regular church appointment and that it had the financial and moral 
backing of the church. I would be fully insured and looked after 
the whole time. With those assurances, Dad relented. Very 
quickly, he became proud of the whole thing and began telling 
everyone about my appointment with genuine enthusiasm!

The college and the church office in St Albans made all the 
flight bookings and other arrangements – I was scheduled to fly to 
Freetown at the beginning of September. But first I was due to fly 
to Iceland for the third summer of work selling books,

The college year finished with graduation ceremonies that 
took place for the first time in the newly built but still unfinished 
gymnasium. The faculty marched in wearing their academic robes 
and the visiting dignitaries made speeches. The graduates received 
their certificates – and then my third year of college was over. 

My parents took me, with all my goods, home to St Albans. A 
week or so later I flew to Iceland to sell books again. After two 
months, I came home for yet another family holiday in Europe. We
came back to the UK at the end of August. Africa beckoned!
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Chapter 6. Volunteer in Africa

Freetown, Sierra Leone and Kumasi, Ghana, West Africa
September 1972 – July 1973

rriving in Freetown after midnight, I stepped out of the 
plane and was immediately engulfed by a hot, wet blanket
of steamy, humid air. I could hardly breathe as I walked 

through passport and customs.
A

The missionary, Pastor Walton Whaley, was there to meet me.
He was a tall, slim African-American who had worked in 
Freetown for some years and was used to living in a foreign land. I
climbed into his tiny VW beetle where the only air-conditioning 
was the breeze for the two-hour journey that included a ferry ride 
across the river on an ancient punt. When we arrived at the mission
house, Mrs Whaley and the three children were up waiting to 
welcome me. I was introduced to Susan, who was 11, Walton 
Junior, 9, and Janice, 5. Mrs Whaley, I couldn’t help noticing, was 
expecting another child.

I shared the back bedroom with Walton Junior. One window 
overlooked the city lights, while the other window overlooked the 
neighbouring village. The bunk beds were up against the windows 
to catch the slightest breeze. I was on the bottom bunk. Without 
unpacking, I stripped to my underwear and lay down, gasping in 
the heat and humidity. At dawn, the hot sun beat through the 
windows. There was no sleeping in – the children were up and 
about and we had to get ready for church.

On my way to breakfast, I explored the house. The bedroom I 
was to share with Walton was at one end of the house next to the 
bathroom. Two more bedrooms were located along the hallway 
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that ran the length of the house. The barred and locked front door 
was in the middle of the house.

The kitchen and lounge/dining room were at the other end of 
the house, surrounded by large windows on three sides. A balcony 
provided a stunning view over Freetown, with the harbour and port
facilities on the left, and the CBD a kilometre or so below us. The 
church provided the house and basic furniture. Some items didn’t 
match, and the lounge room was devoid of soft furnishings or 
decorator items. Faded prints on the walls spoke of previous 
occupants while the carpet square in the middle of the room had 
seen better days. But no one complained – that is what you 
expected when you were a missionary.

I reluctantly dressed for church. Cultural sensitivity in Sierra 
Leone required the wearing of suits for formal occasions, even if 
the temperature and humidity were both close to 100 degrees 
Fahrenheit. Mum and Dad had bought me a grey suit made using 
crimpilene, a hideous, man-made fabric similar to nylon. The suit 
was lightweight and never needed ironing. But donning the 
trousers, and then a long-sleeve collared shirt and tie, and finally 
the jacket, was cruel and I sweated profusely.

I have no idea how we all fitted into the two-door VW beetle. 
Pastor and Mrs Whaley sat in the front and I squeezed into the 
back with the three kids, into a space that was a tight squeeze for 
two adults. Of course, no one wore seat belts and they were not 
fitted to any vehicle. 

I was stunned at the sheer volume of traffic – there were cars, 
taxis, trucks and “poda podas” everywhere. The poda podas were 
the main means of transport and consisted of a small truck, the 
back of which was converted to carry 15 or 20 passengers who sat 
facing each other on wooden benches. A canvas awning covered 
the passengers. Normally there were far more than 20 people on 
board. Passengers hung off the back step or sat on the sides. The 
roads were narrow and potholed, and drivers routinely ignored the 
road rules. The only comforting part was that the traffic travelled 
on the left.
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The church was squeezed onto a triangular block of land 
between two streets on a busy main road. Inside the stark building,
one languid fan stirred the humid air. The open windows opened 
onto both streets and every car that passed honked their horn and 
belched out exhaust fumes. Fighting an overwhelming desire to 
sleep, I hardly heard a word that was said.

Because I was the new arrival, I was scheduled to preach. 
Fortunately, I knew this and had come prepared. It was one of the 
few times that I could prepare in advance – over the next six 
months, I was often asked to speak with only 30 seconds notice 
and no preparation.

After the service, I shook hands and was introduced to 
everybody as the members filed out. Most were men in their late 
teens or early twenties. There were a couple of elderly ladies, but 
no children. 

I had sweated buckets and my clothes were wet. Because the 
tap water was not drinkable, I greedily gulped boiled water that 
Mrs Whaley had brought from home. This was the end of the wet 
season, and that night the sky was lit up with a spectacular display 
of lightning accompanied by huge rolls of thunder. The tropical 
rain was intense.

On Monday morning, I was introduced to the city. In 1972, 
Freetown consisted of about 400,000 people living on the north-
east coast of Sierra Leone. Britain established the country as a 
colony and settled freed slaves from the Caribbean Islands after 
Parliament outlawed slavery in 1807. In the middle of the main 
street was a huge cotton tree, more than 30 metres high and said to 
be at least 200 years old. Under the enormous spreading branches, 
the slaves were cut free from their chains and shackles after they 
landed in their new home. The former slaves were ethnically 
different from the natives of the area and spoke their own dialect 
of English, called Krio.

Pastor Whaley took me to the post office and I bought half a 
dozen blank airmail letters, which at 9 cents each were the 
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cheapest form of communication. Pastor Whaley attended to 
church business and banking, all of which took hours to complete.

Freetown was not a pretty city. Several lavish government 
buildings dating from the colonial era rose amidst the squalor and 
poverty, but all around were rubbish-choked lanes, decaying shops
and decrepit office blocks. However, the street life was interesting 
and always provided plenty of variety. There were fruit and 
vegetable markets occupying whole blocks, while more stalls sold 
kitchenware, clothes and children’s toys right on the side of the 
busy roads. Vendors trundled food around in mobile carts while 
people occupied the steps of every building to sell household 
goods, tin baths and plastic buckets. Wandering hawkers sold their
wares from baskets slung around their shoulders. There were a few
small department stores and supermarkets, mostly run by Lebanese
and Indians, and a couple of major banks in the main street, but 
most shops consisted of a garage-sized room completely open to 
the footpath. The front of the shop was closed with either a roller 
door or steel shutters.

The footpaths were broken and uneven, and there were crowds
of people, mostly men, wandering up and down, or playing games 
in the shade. Tailors operated treadle sewing machines outside 
many shops, surrounded by their products. They made shirts, 
trousers or even a whole suit on the spot. Women wore colourful 
traditional dress and carried huge parcels, shopping bags, and cans 
of oil or large basins on their heads. Men wore short-sleeved shirts 
and casual trousers, and walked in sandals or thongs – but they 
didn’t carry anything. Smart businessmen wore the ubiquitous 
safari suit, known as a “guinea suit,” consisting of a loose, 
buttoned jacket and matching trousers made in a wide variety of 
colours. I even had one made for myself in a light beige colour. I 
cringe in shame at my taste now!

On our return home, we discovered from the radio that we had
just missed an attempted assassination. A lawyer defending some 
political murderers had been stabbed outside the courthouse. The 
soldiers on guard fired their weapons and everyone panicked. 
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Shopkeepers closed their shutters and people fled, picked up their 
children from school and headed home. Fortunately by the next 
day, life returned to normal.

Each morning, Mrs Whaley home-schooled the children using
books and lessons posted from America. Originally a nurse, Mrs 
Whaley was five months pregnant and some mornings she suffered
so much morning sickness that she couldn’t cope. Since I was not 
required for anything more pressing, I sometimes helped the 
children with their classes: maths, reading, spelling and writing.

Mahmoud, a young man of about 20, helped with the house 
and kitchen work. I am not sure whether he was a help or a 
hindrance since Mrs Whaley frequently scalded him for doing 
something wrong. One or two days a week, a young girl came in 
and swept the floors, dusted the furniture and cleaned the 
bathroom. In addition, there was a gardener who cared for the 
outside of the house. To discourage snakes, there were few trees or
shrubs and no grass. At night, a watchman arrived about 9pm and 
was supposed to stay awake until he went off duty at 5am, but I am
sure he just went to sleep under the house.

Wages in Sierra Leone were only a pittance and the Whaleys 
considered the few dollars a week they spent employing people 
well worthwhile. The wages of our servants supported other family
members and allowed their children to attend school. With staff in 
our house, people no longer knocked on our door asking for work. 
Having servants was also a good security measure—thieves were 
less likely to try and break-in because they knew their own people 
would not let them get away with it.

The Adventist church operated several high schools in Sierra 
Leone, including one at Yele, 135 km inland. I was invited to 
conduct revival meetings and also assist in some teaching at the 
school a few weeks after I arrived.  A teacher from the school 
picked me up in the school truck and took me on the four-hour 
journey over the roughest and bumpiest roads I had ever travelled 
on. On the back of the truck, several students clung to sacks of rice
that were piled higher than the cab. Rice was the main food supply
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for the 150 boarding students. As we drove through thick jungle, I 
saw iridescent flashes of brightly coloured birds, and monkeys 
swinging down from the trees and running beside the road.

Yele had a very high educational standard and graduates were 
in demand across the country. Classes were in English and most 
students had a reasonable grasp of the language. The buildings 
were neat and serviceable. The boy’s dormitory was extremely 
overcrowded, but the boys didn’t complain. The dilapidated 
building was probably better than what they lived in at home. The 
brand new girl’s dormitory was much better. The whitewashed 
cement-block walls were clean and the large rooms were airy, 
spacious and spotless.

All the students did their own washing and ironing. Everyone 
dressed in dazzling white shirts or blouses and brown trousers or 
skirts. Classes were held in a long, single-story building that 
consisted of half a dozen large rooms, connected by a verandah on 
one side. The classroom block overlooked a quadrangle where the 
students lined up for roll call and worship at 7:30 am. Two 
classrooms could be combined into a larger room to form an 
assembly hall.

After morning classes, lunch was served outside the tin shed 
that served as the kitchen. All the cooking was done on open fires. 
The students lined up at the giant cooking pots to receive their 
share of rice topped with a stew of meat or fish and vegetables 
accompanied by potato leaves or other greens. After lunch, most of
the students worked in the school gardens for a couple of hours. 
The school was self-sufficient in vegetables and some students 
even baked bread, some of which was sold in the nearby village to 
provide cash income.

I conducted morning and evening chapel programs each day. 
In the evening, the boys opened the large double classroom and 
filled every spare space with chairs brought from all over the 
school. The one-hour program each night featured lots of music 
and singing. There were solos, duets, quartets and choirs, all 
without any musical instruments.
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During the day I taught classes. Teaching Bible was easy, but 
the real problem was that the Geography teacher hadn’t turned up 
and no one knew where he was. With less than 10 minutes notice, I
was given a textbook and told to start on page 56. Before the week 
was over, I had taught classes in science, biology, English and 
literature, all in much the same fashion. Fortunately, I wasn’t 
asked to teach maths. Mr Rao, the principal taught that subject.

I was introduced to the school captain, Mark Koroma. He 
didn’t know his real age but he thought he was about 21. Mark’s 
father, just before he died, had estimated how many rice harvests 
had taken place since Mark was born and worked out his 
approximate age. 

Three years earlier, while still living in his home village, Mark
had been diagnosed with leprosy. He was taken to the Masanga 
Adventist Hospital where he was treated until his disease was 
arrested. He was impressed by the Christian love and care shown 
to him, and had attended church services in the hospital chapel. 
When he became a Christian, his family had disowned him and 
now the hospital was sponsoring his education. He sat in classes 
with students 10 years younger than himself, but he had a burning 
desire to get a good education. His wide smile and happy face was 
an inspiration.

I walked down the path towards the small cottage on the river 
bank where I was staying. The air was humid and heavy. Students 
were working in the potato gardens. Coconut palms were 
everywhere, and paw-paw, mango and other trees were laden with 
fruit. Suddenly there was a roll of thunder, accompanied by a 
sudden tropical downpour. Soaked to the skin in just a few 
seconds, I dashed under the verandah of the headmaster’s office 
and watched the rain pour off the tin roof. 

The shower passed within a few minutes and I was about to 
step off the concrete. But with one foot suspended over the path, I 
froze in horror. Below me was a one-metre-long gaboon viper, one
of the most deadly snakes in the world.

107



I recoiled backwards and called out in alarm. The watchman 
ran from behind the building and killed the snake with a stick. He 
kept the carcass to eat but gave me the skin as a rather gruesome 
souvenir. I still have the skin to this day to remind me of my lucky 
escape. 

The snake was lying on the path the whole time, perfectly 
camouflaged on the brown gravel. If the sudden shower of rain had
not diverted me, I would probably have been bitten. The nearest 
hospital was at Masanga, three hours drive away. A bite from a 
snake of that size would have resulted in an agonising death in 
only a few minutes. I was indeed grateful for God’s care. The 
incident made a heart-stopping illustration during my talk to the 
students that evening.

Back in Freetown again, Pastor Whaley started a series of 
public meetings in the church the following Sunday night. 
Advertised on radio and in the newspaper, the church was jammed 
to capacity, with many people standing at the back. I showed 
pictures of the Bible lands to illustrate Biblical history and to 
demonstrate the fulfilment of prophecy. Pastor Whaley preached 
about the second coming of Jesus.

Over the next few weeks, large crowds attended the weekly 
meetings. But this was only part of the work. Visiting the people at
home was an important component. Pastor Whaley knew many of 
the streets and was expert in steering the little car through the 
crowds of people that reluctantly parted on either side of us as we 
inched our way through. The unnamed streets were often no more 
than narrow lanes filled with children. The houses were not 
numbered and we constantly had to ask for directions.

In the ensuing months, I got to know the city and navigated 
the streets on foot by myself. Visiting people in their homes was 
easy, since visiting is a national pastime. People eagerly welcomed
me into their small, often one-roomed, homes and always offered 
me food and drink.

Any printed literature was read avidly and then passed on to 
others, usually many times. For that reason, we printed summaries 
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of our talks. I typed the wax stencils on my portable typewriter and
then Pastor Whaley had hundreds of copies printed off on a 
Gestetner ink duplicator in a commercial printing shop. My typing 
wasn’t perfect, but with a wax stencil, I could apply correcting 
fluid to fill the incorrect letters before re-typing the corrections. 
The technology seems so antique these days!

I also typed a weekly letter to the Newbold students that the 
student president placed on the college notice board for everyone 
to read. The secretary kept all the letters and gave them to me 
when I got back a year later. I wrote to my family at least once a 
week, and Mum also kept all my letters. The letters provide a 
unique record of one year of my life, the only year that I can 
document exactly where I went and what I did week-by-week.

About this time, Mum sent me a new typewriter ribbon by 
post. The ribbon was worth about two or three dollars, but there 
was a huge “palaver” before I could claim it. 

I had to go the parcels office, located some distance out of 
town. On arrival, I joined the long queue and eventually asked 
directions at the front desk. I was sent to the airmail section at the 
other end of the building. After queuing up at three more desks in 
turn, an official got the parcel from the storeroom, examined it 
closely, and then checked my notification slip. He handed me a 
knife and asked me to open the parcel. As I cut the string, I also 
cut my finger. With blood dripping onto the wrapping paper, I 
presented the typewriter ribbon to him to prove that item was as 
stated on the customs declaration. He noted this on a piece of 
paper, and then sent me with the paper, through the middle of the 
main sorting office, to a dingy, unmarked office around the back. 
A clerk wrote on the first piece of paper and wrote up another form
in duplicate. He examined the typewriter ribbon and then worked 
out how much duty I had to pay. When that was done, he signed 
yet another piece of paper. Finally, I went to a cashier’s office and 
poked 40 cents through the metal grille. The paperwork indicated 
that five cents was an “opening charge”, which I had done myself, 
and a ten cents “holding charge.” The rest was tax. The cashier 

109



wrote out a receipt in triplicate and I was handed one copy to take 
back to man at the first desk. He signed the receipt, wrote on and 
stamped several pieces of paper, and then handed me the ribbon. 
When I got out of the office, I couldn’t stop laughing. The process 
took two hours.

With the end of the series of meetings, Pastor Whaley was 
exhausted and decided to take his family up to the Masanga 
Hospital for a few days holiday and I was invited to go along. 
Luggage was limited, but we all fitted in somehow. We drove for 
about two hours over bumpy roads until the car started making 
strange noises. Pastor Whaley didn’t want to risk being marooned 
in case of a breakdown and turned back towards home. 

As evening closed in, we stopped in a village to buy petrol 
only to find the petrol station closed. Returning to the darkened 
road, Pastor Whaley somehow drove around a roundabout the 
wrong way. We didn’t even notice until we were stopped by the 
police 50 metres down the road.

The police couldn’t help but see us since there was a police 
checkpoint right opposite. After waiting behind the bamboo boom 
for about 15 minutes, the police eventually told Pastor Whaley 
what he had done wrong. All kinds of “palaver” followed. They 
wanted to charge Pastor Whaley, which would have led to a court 
case and a fine, but they were obviously stalling for time, hoping 
that Pastor Whaley would “dash” them with a bribe.

Pastor Whaley refused to pay bribes, but he had an idea. He 
fished around in the car and found some church promotional 
leaflets. To prove that we were bone fide missionaries he pointed 
out our post office box address at the bottom of the leaflet, but the 
policeman was much more interested in the picture of the 
attractive African nurse at the top. By now, a small crowd of 
curious onlookers surrounded the car, so Pastor Whaley passed out
leaflets to everyone, including three or four more policemen who 
joined us. The crowd grew larger as more and more people arrived 
asking for a leaflet. The policemen evidently liked the leaflet 
because soon everyone was smiling. Pastor Whaley finished giving
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out the bundle of leaflets. The policemen wished us good luck, 
raised the bamboo pole and waved us through. They even offered 
to help us if the car broke down. The whole incident took about 
half an hour, but we were glad to get off so lightly. We never did 
get to have the planned holiday.

In early December, the Hamatan arrived, literally, with one 
big gust of wind. The Hamatan is the cool, dry north-east wind that
blows down from the Sahara desert each year. For several weeks, 
the wind brought dust and sand that got into our eyes and clothes. 
But the nights were cool and comfortable and the local people 
considered this was winter. They donned jackets and jumpers, 
complained about the cold and broke out with the flu, although the 
days were still much hotter than an English summer.

With the baby due soon, Pastor Whaley took a few weeks 
leave. The kids had finished their classes, and the family had not 
been on holiday for nearly two years. But there was nowhere to go,
and Mrs Whaley, now 8 months pregnant, was not in a condition 
to travel, so the family simply stayed home. Pastor Whaley asked 
me to look after the church. He gave me money for travel and left 
me to do what I could.

I jumped at the opportunity. By now I felt confident in moving
around the city by myself, and for the next few weeks, I worked on
my own, visiting the church members, arranging the church 
services and maintaining contact with the many new people who 
had started attending church.

With the approach of Christmas, loudspeakers were set up in 
every street all over town to broadcast carols at full blast. There is 
nothing more incongruous than hearing “Jingle Bells” belted out 
above the traffic noise in the sultry heat of West Africa! Pastor 
Whaley cut down a tree branch and Mrs Whaley set up a 
Christmas tree in the lounge room and the kids decorated it with 
tinsel and trinkets. Each night carollers turned up at our door 
singing carols and expected a tip for their efforts. Usually the 
Whaley’s were happy to oblige. I even attended a performance of 
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Handel’s Messiah in the Anglican cathedral that, despite the 
limited resources, went off very well.

I went with the Whaleys to Choitrams, the only real 
department store, to do some Christmas shopping. My finances 
were slender but with the few leones I had saved, I bought some 
toys and books for the kids. The Whaleys gave me a colourful 
shirt, tie-died in the local style, which was a thoughtful souvenir to
take home. They also bought me a pair of swim shorts since I had 
not bothered to bring any from England.

At great expense, Marsha, the girl I had dated the previous 
year at college, sent me a parcel from the USA. Now studying at a 
college in California, we had continued writing to each other. She 
sent me a book and some biscuits. Unfortunately, mice had nibbled
at the corner and when I retrieved the parcel at the post office, 
crumbs fell out of the hole and the remaining biscuits were 
covered in ants. I was about to throw the whole lot away but the 
Whaleys dissuaded me. They said that you get used to the ants and
that I should just throw away the bits nearest the mouse hole and 
eat the rest. I did as they suggested – and survived.

The people in the village next door spent Christmas Day 
celebrating with feasting, dancing and drinking, accompanied by 
incessant drumming. During the day, groups of “devil dancers” 
danced outside the door and asked for money. Dressed in grass 
skirts, they wore hideous masks to frighten away evil spirits. One 
of the dancers stood on stilts about 3 metres high. The Whaleys 
always told them that we were Christians and declined to give 
them any money.

After we had exchanged our gifts on Christmas morning, the 
Whaleys and I were invited to a church member’s home for 
Christmas lunch. She had lived abroad and her large home was 
beautifully furnished and decorated. She was well educated, 
gracious and hospitable, and we enjoyed a fabulous meal. After 
lunch, we went swimming at the beach for the afternoon, an 
experience reminiscent of my distant memories of Christmas in 
Australia.
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After completing six months in Sierra Leone, I was transferred
to Ghana to complete my year of service. I flew to Accra, the 
capital where I spent several weeks at the church headquarters, 
waiting for transport to my eventual destination, 200 km north. I 
spent the time writing letters, including weekly letters to Marsha. I 
guess it was mostly loneliness that drove me to keep on writing, 
but I did appreciate her warm, encouraging replies. I hoped there 
was more to our friendship than being merely friends.

My parents wrote to me to tell me that they were going to the 
USA the next summer for church meetings to be held at Andrews 
University, in Michigan. Afterwards they were going to take 
holidays in the USA and invited me to come with them. I agreed, 
but told them that I wanted to travel to California while they were 
at the meetings, though I didn’t explain why. Visiting Marsha in 
person was the only way to determine whether her warm letters 
really meant something.

Accra was much hotter than Freetown. The mission office was
far from the coast and there was no breeze. The dry season was 
coming to an end. The increasing thunderstorms and rising 
humidity heralded the onset of the wet season.

I was invited to be the guest speaker at a youth convention 
held over the Easter weekend. The convention took place at the 
Adventist high school at Asokore, near Accra, and included 
several hundred youth from all over southern Ghana.

The classrooms were cleared of desks and turned into 
dormitories. I was in a room with about 20 other young men. 
Everyone was provided with a mattress, pillow and sheets, but 
somehow I couldn’t get comfortable. I felt hot, and then I started 
to itch. The itching went on all night and next morning my sheets 
were covered in blood spots. The young men around me 
laughingly informed me that my bed had bed bugs! Evidently, they
were used to the pests. The solution was simple, they said. “Take 
the bed out and leave it in the sun all day. The bed bugs will go.” I 
did so, and had no further trouble.
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Each morning there were lectures, workshops and discussion 
groups on a range of youth leadership issues. The local police 
chief discussed crime and its prevention, while the Sierra Leonian 
Ambassador, himself an Adventist, spoke on the role of Adventist 
youth in society. Most afternoons there were sporting activities, 
including table tennis, volleyball and basketball matches as well as
instruction on camp craft. In the evening, everyone met in the 
assembly hall for the main chapel service where I spoke.

At the conclusion of the convention, I was taken to Kumasi, 
the second largest city in Ghana, which was to be my home for the 
next few months. I was to assist a Ghanaian pastor, Matthew 
Bediako, who was running public evangelistic meetings in the city.
I stayed with Mr and Mrs Jones and their young family who were 
missionaries from the USA. I was given the bright and airy girls’ 
room at one end of the house. Surrounded by large windows on 
three sides, I appreciated every movement in the air.

Their house was located in a village about 8 kilometres from 
Kumasi. I learned how to catch the taxi trucks (known locally as 
“tro tros”) that took me from the house to my work in Kumasi, a 
city of several hundred thousand people. (By 2018, the population 
was over 2 million).

While waiting for the meetings to start, I previewed the 
several dozen movie films that Pastor Bediako planned to show 
during the series of meetings. I had watched five or six films, 
ranking them in some kind of sequence against the advertised 
topics, when the projector bulb blew. There was no spare. Since I 
was the projectionist, and we were showing a film at the start of 
every program to encourage people to come early, I insisted that 
someone buy two bulbs and made sure that a spare was within 
reach each night.

The meetings were held at the Kumasi Cultural Centre, 
located in a large park in the centre of town. A museum was next 
to a model village in which native crafts were demonstrated. The 
complex included a restaurant, crafts shop, a regional library, 
sports grounds and other facilities. The Centre included several 
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entertainment venues, including a large outdoor amphitheatre, 
called the Dwaberem, where we held the meetings.

On the first night, several thousand people crammed the 
amphitheatre. I showed a health movie first and then three choirs 
took turns singing. Pastor Bediako preached in English while a 
translator spoke in Twi, the local language. In addition to running 
the projector, I was also in charge of the antiquated PA system. 

The meetings ran
every night from Sunday
to Thursday.  During the
day, I worked with a team
of five Ghanaian pastors
to visit the people in their
homes. People were
offered a free Bible for
which they registered
with their names and addresses. Our job was to teach the people 
from the Bible in their own homes. We never had any trouble 
getting an audience. Usually half a dozen friends or relatives 
joined in the discussion, eager to hear what we had to say. I 
usually started work at 7:30 in the morning and stayed through till 
late in the evening. 

I decided I definitely wanted to see Marsha to find out 
whether I really was in love with her. Marsha agreed. She was due 
to work over the summer holidays at Pinecrest youth camp in 
California and suggested I meet her there. She even arranged a 
volunteer job for me. I told my parents that I was going to see a 
young lady and asked them to enquire on the cheapest way to get 
to California. I planned to travel by bus for four or five days across
the country. Instead, Mum and Dad booked and paid for a flight 
from New York to Reno, Nevada.

Despite taking anti-malaria tablets, I fell ill with malaria at the
busiest time. Fortunately massive doses of medication suppressed 
most of the symptoms, but I still felt feverish, weary and run 
down. Although I shook off the fever after a few days, mild 
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symptoms recurred for a day or two every few months for about 
ten years after that.

The meetings continued with large crowds thronging the 
Cultural Centre. Pastor Bediako reminded the crowd of their own 
Ghanaian heritage. Long before white missionaries ever arrived in 
the country, the pagan tribes worshipped Nyame Kwame, literally 
“the Creator God.” The day of worship was Saturday. In fact, 
Kwame was the word for Saturday in their language. On that day, 
they placed white cooked cassava as an offering at the foot of a 
special tree they called the “tree of life located in the centre of 
each village. 

In the 19th century, foreign missionaries introduced Sunday as
a day of worship. Since practically everybody in the southern part 
of Ghana is Christian, Sunday is still the national day of worship. 
Pastor Bediako appealed to the people to leave the white man’s 
day of worship and to return to the original, African, day of 
worship on Saturday, the Bible Sabbath. Given the nationalistic 
sentiment, his appeal was powerful and had massive results.

Hundreds of people began to attend the church services that 
started the next Saturday at the Cultural Centre. Many of them 
asked to be baptised so they could join the new church. The 
baptism of over 150 people took place in the largest Adventist 
church in Kumasi. The church was packed with several thousand 
people – half inside, the other half sitting or standing around every 
door and window, or just listening over the outdoor speakers set up
for the event. After the service, the baptised converts gathered for 
a photo that included the evangelistic team. I tucked myself in on 
the back row, right on the end, as the only white face.

My work was ending and I made preparations to leave. I 
bought some souvenirs including a national costume. I wore it to 
the last church service I attended in Kumasi and received a 
rapturous welcome from the members. They were proud and 
flattered that I had taken the trouble to wear something of their 
culture.
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I looked back and pondered on my time in Africa. I hadn’t 
wanted to go, but now I was glad that I had accepted the challenge.
The year had been exciting and inspiring. I had made lots of 
friends and seen a new part of the world. Three years of study had 
crystallised into practical application.

In addition, I appreciated my new independence. The freedom 
that came from stepping beyond the boundaries of home and 
college life had revealed a whole new world. However, a year in 
Africa had only temporarily suppressed the deepest questions of 
my life. There were issues to face that had not gone away, as I had 
hoped. The dragons in my brain still hung around in the darkness. 
There was still the lurking suspicion in the back of my mind that 
something was wrong with me. Maybe I simply needed a girlfriend
to cure me.

I hoped that the trip to California to see Marsha would answer 
some questions. I still worried that we didn’t have enough to talk 
about. I found writing easy, but face-to-face conversation was 
different. I needed to find out whether I really loved her. Was she 
the person I could spend the rest of my life with?

I packed my bags and was taken back to Accra. From there, I 
flew back to London. The African adventure was over.
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Chapter 7. Love in the Wrong Places

Bracknell, UK and Berrien Springs, USA
1973 - 1974

y first few days at home were a blur. Mum was appalled
at how skinny I was – I had lost 10 kg and now weighed
only 48 kg. She fed me copious amounts of food while I

tried to accustom myself to the cold. I was exhausted and still 
recovering from bouts of malaria.

M
Several weeks later, Mum, Dad, Alvin, Alison and I set off for

the USA, landing at New York. Mum and Dad, with my brother 
and sister went on to Michigan, but I flew to Reno, landing at a 
small country town airport, surrounded by the desert. Reno was the
closest airport to where Marsha was working for the summer at the
youth camp. I had not seen Marsha in over a year and she looked 
at me shyly as I emerged into the terminal. I didn’t quite know 
what to do and I don’t think she knew either – despite the warmth 
of our letters, there was no obvious romance. I gave her a hug and 
a furtive kiss on one cheek, but I felt uncomfortable. I was landing 
in a strange country, greeting someone who was almost a stranger 
to me.

We talked all the way on the journey back to the camp, mostly
about my year in Africa. However, since I had written to her three 
or four times a week, there wasn’t much new that I could add. By 
the time we got to the camp, I had run out of things to say. Marsha 
had arranged for me to work as a volunteer youth counsellor in 
exchange for my board and lodging. I stayed in a tent next to the 
cafeteria. Marsha had arranged a sleeping bag for me, and the 
camp mattress was on a stretcher.
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The camp was located in the middle of a pine forest next to a 
small stream. Since we were at a reasonably high elevation, the 
weather was pleasant by day and cool by night. The camp ran 
continuously throughout the summer. Every Sunday afternoon, a 
new group of kids arrived, brought by their parents or in chartered 
buses. Each week saw a different age group and the activities 
during the week were tailored for that group. The first week I was 
there, the children were 10 to 12 years old, and the second week, 
they were teenagers up to about 15. Other age groups, right up to 
late teens and youth succeeded them during the summer.

The children were divided into groups of 8 and stayed in 
cabins built among the pine trees, girls at one end of the camp and 
boys at the other end. A counsellor supervised each cabin for the 
entire week – most of the counsellors were college students 
earning their fees by working for the summer. Marsha was the 
director for all the girl’s cabins.

My job was to relieve the paid staff when they had their 
weekly day off. Each morning I was assigned to a different cabin 
as the substitute counsellor for the day. I accompanied the kids to 
all their activities that day, starting with worship and breakfast in 
the morning, through the morning activities, including archery, 
crafts, ball games and horse riding until lunchtime. In the 
afternoon, I did the same through to supper. In the evening, the 
kids joined together around the campfire for singing, stories and 
worship. I sat with my kids on the hard logs until bedtime. Some 
nights I slept in the cabin with the boys in my group, but most 
nights their counsellor returned and I went back to my tent.

The days flew by—I was enjoying the break. I rode with the 
kids on horseback, swam with them in the freezing waters of 
nearby Lake Tahoe and learned how to play baseball. I found new 
insights into the American way of life and culture, and enjoyed the
cafeteria meals. I sampled American food, including eating 
broccoli for the first time – I had never seen it in England since it 
was an expensive delicacy there. I appreciated working with the 
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kids, who were all curious about England and thought that I had a 
funny accent.

Occasionally I caught sight of Marsha in the distance – as 
girl’s director she was always busy. Sometimes in the late 
afternoon, when the kids had free time at the swimming pool and 
neither of us had any other duties, we walked a few hundred 
metres into the forest above the camp and talked for half an hour. I
had to talk fast – the days were slipping by and I still hadn’t found 
out what I was looking for. I had agreed to stay for three weeks 
and there seemed to be so much to find out.

Midway through the second week, I was no closer to an 
answer. If anything, the flicker of romance had died. I had not so 
much as held her hand, mostly because we were always in view of 
the kids. Even worse, I didn’t feel romantic. Marsha was too busy 
to give me much attention and the atmosphere was not conducive 
for pursuing anything worthwhile. I could see that it was a 
pointless exercise. Reluctantly, we both agreed that we didn’t have
a future together. We agreed to write to each other, but I knew 
inside that we probably wouldn’t. And we didn’t.

I felt bad about letting the camp down. The director knew why
I was there since Marsha had confided in him, but after talking to 
him, and apologising for the situation, he urged me to return to my 
parents at Andrews University. He arranged with the airline to 
change my booking and next morning, Marsha drove me back to 
Reno. We chatted pleasantly like old friends and then she waved 
me goodbye at the terminal. I was soon in the air heading east. I 
was actually relieved. I had found out what I needed to know. I 
had no regrets.

My parents met me at the Chicago airport. I didn’t tell them 
much; only that it hadn’t worked out. They must have understood 
because the subject never came up again. When my Dad’s 
meetings were over, we holidayed around the New England states 
before flying back to the UK. Shortly afterwards I was back at 
Newbold College for my final year.
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Because I had academic credits from high school, I was due to
finish my BA by Christmas. I decided to study for my MA starting
in January 1974. The MA would take me another year, including 
three months at Andrews University. If everything went according 
to plan, I could finish my studies by the end of January 1975. I had
a goal and a timetable. I put my head down and determined to 
finish my education before doing anything else.

I was a minor celebrity at college for the first few weeks. 
Students and staff expressed their appreciation for my weekly 
letters from Africa. I reported on my mission activities in college 
chapel meetings and at church. I visited surrounding churches to 
share my experiences. I dressed up in one of the national costumes 
I had brought back with me. The snake story was always a hit as a 
children’s story, especially when I showed the skin at the climax.

During that final year, social activities didn’t interest me. 
After so many years at college, they seemed boring, repetitive, and
just a bit trite. Besides, social functions involved accompanying a 
girl and I wasn’t interested. Having just escaped from one girl, I 
was not about to get involved with another. I put all thoughts of 
romance on hold. It was not a hard decision – I had never enjoyed 
dating and I didn’t miss the experience.

While I was in Africa, the College had built a new library, 
located behind Salisbury Hall. Built cheaply in modular form, the 
construction materials and building style did not match the more 
substantial buildings on campus and the structure was squat and 
ugly. At least there was room to move in the new building and 
there were now adequate desks and tables for study. All the books 
were accessible to students rather than being hidden in stacks that 
only the librarians could enter. Now I could prowl around the 
books alone looking for what I wanted to read.

In my spare time, I looked for books to answer my questions, 
but all I found were the usual encyclopedias that included a brief 
paragraph defining homosexuality as a psychological illness—or a 
perverted choice. What was not explained was how homosexuality
could be both at the same time. 
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The dictionary wasn’t any help either since I knew I was 
neither psychologically ill nor perverted. And I had not chosen the 
debauched lifestyle that seemed to be an intrinsic part of 
homosexuality. My conclusion: I could not possibly be a 
homosexual. I knew I had a problem, but I was not about to visit a 
psychologist at great expense, only to be told that I was sick. I 
knew I wasn’t sick. I didn’t know what cure a psychiatrist would 
prescribe, but whatever it was, I suspected it was nasty. Years 
later, I found out about the truly horrifying practices of conversion 
therapy, cloaked under the guise of “change ministry.” In 
hindsight, I was glad I avoided the physical and mental damage 
inflicted by such charlatan practices. 

The only book I could find was by Dr Charles Witschiebe 
entitled, God Invented Sex. The relevant paragraphs talked about 
the immoral choices some people made. But, I protested inwardly, 
I hadn’t made any immoral choice. I had never had sex with 
anyone and so, in the absence of any personal experience, I knew I
wasn’t homosexual. I just liked looking at handsome guys. Maybe 
the temptation would go away eventually.

Alvin had started at Newbold College the previous year while 
I was in Africa. He worked at a garden shop and nursery not far 
from the college and arranged a job for me there as well. I worked 
there two afternoons a week, four hours each time. Most of the 
time we shovelled quantities of various materials into a cement 
mixer to make fertiliser, pouring the result into bags that we then 
stitched shut ready for sale in the shop. I did other odd jobs like 
carrying flowerpots and pushing wheelbarrows, but it was dirty, 
backbreaking work, and I usually returned to college covered in 
fertiliser dust. The four pounds a week I earned came in handy to 
buy odds and ends, although I didn’t have any financial worries. I 
had been given a scholarship in return for my year in Africa, and I 
had plenty of money saved up from the years of working in 
Iceland.

I completed all my BA requirements by Christmas, and in 
January 1974, I started the MA course. Now I was expected to do 
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more research and write longer, more analytical essays. Each 
subject required a major research project that constituted half the 
final grade. I had to write a paper thirty or forty pages long, each 
point meticulously referenced and the whole thing typed in the 
approved academic format. In addition, I had to present a thesis, 
consisting of several hundred pages. We were advised to select a 
subject and get started on the thesis as soon as possible because 
most of the year was required to finish it. I chose a subject that 
seemed the easiest to fulfil and would provide me with maximum 
resource material later.

My thesis focused on St Paul’s comparison between Adam 
and Christ in his New Testament letter to the Romans. It was an 
arcane subject, and although there was plenty of material to draw 
from, the process of researching and writing up the material was 
laborious, dull and unfulfilling. Every time I read or wrote the 
name “Adam”, I was reminded of my friend Adam and relived the 
pain of our short-lived closeness. After the thesis was handed in, I 
never read it again.

Graduation fell in May,
mid-way through the MA
course. For several months
before the graduation ceremony,
I was involved in the
preparations with my BA
colleagues for the weekend
event. At a meeting of the
graduating class, I was elected
Class President. 

Graduation Sunday dawned cool and sunny. The platform 
party, choir and graduates assembled outside the gymnasium. The 
visiting dignitaries, including my father, marched in first, followed
by the faculty, many wearing magnificent academic robes edged in
ermine and fur. The 21 graduates followed in alphabetical order, 
the order in which we would receive our diplomas.
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After the songs and speeches, the registrar called our names 
and one-by-one we climbed the stairs to the platform, shook hands 
with various dignitaries and the principal, and were handed our 
diplomas. I graduated “magna cum laude” – with great honour. 
Amid fanfare, the class marched out, to assemble on the steps of 
Moor Close for a class photograph.

While the BA students left, my MA course continued through 
the summer and I was back in class the next day. I also had a paid 
role as the men’s dormitory supervisor and for the next three 
months, I was in charge of Keough House. I cared for the men who
attended summer school, most of whom were either senior 
students or former students coming back to upgrade their 
qualifications. In addition, there was an English language school 
conducted for a hundred or more students from every country in 
Europe.

Over summer, the college took in paying guests. Part of my 
job was to clean and make up the guest rooms with sheets and 
blankets, towels and toiletries. I was part receptionist, building 
supervisor, hotel manager, and maid. In between, I was the mobile 
information desk. 

I attended classes each morning and completed my 
assignments, finishing four more subjects towards my MA. It was 
the only summer that I spent in England. In my few free moments, 
I tried to catch a suntan in the pale English sun while studying 
outdoors. There was nothing about the watery English sun that 
even suggested skin cancer. Melanoma wasn’t a word that anyone 
had even heard of then. I was very careful not to remove my shirt 
in view of anyone else – I was painfully aware of my skinny frame
and it took me many years to accept my body as the one God gave 
me. 

Classes completed at the end of the summer, I was preparing 
to leave Keough House forever. I had three more months of study 
at Andrews University in the USA. I packed up all my books and 
clothes ready to go home. The college was gearing up for the new 
semester due to start at the beginning of September. With classes 
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due to start in a week, the first new student arrived. Bill had 
travelled from the USA, and had arrived early, with nowhere else 
to stay. He was tired and hungry. Because the whole dormitory 
was being repainted, there were no rooms available, and the only 
spare bed was in my room. The college dining room was closed, so
I fed him in the Keough House kitchen and showed him to my 
room. He fell asleep immediately.

The next evening, I got to know Bill. Like many others, he 
was spending a year at Newbold as an exchange student before 
returning to the USA. A handsome and personable young man, he 
sat on the bed opposite me, wearing only his underwear in the 
muggy evening. Over several hours that had me fascinated, he told
me his story. He was brought up a Christian, but after finishing 
high school, he had become involved in a world of alcohol, drugs 
and sex. In lurid detail, he told the stories of his hair-raising 
adventures and the grief of his godly parents. He recounted his 
rebellious teenage years, his travels across America by car, the 
parties he had attended, the boisterous antics he had got up too 
during his hedonistic life and the girlfriends he had slept with.

I wanted to ask him what it was like to have sex and how it 
was done. My knowledge of sex was so limited that I could have 
written all I knew on the back of a very small postage stamp. 
Above all, I wanted to know whether I was normal, whether other 
males my age had the same thoughts, emotions and desires. 
Because I knew nothing about girls, my only sexual fantasies were
about other boys. I wanted to know whether he felt the same. 
However, I was too scared to ask and although I listened intently, 
hoping to pick up a few clues, he revealed nothing.

Learning that I was on my to the USA where I intended to 
spend two weeks travelling around the country by bus before my 
university studies started, Bill generously loaned me his rucksack. 
I was to give the rucksack to a friend of his who would be a 
student at Andrews University.

Dad picked me up the next day and I returned home to St 
Albans. Over the next couple of weeks, Dad had some church 
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speaking appointments in the north of England and he invited me 
to join him before I left for the USA. We travelled up to 
Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds and stayed in variety of 
hotels, where we slept in adjoining beds, only a metre or so apart. I
hadn’t slept in the same room as my Dad in years and I was quite 
embarrassed when it was time to undress for bed.

The weather was cold, damp and dreary, and the cities we 
visited were grimy in the early autumn fogs. Dad spoke two or 
three times a day and I was proud to accompany him, listening 
again to his stories and explanations. I was familiar with what he 
had to say, but now I appreciated Dad even more. Having just 
graduated, I felt that I could begin to relate to him as an adult for 
the first time in my life and I relished the prospect of working 
alongside him. I was trying to see him, not as the authoritarian 
figure in my life but as a friend who just happened to be my father.
I don’t think I succeeded very well. I still lived in fear of his 
controlling influence.

Dad had never been easy to get along with. His mercurial 
temper and sudden rages, his incredible intensity and ever-present 
tension made life edgy at times, and uncertain at best. I did see a 
mellower side to him, however. When speaking about his work, he
was in his element, sharing his passion and knowledge with people
who appreciated him. When I saw him speaking in public, I readily
forgave him for his impatient outbursts.

I was not impressed with the drabness of northern England. 
Only a few days before, I had received an official invitation to 
work for the Seventh-day Adventist Church in northern England 
after I completed my degree at Andrews University. I was due to 
take up the appointment in January 1975. My future appeared to be
there and I expected to work in pastoral evangelism. I didn’t think 
about where that might be – the exact city belonged to the exciting 
future. I knew I needed to find a wife, but didn’t know how to do 
so, especially when most of the church members in north England 
were from Jamaica or other parts of the West Indies, a culture 
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vastly different from my own. I pushed marriage to the back of my
head and concentrated on finishing my studies.

On the day of departure for the USA, Dad walked me to the 
bus stop where I would catch the bus to Heathrow. As we waited, 
we tried to chat and he gave me some words of advice, but I 
wasn’t listening. To my relief, the bus finally arrived, we shook 
hands and he patted me on the shoulder. I was suddenly aware that
I was slightly taller than him. Then I was heading for the airport. I 
waved out of the window as Dad waved back until he vanished 
behind the bus. I never saw him again.

Over the next two weeks, I travelled by bus down the east 
coast of the USA. From New York, I travelled to Washington DC 
where I left my heavy suitcase at the church headquarters for 
someone to take to Andrews University. With Bill’s small 
rucksack on my back, I set off on my travels. After several days 
exploring Washington, I travelled down through Roanoke, 
Virginia, to Orlando, Florida, stopping off at several places along 
the way. In Florida, I went to Disneyworld and Cypress Gardens as
well as other sights. Then, I travelled to New Orleans, where I 
spent a day wandering around the French Quarter. The bus took 
me to Nashville and I eventually finished up at South Bend, 
Indiana. In response to my tired phone call, someone came at 2am 
to pick me up from the bus stop and drove me to the university 
where I was shown an empty room. Exhausted, I crawled under a 
blanket and slept for the first time in days.

Next morning, I headed out into the golden autumn morning 
to explore the campus. Neat concrete paths ran in all directions 
connecting the university buildings. I found the cafeteria and had 
breakfast, then walked over to the Seminary building, the location 
for my classes. I found my suitcase and began the process of 
registration.

I was assigned a room in Burman Hall, an old, wooden 
building that was a terrible firetrap but the rooms were large and 
the hallways wide. My window overlooked the gardens and lawns 
at the back of the campus towards the river.
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Steve, my roommate, was a young man my own age studying 
for his Master’s in music. He had vivid red hair and a neat red 
beard and his favourite colour was green. He wore green shirts, 
green pants, green socks and even green underwear. He was a 
jovial and talkative young man and we often chatted together. He 
had recently been baptised and was filled with enthusiasm for his 
new faith. 

He confided that before his baptism, the pastor had insisted 
that he and his girlfriend stop living together. He missed his 
girlfriend, who was attending a different university. In particular, 
he missed having sex and described in graphic detail the agony he 
went through. He confessed that he masturbated regularly to 
remain sane. I was agog! This was the first time I had met anyone 
willing to even mention the “m” word. I had never met anyone 
who was so open and matter-of-fact about sex. I think that Steve 
helped me to let go of some of own fears. I assumed that one day I 
would meet the right girl and everything would somehow fall into 
place.

On my first day, I headed to the church-run community centre.
The church stockpiled clothing and food for the poor and needy, 
and that included university students, particularly those from 
international destinations. I joined the queue and requested warm 
clothes for winter. They gave me a warm jacket and an overcoat, 
plus some long underwear, a scarf, beanie and thick socks. 
Nothing I owned in England would have been warm enough for 
the savage Michigan winter, and besides I didn’t have room in my 
suitcase. There was no charge for the clothing, only a request to 
return anything I didn’t want when my stay at Andrews was over.

Classes started the following day in the Seminary building. 
There was no time to waste. I only had three months to finish 
everything. I trawled the huge library for the books I needed and 
returned to the study routine.

I determined to make the most of my American experience. In
the cafeteria, I chose strange new foods and deliberately sat with 
complete strangers to make friends. I said the obligatory “Hi” to 
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everyone I passed, even if they didn’t seem inclined to talk. I 
attended every Saturday night social activity in the gymnasium and
hung around reading the newspaper in the Burman Hall lobby to 
meet people who gathered there.

I got to know Richard who roomed three doors down from 
me. Richard was maybe 30, good looking and affable. He was a 
perpetual student, having earned several degrees since completing 
college. He roomed alone and we often talked together in his 
room. He was friendly and told me a lot about himself. I never saw
him with a girl and he never talked about dating anyone. I 
wondered whether he was hiding something about himself and I 
sensed that he might know some of the answers to my own 
questions. I wanted to find out but I was too scared to bring up the 
sensitive topic lest I expose my own insecurity.

The college boasted a heated indoor swimming pool that was 
free to students. I determined that this was my best chance to learn 
how to swim. I practised every day and before I returned to 
England, I was able to swim continuously for a kilometre.

In the afternoons, I strolled around the campus to explore the 
other buildings and nearby town. The trees were turning orange, 
yellow and red in the autumn sunshine, and already the evenings 
had a tinge of winter chill. I often walked along the riverbank, 
hoping to meet someone to talk to. In my free time, I wrote letters 
every week to my parents and other friends, and my Mum wrote 
back. In an early letter, she told me that Dad was sick with 
pneumonia. In the next letter, she told me he was in St Albans 
Hospital.

Even so, I was not prepared for what happened next. Tuesday,
15 October, was just like any other day as I walked into the 
Seminary ready for my first class. One of my lecturers met me in 
the hallway and told me that the Dean wanted to see me. When I 
knocked, I was shown in immediately. The Dean told me that he 
had just received a phone call. He was sorry to inform me that Dad
had died of a cardiac arrest a few hours earlier. I was stunned – 
this was not what I had expected. He was only 49.

129



I skipped my next class and wandered around the campus in a 
daze trying to get my thoughts in order. My heart went out to my 
mother. I phoned her soon after. She wanted to return to Australia 
as soon as possible after the funeral. I told her that I would go back
with her, and in that sentence, my life changed. I could no longer 
accept the employment offer in England. I had to think of another 
place to call home.

A wealthy Chinese friend of my Dad paid my fare back to the 
UK to attend the funeral that took place at Stanborough Park 
Church, near where I went to school. Dad lay at the front of the 
church, but all I ever saw was the honey-coloured coffin. Pastor 
Bert Beach, one of Dad’s colleagues at the church office, preached
the sermon. After the funeral service, Mum and I walked out 
behind the coffin and stood at the door of the church as Dad was 
placed into the hearse and driven away. His body was flown to 
Australia where his sisters and brother buried him in the Adventist 
cemetery at Cooranbong.

Because of the suddenness of his death, and the fact that I 
never saw him after he died, I suffered frightening nightmares for 
ten years afterwards. I woke up, sometimes screaming, having 
dreamed that Dad had not died, but had come back and wanted all 
his things back – his books, projectors, slides and other equipment 
that Alvin and I had divided between us. I wish that I had been 
able to say a proper goodbye before his body was placed in the 
coffin.

Mum gave me Dad’s Nikon camera. To hold Dad’s precious 
camera in my hands was an incredible feeling. The only camera I 
had ever owned was a cheap, plastic box I had been given as a 
child in Australia. Dad’s camera was the real thing and his pride. 
He alone used it and it had accompanied him all over Europe and 
the Middle East. Touching the camera now without his permission 
felt sacrilegious. I bought some film and took the camera back 
with me to America.

By the time I arrived in Chicago, I was so jet lagged that the 
whole weekend seemed surreal, even nightmarish. Richard met me
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at the airport and took me back to the university. Soon, I was back 
in my room and everything felt normal again, as if nothing had 
happened. Next morning I was back in class. I borrowed and 
copied lecture notes from colleagues for the classes I missed and 
threw myself into finishing the assignments I had already started. 
Within a week, the gap in my learning disappeared.

I had barely settled back into routine when I received a 
message to return a phone call from Australia. I dreaded more bad 
news from relatives, but the call was from the church treasurer in 
Sydney inviting me to work as a minister in that city. I quickly 
agreed and he assured me that he would attend to the necessary 
arrangements. Because I planned to return to England to pack up 
Dad’s stuff and move my mother back to Australia, I told him that 
I expected to arrive in Sydney about March the following year. At 
least I had some direction for my life.

During the first few weeks at Andrews University, a young 
lady whom I met in the cafeteria befriended me. As usual, I was 
pretty dense and didn’t recognise what was happening. We just 
kept bumping into each other– in fact, wherever I went, she 
seemed to appear. Rose was an attractive, vivacious second year 
undergraduate student. I soon met her older brother Ed, a third 
year student, and I thought he was great to chat with.

Ed invited me to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with him at 
his parent’s home in central Michigan. In hindsight, I am sure his 
sister got him to do the asking. I readily accepted, anxious to see 
more of America. 

The day before Thanksgiving, the weather turned cold and the
campus was blanketed with the first fall of snow. When Rose and I
set off for home in Ed’s car, with another guy in the back seat, the 
roads were covered in snow and the landscape was white. 
Travelling slowly, the journey took several hours and the four of 
us arrived at the house in time for supper.

Ed and Rose’s parents were the most hospitable people I could
have imagined. Both were medical doctors, with a large local 
practice. Their house was huge, with six or seven bedrooms, 

131



numerous bathrooms, plus a rumpus room and a guest suite. They 
had invited four or five other students to stay the weekend and the 
house was full of people.

The student who had travelled with me in the car was a 
handsome young Hispanic man called Ricardo. He had dark, curly 
hair and large brown eyes. He and I were to share the guest room 
downstairs. Not only were we to share the room, but also the 
queen size bed. I don’t think our hosts thought that was strange at 
all. Ricardo asked me whether I minded sharing. Suddenly, my 
insecurity and emotions welled up. I had never met Ricardo before
and had no feelings for him. Given the location, I was sure that 
nothing untoward was likely to happen. With no other sleeping 
option, I merely said, “Yeah, that’s ok.” I felt strange. Was it really
ok to spend the night in the same bed as another man?

He kept to his side and I stayed on mine. He didn’t snore and I
didn’t keep him awake. The ceiling did not fall and the world 
didn’t come to end. Ricardo obviously thought nothing of it. I 
decided to take it in my stride and just get over it. Our sleeping 
arrangements continued for the next five nights and I was left to 
muse, wishing that I could find out more.

Thanksgiving morning consisted of furious cooking 
preparations until we sat down to the traditional feast. A huge, 
stuffed vegetarian gluten roast dominated the table. Around it were
all the other traditional dishes – bowls of vegetables prepared in 
ways I had never dreamed of, corn on the cob, sweet potatoes and 
cranberry sauce. Family and visitors sat around the large dining 

room table for dinner, followed 
by pumpkin pie and ice cream, 
the most iconic American meal I
have ever had.

In the afternoon, it snowed 
heavily. Ed loaned me outdoor 
winter clothing and we all went 
outside for to build a snowman 
and engage in a snowball fight. 

132



Although I was used to snow from England, Michigan snow was 
drier, fluffier and lighter—and there was more of it. By now the 
snow was at least 50 cm deep. Ed brought out the family snow 
mobile and we all took turns as passengers zooming over the snow
on their large property.

We returned to the university a few days later. Over the next 
few weeks, we had more snowstorms and colder weather. The 
dormitory rooms were warm, even hot, but to step outside was to 
experience bitter cold and icy winds. I wore as many layers of 
clothing as I could fit, including the long underwear, in order to 
walk from my room to the Seminary. Once indoors, it was so hot I 
stripped off most of the outer layers and carried the huge bundle 
around with me inside the building. I have never worn so many 
clothes at one time as I did there. The snow fell more frequently 
and lasted longer, until it was a metre deep all over the campus.

Just before Christmas, I finished my exams with distinctions 
in all subjects. Most of the students went home for the holidays. 
Rose invited me back to her place, but I declined. I needed to 
finish my thesis before the start of the next semester in early 
January. The thesis was dull and it seemed that everything 
worthwhile to say had already been said. I finished up the loose 
ends, completed the bibliography and had it typed professionally. 
Eventually I got an A, but I never read it again.

I was invited to the home of Australians Asa and Shirley 
Thoresen for Christmas lunch. Asa was the biology professor and a
noted ornithologist, and five or six of his students joined us. After 
lunch, I saw on the TV news that Cyclone Tracey had devastated 
Darwin. There were few details and it was only later that I realised
the extent of the disaster. At the time, the event was as foreign to 
me as if it had happened in Afghanistan. It was only when I lived 
in Darwin years later that the tragedy became real.

The campus was quiet on New Year’s Eve. It was icy cold. 
There were no celebrations on campus and the dormitory was 
almost deserted. I had been busy all day on my paper, and by 
evening, I was restless and lonely. I missed chatting to Richard and
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I longed for friendship. More than ever, I wanted to meet someone 
and talk. I needed to find out answers to my questions that had 
grown more insistent with Dad’s passing.

I dressed warmly and stepped into the cold darkness. I 
wandered around the campus for an hour, looking for somebody to
talk to. I ended up at the back of the men’s dormitory. I 
desperately hoped that another lonely man might be roaming 
around outside. Maybe we could find a warm place to talk. I 
wanted to ask the questions that were buried in the hidden recesses
of my mind. I wanted to ask about my secret longings. I wanted to 
find out who I was and what love meant.

For the first time in my life, I wanted my fantasies to come 
true, for something very definite to happen, although I still was not
sure what form that would take. I was prepared to overcome my 
shyness and even sacrifice my morals. But nothing happened. I 
wandered around for another hour, but it was evident that I was on 
my own in the darkness. 

Cold and frustrated, I gave up and went back to my room. 
When I turned on the light and sat down on bed, I was horrified at 
what I had just been contemplating. I vowed never to do that again
and begged God for forgiveness. I was so miserable and depressed 
that I couldn’t face staying up till midnight to see in the year 1975 
– there was no point.

A few days later, the students returned for the next semester. 
Steve recounted his adventures over Christmas. When I saw 
Richard, it was like old times. However, I knew the good times 
could not last. I was already packed ready to return home to 
England. My thesis was finished. All I had to do was pay my final 
fees and deliver the manuscript to my supervisor. After that, I was 
free to leave. Graduation would take place months later in my 
absence.

I said goodbye to everyone and returned my heavy coat and 
other winter clothes to the church community centre. I squeezed 
my belongings into the suitcase. Steve drove me to Chicago and 
dropped me off at the airport. Soon I was heading home and to a 
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whole new life. Student days were behind me and my American 
adventure was over.
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Chapter 8. A New Beginning

Coogee, New South Wales
1975

 arrived home in Chiswell Green on a cold, bleak day in 
January 1975. However, it was no longer home. The house 
was unrecognisable. Mum had been busily preparing to shift 

back to Australia and had packed up Dad’s belongings. Some of 
his equipment had already been sold. Half-full cardboard boxes 
covered the lounge and hall floors. The cupboards were empty. 
Many furniture items had either been sold or given away. More 
stuff had been shredded or binned.

I

Mum decided to keep the near-new Mercedes Benz car. 
Bought from the factory in Germany, the car was made to 
Australian specifications. Unable to buy a house, Mum and Dad 
had bought the car as an investment and always intended to take it 
back to Australia for resale at a profit. We arranged with a 
shipping company to send the car on ahead to Australia. We didn’t
miss the car since none of us could drive. Even if we could, none 
of us would have dared to drive Dad’s car anyway!

Just before he died, Dad had paid for a couple of new made-
to-measure suits. Mum had cancelled the order, but the deposit 
was non-refundable. With the credit note, I bought a sports jacket 
and a pair of navy blue flared trousers. I also bought a pair of Levi 
jeans and this time I made sure that they fitted me perfectly. I wore
them for years after.

About that time, Alvin and Pirjo announced their engagement.
The wedding would take place in Oulu, Pirjo’s hometown in far 
northern Finland in the summer of 1975. Mum would stay in 
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England until after Alvin’s wedding and then fly to Sydney soon 
afterwards. We started packing in earnest. I was due to fly to 
Australia in a few weeks and would miss the wedding.

Alvin and I sat down to decide what to do with Dad’s books. 
We started at the top of the first bookcase and worked our way 
book by book, deciding who would take each item. Sometimes we 
arbitrarily chose, other times we tossed a coin. The same thing 
happened with Dad’s equipment. Fortunately, Dad owned three 
Leitz slide projectors, the height of technology in 1975. Because I 
had been given an identical projector as a graduation gift, it meant 
that we had four projectors between us. I got one of Dad’s 
projectors to match my own, plus a switching unit to allow them to
be used in tandem. Alvin got the other two projectors, plus an 
identical spare switching unit.

In order to make the two projectors compatible, I needed some
modifications made to one of the machines, a task that could only 
be done in the Netherlands. I arranged with the company for an 
appointment, and travelled from St Albans by train and overnight 
ferry to Nijmegen, about one hour east of Rotterdam. As soon as 
the Leitz workshop opened next morning, I delivered my two 
projectors and was told to pick them up late the same afternoon.

I wandered around the town centre trying to escape the cold. I 
felt quite daring – I had turned 24 a few weeks earlier. I was in a 
strange city away from home. With Dad gone, I felt that I was free 
to do what I liked now that he wasn’t watching over my shoulder. I
felt giddy with independence. I was responsible for my own 
actions. I guess that is why I bought the book.

Discreet scanning of the novel while standing among the 
shelves convinced me that there were enough explicit details to fill
in a few gaps in my sex education. Scared that the ceiling would 
fall in on me, I paid for the book, keeping it in the brown paper 
bag until I was alone. Finding a quiet park, I sat on a bench in the 
weak sun. I devoured the first half of the book before mid-
afternoon.
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The book was a disappointment. Although the story was racy 
and my heart pounded, the language was couched in euphemisms 
and innuendos. The florid prose told me almost nothing. I followed
the exploits of the male hero, from whose point of view the book 
was written, but without any success in finding out what I really 
wanted to know. Although I experienced a heady feeling evoked 
by reading forbidden literature, I felt let down. I still didn’t know 
anything.

On the overnight ferry back to England, I had a cabin to 
myself, and I determined to finish the book. After reading the last 
page, I was worried. A suspicion arose in my mind that my 
feelings were not what I expected. I resisted the thought – I wasn’t 
mentally disordered or sick! Strangely, these were the only two 
explanations provided in the narrow world of 1975. I pushed the 
suspicion deeper into my subconscious and assumed that the 
feelings would go away eventually. All I needed to do was meet 
the right girl.

I left cold, grey England in the last week of March and flew 
into Sydney on a cloudless blue morning. A lump rose up in my 
throat – this was to be my home. My uncle and auntie who lived in
Sydney met me at the airport and took me back to their home in 
Harbord where I had a few days to relax and recover from jet lag.

My new job was as a 
minister in Sydney. At that 
time there were about 8,000 
members in 60 churches 
scattered across the great 
Sydney area, from Hornsby 
in the north to Wollongong 
in the south. 
I started work on 1 April 
1975. I was shown around 
the church office in 
Strathfield, met the staff, and
then had in interview with 
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the President that served as my induction. He briefly outlined my 
work. I was to work with Pastor David Down in evangelism 
around Bondi Junction, in the Eastern Suburbs of Sydney. The 
President explained how to fill in the monthly report and outlined 
the pay scale. Since I was single, my wages were 15% less than a 
married person. However, if I got married, my wages would 
automatically increase to the higher level. In 1975, it was 
considered normal to discriminate in wage payments. No one 
questioned the system.

The President solemnly told me that I would not be considered
a regular minister nor would I be ordained until I was married. 
Looking me straight in the eye, he urged me to find a wife and get 
married as quickly as possible. Out of the entire interview, this 
advice seemed, for him, to be the most important. Certainly, it was
the bit I remembered most. I squirmed. Easier said than done, I 
thought.

I met Pastor Down a few days later. He was an old friend of 
my father and I knew him slightly from my boyhood. He said that 
he really didn’t have much for me to do yet. He was planning to 
start running a series of public meetings in about six weeks.

In the meanwhile, he taught me to drive. For the next few 
weeks, I drove him around to his appointments in his second car—
out to Bondi Junction, across the Harbour Bridge, into Hornsby 
and to his preaching appointments. He made me practice reverse 
parallel parking and hill starts. Soon after starting the lessons, I 
made an appointment for a driving test, and ordered a brand-new 
white Datsun 120Y sedan, to be delivered the day after I was due 
to get my provisional licence. Within three weeks, I had learned to 
drive and went for my test. I passed the test and picked up my new
car the next morning.

Now mobile, I started flat hunting. The church would pay the 
rent and the bond as part of my salary package, but I had to find 
something for less than $25 a week. For the next two weeks, I 
spent every day looking. Most places I saw advertised were well 
over my budget. Anything around $25 usually amounted to only a 
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dingy room at the back of someone’s house. I visited dozens of 
properties, and saw some of the most squalid places.

Eventually I found a small one-bedroom flat at Coogee. The 
flat was on the top floor of a red-brick, three story block of flats 
and had a small balcony that faced east. The rooms were light and 
airy; the floors were carpeted and the bathroom was clean. The 
rent was $38 a week. In desperation, I offered to pay the difference
out of my $90 a week salary. Reluctantly the church administration
relented and agreed to pay the whole rent and the bond without 
deducting my wages.

I moved in the next day. I bought a foam mattress, and my 
relatives loaned me a folding table and two camping chairs. I 
bought an aluminium saucepan, a couple of plates and some 
cutlery from a local op shop. At the supermarket, I bought a few 
cans of baked beans and spaghetti, and a loaf of bread. With my 
clothes hanging on the doorknobs and a mattress on the floor, I 
was set-up for living.

I phoned Pastor Down every morning from a public payphone.
A couple of times a week, I drove an hour and a half to Mt Colah 
and spent the day working with him on preparations for the 
meetings he was due to run. His wife, Goldie, gave me lunch and I 
returned home late in the afternoon or early in the evening. 

One day I sat down to lunch with the Downs and realised that 
their daughter, Michelle, was sitting opposite me. She had long, 
blond hair and a shy smile that exuded kindness. She was the sole-
charge teacher at the Adventist Primary School in Tamworth, 400 
km north of Sydney but was home for the school holidays. When 
we met at the table, my first thought was, “Is this the girl I’m 
looking for?” It was a terrifying thought. After the brief meeting, 
she returned to Tamworth and I didn’t see her again.

The meetings began in the Star Theatre in Bondi Junction at 
the end of May and several hundred people attended. I operated 
the projectors. After the first weekend, the meetings continued 
every Sunday afternoon for the next five months in the Bondi 
School of Arts. The hall had tall windows on two sides of the hall. 
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Each Sunday, I spent two hours up an extension ladder, 10 metres 
off the floor, hanging black plastic sheets over the glass with tape 
to block out the light in order to show pictures. It was a job I could
have done without.

Mum’s possessions and the Mercedes Benz car arrived from 
England in June. Among the boxes were my things, including the 
books and equipment I had inherited from my father. My uncle, 
whose business involved importing and exporting goods, knew all 
the regulations and was able to clear our goods through customs. 
The goods were unloaded in my garage. I moved my things 
upstairs but the rest belonged to Mum, and stayed in the garage.

After attending my brother’s wedding in Finland, Mum 
arrived back in Australia. She was offered a low-paying job as the 
filing clerk at the Adventist medical centre—still overcome with 
grief, it was all Mum could handle. A few months later, she briefly
became the receptionist. Eventually she gained her confidence and 
updated her nurse’s registration. She was appointed Sister-in-
Charge, a position that she held for the next nine years.

Although I was busy most nights, I had lots of free time 
during the day. I had no friends in Sydney, knew hardly anyone 
outside my immediate family, and had no pressing projects. The 
beach was a few hundred metres down the end of my street and I 
often walked along the foreshore. I had always enjoyed walking in 
England, but walking along the beachfront was magical. I swam in
the surf or in the ocean baths at the southern end of the beach. The 
warm winter sun sparkled on the blue sea reflecting cloudless 
skies.

More than once, I caught myself looking at the muscular 
lifeguards, the bleached-blonde surfers, and the sun-bronzed 
joggers on the esplanade. Then there were just the regular people 
like me, some skinny, some fat, some with glasses, and some just 
ordinary. I watched some of the guys my own age, and some of 
them looked back at me.

I discovered that the sandstone cliffs at the southern end of the
beach consisted of small caves and secluded hollows where people
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gathered to sunbathe. I soon worked out that some of the men who 
were there were looking to meet other men. Their presence 
awakened my long-suppressed questions. I wanted to talk to them 
but I was too afraid to approach anyone. I kept looking but no one 
volunteered to talk to me. I was left wondering and confused.

Part of my makeover that year was to get rid of the ugly, 
cheap, black-rimmed glasses provided by the UK National Health 
Service. I began wearing contact lenses, first for a few hours a day,
and then eventually full time for the next decade.

After ten years away, I was completely out of touch with 
Australian culture. Nothing about me fitted into my new 
environment. My clothes, hair, mannerisms, speech, humour and 
political views were all strange. Even my language was different 
since I spoke with a pronounced English accent. Nothing about the
ocker Australian culture of sports and booze appealed to me. Even 
the church culture was strange. Fortunately, someone stepped into 
my life and helped me navigate that first year.

Whenever I went to the church office to pick up my mail, 
Dulcie, one of the secretaries, always asked me how I was doing 
and seemed sympathetic to my plight. Knowing I had no friends, 
she suggested I accompany her to the next Friday night youth 
meeting to meet new people. The meetings attracted hundreds of 
Adventist youth from all over Sydney.

It wasn’t exactly a date, but I did agree. I picked Dulcie up in 
my car and she directed me to the hall where she introduced me to 
a few friends, who then promptly ignored both of us. In return, I 
invited her to accompany me on my preaching appointment the 
next Saturday. She agreed and it became a habit every Saturday for
several months. I was sent all over Sydney, to a different church 
each week. More than once, when I was introduced to the 
congregation, Dulcie was introduced as my wife. We laughed 
about it on the way home.

Dulcie helped integrate me into Australian life. She 
introduced me to Australian music, slang and mannerisms. She 
took me shopping and bought clothes for me. She gave me advice 
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on my hair, filled me in on politics and generally helped me to fit 
in. She introduced me to her friends and fed me at her flat at least 
once a week. Almost against my will, I felt drawn to her. She took 
and held my hand occasionally, but I didn’t think that was right.

We had one real date at the Sydney Opera House to hear 
Tommy Tycho and his orchestra perform a lively concert. 
Afterwards we walked around the harbour foreshore and admired 
the lights. When she took my arm, I mentally wondered whether 
she was the wife I had been told to find. I knew I wasn’t in love, 
but was this as good as it got?

I worried and stewed all week. The following Saturday, I 
invited Dulcie to my flat for lunch. Afterwards we went for a walk 
along the beach, returning to the flat just before sunset. She said 
that she was baffled that I was so quiet. I told her that I wasn’t 
really happy and admitted that, much as I appreciated everything 
that she had done for me, I was not in love with her. After some 
discussion, we agreed to be just friends. I felt a weight roll off me. 
Later she met and married a wonderful man. She really deserved a 
great husband and I would have disappointed her.

Hearing of my break up, Michelle asked her mother to invite 
me up to meet her friends at Avondale College during the 
graduation ceremonies in December. I decided I was not interested
in meeting her friends. I was painfully shy around girls and I didn’t
need to go through the agony of meeting any new ones. Since I 
knew Michelle ever so slightly, I attached myself to her. Since she 
was too polite to shoo me off, I hung around her all weekend. 
Afterwards, I headed back home to Coogee. We did not exchange 
addresses or phone numbers and I didn’t know what to do next.

With almost no notice, I was informed that I was being shifted
to the western suburbs of Sydney. For 1976, I would be assisting 
Pastor Hugh Bolst at Parramatta. The church had already rented a 
flat for me in Merrylands, near Parramatta, and I had no choice but
to move in. The church paid the removal costs.

I was the first occupant in the new two-bedroom flat, one of 
12 in a three-story block of flats opposite Kmart. I was glad of the 
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larger space. I bought an old fridge, placed my foam mattress on 
the bedroom floor and again hung my clothes on the door handles. 
I was lonely. Maybe I needed a wife after all.

The Downs invited me to travel with them to Tamworth for 
the weekend to attend the end-of-year concert at Michelle's school.
I had the feeling that I had been selected as a suitable suitor. The 
concert went well for a school that consisted of 15 pupils. The next
day I joined the family for a picnic. Despite the animosity of 
Michelle's younger brothers, I concluded that maybe she was the 
one I was looking for.

Michelle came home for the summer holidays. More by 
default than anything else, I drifted to the Down’s house almost 
every day. Goldie was delighted and gladly fed me whenever I 
showed up. I suggested to Michelle that we go up to Katoomba for
the day and take a picnic. The next day I did the same thing and 
we went down to Bobbin Head and watched the boats. This was 
repeated with a different destination day after day for the next 
three weeks. I expected to be deliriously happy, but I always felt 
uncomfortable. Conversation flowed uneasily and we often sat in 
silence. 

One day, we went to Manly beach. I caught myself looking 
again—not at the girls whose topless bodies around me made me 
uncomfortable, but at the muscular guys. I hoped that no one 
noticed. Michelle and I never actually went on a date—we just 
went out. Just being with her was scary enough. I just wanted to 
get to know her first and then decide what to do next.

Summer holidays over, Michelle drove back to Tamworth. 
This time, I did get her address and asked whether I could write to 
her. She agreed. I weighed up what I had learned. She was 
attractive and talented. She had a beautiful smile and a sweet 
nature. She was the right age. I knew her family, and her family 
knew mine. She came from a ministerial family and knew what it 
was like to be a minister’s wife. She hadn't rejected my interest. 
She ticked all the boxes.
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Thinking about it now, my decision sounds cold and 
calculating. In reality, my feelings were probably not that bad. I 
am sure that I was caught up in the emotion of the moment, but I 
knew that there was no passionate love surging through my veins. 
I just assumed that would come later. 

Perhaps I am exaggerating but for me, the process was simple.
All I had to do was collect all the information, weigh up the pros 
and cons and then make the best decision based on the evidence. 

The lack of romance was no surprise. At that time, I saw love 
as a conviction based on facts. I loved because it was the “right 
thing to do.”

Based on sound evidence and a carefully constructed list of 
logical reasons, I could complete this project methodically and 
systematically. Michelle fitted all the criteria. I decided that it was 
time to get married. All that was left to do was to persuade her that
marrying me was a good idea.

What on earth was I thinking?
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Chapter 9. Learning on the Job

Sydney, New South Wales
1976 – 1979

arly in the New Year, Grandma Coltheart died while 
holidaying with my auntie in New Zealand. She never 
really got over the shock of Dad’s death. A few months 

later, I inherited most of her furniture: a wardrobe, a single bed, 
and a few chairs. In addition, I got the little black-and-white TV 
that Dad had bought more than ten years earlier when we lived in 
Adelaide. Dad had given it to Grandma before we went to 
England. I bought a table and chairs and a desk from a local 
second-hand furniture shop. The spartan furnishings were cheap 
and nasty but I figured there was no point in buying anything 
expensive since a wife would have her own ideas on furniture and 
my stuff would simply be discarded, a conclusion that proved to be
correct.

E

At the end of the summer holidays, I contacted my new boss, 
Pastor Bolst. He was the pastor for the Parramatta SDA church 
where I was to be his assistant. He knew my father well since he 
had worked with Dad in Adelaide in 1964 just before we went to 
England. His eldest daughter, Wendy, whose hand I had held one 
night while Dad preached, was now married with children of her 
own.

My job included preaching every second week at Parramatta 
church. During the week, I visited people interested in joining the 
church, and conducted Bible studies in their homes. I was usually 
on the road from 1:00pm every day, and often did not get back to 
my flat until after 10pm. 
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When I was ordained as an elder at Parramatta church, I felt 
unworthy and unfit. Even though I had not engaged in any 
immoral conduct, I knew my own heart. I considered declining, 
but figured that would have raised more questions than answers. I 
said nothing but secretly hoped that ordination would miraculously
change my thoughts and desires.

Although I was busy, I was lonely. I had shifted almost every 
year of my life and had made lots of friends, but lost contact with 
them every time I moved. In the Parramatta church, there were no 
people at church my age and I was reluctant to form friendships 
with people I would only know for a year or two. I had no social 
life outside of the church.

I began writing letters to Michelle. I may not have been the 
best conversationalist with girls when I was face to face but I knew
how to write! In letter after letter, I detailed my news and day-to-
day activities. I told her about my work, the people at church, my 
family and my aspirations. Inevitably, my desire for 
companionship crept into the letters. I convinced myself that I was 
in love with her. I have no doubt that it was love, although whether
I was in love with a person or an ideal, I will never know. My idea 
of marriage was based on my parent’s life—stability, 
companionship, and having someone who knew the finer arts of 
housekeeping, clothes and shopping. Living alone was not for me.

Michelle’s letters to me were restrained but encouraging. I 
was not sure whether my advances were welcomed or not. I 
determined to test the interest by asking her outright, a prospect 
that I found daunting to say the least. I wrote to her that I was 
going to ask her to marry me. She didn’t say no, so I took that as a 
promising sign.

Deep down was a more pressing reason to get married. I knew
I had a problem. What bothered me was that church made the 
problem a moral issue. According to the church, my desires were 
immoral, sinful, wrong and evil. I believed the church teaching. I 
didn’t know anything else. I reasoned that the only way to solve 
the problem was to get married.
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I was determined to live a moral, upright life. I just needed to 
overcome some bad habits and resist temptation. I taught people at
church that if you prayed hard, read the Bible daily, attended 
church, repented of your sins and followed Christ’s example, then 
you could overcome temptation and live a victorious Christian life.
I strongly believed that God could change me, in the same way 
that smokers, alcoholics and drug addicts were changed when they 
joined the church and abandoned their previous habits. 

I knew no other way. I grew up in a conservative world, 
within a small, mono-cultural church and an exclusively 
heterosexual society. I didn’t know any other kind of life existed. 
It wasn’t that the grass on the other side of the fence was greener. I
didn’t even know there was grass on the other side, let alone that 
there was a different world of ideas. There are lots of things in life 
that you know, and then there are the things that you don’t know. 
But the worst part is that, for all of us, we don't know what we 
don't know, and never will know. I was unaware of a whole 
parallel universe out there.

I didn’t want to rebel against the principles my parents taught 
me, or the teachings my church instilled in me. The church bubble 
in which I lived seemed logical, rational and happy. I believed that
the world outside the church was evil and immoral, and that the 
people in that world were unhappy, unfulfilled and doomed to 
destruction.. Who would want to be out there? I had to make 
myself fit in with the lifestyle that my church declared was ideal – 
there was no alternative.

Recognising the problem made my decision to get married 
more desperate and urgent. If I was married, I reasoned, I would 
not be tempted. A wife would provide companionship as well as 
the physical and emotional bond I needed. Marriage was the 
solution to my problem.

I had never thought through the implications or considered 
why that reasoning could possibly work. In all my imaginings, I 
had never pictured myself with any woman. My vision of sex 
appeal was of muscular, clean-cut, handsome men my own age. 
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In my sheltered existence, I had never viewed anything that 
even bordered on pornography. I grew up in a TV-free household, 
and videos were not yet invented. The most daring images I ever 
saw were on rare trips to the beach where people wore swimsuits. I
consistently failed to notice the women in bikinis. My eyes 
strayed, somewhat guiltily, to the guys in speedos or shorts. What 
on earth persuaded me that getting married would suddenly change
that, I have no idea. I was clearly deluding myself, but by 
implication, that is what both my church and society required.

I believed that marriage to a woman would change my desires 
and that I could be happy ever after. Like most people, I thought 
everyone was automatically heterosexual from birth. I had never 
met anyone who was not. 

I knew there were a few unfortunate people who did not 
conform, but I assumed they were deluded, sick or psychologically
disturbed. Maybe, for some strange and perverse reason of their 
own, they had decided to live an alternative live style – like 
hippies living on the drug-ridden communes in northern NSW.

I determined to get married, whatever the cost. I asked Pastor 
Down for permission to marry his daughter. Of course he agreed to
the request and wished me all the best.

Michelle returned to stay with her parents for a week in the 
May school holidays. I visited the house on Mother’s Day and was
invited for lunch. It was the first time I had seen her since January,
so I was nervous to say the lease. I was determined this had to be 
the day. 

Michelle and I went for a walk in the national park behind the 
house and I popped the question and she said yes. Embarrassed, I 
managed a quick peck to the cheek—the first time I had ever 
kissed her—and then we walked back to the main road. There 
didn’t seem to be much else to say.

Of course, Michelle’s parents were delighted when we walked
into the house to announce that we were engaged. Immediately, 
Goldie asked what date we had in mind. I had no idea and had no 
input into the discussion that followed. When they worked out 

149



everyone’s movements, they decided the wedding had to fit into 
the summer school holidays and the 9th of January 1977, was 
selected. Suddenly, I had boarded a roller coaster and had no 
further control over events that followed.

Michelle returned to Tamworth and I went back to work. 
There was nothing to do at home, so work dominated every minute
of my time. Over the next few months, I wrote to Michelle two or 
three times a week. Even though an STD phone call to Tamworth 
cost a fortune, I phoned several times over the ensuing months. 

As the months went by, I grew more nervous – not just about 
the wedding but whether I was really able to go through with it. At
least twice, I tried to confide in Michelle and discuss what I saw as
“my problem” with her. Both times I was shut down.

I am not sure why I wanted to confide in her. Maybe I wanted 
to be honest and transparent. Perhaps I thought she would be 
sympathetic. In all my years of searching, I had never found 
anyone else to talk to about it. Perhaps I was hoping for 
reassurance that it was just a passing phase. After years of secrecy,
I just wanted to unburden myself from the guilt and shame. Most 
of all, I wanted to know that everything would be all right once we
were married.

When I tried to get to the point in a roundabout way, I saw 
that she was embarrassed and she abruptly changed the subject. I 
was horrified that I had upset her and didn’t bring the subject up 
again. 

The wedding, by this time, consumed everyone’s thoughts and
attentions. I was a mere accessory and definitely not required. I 
went for a walk down to the national park to get away from the 
endless discussions. 

With rising panic, I tried once again to talk to Michelle about 
my fears, but my efforts were swept aside. With deposits paid, 
wedding dress made, flowers ordered and invitations sent, there 
was nothing I could do. The wedding juggernaut was hurtling 
along and events were outside my control. I resolved to make the 
best of it and hope that everything turned out ok.
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I now realised my total ignorance on the role I was expected 
to play after the wedding. At the age of 25, I was still a virgin – a 
status instilled into my being both by my family and my church. I 
contacted an older ministerial colleague who lived a few suburbs 
away. He agreed to provide pre-marital counselling. The one 
session we had together was far too little and far too late. Our 
discussion covered a few general topics that were nothing new to 
either of us. Fortunately, the minister loaned us a book to read. The
book was more helpful and filled in most of the blank spaces for 
the first time. Reading the book, however, did nothing to assuage 
my revulsion—I just hoped that everything would work out all 
right.

We were married in the Chatswood Seventh-day Adventist 
Church on 7 January 1977, a hot and humid summer day. As we 
emerged into the afternoon sunshine, I crossed my fingers and 
hoped that everything would turn out right. After photographs in 
the gardens of Mahratta House, we met our guests for the 
reception and enjoyed a lovely meal. All the usual speeches were 
made, and we departed for the honeymoon in my suitably 
decorated Datsun 120Y. By now my fear had turned to stomach-
churning panic. 

Somehow we got through
the next few days cruising on
the Hawkesbury River on a self-
drive boat. I can only describe
the time as awkward, but I
expected that. 

Returning to the flat, we
completed moving in process.
Michelle, as expected,
rearranged my furniture and banished the desk and bookcases to 
the spare bedroom. We bought a lounge suite and a bed. By the 
time we had finished, there was hardly any room left for us to 
move. Cramped was an understatement. We were ready to start 
married life.
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Michelle had transferred her work and was now the Grade 1 
teacher at the Wahroonga Adventist primary school. When she 
drove off to school in the morning, I was alone for the rest of the 
day. By the time she came home in the late afternoon, I had 
already left for my afternoon visits and other evening 
appointments. Because of the distances I had to travel in busy city 
traffic, I took a couple of sandwiches with me and just kept on 
going. Most nights, we didn’t see each other until I got home at 
9:30 or 10 each night. It was not an auspicious start, but it was to 
be the pattern for many years. I probably worked 80 or 90 hours a 
week for the church for decades. Most weeks, I worked a seven-
day week. I thought that was what the church expected. Looking 
back now I think the church expectations were unrealistic and 
destructive.

The mornings however were my own, although mostly they 
were filled with church work or sermon preparation. Sometimes I 
managed to find a couple of hours to drive to Lake Parramatta, just
north of the city centre. The dam had once been the water supply 
but had been turned into a natural reserve and picnic area. Several 
kilometres of walking trails led through the natural bushland that 
surrounded the lake. I often went walking in the bush and when the
weather got warmer, even went rowing in an inflatable rubber 
dinghy that I had inherited from my Dad.

Within a few months of the wedding, I concluded that I had 
probably made a mistake. The early romance seemed to have faded
and the old thoughts and feelings had not disappeared. If anything, 
those feelings were stronger and my problem was not going away 
as I had hoped. The temptations were still there, with fewer 
reserves to fight them. I discovered that Lake Parramatta was also 
a place for guys to hang out. The area was what was known as a 
“beat” where men could meet. I was not prepared to engage in 
anything too immoral, but I was curious and began experimenting. 
Afterwards, I felt guilty and begged God for forgiveness and 
resolved to try harder.
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There was no undoing the past. In my church, marriage was 
for keeps and there were no other options. I determined to grit my 
teeth, try harder, and hoped that things would get better. I brushed 
my doubts deep into the recesses of my mind. I built a wall down 
the middle of my brain, with a tightly locked door between the two
sides. I just hoped that the two sides could be kept separate 
forever. No one would ever know.

At the end of the year, we shifted into a three-bedroom house 
in Baulkham Hills where we lived for the whole of 1978. The 
house was set on a huge block covered in fast-growing kikuyu 
grass that needed mowing every week in the summer. I bought a 
mower and began the first of many two-hour stints to keep the 
place looking reasonably tidy. There were no gardens, shrubs, 
trees or other landscaping.

I continued working at Parramatta church. In addition, I was 
given some money by the church administration and told to run a 
series of public evangelistic meetings. Neither the church members
nor I were consulted. I was simply assigned a budget and told to 
get going.

The hall I selected seated about 300 people and was about half
full of people on the opening night. The crowd looked better than 
that because I filled the rear half of the hall with a display of the 
archaeological artefacts that I had inherited from my Dad. With the
latest audio-visual technology, the program was quite impressive. 
The meetings continued for the next three months but with only 
moderate success.

At the end of June that year, I was vaguely aware from 
listening to the news on my car radio that there had been some 
kind of riot over the weekend. A police-approved street march to 
protest against discrimination and in favour of something called 
“gay rights" had taken place in Kings Cross, in the city. Although 
the march was peaceful, the police had attacked and the event had 
turned violent. There were 53 arrests and many of the people had 
suffered severe beatings and abuse at the hands of the police. 
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I had never heard the word “gay” used in that context before 
and it took me a while to realise that this was Sydney’s 
homosexual community, coming out on the streets to claim their 
legal and civil rights. Horrified as I was at the violence, I did not 
identify with the “gay rights” group - I was not a homosexual, so 
shrugged off the incident. Homosexuality was illegal in New 
South Wales and would not be decriminalised until 1984. Decades 
later, I realised that this was the beginning of the gay rights 
movement in Australia.

At the end of the year, we were told we had to shift again. 
After three years at Parramatta, I was appointed as pastor of the 
Epping church, on the north side of Sydney. No one was consulted
about appointments in those days and moves often appeared 
arbitrary and unnecessary. The fourth move in four years took us 
to a rambling old house in Denistone dating back to the 1930s. The
kitchen and bathroom were shabby and desperately in need of 
renovation. We were told that we would not be shifted again for at 
least three years, so we unpacked properly and bought more 
furniture.

My work at Epping church was happy and productive. The 
church members were friendly and accepting, and we felt right at 
home. The church was full of young people, mostly nurses from 
the Sydney Adventist Hospital who appreciated the warmth and 
vitality they found there. I ran meetings for the public as well as a 
popular Bible study class during the week. On the weekend, I 
preached and ran more Bible classes for the youth using the latest 
example of modern technology—an overhead projector.

Midway through the year, I was confronted for the first time 
by someone who needed counselling on sexual matters. Sex was 
the subject I dreaded talking about most. I was well aware of my 
own insecurities and failings. Temptation was never far away.

A young man, about 21 years of age, was troubled by an event
that had taken place a couple of years earlier. While at the beach, 
he had consented to being masturbated by an older man. Suffering 
from guilt, he wondered whether he should tell his fiancé. I 
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reassured him that God accepted our repentance and forgave us 
our sins. He had nothing to fear because God loved him 
unconditionally. It wasn’t his fault and one lapse did not stop him 
from marrying his fiancé or keep him out of heaven. My assurance
to him came from the depths of my heart because this was my only
hope.

About this time, I became aware of increasing pressure inside 
my right ear, as if my ear was full of fluid. I tried to swallow to 
clear my ears but nothing worked. When I developed tinnitus, the 
doctor referred me to an ear nose and throat specialist. He put me 
through a series of tests over several weeks. He suggested that it 
could be Meniere’s syndrome, a disease I had never heard of 
before. He said the only way of determining if I had Meniere’s was
if I felt suddenly giddy and disorientated.

The tinnitus and blocked ears continued unabated for months. 
The roaring noise, distortion and reduced hearing were worse than 
ever. Sometimes the symptoms abated, only to return again in a 
recurring cycle.

Michelle and I took a day trip down to Bowral to see the tulip 
festival. During the journey, I felt increasingly uncomfortable, as if
my head was about to burst. As I got out of the car at our 
destination, I fell over on the footpath. The world was spinning 
madly and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I lay on the 
footpath for some minutes until the spinning slowed, then crawled 
onto the back seat of the car until I felt better.

The specialist confirmed the diagnosis. I had Meniere’s 
syndrome, for which there was no cure and only inconclusive 
treatment. He said that I would probably lose my hearing in my 
right ear eventually. Meniere’s was something I had to learn to live
with for the rest of my life.

Near the end of the year, I was ordained as a pastor in the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. The President and four or five 
senior pastors knelt around me and prayed, placing their hands on 
my head in an act of consecration. Our wives were not invited to 
participate and were barely mentioned. 
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Again, I had my misgivings and wanted to decline, but on the 
other hand, I hoped that ordination would put an end to my secret 
thoughts and desires. I believed that God would change me, work a
miracle and take away my desires. I promised myself never to go 
anywhere near temptation again. This surely was the turning point 
and I could achieve what all previous promises had failed to do. 
For a while, it worked – but the thoughts still remained. Nothing 
changed.

After less than a year at Epping, we were moved yet again. I 
was appointed to work in Lismore in far north NSW. I was angry 
at the sudden change. We had shifted too many times and were 
tired of packing up and unpacking again. Michelle would have to 
resign her job and there were no prospects of employment for her 
in Lismore. I had barely started at Epping and it wasn’t fair to the 
church. The church had already been given three pastors in three 
years and I had promised the church that I wasn’t about to desert 
them.

I protested to the administration and asked whether I could 
decline the appointment. I was told that the decision had been 
made. We had no choice and had to go, like it or not. I was furious 
at the cold-hearted treatment and the high-handed way in which 
our lives were controlled without any say in the matter, but there 
was nothing I could do about it. Short of resigning, we had to 
relocate.

We had never been to Lismore, but we assumed that it was a 
small, isolated and remote country town. We stocked up on things 
we thought wouldn’t be available in such a remote place— 
disposable shavers for me and clothes and shoes for Michelle. I 
think we had visions of going to an outback town with one shop 
and a post office. I took comfort from the thought that surely there 
would be no opportunities for temptation. Removed from the 
wicked city and away from my familiar haunts, I could make a 
fresh start and finally achieve victory. I hoped with all my heart 
that the shift would do for me what prayer and willpower had 
failed to do up till then.
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I packed our boxes and gave away things that we had no use 
for. The removal company packed our glassware and china and 
loaded our goods into a large truck. It was late afternoon by the 
time they finished, and they intended to drive all night to deliver 
the truck in Lismore the next day. They told us to expect the truck 
at our new house about lunchtime. We gave them our address and 
waved the truck goodbye.

We finished the cleaning, threw the last of our things in our 
two cars, including the vacuum cleaner and mop, and set off in 
pursuit. We began the torturous 12-hour journey from Sydney to 
Lismore up the winding Pacific Highway. After five years, I was 
leaving Sydney behind. Although we often visited Sydney in later 
years, we never returned to live. We were on our way to the 
country.
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Chapter 10. Starting Again and Again

Northern New South Wales
1980-1986

fter an overnight stay in Kempsey, about halfway up the 
coast, we arrived in Lismore about midday and found our 
way to the house next door to the large SDA church. We 

let ourselves in and explored the old, wooden house. Our first 
glance took in the extremely high ceilings and the painted wood 
“tongue and groove” walls. All the rooms opened off the central 
hall, including an enormous lounge with open fireplace, three huge
bedrooms and the dining room and kitchen at the back. Originally 
built with an outside toilet, a previous owner had thoughtfully 
converted part of the back porch into a bathroom, so that at least 
we were spared nocturnal journeys into the darkness! A low wire 
fence separated the yard from the church.

A

We needn’t have hurried to beat the truck. We waited all day. 
Lismore in December is oppressively hot and humid. The house 
had no fans so we lay on the carpet and panted through the hot 
afternoon. We were surprised to find a large air-conditioned 
shopping complex located just across the street – so much for our 
visions of living in the outback! We could have gone there to cool 
off but we didn’t want to miss the truck’s arrival. The truck arrived
about 5pm and the removalists hastily unloaded everything.

We scattered our few pieces of furniture through the rooms. 
Each room had a different colour carpet. The dining room was 
carpeted in a shag-pile mustard coloured carpet that we both hated.
The lounge carpet was threadbare and worn, but we said nothing. 
The room that became my office was 8 metres long and 5 metres 
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wide. My large, wooden desk and filing cabinet were almost lost in
the vast areas of empty space.

I was a few weeks off turning 29. Both of us were skinny and 
the photographs taken the day we moved in show us wearing thin 
T-shirts and ultra short shorts, as was befitting the period and the 
heat. A church member who drove by the church stopped to say 
hello and immediately announced our arrival to the whole church. 
Her comment was that the new pastor and his wife were mere kids.
We did look young and naïve – I had collar-length brown curly 
hair and Michelle wore her blonde hair down to her waist. We 
didn’t have any children to fill the vast house, even though the 
church members frequently dropped hints to us over the next few 
months.

On our first day at church, someone read out a list of names of
people who were in the Lismore Base Hospital, a three-minute 
walk up the road from the church. In the rush of events, plus the 
overwhelming heat that we were not used to, I didn’t give the 
announcement much thought. About 10pm that night, we were 
woken by a phone call. An irate church member proceeded to 
abuse me for 15 minutes for failing to go to the hospital that day to
visit her mother. I was terribly apologetic and promised to go the 
next day, but I was shaken by the rudeness of the person 
concerned, whom I don’t even remember meeting that morning.

My first job was to get ready for the meetings that were the 
sole reason for our appointment to Lismore. I booked a small hall 
in the Civic Centre for a series of 10 Sunday afternoons. In the 
meantime, I visited as many of the church members as possible. 
Lismore was a large church and the members were widely 
scattered, from Casino to the west right up to Alstonville in the 
east. In addition, I was also church pastor for Ballina, about 30 km 
away on the coast, and I tried to do the same there too. Since it was
a smaller church, Ballina was easier to care for. I learned that 
many of the church members from both churches had started a 
third church at Alstonville, halfway between Lismore and Ballina.
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Between board meetings and other committees, I was 
overwhelmed with work. Fortunately, Pastor David Adams was 
transferred from Western Australia to help me. He took over the 
Ballina church and helped me run the meetings. David was my 
cousin and we enjoyed being together as family.

In May, the annual church camp meeting took place on a 
property the church owned in Byron Bay. For two weeks before 
the start, I was obliged, along with others in the area to help set up 
tents in which people would live for the ten-day convention. For 
days, I hammered pegs into the soft, sandy ground but the sun was 
hot and the work was backbreaking. When we were not driving 
pegs, we were delivering wooden poles, canvas tents, furniture and
other paraphernalia. For the whole time, there wasn’t a drop of 
rain. Then, two days before the first meeting, the rain started. The 
coast was lashed by cyclonic conditions, with strong winds and 
500 mm of rain. The business district of Lismore, always prone to 
flooding, went under water. I spent half the night at the caravan 
park in water up to my waist helping an elderly church member 
shift her caravan out of the way of the rising river.

Due to the rain, huge areas of the church camp were under 
water and the ministers had to relocate scores of tents. The whole 
place was a soggy, muddy mess. A further 200 mm of rain fell 
over the next week. With mud up to our knees, we attended the 
meetings and carried on with a cheerful grin.

When the meetings finished, we packed up and returned 
home. My series of Bible lectures were due to start in a few days. 
Meanwhile, Michelle had been complaining of nausea and went to 
see a doctor. She came home to announce that she was pregnant 
and the baby was due in December.

I had avoided the family issue up till this time, realising that 
having children brought another layer of complication to my life. 
Uncertain of what this would mean, again I hoped for the best. All 
I really knew for sure was that I was in this for the long haul.

Motherhood kicked in for Michelle quickly and she soon 
started making baby clothes, cot quilts and other paraphernalia. 
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She became so good at this that in later years she made thousands 
of baby items to sell at markets everywhere we went.

During the church convention, I met Ian and his wife, Kathy. 
Unemployed at the time, Ian volunteered to work with us in 
Lismore. They moved over from nearby Mullumbimby and lived 
in a caravan behind our house. Ian, a year or two older than me, 
was strikingly good-looking, tall, with dark hair and deep brown 
eyes that danced when he laughed. He was a committed Christian 
and had no fear in sharing his faith. His love for God and other 
people bubbled over enthusiastically. His flashing eyes and broad 
smile immediately made him attractive. I thought he was the most 
handsome man I had ever met.

Ian told me that before he became a Christian, he used to be a 
fashion model for high-end department stores in Sydney. He had 
worked with famous designers and had been in countless 
photograph shoots wearing all kinds of expensive clothing. When 
he told me that many of the male models and photographers he had
worked with were homosexuals, (the word “gay” was not part of 
common speech at that time), I was immediately alert and on the 
defensive. Ian said that he even considered becoming a 
homosexual himself, because he saw their glamorous lifestyle and 
the ease with which they could find a partner.

 I was both fascinated and appalled. Unfortunately, Ian’s 
suggestion that one could “choose” to be a homosexual reinforced 
my belief that homosexuality was a choice. All I had to do was to 
keep on choosing to resist that temptation and it would go away. 
Years later, I realised the fallacy of such a view—no one chooses 
their sexuality. In Ian’s case, he never acted on his impulse. He 
met Kathy and they both joined the Adventist church soon 
afterwards.

The evangelistic meetings began a couple of weeks later. The 
archaeological exhibition was a feature of the opening weekend 
meetings and drew a lot of people. The meetings continued weekly
for about three months, and about 20 people joined the church as a 
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result. Running my own program was still quite new to me, but I 
gained confidence and honed my public speaking skills.

Living next door to the church had some hilarious moments. 
The verandah at the front of the house opened directly onto the 
footpath. Because we lived in the centre of town, church members 
often left surplus produce on the verandah for each other, often 
swapping items in the process. Many mornings we walked outside 
to find a box of avocados on the front step, or a full stem of 
bananas hanging from the hook in the ceiling. The produce was 
usually intended for someone else who would come by later that 
day and pick it up. Sometimes, they also left a gift for us. We were
introduced to avocados as a result.

Church members who came into town from the surrounding 
region frequently rounded out their day by dropping in to see us 
for a chat, often staying for an hour or more. Sometimes we had 
two or three groups of visitors at a time, or several visits in 
succession, some coming from the church next door through the 
gate in the back fence, while others knocked on the front door.

One stiflingly hot Saturday, we took a nap in the afternoon, 
leaving the windows open to catch the breeze. A meeting was in 
progress in the church next door, but we were not required to be 
present. After the meeting, one young lady needed to make a 
phone call. With no phone at the church, and assuming no one was
home in the pastor’s house, she climbed through an open window 
to use our phone. We woke up to hear her voice out in the hallway,
evidently asking her parents for a lift home. We didn’t mind 
people using our phone – the church paid for our church-related 
calls – but we were embarrassed that someone was in the house 
while we were lying on our bed with the bedroom door open. We 
give no hint that we were there and the teenage girl let herself out 
the front door as she left. We never told anyone what happened!

Frequently during the year, I visited Ballina, half an hour 
away from Lismore, to visit church members and people interested
in the church. Sometimes after such visits, I had several hours free,
or I made time to be free, and I drove to the beach for a jog and a 
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swim. It was a quiet place to relax. I also discovered that it was a 
place where young men hung out. I was still curious, realising that 
my problem was not a passing phase that would just go away. 
There was a magnetic attraction that kept me going back again and
again.

The year was mostly busy though. I was out every night of the
week on church business, and often much of every day as well. I 
concluded the meetings, and conducted several baptisms. There 
were church committees to chair or sit with, and a multitude of 
other tasks. Near the end of the year, we were informed that we 
were being shifted again, this time to Tamworth, located in 
western New South Wales. By now I was resigned to the gypsy 
life and wearily packed up all our boxes, some of which had never 
been unpacked from the last move.

We shifted to Tamworth at the beginning of December, left 
our goods in the pastor’s house and then drove to Sydney in time 
for the birth of the baby. Paternity leave was unheard of. I was 
obliged to use my four weeks annual leave but it was no holiday. 
We stayed with Michelle’s parents, waiting for the baby to arrive. 

In the middle of attending a wedding, Robert decided this was 
the opportune time and we rushed to the Sydney Adventist 
Hospital. Our eldest son entered the world about 3am on 23 
December. Life would never be the same. Born slightly 
underweight, he was tiny. I bought a toy monkey for him at the 
hospital pharmacy that I thought looked cute – he still has the 
monkey. A week later, we brought Robert home, bought a baby 
capsule and installed him in the middle of the back seat. With our 
goods piled into the car, we returned to Tamworth.

We lived behind the church in a house that overlooked the 
dusty church car park. From where we sat having our meals, we 
could see church members coming and going, trailing clouds of 
dust. At least we had a few seconds warning when they came 
through the back gate to our house. All day, every day, people 
knocked at the back door, either to talk to me as the pastor, or to 
pick up the church key. 
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We arrived in searing 
summer heat. Rain hadn’t fallen 
for months, and over the next 
two years, it hardly rained at all.
The drought of 1979 to 1983 
was one of the worst in recent 
Australian history. We inherited 
a small vegetable garden from 
our predecessor, but water 
restrictions limited us to using 
only a bucket. Everything, even 
the zucchinis that had flourished
for months, died. The grass 
around the house went brown, 
except for a patch outside the 
kitchen door where Michelle 

threw a bucket of water every week after she mopped the kitchen 
floor.

Once again, I saw the shift from Lismore to Tamworth as a 
chance for another new start and I redoubled my determination, 
especially now that I was a father. I began to realise that I was 
wrestling with something much bigger and stronger than I could 
cope with.

My work followed a very similar pattern that year. I visited 
the church members in the first couple of months. I met with the 
church board and other people from the church to plan church 
outreach programs. They, like me, had no choice whether to have 
public series of meetings. I had been sent for that purpose, no one 
had any choice and we all just got on with it.

I had brochures printed advertising my “Search for Treasure” 
lectures and the church members letterboxed the whole city. I ran 
advertisements in the local newspaper and also made my first TV 
commercials. As a result, several hundred people attended the 
opening programs in the local high school hall, and scores 
continued attending after we shifted to the grubby CWA Hall 
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down by the Peel River. Two full-time assistants worked with me: 
Graham, a recent college graduate, and Bob, a builder who had 
taken a year off work and was a paid volunteer for the church.

I always felt overpowered by Graham, a highly charged man 
who bombarded me with talking. I was intimidated by his high-
powered personality and impulsive actions. Without meaning to do
so, I backed away from him, preferring to let him have his own 
way. This led to a confrontation brought on by his wife who 
accused me of ignoring him. It was an unfortunate combination of 
circumstances that taught me a valuable lesson. Treat everyone 
with respect, otherwise your body language will give you away.

I was also responsible for a small church at Quirindi, 70 km 
south. The small group of church members met in an old 
fashioned, country church, typical of thousands of such buildings 
in rural Australia. A flight of steps led up to the porch and a tiny 
entryway. Inside the wooden-floored church, four or five rows of 
severely uncomfortable wooden pews stood on either side of the 
centre aisle, down which ran a strip of red carpet. The dozen 
church members barely filled a couple of pews. I tried to be there 
every second weekend to lead the church service, and I also 
travelled down once a week on a weekday to visit the elderly and 
often ill members.

Once a month on Saturday afternoons, the youth held a 
regional meeting in Gunnedah. Folk from half a dozen churches up
to 200 km away came to the meetings that were held in the local 
CWA Hall. Although ostensibly for youth, the age range was 
interpreted widely to include everyone from babies to 
grandmothers. Usually there was a combined potluck tea and 
sometimes a concert or other social event before we headed home.

For our summer holidays at the end of 1981, my brother Alvin
suggested that we travel together up to Cairns. Alvin and Pirjo, and
their son Teijo, met us in Tamworth. Stopping to sightsee along 
the way, we drove to Brisbane together. At that time, Brisbane was
a sprawling, wild-looking country town. Few buildings were more 
than two storeys high and it did not feel like a city. After dry and 
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dusty Tamworth, the overwhelming humidity made Brisbane feel 
like a pressure cooker.

We travelled to the Sunshine Coast and camped near the 
beach at Caloundra. The first night was fine, but then a tropical 
storm hit the coast, and it rained heavily. We endured the next day 
sheltering in shops, but the next night it rained even harder. The 
tent leaked, our sleeping bags were wet, and we felt miserable. 
Since the forecast predicted more rain, we packed up our wet tents 
and headed north to Bundaberg where we camped overnight at 
Mon Repos. Our campsite was right on the edge of the sand 
overlooking the water. We walked along the beach to watch the 
turtles come ashore and lay their eggs in the sand dunes. 

We continued making slow but steady progress up the coast, 
calling it at various beaches and coastal towns along the way. 
Eventually we got to Rockhampton and stopped on the outskirts to 
visit the tourist shop and marker on the line of the Tropic of 
Capricorn. We drove out to Yeppoon where we camped, and next 
day meandered along the coast down to Emu Park. We stopped for
lunch at the park near the Singing Ship, the monument to Captain 
Cook’s 1770 voyage. There we celebrated Robert’s first birthday 
with a picnic-style party under a large shade tree. We appreciated 
the sea breeze in the otherwise stifling heat.

We spent Christmas Eve cruising around Great Keppel Island.
The highlight of the trip was boom netting. A net was strung from 
a boom at right angles to the ship. We climbed out along the boom 
and hung off the net while the ship was travelling. The force of the
water pulled my shorts down to my thighs and I narrowly escaped 
being de-pantsed altogether.

In 1982, I conducted another series of public meetings in 
Tamworth, but this time, I set up the exhibition at the local art 
gallery and opened it to the public every day for three weeks. With
programs running every day of the week, I completed my series of 
meetings in just a month rather than stretching the series over the 
whole year. I considered that experiment a huge success.
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During the series, I received a phone call from Graham, a 
young man in his late 20s who lived an hour’s drive north of 
Tamworth. He had an Adventist friend and was interested in 
learning about the Bible. Over the next few months, I regularly 
met with him in his small flat. Graham was tall and lean, with 
vivid red hair and an energetic personality that immediately 
engaged me. He was easy to talk to and I enjoyed his company. 
We often talked about things apart from the Bible. I appreciated 
his friendship and sensed that the male bonding satisfied an inner 
longing I dared not name. Eventually, he joined the church – I 
baptised him just before he left to work in Sydney.

That year I was also director of the Tamworth Pathfinder Club
for children and youth aged 10 to 16. The club met in the spacious 
hall next to the church on every alternate Saturday night. I bought 
a uniform and updated all my honours badges in line with the 
skills I had achieved over the previous 20 years since I was last a 
Pathfinder as a young teenager. Resplendent in gold braid, I was 
anxious to try my leadership skills with the 20 or so kids in our 
care.

In fact, Leonie and Heather, the two ladies who had run the 
club for years, did all the work and I was the figurehead. Equipped
with a whistle, I called everyone to order, supervised the marching,
tried to look stern and generally provided male influence over the 
unusually large number of teenage boys. We organised several 
camps during the year, and took the kids out on activities to fulfil 
their honours requirements – swimming, bird watching, star 
identification, as well as various crafts.

While living in Tamworth, I heard the first radio news reports 
of a new and deadly disease. At first described as a “gay cancer,” 
the disease was named GRID, for gay-related immune deficiency. 
Later, the name was changed to AIDS, for acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome. I knew little about it other than that there 
was no cure and that the experts were sure that the disease would 
arrive in Australia sooner rather than later. Totally ignorant of how
the new disease was transmitted, I was nevertheless terrified. Once
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again, I determined that I would stop visiting the several outdoor 
locations where gay men furtively gathered and swore on a 
proverbial stack of Bibles that I would resist temptation. I may 
have lasted a couple of weeks in my resolve.

At the end of the year, we shifted again, this time to Port 
Macquarie on the mid-north coast of NSW. We lived in the 
church-owned house, a kilometre from the town centre and only a 
five-minute drive from Flynn's Beach. A gum tree in the front yard
was one of the few eucalyptus trees that koalas frequent, and we 
often saw koalas up in the tree eating the leaves. In the mating 
season, we heard the loud pig-like grunts as the male koala called 
out into the night for a mate.

I got up early most mornings and went for walk and jog along 
Flynn’s Beach, followed by a swim. After the cold days of 
Tamworth, living in relatively mild Port Macquarie meant that we 
hardly noticed the winter. Yet again, I was grateful for a fresh 
start, and I determined to make another attempt to overcome what 
I saw as a terrible temptation. But temptations persisted. Around 
the beaches and parklands, I occasionally met other men. Although
I would have liked to ask questions and find out what was 
bothering me, no one ever wanted to talk. No names were 
exchanged, no details given or expected. Secrecy and silence were 
respected. Shame was my constant companion.

Helped by the local church pastor, and Bruce, a young 
graduate from Avondale College, I set up my “Search for 
Treasure” exhibition in the Civic Centre. Following my 
experiment in Tamworth, the exhibition was open every day for 
three weeks. I held meetings every afternoon and evening, and 
hundreds of people attended. I advertised the exhibition to schools 
and arranged for groups to visit. I provided worksheets for the kids
and gave a short talk about the artefacts. The kids were delighted, 
the teachers were enthusiastic, and the meetings got free publicity.

During the year, Michelle and I bought a block of land and 
engaged a local builder to build a house, the first we ever owned. 
Because we were not allowed to move from the church-owned 
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house, we signed up some tenants who helped us pay off our 
modest loan within a few years.

I did a lot of public speaking that year. I spoke at the public 
meetings and seminars; I preached at church and taught Bible 
classes. In addition I spent many hours in personal conversations 
and led hundreds of home Bible study groups. In fact, I seemed to 
be talking all the time. And that created a problem. I wasn’t 
speaking correctly. By July, I realised I was coughing and clearing 
my throat frequently, but no matter how many times I did so, my 
voice was husky. 

One morning I woke up and I couldn’t talk at all. I didn’t feel 
unwell and I didn’t have a cold or the flu. I was mystified. I rested 
my voice for a day or two, but there was a lump in my throat that 
wouldn’t go away. The local doctor took a look and said I 
probably had a vocal nodule, a lump on my vocal chords caused by
incorrect speaking. He sent me to an ear nose and throat specialist, 
who confirmed the diagnosis, and told me to rest my voice for at 
least a month.

I interpreted “rest” as not speaking out loud. I still had work to
do that involved a lot of talking, so I continued in a hoarse 
whisper. I couldn’t do any more than that even if I tried. After a 
month, I went back to the specialist and he said that the vocal 
nodule was unchanged and that I needed an operation to remove it.

I took sick leave and went down to for medical attention. By 
this time, our second baby was due in a couple weeks anyway. 
Stephen was born on 23 October 1983 in the Sydney Adventist 
Hospital. A week later, I underwent surgery to remove the nodules 
on my vocal chords. The doctor ordered me not to talk or even 
whisper for at least a month.

We stayed with Michelle’s long-suffering parents. I did not go
out and everyone avoided talking to me. I read, went for walks and
tried not to get bored, but the enforced idleness was one of the 
hardest things I have ever done. The specialist declared the 
operation successful but warned me to talk very softly for the next 
month, and not to do any public speaking for three months.
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On our return to Port Macquarie, there was little I could do 
until I could use my voice. When the church pastor was 
unexpectedly transferred interstate, I was appointed in his place for
the year 1984. In addition, I was responsible for the Wauchope 
church, half an hour inland. 

Anxious to avoid damaging my vocal chords, I took voice 
lessons with a singing teacher in Kempsey, 45 minutes drive north.
Our lessons took place in the small, empty theatre alongside high 
school kids doing drama classes. I enjoyed the lessons and actually
thought I was making progress in singing. The real object of the 
lessons was to teach me to breathe from the diaphragm rather than 
the throat and hence preserve my voice.

Being the pastor of the Port Macquarie church was not an easy
task. A very conservative element of older members refused to 
change with the times. A series of acrimonious confrontations 
between some of the members followed during the year, and I felt 
frustrated by the constant arguments. I had the feeling that I had to 
watch my own back as well.

I was glad to move at the beginning of 1985, this time to Erina
church, near Gosford on the NSW Central Coast. I was also the 
district director for the Central Coast with two other ministers in 
the area who were to be my associates in the series of meetings. 
Together we represented five churches in the district. 

The major event of 1985 was my three-month study tour to 
the Middle East and Europe, subsidised by the church. Ross, a 
ministerial colleague who had never been overseas before, 
accompanied me. The trip enabled us to photograph places of 
Biblical and historical interest and aimed to equip us better in our 
ministry. We travelled through the Philippines to Hong Kong and 
Singapore, then through India to Egypt. In Israel, we visited all the
major sites connected with Bible history. Ross and I joined an 
archaeological dig in Israel, and then toured Turkey by rental car 
for two weeks. We travelled through Europe – Athens, Rome, 
Torre Pellice, Geneva, Paris and London. We even attended part of
the General Conference of the world church in New Orleans in the 
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USA. We parted company after that – I flew to Mexico and Ross 
flew to Fiji.  

On my return to Australia, I spent the rest of that year in 
pastoral work and planning for the major outreach program 
scheduled for the following year. I booked halls in four locations 
around the Central Coast and prepared advertising. As best I could,
I recruited church members to assist at the meetings and put a 
myriad of other plans in place.

The first big event of 1986 was the return of Halley’s comet. 
Reappearing every 75 years, eastern Australia was supposed to be 
a prime position for viewing, but over the several weeks that it was
in the sky, the comet was hardly visible. On the night we tried to 
see the comet from the back of our house, I thought I could detect 
a faint smudge. We made both boys look at it since we figured it 
was a major historical event to remember, but I am sure it didn’t 
register with them.

Together with my two ministerial colleagues, we set ourselves
a busy program for the evangelistic series. We blanketed the area 
with advertising. The church members hand delivered many 
thousands of flyers to letterboxes. On the opening weekend of the 
series of meetings, I spoke eight times, in four different locations, 
to a combined audience of thousands. During the week, I spoke 
another five times.

We kept up the hectic pace for months and eventually several 
dozen folks joined the various churches. The hard work proved to 
be an enormous boost to the churches in the area and we were 
grateful for the support of so many people.

Richard was the tallest person I had ever baptised. A good 15 
cm taller and maybe 30 or 40 kg heavier than me, he was a good-
looking young man engaged to an Adventist girl. Early on the 
morning of his baptism, the indoor baptistery was filled with water
from a hose and heated. However, by the time of the baptismal 
service, about half the water had leaked out. No one noticed the 
leak and by the time we entered the pool, the water was barely up 
to my knees and not nearly deep enough. Fortunately, the 

171



congregation was unaware of our problem since the baptistery was
built into the floor of the church and the water was out of sight of  
people sitting in the church. 

As we walked down the steps into the water, I whispered to 
Richard for him to sit on the bottom of the tank. From the sitting 
position, I lowered him backwards into the water for the baptism. 
Even that was a struggle and I am not sure that he was fully 
immersed. Richard sat up and then we both clambered to our feet 
before emerging up the steps of the font. It was the oddest baptism 
I ever performed!

The most significant family event of the year was when Mum 
announced that she was seeing someone whom she had met at the 
Adventist Retirement Village in Brisbane. While working part-
time as a nurse at the nearby nursing home, she had met and fallen 
in love with Gordon. Recently retired, Gordon had worked as a 
treasurer for the SDA Church all over Australia as well as in Fiji 
and other places in the Pacific. 

A few weeks later, she travelled down to Gosford with 
Gordon to introduce us. While there, Gordon asked my permission
if he could marry Mum. His request was a pleasant surprise for us, 
since Mum had been alone for 12 years and we never expected her 
to remarry. However, Gordon was such a gracious and kind 
gentleman, we couldn’t help but love him. We gladly and 
enthusiastically agreed to his request. Mum and Gordon decided to
get married on the 28th of December, only a few months away.

At the end of the year, we were transferred again, this time to 
Mt Isa in far north-western Queensland. However, we were told, 
we would only be there for one year before moving on to Darwin 
for two years. Shifting was no surprise to us by now – we had only
expected to be in Gosford for two years.

I hardly knew where Mt Isa was. When I looked at a map, I 
discovered that it was nearly 3,000 km north. It would take us four 
days of travel by road to get there. Secretly, I was glad we were 
going to Mt Isa. Surely in that remote location, I believed, I could 
finally get away from temptation. Being so remote and so far 
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away, I thought there would be no one up there like me and I could
put an end to decades of trying to overcome my longings. Why I 
thought that this would work in Mt Isa when it had never worked 
in any other place I had lived is beyond me!

We left Gosford and headed north to Brisbane, driving the 
whole 1,000 km in one day, a feat of heroic proportions given the 
state of the antiquated, single lane highway. In Brisbane, we stayed
with my sister Alison and John for a couple of weeks over 
Christmas. I conducted Mum’s wedding to Gordon and the large 
group of family and friends celebrated afterwards in Alison and 
John’s rumpus room. Mum planned to move into the retirement 
village unit that Gordon owned. I saw how happy they were 
together, and the love between them was obvious. I wondered 
about myself – I had never known quite what they had.

I was optimistic about the future – I saw our move to Mt Isa, 
once again, as a new start for my personal life. I was to find out 
how difficult that would prove to be.
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Chapter 11. Working in the Tropics

Northern Australia
1987-1989

e set off from Brisbane for Mt Isa in the middle of 
January, arriving at the house to find our goods piled up
everywhere just as the removalists had left them. At 

about 44 degrees Celsius every day, the weather was stiflingly hot,
but bone dry. In common with every other building in town, our 
house was equipped with an evaporative air conditioner that kept 
the temperature inside at a comfortable 26 degrees. We kept the air
conditioner running for about 9 months of the year, only turning it 
off for the few cool days in June, July and August. 

W

Although located in the middle of the arid outback of western 
Queensland, we were amazed to see that Mt Isa was so green. 
Because there was a large dam on the outskirts of the city, there 
were very few water restrictions. I watered the lawns around the 
house regularly, as did most other residents. Lush gardens and 
trees surrounded us and our grass was always green. 

The house was on the northern edge of the city. A few 
hundred metres up the street from us the city came to an abrupt 
end – the green grass gave way to red sand and dirt with scattered 
tussock grass and scattered trees, a reminder that we were living in
the middle of a desert.

The house was next to the church, separated by a low fence 
and a gate. Dave, a recent graduate from college and his wife 
Hilary assisted me in church work. They were talkative, outgoing 
and sociable and we enjoyed their company. Dave always knew 
what was happening around the town and in the church, even if the
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events were happening in Sydney or Melbourne. He regularly 
updated me on the latest church politics, gossip or scandal. I was 
never on the church grapevine!

Dave brought with him a recently purchased desktop 
computer that he referred to, strangely, as an “Apple”. It was a 
clunky device with an on-screen display consisting of green letters 
on a dark green background. The computer didn’t seem to do very 
much and certainly nothing that I couldn’t do on my electric 
typewriter. Since special knowledge of an unknown language was 
required to make the machine do anything, I decided that I could 
live without one. Computers were a just a gimmicky innovation 
that would pass.

Mt Isa felt like a frontier town where I expected cowboys to 
emerge from one of the many pubs, draw their guns and fire at 
will, just as they did in the movies. Nothing like that ever 
happened, but there were always plenty of miners dressed in high 
visibility safety clothes driving utes down the main street. The 
streets were wide, hot deserts of asphalt, devoid of any relief. 
There was one supermarket located in the tiny shopping mall. 
Since the mall was air conditioned, most of the town gathered 
there during the daytime. Apart from the post office and lots of 
hotels, there wasn’t much else in downtown Mt Isa.

The sprawling Mt Isa Mines complex spread across the other 
side of the almost permanently dry Leichhardt River. There were 
dozens of surface and underground mines for silver, lead, zinc and 
copper. Huge buildings and a massive chimney that belched toxic 
fumes dominated the complex. When the wind blew from the west 
the acrid smell produced a bitter taste at the back of our throats. 
During the year, we took a tour of the mine and even went 
underground briefly to see the hot and dusty conditions endured by
the men who worked there. The whole city of about 20,000 people 
was built around the mining industry but largely consisted of 
itinerant workers who came up to Mt Isa for a year or two, worked 
double and triple shifts to make big money, and then returned to 
the southern states from where they had come.
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With our shift to Mt Isa, I thought that I was safely removed 
from all temptation, but I discovered that nothing had changed, 
and I failed again – I was still the same person. Being so far away 
from anyone who could help, I was all the more vulnerable. 
Depressed at the isolation and frustrated at my own inability to 
practice what I preached, I took out my anger on the very people 
who least deserved it. My mind thrashed in desperation - was there
no escape? Was there anyone who could save me? Was there any 
light in the darkness?

Robert had just turned six and because we knew we were only
staying for one year, Michelle chose to home-school him. Robert 
was a bright kid and he managed to do a whole day’s schoolwork 
in a couple of hours. He had plenty of friends his own age at the 
church and we often socialised with other church families. A few 
months after our arrival, Michelle cheerfully announced that she 
was pregnant.

I conducted the public evangelistic meetings in the modern 
Civic Centre. I set up my “Search for Treasure” exhibition in the 
foyer and hundreds of people came to the programs in the 
auditorium. The large ancient urn from the pyramid of Sakkhara 
took pride of place in the centre. All the other items were 
displayed in glass cases around the large room, with a couple of 
decorative daggers in the section illustrating Petra.

The daggers were tourist souvenirs and were neither sharp nor
valuable. With the audience inside during the first program, one of 
them was stolen. Dave was in the foyer at the time and saw the 
culprit. Dave immediately rang the police with a good description. 
The cops sent a car to the suspect’s house and found the man 
sharpening the knife. Glad of the excuse to catch a well-known 
crook, the police confiscated the knife and arrested the man on 
various other weapons and drugs charges.

The police returned the knife to the Civic Centre. Before I had
finished speaking, Dave had returned the knife to its place in the 
exhibition and the hundreds of people present were none the wiser.
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The incident was reported in the Mt Isa newspaper, which I 
considered free publicity for the meetings.

The meetings continued at
the Civic Centre and then
transferred to the church hall.
Eventually about 15 people were
baptised and joined the church
where I was also the pastor.

One of the church members
took us around some of the
lesser-known sites around Mt
Isa, including the remains of a former mining town where only the 
foundations of a few buildings were left. The only significant 
remaining feature was the railway station platform. On another 
occasion, we drove to the site of Mary Kathleen, a former uranium
mine located 60 km east of Mt Isa. A real “ghost town”, we drove 
up and down the overgrown streets looking at the stumps where 
houses used to be. We had a picnic lunch under the trees beside a 
lake that I assumed was used as a retention dam for toxic waste. 
The kids threw stones into the water but we avoided any further 
contact.

In June, I was required to attend the annual church convention
at the church-owned campground in Townsville. The family 
travelled with me the 1,000 kilometres from Mt Isa where we 
spent the next two weeks at the camp meeting. There I was elected
to the executive committee for Northern Australia, but I only met 
with the committee once over the next three years – it was just too 
far for me to travel to the regular monthly meetings that took place
at the church office in Townsville.

The camp meetings were inspiring, and I prayed earnestly, as I
had done for years, for God to change my heart. In the secluded 
camp, it was easy to believe my prayers were answered. But after 
our return back to Mt Isa, I soon discovered that I hadn’t changed 
at all. Why, I wondered, didn’t God answer my prayers? Surely 
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God was capable of doing so. Or was this prayer too hard even for 
God? Or was there something wrong with me?

The highlight of the year was our movie debut. Early in the 
year, we received a phone call from someone in Melbourne who 
wanted to use our house for a movie set. When a producer and 
several assistants arrived a few weeks later to look at the house, we
found out that the movie was about Lindy and Michael 
Chamberlain, who had lived in the same house 8 years earlier. 
They asked for permission to use the house as a set. The church 
office in Townsville readily gave permission.

I had no inkling of the scale of the project. Church members 
who were watching the news on TV kept us informed on what was
happening. World class actors Merryl Streep and Sam Neill were 
playing the lead roles, and this, we were told, was a big deal. We 
had never heard of either of them. Obviously, we had been living 
under a rock since everyone else at church knew both of them 
well. To fill in our education, one of the members made us watch 
two Merryl Streep movies on VHS videos. We were suitably 
impressed.

I was asked to find a baby that could be used as Azaria for the 
Mt Isa scenes. The baby had to be about 2 weeks old at the time of 
filming, but that meant that I had to ask mothers whose babies had 
not yet been born! I enquired at several maternity clinics and the 
local hospital but never received any replies. I later learned that 
although everyone was excited that Merryl Streep was coming to 
Mt Isa, they were very hostile to the Chamberlains. Lindy was still
in gaol and everyone in Australia had an opinion on her innocence 
or guilt.

Two weeks before filming started, two set dressers arrived at 
our house. A semi-trailer load of props arrived from Melbourne 
and various garden tools, kids toys and bikes, a motorbike and a 
yellow Holden Torana car, identical to the one owned by Michael 
and Lindy, were carefully arranged in our garage.

A few days before filming was due to start, I found the baby. I
was shopping in Kmart when I heard a baby cry in the next aisle. 
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Walking around to investigate, I found a young mother holding a 
newborn baby. I walked up and introduced myself, telling her that 
I was looking for a baby to be an extra in the movie. When I 
explained what the movie was about, she immediately agreed. I 
later found out that she supported the Chamberlains, unlike her 
mother who opposed the daughter’s decision to allow the baby to 
appear in the movie. However, the daughter was adamant – she 
was doing this in support of the Chamberlains!

The movie circus rolled into town, the biggest event in Mt Isa 
that year. Dozens of semi-trailers brought equipment and props all 
the way from Melbourne. The film company rented our church hall
as a storage depot for a week and unloaded vast quantities of 
lights, cameras, sound equipment, props and other paraphernalia. 
Twenty luxurious caravans provided accommodation for the cast 
and crew. Merryl Streep and her family stayed in the White House,
the official guesthouse for Mount Isa Mines on the other side of 
the river. The film company moved us out of our house and put us 
up in the Burke and Wills Motel – the best motel in town. The set 
dressers moved in and rearranged our lounge room for filming, 
using the furniture they had brought from Melbourne.

Every day for the next week, I arrived at the house at 6am to 
open up and turn on the air conditioner. The crew arrived shortly 
afterwards. I abandoned any church work – there was nothing I 
could do anyway, since most church members were among the 
crowds hanging around to watch the filming, or were involved in 
helping out in the background.

Hundreds of celebrity spotters lined the streets to watch, most 
of them hoping to get Merryl’s autograph. She sat on a deck chair 
under a tree on our front lawn trying not to collapse in the 40 C 
heat. Around her fussed her dresser, a tall, burly man dressed in 
white, long-sleeved overalls. He kept popping up to fix her make-
up or hair using the array of leather bags around his waist. As the 
week progressed and the days got hotter, he shed his overalls in 
favour of a very short pair of shorts. His campy manner spoke 
volumes! In the distance, Merryl's security detail of several men 
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wearing dark glasses talked quietly into microphones around their 
necks. I sat and chatted with Merryl and at her request 
demonstrated the correct pronunciation of some Australian words, 
and how to pronounce the words “Seventh-day Adventist” 
correctly, with the emphasis on the “Ad” in “AD-ventist”.

Each morning, half a dozen police were stationed in front of 
the house. Every time filming started, sirens sounded, bullhorns 
echoed up and down the street, and the police stopped the traffic. 
Pre-1980 cars drove in front of our house when the cameras 
needed a street view. A couple of extras walked up and down the 
footpath in front of our driveway, dressed in 1980-style clothing. 
(We didn’t think that Mt Isa residents had any clothing style, let 
alone a style linked to a year!)

They filmed a conversation around the car parked in the 
driveway, then a tense scene inside the basement sorting clothes 
for the laundry when they discovered blood spots on clothing and 
in the tent. There were scenes showing a policeman knocking on 
the front door and being ushered into the lounge room, and even a 
scene inside my office, showing Michael preparing his sermons 
and health talks. For this scene, they didn't bother using any of 
their props but simply filmed my desk, bookcases and office 
furniture.

The final, big scene was shot on the last day—and took all 
day. Virtually all the SDA church members were hired as extras. 
The scene showed us emerging through the front doors after a 
church service for the dedication of Azaria. The scene required us 
to shake hands with the pastor and mingle on the front lawn while 
Michael and Lindy posed for photographs with their children. 
Meanwhile, a road train drove passed the church, the driver 
swearing into his CB radio about the “f***ing Adventists”. When 
shown on the big screen, the scene perfectly summarised the 
polarisation of the Australian public to the whole story.

After about 40 takes, the day finished at about 5pm. The 
following day, the semi-trailers pulled up outside the church and 
loaded all the gear onboard and the whole caravan set off for Alice
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Springs to film at Ayers Rock, and then on to Darwin for the 
courthouse scenes. We moved back into our house. 

We saw the movie, entitled Evil Angels, the following year in 
Darwin, just after Lindy had been released from gaol. After a 
Royal Commission, the courts reversed their decision and she was 
acquitted of all charges.

By the middle of December, Michelle was only a few weeks 
off giving birth. I put her and the two boys on a plane for Sydney 
and stayed to finish the packing. We would return in January to 
complete the move to Darwin. I drove to Brisbane, then Sydney 
with a car full of mangoes that I picked from the tree in our front 
yard. By the time I arrived four days, later, I was almost 
asphyxiated by the smell of ripening fruit. 

Once again, we stayed with Michelle’s parents in Mt Colah. 
Together we endured the waiting game for another three weeks. 
Elton was born on 15 January 1988 in the Sydney Adventist 
Hospital.

During the holidays, I made a trip into Sydney to have my 
camera repaired. I had a whole day to myself. I was restless, and 
anxious to find out what really made my mind tick. I discovered 
that there was a men-only sauna in King St. Nervous and afraid, I 
paid my money and went in. I was determined to find out whether 
what played in mind was real or not. 

Inside, there were a sauna and a steam room; spa pools and 
exercise equipment. A towel was provided and hot showers were 
open for everyone to view. In one room a TV was playing movies. 
All the three floors of the building were filled with men – scores, 
perhaps hundreds of men. The place was quite legitimate but was 
obviously used by men to meet men. The experience was a mind-
boggling revelation – I had no idea that such places existed. 

Even though I learned a lot, I still denied that I was gay, the 
term that was now becoming common usage. Even I was 
becoming more comfortable with the word. As I left the building, I
reassured myself that I was a normal, heterosexual man who just 
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liked to be with men. That was the way I was and nothing would 
change. I later discovered that such rationalisation was common.

In early February, we returned to Mt Isa—it took five days to 
do the trip. We completed the packing and sent our goods on to 
Darwin, following behind in the car. The trip to Darwin, through 
Cammoweal and Three Ways took a further two days.

In Darwin, we found the real estate agent who had the key to 
our new house and we arrived in time for the delivery of our 
goods. Built after Cyclone Tracey to modern cyclone standards, 
the high-set house in the northern suburbs, was constructed on a 
concrete slab on top of reinforced concrete piers. Cyclone-proof 
corrugated iron sheets were bolted to the exterior. The three-
bedroom house was upstairs, with a granny flat downstairs that 
became my office.

The Adventist primary school was literally around the corner. 
Robert was now 7 and ready for school, so we bought him a bike 
and enrolled him in Year 2. There were about 16 students at the 
one-teacher school.

I was not involved directly with the church. The church pastor
and his wife arrived from South Africa soon afterwards. They 
lived in the house next door to the church, down in the Darwin 
CBD.

I was required to attend the annual church convention in April
where I, along with my ministerial colleagues, was expected to put
in some serious work, from putting up tents, preparing the camp 
sites, distributing furniture, speaking by day and serving as a 
security guard by night. Michelle and the boys could not attend 
due to school commitments and so I travelled by bus from Darwin 
to Townsville for two days and a night. I arrived exhausted.

When preparations for the camp were complete, I had nothing 
to do for a couple of days. I caught a bus into Townsville and 
walked along the esplanade that fronted the harbour and 
waterfront. I was looking for something – I didn’t quite know 
what, but I knew I would recognise it when I saw it.
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I met Greg in the park. About my age, he was friendly and 
confident. We talked for a while – at last I could ask my questions 
and get some answers. In turn, I was heartened to know that 
someone else shared the same feelings and emotions. 

Greg invited me back to his house and I agreed. My heart was 
thumping so loudly, I am sure he could see how nervous I was. My
actions felt so blatant, so determined – and yet when I left several 
hours later, as the sun set in a wave of heat, I was sure that what 
had just happened was, for me, the most natural thing in the world.

That night, I slept little. The memory of our time together 
haunted me and the guilty feelings returned. Next morning I felt 
the crushing need to re-connect with God – to beg forgiveness for 
the person I was, and plead, again, to be changed. I had been 
brought up to believe that God could work miracles. Church 
teaching had always implied, and I certainly believed, that 
homosexuality was a terrible temptation that could be resisted, a 
lifestyle choice that could be rejected. Many times, I had sworn to 
change my habits on a proverbial stack of Bibles over the years. 
But nothing had ever worked.

I determined that this time, God must change me or I would 
end up in hell – or dead. I already felt that I was teetering on the 
edge. At the camp, I attended every meeting and spent hours 
reading the Bible, seeking God’s voice. Slowly the sense of God’s 
love seeped through me and I found peace—God loved me, in 
spite of who I was or what I had done. God still loved me, always 
would. 

Over the next week, everything began to fall into place in my 
mind. I experienced a heartfelt revival, a deep spiritual experience 
that I had never known before. I became convinced that God had 
heard my prayers, that I had been changed and that I was cured.

As the end of the week approached, I wanted to confirm my 
feelings with action. I had already been baptised as a 12-year old. 
Since then, there had been a lifetime of temptation and years of 
wrong choices. Now, at the age of 38, I wanted all that to be in the 
past. I wanted a fresh start, a new beginning. 
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I approached a colleague and told him of my new spiritual 
experience. Without telling him any of the back-story, I asked him 
to baptise me again. He agreed and we set a time for early the next 
morning, the last Saturday of the meetings.

Before dawn, we drove to a nearby national park. I gasped at 
the beauty. Surrounded by tall trees, a crystal clear stream splashed
down over the rocks. The park was empty since it was far too early
for any visitors. In the silence of a beautiful bush setting, together 
we walked into the waist-deep water. Surrounded by nothing but 
birdsong, I was baptised in the cool waters. Suddenly everything 
felt right and I believed with all my heart that the cool water had 
washed away the last of my old life and that never again would I 
be tempted back to my old habits. I wanted with all my heart to 
believe that God had performed the miracle that I desired above all
else and that I had feelings and desires had changed.

The glory of my decision has never left me, and the 
commitment of that day has remained ever since. But the cure was 
a mirage. I was still the same person. 

In the months that followed, I discovered that my inner self 
was unchanged. I was not wrestling with a problem, but struggling 
to hide an identity that was beyond choice. My orientation was not 
something I had control over. It certainly was not something I had 
chosen any more than my heterosexual peers had chosen their 
orientation. If being gay was a choice I would have been “straight”
many years before. The feelings I had for others of my own gender
had always been part of me. I realised that for my whole life, I had 
always been going against the grain, swimming against the current.
I seemed to be locked in a grim struggle against a world that 
refused to acknowledge that such feelings existed.

The concept of a committed Christian, with a vibrant spiritual 
experience and regular devotional life, but who was also gay, 
seemed a contradiction in terms. I rejected the idea immediately. 
Reason whispered that there were probably other married gay men 
around – maybe even gay Adventists – although I had never met 
anyone who admitted it. But the thought of being a gay Adventist 
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minister was overwhelming! Since disclosure or discovery would 
lead to instant dismissal from my job, excommunication from the 
church, loss of a home and family, with no means of financial 
support, my position was too horrifying to contemplate. I buried 
the problem under a mountain of guilt and despair. Since I 
couldn’t fix the problem, then I had to stand it. My way of coping 
was to continue to deny that I was even gay.

I returned to Darwin to conduct the planned public 
evangelistic lectures. I set up the “Search for Treasure” exhibition 
and ran a three-week series of lectures in a small hall inside the 
Casuarina shopping centre. The shopping centre was huge, far 
bigger than any we had known down south. Because the centre 
was air conditioned, people came from all over Darwin just to sit 
inside for the day, even if they didn’t do any shopping.

Thousands of people came to the programs. The church pastor
and I soon had all our spare time filled with visits to the people 
who were interested in the presentations and the messages I 
presented. Many people joined the church as a result. I consoled 
myself that, if God knew of my problem, it didn’t seem to have 
any effect on my work or witness.

During the two years we lived in Darwin, we visited most of 
the tourist sites in and around Darwin. We strolled through the 
Smith Street Mall, Darwin’s main shopping street, where the 
former Star Cinema, destroyed by Cyclone Tracy, is now an 
outdoor café with remnants of the projector and other equipment 
forming a memorial to the building. We sometimes walked around 
the lush green parks that perched on the cliffs overlooking Darwin 
and enjoyed the coolness of the spreading trees. We walked past 
the ruins of the historic stone town hall that dated back to the time 
when Darwin was called Palmerston, and saw the remains of the 
Anglican cathedral next to it, both buildings destroyed by Cyclone 
Tracy. Under the city of Darwin are the World War II tunnels that 
were used to store ammunition during the war. They now form a 
very unusual underground museum.
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We took the kids to Doctor’s Gully to feed the fish. We 
explored the historic gaol at Fannie Bay that had been turned into a
popular tourist attraction. The gaol had an exhibit on Cyclone 
Tracy that showed video news footage of the devastation and 
played recordings of the wind gusts that tore the city to shreds. 
Part of a severely damaged house had been reconstructed inside 
the museum to show the effects of the wind and rain.

We often visited the Mindil Markets, bought take-away food, 
usually Asian or similarly exotic, and sat on the beach watching 
the sunset. We were surrounded by tourists and locals, the latter 
with their picnic tables, wine glasses and fancy food, sitting and 
enjoying the outdoor concerts in the cool of the evening.

In July each year, thousands of people pack Mindil Beach for 
the annual beer can regatta when various homemade craft made 
from empty beer cans compete for prizes. We watched long 
enough to catch the flavour of the moment before we left them to 
their drunken celebrations. There were only three or four months a 
year in the dry season when the waters around Darwin were 
considered safe enough to swim in without being stung by the 
infamous box jellyfish.

We often drove 20 or 30 km to Howard Springs and Berry 
Springs, both popular freshwater swimming places south of 
Darwin. On the way, we stopped to see the magnetic termite 
mounds, two or three metres high, created by millions of termites. 
They were flat on both sides, with the flat sides facing east and 
west with only the minimum amount of the mound facing the hot 
northern sun. The highest mounds are to up to a hundred years old.

Just south of Darwin was the crocodile farm to which we took 
friends and relatives who came to stay with us. We always stayed 
for the crocodile feeding that had everyone gasping in horror when
the four-metre monsters came out of the water for their dead 
chook, fed to them by hand by the brave keepers.

That year I learned to scuba dive and obtained my PADI 
qualification. I dived in water up to 40 metres deep on all the 
shipwrecks located around Darwin harbour. Some were naval 
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vessels from World War II while others were fishing ships sunk by
Cyclone Tracy in 1974. Darwin was a great place to learn to dive 
because the water was calm, and it only took five or ten minutes in
the boat to reach the dive site. The only drawback was the poor 
visibility in the harbour. Eventually I clocked up exactly 100 dives
over the next five years.

We travelled down to Katherine for a couple of days holiday. 
We cruised through the Katherine Gorge, which involved us 
sailing in two or three boats along sections of the gorge separated 
by rocks. We camped at Mataranka and swam in the natural hot 
pools. We also visited the site of the homestead that featured in the
book We of the Never Never, by Jeannie Gunn. Because it was the 
dry season, the days were hot and dry, but the nights were 
freezing, even that far north.

Several times during our stay in Darwin, we drove out to 
Kakadu National Park. The first time, we went as a family and 
took the Yellow Waters cruise before visiting Nourlangie Rock to 
view the Aboriginal rock art. We drove through the town of Jabiru 
and saw the huge uranium mine and also the Crocodile Hotel, built
in the shape of a crocodile. We took family members and other 
friends out on later occasions, usually making the 300 km round 
trip in one day. When Michelle’s parents came to visit, we hired a 
plane for a charter flight and flew over the whole park. We 
photographed the Jim Jim Falls and Twin Falls surging with wet 
season water.

The thunderstorms in Darwin during the wet season were truly
amazing with the whole sky lit up night after night with massive 
fireworks and the loudest thunder. Sometimes it rained for weeks 
without stopping. There were no gutters on the roof – there was 
too much water for gutters and piping – so the water just streamed 
off the corrugated iron. Everything that had turned brown during 
the dry season changed to vivid, tropical green. The walls of the 
house were covered in mould and we spent days wiping down 
doors and paintwork to keep up.
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In February 1989, Stephen started school. Although he was 5 
years old, we thought he was too young to be at school. But we felt
sorry for the school – numbers had dwindled and the school was 
threatened with closure unless we had at least 18 kids. We sent 
him on the understanding that he was not to be pressured into 
serious schoolwork.

I was asked to be the school board chairman, tasked with the 
job of increasing the numbers. All the available Adventist kids that
could attend were already attending, but there were only 10 of 
them, including our own two boys. We advertised to the public and
talked to as many people as we could, and when the school year 
started, enrolment jumped to 20.

Being the school board chairman proved difficult. The teacher
had his own ideas on running the school and didn’t really want my 
input. I didn’t have any experience in school management but 
fumbled along. I spent much of the year dealing with complaining 
parents who disagreed with the teacher's harsh discipline. The 
situation was difficult, and I am not sure I achieved very much. 

In 1989, I conducted another series of meetings at the 
Casuarina Shopping Centre, again with good attendance. The 
shopping centre was the ideal place to capture public attention. 
Some of the programs were the same as the previous year, but I 
tried to incorporate new presentations into the series.

I started Bible study classes every Saturday at the Adventist 
Primary School. The style was informal and contemporary, with an
emphasis on interactive learning and discussion. About 35 or 40 
people attended and I hoped that the group would develop into a 
branch church. However, the existing church members opposed 
the idea and insisted that the people attend the church 20 km away 
in downtown Darwin. Most of the group attended once, but many 
did not come back the second time. The dynamics of the formal 
church service were too different and the extra distance was 
prohibitive. I was disappointed, but it wasn’t my church. And we 
were due to leave Darwin in a few months.
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On the Queens Birthday holiday weekend, I was invited to go 
barramundi fishing with Greg, one of the church elders. I had 
never fished in my life before (nor since), but he provided all the 
gear and promised to tell me what to do. Leaving Darwin before 
sunrise, we drove along the Arnhem Highway halfway to Kakadu 
until we reached the Mary River. Just after dawn, Greg put the 
boat into the water. The air was still cool but the day soon became 
hot as we sat out in the sun.

As we trawled along the
river, we passed a score or more
of saltwater crocodiles sunning
themselves on the bank. I was
reassured that at this time of the
year, the crocs were not
aggressive and preferred lying in
the sun to chasing passing
fishermen, but I wasn’t so sure.
We caught one fish each, and
mine was the bigger of the two.
Since I didn’t want to take it
home, he gave one of the fish to
a couple of men whom he knew
who had fished all day and
caught nothing.

During the July school holidays, we took a family holiday and
drove down to Alice Springs. After looking around the town for a 
day or so, we drove out to Ayers Rock (Uluru) and spent two days 
exploring the rock itself as well as the nearby Olgas (Kata Tjuta). 
The soil everywhere was bright red and the spinifex grass all 
around the rocks was dry and sparse, with only the odd stunted tree
to break the barren wilderness. The landscape was starkly 
beautiful, especially early in the morning and late afternoon.

When we were appointed to work in Darwin, we knew our 
tenure was for only two years. As the end of year approached, I 
instinctively started packing again while we waited for the next 
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appointment to be announced. We were relieved to find out that 
we were being sent to Nambour on Queensland’s Sunshine Coast. 
At least the weather would still be warm, but from our perspective,
Nambour was a long way south. We packed up our goods and sent 
them ahead. 

We drove from Darwin to Townsville and then on to Cairns 
where we spent several weeks on holiday doing all the usual 
tourist things. The family took the heritage train up to the Atherton
Tablelands to the town of Mareeba, located in the middle of the 
rainforest. I drove up in the car to meet them and then we went on 
to explore Lake Eacham and Lake Barrine. Another day, we took 
the day cruise out to Green Island to swim and snorkel around the 
reef and lounged on the gleaming white sandy beach. For me, the 
highlight of the holiday was a three-day boat trip to scuba dive on 
the outer Great Barrier Reef. On each of the 10 or so dives, the 
water was so clear I could see 50 metres or more. I was stunned by
the vast array of fish and coral life. Without a wetsuit in the warm 
tropical water, each dive was an amazing underwater adventure.

 When the holiday was over, we drove 1600 km south along 
the Bruce Highway to Nambour. But before we could settle in, I 
was required to attend ministers’ meetings, another 1000 km south,
at Avondale College. That required more driving. I spent nearly a 
week at the college. I can’t remember what the meetings were for, 
but the highlight was the 5.6 magnitude earthquake that struck 
Newcastle, only 40 km away. The earthquake hit on Thursday 
morning, 28 December while we were sitting in the chapel. The 
building shook for about 40 seconds, and it was the scariest 40 
seconds of my life. 

There was no damage at the college, but when we watched the
news on TV, we learned that in Newcastle, 13 people had been 
killed. The Newcastle Workers Club had collapsed and over 1000 
houses were damaged. The damage bill topped $4 billion. It is still 
the worst earthquake and one of the worst disasters in Australia’s 
history.
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After the meetings were over at the end of January, 1990, we 
drove back up the Pacific Highway to Brisbane and finally to 
Nambour. We were home again. And I was still searching for 
answers.
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Chapter 12. Marking Time

Nambour, Queensland
1990

he pastor’s house in Nambour was at the top of a hill 
overlooking the town of about 11,000 people. The church 
was less than a kilometre away along Coes Creek Road. 

The house was a late 1970’s high-set brick house, with a garage, 
rumpus room and office downstairs. Upstairs, a long veranda ran 
along the front of the house from which we had a great view of the
sugar mill belching steam and smoke.

T
The sugar mill was the main feature of Nambour until 2003. 

When the wind blew from the east, we were immersed in the sweet
smell of cooking sugar and burning sugar cane. The streets around 
the mill were always littered with bits of cane that fell off the 
trucks or the cane train. During the cutting season, the narrow-
gauge train ran right through the middle of town and brought 
traffic on the Bruce Highway to a standstill for minutes at a time. 
The kids thought it was great and we often took them up to see 
“Sandy the Cane Train,” a former engine that had been installed as
a monument in front of the mill.

I was sent to Nambour to run public evangelistic meetings. 
The council had recently opened a brand new auditorium/concert 
hall in the main street. When I enquired about a vacancy, I was 
told that there was nothing available. The hall was booked several 
years in advance. The manager told me that I could a get week or 
so of bookings the following year, but at an exorbitant price that I 
knew was far beyond the modest church budget.
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Next, I enquired at the Events Centre in the holiday city of 
Caloundra, 45 minutes drive from Nambour at the southern end of 
the Sunshine Coast. They too had nothing for that year, but did 
have a series of 6 or 8 Sundays free the following year. Again, 
their venue was expensive, but less than the Nambour Civic 
Centre, so I booked the venue for 1991. I had yet to figure out how
I could possibly run meetings so far from my church base. There 
was no Adventist presence in Caloundra to rely on for support and 
I knew the Nambour church people would not travel that far.

I looked around for other venues, but there wasn’t much else 
to choose from. Nambour was a cultural desert and there were no 
other options. By this time, the year was already well advanced. I 
wasn’t terribly motivated to do anything major and I was in no 
mood to rush things. In any case, the church administration had 
approved me taking four weeks special leave so that I could travel 
to the Middle East with my father-in-law and a group of paying 
customers.

I left Australia in mid-April
and flew to Amman, Jordan
where the group I was with
changed planes to fly to
Baghdad in Iraq. Saddam
Hussein was in power at the
time, but we had never heard of
him at that time, since this was
before either of the two Gulf Wars took place in Iraq. We spent 
nearly a week in Iraq, first visiting Mosul and Nineveh in the 
north, and then going down to Babylon, where we walked through 
the ruins of the palace of King Nebuchadnezzar. 

We were among the first foreign tourists allowed into 
Baghdad since the end of the long war between Iraq and Iran that 
had made any travel in the country hazardous. The Iraqi people we
met warmly received us, and our guides went out of their way to 
make our stay memorable. All the hotels were brand new and ultra 
clean. The highways were wide and fast and the air-conditioned 
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bus took us to all the places I had dreamed about but never before 
visited.

We returned from Baghdad to Amman, and then on to Cairo, 
where we toured Egypt for about 10 days. We travelled through 
the Sinai desert to Petra, in Jordan, and then finished the tour in 
Israel. My airfare and hotel costs were paid for in return for my 
assistance with managing the tour group. I organised things like 
baggage, porters, taxis, paying the bills, changing money, and 
tipping, which I hated. I was also responsible for rounding up the 
party, counting them on to the bus a dozen times a day as we 
visited each site.

When I returned to Nambour at the end of May, I realised that 
nothing really exciting could happen for the rest of the year. I 
resigned myself to being a church pastor and started visiting the 
church members. I kept reasonably busy since I also cared for the 
Yandina church, 20 km north, and the Eudlo company, about 10 
km south. By the time I kept up with the round of church board 
and business meetings, church committees, the worship and 
nominating committees for both churches, there wasn’t much time 
left to do anything else. Many of the members were elderly, with a 
large number of shut-ins who never got to church. These people 
took up a huge share of my time as I tried to visit them more 
regularly.

Nambour church, to their credit, ran community outreach 
programs in the hall during the week. In addition, once a week, no 
matter what else was on, the Dorcas Society met. There were about
a dozen older ladies of the church who formed the society for the 
purpose of caring for the hungry, homeless and disadvantaged 
people in the community. I was expected to attend and lead their 
worship program and stay for their committee meeting. The name 
was derived from a lady in the Bible who was known for her good 
works. The ladies also ran a weekly social gathering for the 
community and a monthly “oldies” club that many non-church 
members attended. I was expected to be present for all of these 
functions, plus organise others.
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I was also expected to attend and frequently conduct (often at 
very short notice) the Wednesday night Bible study and prayer 
group at the church. Fortunately, it wasn’t far from our house, but 
even so, there were only four or five men (never women) who 
attended, always with the same over-keen earnestness that I found 
slightly intimidating. Our meetings generally consisted of reading 
a chapter from a book and discussing the contents. We met in the 
“cry room” at the back of the church. In winter when the Nambour
nights were bitterly cold, attending the meeting was one of my 
more unpleasant duties.

Yandina church did not provide any better alternatives. The 
members were older than Nambour and more conservative. They 
still retained the old Church Hymnal, published in 1941 for singing
each week. Since that hymnbook had not been reprinted in years, 
all their copies were old and tattered and could not be replaced. 
The attitudes and theology of the Yandina members were equally 
conservative, and attending church always felt like stepping back 
40 years, stuck in a time warp of old fashioned views. The 
members resisted any hint of change or modernisation. Because of 
my relatively young age, some of the members assumed that I was 
theologically suspect and my sermons were always closely 
monitored for heresy. As a result, I steered well clear of any 
contentious or potentially explosive topics that could be construed 
as “liberal” theology.

I was chairman of the church boards in both churches. I hated 
chairing the monthly meetings. The long and sometimes heated 
discussions were emotionally draining, even though I didn’t really 
care what decision was reached. My attitude was that it was their 
church. I would be gone soon enough, and all I wanted them to do 
was make a decision that they could implement. Getting a decision
sometimes took a long time. There was usually too much talking 
when everyone had to have his or her say. The matters for 
consideration tended to be trivial and I was bored. I had little 
motivation to do anything that would rock the boat, so I avoided 
adding anything to the agendas.
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There seemed to be little interest in anyone joining the church 
and no prospects for improving the position. The year before I 
arrived, the pastor had rounded up all the Adventist kids who were 
even near the age for baptism and had already “dunked” them 
before I arrived. We referred to that as “cutting the grass low.” As 
a result, the year in Nambour was miserable and unproductive, the 
least fulfilling of my career. I was frustrated by my work, 
uninspired by “social outreach”, fed up with the endless 
committees that hardly changed the dull landscape and inwardly 
annoyed by church members who thought I had nothing better to 
do than listen to their complaints. 

In my personal life, I continued to struggle. By now, I didn't 
know anything different. In Queensland, unlike most other 
Australian states, homosexuality was still illegal. State premier, Sir
Joh Bjelke-Petersen dominated the political scene throughout the 
1980s. He consistently raised fears of a “homosexual conspiracy” 
for his own electoral advantage or to oppose Federal government 
policies. His government passed numerous laws that, even by the 
standards of the time were discriminatory. Rabidly homophobic, 
he accused gay people of being “insulting, evil animals” and 
claimed on one memorable occasion, “there were no homosexuals 
in Queensland.” 

Of course, he was wrong. Surveys from all over the world 
have consistently shown that between 3 and 5% of the population 
identifies as gay or lesbian. The percentage is closer to 10% when 
same-sex activity is included in the survey, indicating that there 
are many heterosexual people who also engage in same-sex 
activity. The statistics hardly vary even when taking into account 
factors such as religion, ethnic group, continent or creed. And the 
incidence of homosexuality is not affected by whether it is legal or
illegal, even in countries where severe jail terms or even the death 
penalty are imposed on gay people.

The Queensland government refused to legalise 
homosexuality and the police harassed and mistreated gay people 
for virtually no reason. Blackmail of gay men was common. Police
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graft and corruption were the norm. Under a 1985 amendment to 
the Queensland Liquor Act, it was an offence for publicans to 
serve alcohol to “perverts, deviants, child molesters and drug 
users” or to allow them to remain on licensed premises. The 
Bjelke-Petersen government intended that the law allow publicans 
to refuse entry to homosexuals, although the law did not explain 
how to identify such people! 

Throughout the 1980s, police enforced the anti-homosexuality
laws. Their targets included men in long-term, monogamous same-
sex relationships and were not aware that their private conduct was
illegal. Conservative politicians made their anti-gay views well 
known, claiming that the Labor Party's failure to condemn 
homosexuality was helping the spread of the newly discovered 
HIV.

When I lived in Nambour, I was in complete ignorance of all 
of this. There must have been gay news magazines or newspapers, 
like the Star Observer, founded in 1979, but I didn't know that 
such things even existed. And if I had been so lucky to find a copy 
accidentally, I would have found it difficult to explain if I had been
caught possessing such a publication. To my knowledge, there 
were no gay support organisations or social clubs, and I had no 
way of finding out. As far as I knew, I was on my own. The 
thought did not worry me – I just didn't know anything else. 
Ignorance is bliss, they say, but it can also be cruel.

I assumed that everyone was heterosexual, but that some 
people, for their own reasons, engaged in same-sex behaviour. I 
did not know any gay couples and was unaware that such people 
could find love, romance and happiness. I had no idea that there 
was an alternative view of sexuality that was equally valid and 
healthy. I had no concept that when homosexuality was accepted 
and affirmed, people could live fulfilling, complete lives. The 
concept that homosexuality was an orientation, like 
heterosexuality, determined at conception or shortly thereafter, 
was unheard of by most people in society. 
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The real issue lay with the word “homosexual”. The word 
conveys a connotation that homosexuality is only about “sex”. 
Although a clinically correct term to describe same-sex behaviour, 
the word did not convey who I really was. Because I thought that 
homosexuality was all about sex, I believed that same-sex activity 
was a temptation that could be resisted. If I was strong enough, I 
could choose not to do it. Somehow I had absorbed the idea that if 
I resisted hard enough, for long enough, eventually the desire 
would pass. If I kept on resisting, I would develop a new habit that
would conquer the old “bad” habit. With hard work, I assumed that
I would eventually overcome my homosexual desires and 
eventually be “normal” like other men.

I didn't realise that being gay is really about a person's 
orientation and direction, decided long before we are conscious. 
Our sexual orientation is just as immovable as being left or right 
handed, or whether our hair is curly or straight. Sexuality is fixed 
in the same way as our ethnic origins, skin colour or physical 
appearance – it is an intrinsic part of our genetic make-up that 
determines our self-perception. Being gay is an identity – same-
sex behaviour is the natural expression of that orientation. All this 
I was to learn later, along with the revolutionary idea, to me, that 
sex is not only a pleasurable activity but also a vital sign of a 
healthy relationship with another person.

In hindsight, I lived in complete ignorance about any of these 
things. To this day, I still ask the question, “Why didn't I know?” 
The answer of course is lost in the fog of inadequate education, 
incorrect information and insufficient knowledge. Where people 
learn the facts of life at a young age, and possess the relevant 
knowledge, attitudes change. Education is still the key to a safer, 
tolerant and more equal society. Age-appropriate education needs 
to start in childhood and continue through a young person's teen 
years.

In the latter part of 1990, I was aware that I was slowly losing 
what I saw as my battle. One afternoon I met Dave in a park. We 
started talking and he invited me back to his house. He was 
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friendly, relaxed and fun to be with and appeared comfortable with
who he was. He worked at a BP petrol station as night console 
operator and so was free in the daytime, which suited me fine. A 
little younger than me, he was kind, generous and easy to talk to. I 
admired him, because, unlike me, he was at peace with himself. By
contrast, I was tortured and guilt-ridden, confused and still looking
for answers. I admired his openness and wished that I could find 
the peace and happiness Dave had. Over the next few months, we 
saw each regularly, talked at length and became good friends.

Despite all the evidence to the contrary, I still denied being 
gay, although no one ever asked me to identify myself. I saw 
myself as “straight,” a heterosexual male who just liked sex with 
men. Not for me the rainbow flag-waving protest marches or 
flamboyant clothing that were the hallmarks of gay society. I loved
my wife and had three sons whom I cherished but I could not 
explain the overpowering need to connect with others like myself. 
Such is the power of denial.

The church offered no support and I didn’t ask for any help. 
That year, for the first time, the church appointed a minister whose
sole job was to mentor, lead and guide the ministers – to be a 
pastor to the pastors. I found the man to be arrogant, distant and 
too conceited to be of any help. Like so many times in the past, I 
mentally searched through all my colleagues for someone to talk 
to, but rejected them all. There was no one I could trust with my 
secret. My prayers for deliverance from what I now saw as a fierce
demon continued but I was often ambushed and overwhelmed. My
prayers, though answered in every other way, on this subject were 
unanswered.

About halfway through the year, I bought my first computer, a
major purchase that was not made lightly. The whole family came 
with me to Maroochydore to a computer shop. Computer shops 
were far and few between. The Amstrad computer had 640 Kb of 
RAM and a 30 MB hard drive and cost about $3,000 by the time 
we added on a dot matrix printer and several rolls of perforated 
paper. We chose the Amstrad because it was one of the latest 

199



machines that took the new 3.5-inch diskettes rather than the 
rapidly disappearing 5 ¼ inch “floppy disks”. The salesman 
persuaded us to spend more than we really intended in order to get 
the latest, fastest memory chip, which would not be outdated in a 
hurry. We were naive enough to believe him! 

We were used to buying electrical goods and items like 
cameras that lasted for 20 years and I fully expected that the 
computer would be the same. The Amstrad proved to be only the 
first in a long line of computers since then. We had arrived in the 
technical information age, along with instant obsolescence.

The computer monitor was huge and clunky but only 16 
inches in screen size. The box it sat on took up half the desk. I 
wasn’t very impressed – all the computer did was simple word 
processing and it wasn’t much better than my electric typewriter. 
Apart from typing dark green words onto the light green screen, all
other functions were controlled by MS-DOS, which required some
technical ability in knowing the right commands. Robert, aged 9, 
quickly took to the computer and soon he was more proficient in 
its use than I was. I relied on him for the next 15 years to help 
tame my computer problems.

Events around the world signified huge changes. The fall of 
the Berlin Wall in November of the previous year led to the 
reunification of East and West Germany in October 1990. Nelson 
Mandela was released from gaol as the South African policy of 
apartheid ended. With the rise of newly independent Poland and 
Hungary, the Soviet Union crumbled before our eyes. In 
November, world leaders met in Paris to formally mark the end of 
the “Cold War.”

Work began that year on building a “world wide web,” the 
earliest stages of the Internet. The first McDonalds restaurant 
opened in China and the first digital camera was sold in the USA. 
Mobile phones were available in Australia, but were the size and 
weight of bricks and required a battery the size of a car battery to 
operate. I never saw one and no one dreamed that one day 
everyone would own a mobile phone – or three.
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In Queensland, a long-running political battle between the 
major parties came to an end when Wayne Goss led the Labor 
party to victory in the state election. In November 1990, 
homosexuality was decriminalised. Because we did not own a TV 
or buy a newspaper, I was totally unaware of this development and
only learned about it years later.

We were already packing to move again. Some months earlier,
I had received an invitation from the church headquarters in 
Sydney inviting me to work in Papua New Guinea (PNG) as the 
Ministerial Secretary for the whole country. I would be responsible
for the training, mentoring and upgrading of about 500 pastors, as 
well as conducting large-scale evangelistic programs. I was 
flattered to think that someone thought that I was the best person 
for the job. Months later, I found out that the committee had 
already asked 24 people before me, and they had all declined!

The move to PNG seemed like the perfect opportunity. I had 
always tried to do whatever I was asked to do, especially when a 
church committee made the request, and I had now made a habit of
saying yes to any request. I had no fear of working in a foreign 
country – I had worked in West Africa years earlier. The challenge
of the work, especially by comparison with Nambour, appealed to 
me. The task carried a huge responsibility and was in effect a big 
promotion, although my salary was unchanged.

Although not the major factor in deciding to go, I had another 
motive. I figured that living in PNG for 4 years would isolate me 
from temptation and allow God to change me. After living there, I 
could return to Australia as “normal.” Maybe the isolation would 
make me fall in love with my wife. Maybe this was God’s 
opportunity to bring about the victory that I had prayed for daily 
for over 20 years. I saw the move to PNG as my last chance to 
conquer the problem.

We accepted the invitation. We sold or gave away excess 
furniture that we didn’t need, clothes that we no longer wanted and
electrical goods that we couldn’t take. I sold the car, less than a 
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year old, at a huge loss. The church had paid me a monthly 
depreciation allowance, but the payments did not meet the loss. 

Since the church supplied a furnished house for us near the 
PNG Adventist headquarters office in Lae, we stored our furniture 
and other goods in Brisbane and took only our personal items and 
summer clothes. I took my projectors and some slides, the new 
computer, a few books and other resources, and hoped that I would
manage. We were advised to take our brand-new fridge with us, 
since the one in the house was small and not very reliable. As it 
turned out, our fridge was damaged in transit and had to be 
dumped a few weeks after our arrival. The removal company 
packed the things that we were taking to PNG in a shipping 
container and sent it on ahead by sea. 

A scandal blew up two weeks before we left Nambour. Word 
spread around the church that one of the high school girls who 
attended church was pregnant. It was no secret that the father was 
Tony, the church youth leader. He was divorced, but the fact that 
he was 20 years older than the 17-year-old girl created waves of 
horror. I discussed the issue with the church elders and they agreed
that due to the public nature of the situation, the church must act 
decisively. 

The church board discussed Tony’s case and decided that he 
should be removed from church membership and stripped of his 
duties. I had the terrible task of telling him. He wasn’t shocked by 
our action and at least outwardly indicated that he agreed. I tried to
emphasise that we didn’t love him any less but that the youth of 
the church needed to understand the seriousness of the incident. He
was being made an example. That didn’t make our actions any 
easier. 

Deep down, I compared his situation with my own and 
realised that, there, but for the grace of God, went I. I was a 
hypocrite and I knew it. How dare I exercise the discipline of the 
church against a brother when I, and probably many others, had a 
problem equally as big! The situation seemed grossly unfair.
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Today I wish the church had handled the situation differently 
and with a lot more tact. I should have exercised more caution. We
tried our best back then, but it is still one of the regrets of my 
ministry that I didn’t act with more kindness and sympathy. The 
church should have shown Tony the love and understanding, 
compassion and forgiveness that I longed for years later when I 
was in need of pastoral care myself.

The year in Nambour was the low point of my life. I was not 
sorry to be shifting. We left Nambour for Sydney and spent the 
next three weeks at Avondale College attending a missionary 
orientation program. We completed our medical tests at the 
Sydney Adventist Hospital and waited for our visas. 

While in Sydney, I celebrated my 40th birthday. The family 
put on a party for me with black decorations proclaiming “Over 
the Hill” and similar sentiments. I wondered how I had gotten so 
old so quickly!

I hoped that during our time in PNG I would find out who I 
really was. Although working in PNG turned out to be a detour, I 
have no regrets. We saw some interesting places and met some 
great people. And eventually I did learn a lot about myself. The 
most important thing I learned was to distinguish between the 
things in my life that I could choose – and the things I could not.
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Chapter 13. Mission Service

Papua New Guinea
1991-1992

oon after my birthday, we flew from Sydney to Port 
Moresby and then to Lae, on the northern side of Papua 
New Guinea. Doug, the treasurer at the church office, met 

us at the airport. As soon as we got into the mission minibus, he 
told us to lock the doors. He explained that for security reasons, 
we must always lock our car doors from the inside whenever we 
travelled in PNG. 

S
After that introduction, the one-hour ride in the darkness over 

potholed roads was more than frightening. On arrival at the 
mission compound, the watchman opened the gates to let us in and
then locked them securely behind us. Once inside the compound, 
Doug led us through an internal gate to our new home, right next 
door to the church office.

The car I had bought, sight 
unseen from an outgoing 
expatriate, was parked under the 
house. We were led up the back 
steps (we never did use the front
door) and into the 1950s style 
kitchen that had never been 
renovated. Beyond the kitchen 

was the large dining room and lounge that formed the central axis 
of the cross-shaped house. Two children’s bedrooms were on one 
side of the axis, the master bedroom on the other side. The house 
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had basic furnishing and boasted a single square of carpet in the 
lounge.

Our hosts carefully instructed us on the security requirements. 
A 3-metre high steel fence topped with razor wire surrounded the 
house and the front gate was padlocked. On retiring for the night, 
we were to turn on the alarm system – anyone touching the 
building from the outside would activate the siren. All the 
windows were barred. We were given a two-way radio handset and
instructed how to contact the commercial security firm in case of 
emergency. The telephone with push-button speed dialling to other
people on the compound was in the bedroom. As a last line of 
resort, there was a wooden axe handle on my side of the bed, as if 
that was my responsibility! 

As if to reassure us, Doug said that he would help us purchase 
guard dogs in a couple of days. On that note, he wished us a 
cheerful “good night.” Tired from the journey, drained by the 
humidity and terrified by the dark night and unfamiliar sounds, we 
felt far from cheerful.

Although we were used to humidity from our time in Darwin, 
the oppressive wet heat of Lae was even more noticeable. Every 
window was open to the night sounds, including insects, bats, 
frogs, barking dogs, squealing pigs and the drunken shouts from 
the nearby village. Fluorescent lights under the eaves around the 
house floodlit the property, making sleep difficult. Next morning 
we breakfasted on the cereals, bread and fruit left in the fridge for 
us and wondered where we could buy supplies.

I was welcomed by the office staff and quickly met my 
colleagues, both expatriates and PNG nationals. I was designated 
the Ministerial Secretary. Most of my colleagues were known as 
“directors” of their respective departments, but I was a “secretary.”
I never learned the difference. I was shown to my office, a cubicle 
surrounded by shoulder-high room dividers that separated my 
space from the other offices in the one large room. No 
conversation was private.
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I was introduced to my secretary, a young lady in her early 
20s who also assisted the youth department director. She was a 
recent graduate from the secretarial course at the Adventist 
training college at Sonoma, on the island of New Britain. I was not
sure that I needed a secretary and certainly had very little work for 
her to do. When I was away from the office, she answered the 
phone on my behalf and kept messages for me, but there was never
more than four or five on my return, even after several weeks’ 
absence. I did get her to type some letters for me, but it was 
usually quicker for me to type my own.

Our house was one of about ten on the compound, some 
occupied by Australian personnel, others by PNG staff. Some of 
the other expatriate staff had children the same age as ours. All the
expatriate children attended the Lae International School. There 
was no school bus – the mothers took it in turns to car pool the 
kids from the mission compound to the school every morning and 
pick them up every afternoon.

The Lae English SDA Church was at the far end of the 
compound, located on a low hill overlooking the main road into 
town. Although there were a dozen or more churches in the 
immediate area, this was the only one that had English Bible 
classes and sermons, and was the church that most of the 
expatriate staff attended. The church boasted an organ and was 
built using permanent materials with a cement floor and corrugated
iron roof. Beside the church was a simple hall used by the youth 
for their church services on Sabbath mornings as well as for 
church socials, wedding feasts and the Pathfinder Club.

Although by no means the largest Adventist church in Lae, the
church was always full to overflowing for services, with perhaps 
several hundred people present. The formal services followed the 
familiar format of “three hymns and a prayer sandwich.” Our boys 
were looked after in their children’s Sabbath Schools, so we were 
very happy. 

Kevin, the young Australian church pastor, usually preached 
each week. Other expatriate or national speakers filled in when 
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required. Listening to the PNG preachers could result in some 
amusing moments: one preacher regaled us for half an hour with 
the thought that we were all “eunuchs” – it only dawned on us 
afterward that he meant, “unique”.

We had two dogs, a large black Doberman called Nelson, and 
an Australian cattle dog, or “blue heeler” called Merlin. Merlin 
was the best guard dog on the compound. Swift, silent and inclined
to bite first, bark second, his reputation meant that ours was the 
only house not burgled. Both dogs recognised us, and our children,
as part of their pack, and we all played happily with the dogs 
without incident. But anyone else trying to enter our yard was 
instantly seen as an outsider.

It was too dangerous to walk outside the compound alone, 
even with our dogs, so we walked together as a group once a week.
On Saturday afternoons, we, with all the other expatriate staff, met
up with our dogs at the compound gates and went for a walk. 
Usually there was a group of 15 or 20 us, with lots of children, 
plus a dozen or more dogs on leads. We usually walked up about 
500 metres to the Australian War Memorial and cemetery located 
at the end of our street. We walked around the perimeter of the 
beautiful grassed lawns and admired the shrubs and flowers that 
graced the gardens throughout the cemetery, all the while trying to 
keep our dogs from fighting each other.

On Saturday evenings, we sometimes met in each other’s 
homes for potluck meals or to play Scrabble or other board games. 
Our conversation invariably turned to security, and usually 
someone had a hair-raising tale of a near miss with the “rascals” – 
local looters, thieves, rapists, or murderers. We had to be aware of 
our personal safety and for two years, I unconsciously looked over 
my shoulder wherever I went. We rarely drove after dark and 
when we did, we always requested a security escort. Not all the 
expatriates lived on the mission compound. If we had an evening 
social function off the mission compound, we all drove home at 
different times, with an escort car containing two guards following
us until we were safely inside the compound gates.
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We drove around Lae confidently during the daytime without 
any escort however. We often took the kids to the nearby hotel to 
swim in the pool – we always bought a drink, which was the only 
requirement. I went into town to the bank by myself, and Michelle 
drove to the nearby supermarket. 

At some stage, most roads had been covered in bitumen, but 
they had not been maintained or repaired in decades. 
Consequently, every road consisted of more potholes and 
corrugations than bitumen. Some potholes were 50 cm or more 
deep, and were as wide as the road. Because of the incessant rain, 
the potholes were often filled with muddy water. One pothole near 
the supermarket was 5 or more metres across and filled with 
muddy water 75 cm deep. At least it stopped cars from speeding!

The footpaths were filled with people. Standing against 
buildings or sitting on the side of the road, there were always 
traders who sold matches, lighters, cheap watches and betel nut. 
The footpaths were invariably covered in red betel nut stains. 
People wandered about or just sat on the ground while the crowds 
shuffled by.

Once a week, I took Michelle to the markets to buy fruit and 
vegetables. We purchased all the usual vegetables and fruit that we
could buy back in Australia, with the addition of sweet potatoes, 
coconuts, mangoes, and paw paws. On our return to the car, we 
checked to see if anything was missing. Even though the car was 
locked before we left it, it was often searched in our absence. We 
often returned to find the doors unlocked, the glove box left open 
or clothes and papers on the back seat rearranged. We never lost 
anything but then we never took any valuables to the markets. At 
least the car was never damaged.

My work was to care for the ministers scattered across nine 
local mission areas of Papua New Guinea. There were supposed to
be ten, but Bougainville was embroiled in a bitter civil war and 
church work there was outside our control. I was supposed to 
provide resources, in-service training, encouragement and advice. 
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I soon discovered how limited my work was in practice. The 
only resources available were a few books on the shelves of my 
office and a single copy of about a dozen in-service training 
manuals provided by church headquarters in America. While I was
supposed to provide in-service training, the church resources were 
written for a level of education many grades higher than most of 
the pastors I was responsible for. Since many of the ministers were
illiterate, or living in remote areas, most of what I had was 
woefully inadequate and inappropriate. Delivery of any services 
was virtually impossible with no way of communicating with most
of the ministers.

My only tools of trade were a computer and a telephone. I did 
not have direct access to the ministers because I was supposed to 
work through the local mission presidents. They were appointed 
by and answerable to the administration in Lae. I met the nine 
presidents when they came to Lae for meetings at the office. They 
were unfailingly polite and friendly, but naturally they preferred to
work with their own people in the office. The presidents already 
had many roles to fulfil and their administrative tasks 
overwhelmed anything else that had to be done. I often rang up the
presidents to offer my services, but my suggestions were rarely 
taken up. I tried to ask questions about what has happening in their
area. I was always met with polite responses, but never made any 
breakthroughs. Sometimes I was given a vague invitation to visit 
their next ministers meetings, but more often than not, the 
meetings never took place due to lack of finance.

Soon after my arrival, I was invited to speak at revival 
meetings at the Kambubu SDA high school on the island of New 
Britain. Since several other personnel from the office were going 
to the same region, the three of us flew on the church-owned, 
single-engine Cessna plane. The five-hour journey was a feat of 
endurance, with no meal or toilet break! 

On arrival at Rabaul, the provincial capital, the school 
business manager met me at the airport and took me on the four-
hour journey to the school by truck. The truck was loaded with rice
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and other supplies and several students sat precariously on top of 
the sacks. The road was barely a bush track full of deep ruts and 
potholes and involved several deep river crossings.

At the school, I spoke both morning and evening to the several
hundred students during their chapel and worship programs. 
During the day, I either sat in on classes, or spoke to some of the 
students in their Bible class. Each afternoon, while the students 
worked in the gardens, one of the two Australian teachers at the 
school took me snorkelling on the amazing coral reef that fringed 
the nearby shore or I explored the extensive school grounds.

At the end of the week, the school driver took me to Sonoma 
College, located closer to Rabaul. Sonoma was the tertiary level 
college for the church in PNG. I taught several classes for the 
ministerial students and explained my vision for evangelism and 
other aspects of church work. Ross was in charge of ministerial 
training at Sonoma. He confided that he was supposed to run a 
series of evangelistic meetings as part of the training for the senior 
students, but there wasn’t enough money to fund such a project. 

I offered to help him by conducting some meetings each 
evening in nearby Rabaul. Together we could run a training school
for the students every morning during the series. We agreed that 
the mid-semester break in July would be the best time. The 
proposal not only filled the need but also gave me something 
purposeful to do. Ross initiated the administrative requests and the 
office in Lae found the money.

I flew back to Lae to get ready. I prepared a simple flyer 
advertising the “Search for Treasure” series of picture programs, 
had the flyers printed at the office print shop and shipped the 
boxes off to Lae. I prepared my classes for the students and 
assembled my faithful equipment. 

Since it was school holidays, Michelle and boys decided to 
accompany me for first two weeks. I was due to stay for six weeks.
In order to take my slide projectors and slides, plus my scuba gear 
and other personal effects, we decided to make three-day journey 
by ferry from Lae.
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We travelled first class along with about 30 other passengers. 
We all shared the one large room filled with hard bunks, no more 
than 50 cm apart. We provided our own food, clean water and 
bedding. There was no lounge area, only a narrow outside deck. 
We spent most of the time sitting or lying on our bunks, reading or
sleeping.

For security reasons, the cabin lights were never turned off so 
for two nights we slept with the fluorescent lights glaring in our 
eyes. There were probably a hundred second-class passengers on 
the lower deck who spent the whole voyage sitting on a few 
wooden benches, stacks of rubber tyres and other assorted cargo. 
Presumably they slept on the metal deck. The decks had been 
painted green just before our departure and the paint was barely 
dry. The smelly paint stuck to the soles of our shoes and soon 
spread to the walls and door handles. Green footprints on the toilet 
seats added to the glamour of the voyage.

On arrival in Rabaul, the local president for the SDA church 
in New Britain met us at the dock. He helped us with our cargo 
and took us to the large guesthouse on the mission compound, a 
short walk from the town centre. The house had formerly been a 
house for expatriate missionaries, but after the last expatriates left 
years earlier, the house had not been maintained and was in need 
of repairs. But the beds were clean and the fridge worked.

After we had unpacked our bags we had a look around the 
town. Borrowing the mission twin-cab ute, we visited the nearby 
active volcano at Tavurvur and walked down into the smoking, 
steaming caldera. The caldera was about 30 or 40 metres wide but 
was a remnant of the huge volcano in which Rabaul sits. We also 
drove around the other side of Rabaul to visit the elaborate 
complex of tunnels dug by the Japanese during World War II to 
store munitions and landing barges. Several rusting landing barges 
are still in the tunnels.

About 20 senior ministerial students arrived from Sonoma, 
and Ross and I began classes. The mornings were taken up with 
instruction and practice, and then in the late afternoon and early 
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evening, we sent the students out on various projects. Armed with 
the advertising flyer, they walked door-to-door inviting people to 
attend the meetings that began a couple of weeks later.

The meetings were conducted in a public park and ran six 
nights a week for three weeks. Over a thousand people attended 
the opening night but by the third or fourth night, there were two 
or three thousand people at each meeting. Everybody sat on the 
grass – the fussy people brought a sheet of cardboard to put on the 
grass first. Many more people hung out on the outer edges in the 
darkness, listening without showing their faces. The local church 
office provided us with their outdoor PA system and my voice 
could be heard for kilometres around.

The meetings began with lots of music, usually half an hour of
choirs, quartets, duets and various other combinations of musical 
groups. Everybody sang without any form of accompaniment. 
After a short “tok savy” for announcements, I then spoke in 
English, as simply as possible. I showed pictures of the Bible lands
to illustrate the stories, prophecies and Biblical teachings. To make
the message easier to understand, I read from a Pidgin English 
translation of the Bible. I even managed to throw in a few “tok 
pisin” phrases of my own.

On the last night, the local pastors organised a baptism in a 
rainwater tank set up in the park. A group of people who had 
already completed 12 months of preparation in the “klas redi” 
were baptised and I made an appeal for others to follow their 
example. Hundreds of people responded, and the students were 
assigned to pray with each person. The evening extended by 
several hours, but the students were delighted to get some hands 
on experience.

After the meetings finished, I flew to the tiny islands of 
Emirau and Mussau for a couple of weeks to conduct more revival 
meetings in the local churches. Along with the mission president, I
ate meals and slept with the people in their bush-materials homes, 
spoke in their churches and told stories to their children. I swam in
azure-blue clear water and snorkelled through stunning coral reefs.
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When I returned to Lae, after two months away, the only work
I had to do was fill in reports to send to the head office in Australia
and other boring paperwork. That part of my work I hated. A few 
weeks later, I flew to Port Moresby and was part of the 
accreditation team for Pacific Adventist College (now University). 
My job was to examine the work of the library and check it off 
against the required criteria. We found everything in order and 
recommended full accreditation for another three years.

In October 1991, the General Conference of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church conducted its annual world meeting in Perth, 
Western Australia. I was selected to attend, along with many of the
staff from the PNG office, both expatriates and PNG nationals. I 
guess someone wanted to be sure that the 2,000-seat convention 
centre in down town Perth was at least reasonably full – or am I 
being a bit too cynical?

Mum and Gordon flew over from Brisbane to Perth for the 
meetings and I saw them every day, usually sitting with them in 
the convention centre. On Saturday, the Perth church members 
joined us and the place was packed. 

My job during the one-week long convention was to help the 
PNG people. Most of them had never been outside PNG before 
and were overwhelmed by the big city. The biggest challenge was 
preventing them spending all their daily food money on gifts to 
take back to their families. One of them did elude my care and 
spent all his allowance on shoes. He came to me begging for more 
money so that he could eat. As the middleman, well known in 
PNG culture, I had to ask the treasurer for money – fortunately he 
understood. He smiled ruefully and handed over enough cash to 
meet the “special case.”

After the meetings were over, we flew back to Sydney for a 
couple of days. I had one day off, which I used to take the train 
into the city. Alone and with time on my hands, I soon discovered 
that the temptations I thought I had suppressed for 9 months in 
PNG were still very much in evidence. At the time, I justified my 
actions, but of course, the guilt kicked in on the way home. Once 
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again, I prayed for forgiveness and strength and resolved to try 
harder, just as I had done for 20 years.

The President of the church in Papua New Guinea had big 
plans for the following year. He wanted to organise the largest and 
most ambitious coordinated evangelistic outreach in the history of 
the church in PNG. Every church in the country was to run a series
of meetings, all starting on the same night. Dubbed “The Bible 
Speaks,” I was asked to provide the resources, including a book of 
evangelistic sermons, advertising material including flyers and 
banners, as well as other items. 

I was allocated a budget and soon I was busy. I updated a 
book of sermons originally prepared by one of my predecessors. I 
arranged to have 1,000 screen-printed banners to advertise the 
programs. The church print shop printed hundreds of thousands of 
advertising leaflets bearing more or less the same message. 
Everything was in readiness for the following year.

Over the year-end, we were due our normal annual holidays, 
but there was no place to relax around Lae. The other missionaries 
recommended a place they had been so, and so for a week we 
rented a cabin in a tourist resort at a beautiful beach and lagoon 
near Madang. By day, Michelle and the kids relaxed around the 
pool or lounged on the beach. 

I paid for a scuba diving package that took me out twice a day 
to some of the best dive spots in PNG. Diving always featured 
stunning coral reefs and gorgeous tropical fish, in pristine 
conditions and clear water. On one occasion, I watched a school of
about a dozen hammerhead sharks patrolling up and down, only 10
metres in front of our dive group. We posed no threat to them and 
the adrenaline-fuelled dive was considered perfectly safe.

In Lae, I dived most of the year on every available Sunday. 
Diving in PNG was cheaper than Australia, and the dive master 
with the boat was an Australian so I was confident that safety 
standards were being upheld. For less than $100 a trip, I got two 
dives in some of the most spectacular locations around Lae. The 
day trip out to the reefs included lunch and two fills of air in my 
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own tank. I had all the other equipment, but because the water was 
so warm, I never needed a wet suit.

Orders for supplies of “The Bible Speaks” resources flooded 
into my office. I spent the next few months collecting banners as 
the screen printer finished them, making hundreds of phone calls 
and packaging up boxes of books and advertising flyers before 
carting them to the Post Office to send all over the country.

I was glad to be busy for a change. Most of my work was 
administrative – filling out forms, counting heads, collecting 
information and shuffling papers and I was tiring of the job. I 
hated the boring repetition and the distance the office created from 
real people. One day, I saw Kevin, the expatriate church pastor, 
driving off into Lae to visit some of his church members. Suddenly
I envied him. I was tired of sitting by the phone waiting for 
someone to ring. I missed the hands-on approach to ministry that I 
was used to. I longed to meet people face-to-face and I wished that
I could go out on the road. I was annoyed that I couldn’t make any 
direct contributions. My work had to be channelled through other 
people who didn’t seem terribly interested in my resources. I 
seemed so superfluous.

What was worse, I realised that nothing in my mind had 
changed. I had hoped that living in PNG would cure me of my 
problem. Although there was no outlet for my thoughts or desires, 
the longings became worse and the struggle more intense.

I recoiled in horror at the word that described my feelings and 
still denied that it applied to me. I had been taught that not only 
was homosexuality a sin, it was also an “abomination.” 

I knew the church, society and my family disapproved. I was 
lost and condemned to hell. Other sins were preached about and 
the remedy for sin was explained from the pulpit. By contrast, this 
sin was never even whispered, let alone talked about—and no one 
ever suggested a remedy. Silence made it, by implication, the 
worst of all sins, to be punished with instant loss of church 
membership, followed by shame, ostracism and separation from 
home, society and, worst of all, church life. The fires of hell 
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loomed in the background. I didn’t want that fate, but I couldn’t 
see any alternative.

When I looked at myself, I had to admit—this was who I 
really was. At my core being, nothing had changed or ever would 
change. Was it so bad to be unforgivable? Discovery or confession
meant not only the end of my marriage but also my career that I 
had worked hard to achieve and loved supremely. And I knew I 
was good at my work. I did not see how I could survive if I 
resigned– I had no other skill, training or qualification for any 
other job. As the sole wage earner, I had a wife to support, a 
family to care for, a mortgage to pay off, school fees to meet, a 
reputation to protect, a church to represent and a God to face. My 
job, my reputation, my family, my identity were all at stake and I 
was desperately afraid for my very existence. There was too much 
at stake—I could not upset the delicate balance that held my life 
together.

Tired of paper shuffling in an office, I decided to return to 
Australia at the end of 1992. I was only marking time in PNG and 
professionally I was not getting anywhere. We were due to have 
holidays back in Australia then, and I figured that I could save the 
church the expense of returning us after our holidays. I talked to 
George, the church administrator responsible, and although he 
tried to dissuade me, he reluctantly agreed.

After the rush of activity getting ready for “The Bible Speaks”
programs, there was not much I could do for the rest of the year, 
except wait for the meetings to start. I planned to stay at the office 
and coordinate the event, but a desperate phone call changed all 
that. The church in Vanimo, a coastal town in the north west of 
PNG, had organised someone to run meetings there but the person 
lined up for the role could not continue. I was asked to speak 
instead. Given that I was encouraging everyone else to have a go, I
could hardly say no. With only a few days notice, I booked flights,
put a few slides together for the 20 programs I expected to present 
over the three-week series, packed a bag and flew to Vanimo.
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A hundred church members bearing “Welcome” signs met me 
at the airport – the other passengers must have thought I was some 
kind of celebrity! My cargo, much of it paid for as overweight 
luggage on the plane, was loaded on to the back of the church 
utility. Along with about 15 other people on the back of the ute, we
drove to the SDA church and house at the top of the headland. 

The pastor, Samuel, lived next door to the church. The house 
had two small bedrooms, a living room that included a kitchen at 
one end, plus a shower and a toilet on one side. There was no hot 
water but at least there was 24-hour electricity in town. The pastor 
graciously gave me his bedroom while he moved into the much 
smaller second bedroom.

Pastor Samuel prepared the meals, and I tried to assist. We 
had porridge every morning for breakfast and there was always 
rice or kau kau (sweet potatoes) and a vegetable stew for dinner at 
night. For the duration of my stay, I purchased most of the food we
needed from the local markets and paid Pastor Samuel for my 
lodging.

Vanimo was the capital of the Sandaun province, but in reality
was only a small town, easily crossed on foot in twenty minutes. 
Built around the timber industry, Vanimo is the closet town in 
PNG to the Indonesian border. There were a few vehicles on the 
pot-holed streets but traffic jams were unknown. 

The outreach meetings were held every evening on a sports 
field a few hundred metres from the main street. At the beginning, 
probably 100 to 150 people wandered in, the majority hanging 
about in the darkness on the edge of the sports field. As often 
happens in PNG, the audience grew larger every night. By the end 
of the series, the nightly attendance climbed to about six or seven 
hundred people – easily a tenth of the town’s population.

I felt confident enough to speak in a mixture of simple English
and Tok Pisin. My confidence increased with every meeting and 
by the time I finished the series, most of my talks were in Tok 
Pisin. At the end of the series, scores of people were baptised in 
the ocean nearby and joined the church.
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After my return to Lae, the church administration asked me to 
prepare a textbook for high school students who wanted to be 
baptised. I worked for months, simplifying and rewriting a manual 
from Australia for local use. I prepared questions and illustrations 
suitable for the PNG cultural situation. I spent weeks on the 
computer writing, polishing and re-working the text and 
illustrations. When I had finished, I presented the manuscript to 
the church officers. The treasurer shrugged and said there was no 
money to print it, thanked me for my work and moved on. I was 
devastated – it represented months of sweat and toil and now it 
was all for nothing. The incident did nothing to change my mind 
about returning to Australia and deepened my resentment for the 
administrative burdens surrounding my job. I gave up at that point.

We were told that we would be returning to Queensland where
I would be the evangelist. With no specific church portfolio, I was 
assigned a roving portfolio among the 70 or so churches that 
stretched from Coolangatta to Rockhampton. We were to live on 
the Gold Coast where I was asked to conduct a full-scale 
evangelistic series in 1993.

An expatriate minister from Australia was appointed as my 
successor. We sold items that we did not want to take back to 
Australia, including the car and our lawnmower, and gave away 
others. A shipping container was delivered to our house and we 
packed our possessions into it. I purchased a padlock for the 
container and hoped the container would eventually find its way to
Brisbane. We said goodbye to everyone at the farewell lunch with 
the other expatriate missionaries and left Lae at the end of 
November 1992.

As we flew to Port Moresby, and then on to Sydney, I 
wondered whether I had made the right decision. How I could face
working in Australia again? And could I cope with the temptations
that seemed unending. I was about to find out.
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Chapter 14. Searching for Treasure

Gold Coast, Queensland
1993-1995

fter completing the required medical checks in Sydney, 
we travelled to Brisbane and stayed with Mum and 
Gordon, renting a vacant unit in the retirement village 

where they lived. Our instructions were to find a place to live on 
the Gold Coast and get to work as soon as possible. With school 
starting in three or four weeks, we had to move quickly.

A
After looking at dozens of homes, we bought the ideal house 

in Carrara. Built in contemporary style, the house featured a large 
tiled kitchen, eating area and family room that opened out onto the 
swimming pool at the back. The small office that opened off the 
family room was perfect for my needs. With time on my hands, I 
did my own conveyancing from a do-it-yourself kit I bought from 
the local newsagent. 

Meanwhile the boys started school at the Adventist primary 
school a short bus ride from our house. They quickly made lots of 
friends and settled into normal life in Australia without any 
apparent dramas. The two years in PNG were good, but it was 
great to be back home again.

For years, I had seen my same-sex attraction as something I 
could control by will power and effort. It was just a nasty habit 
that I could overcome by hard work. For more than 25 years, I had 
tried to change my feelings by lots of prayer and Bible study. 
Every day I chose to be a normal heterosexual male and every 
morning I determined to resist temptation. 
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My sermons on the subjects of overcoming temptation and 
living a victorious Christian life reflected this desire for a change, 
but in my quiet moments, I knew it wasn’t happening. Again and 
again I secretly gave way to desire– there were always enough 
places to go and men who hung around such places. For years, I 
was plagued with self-loathing and shame, tinged with sorrow and 
regret. I felt that I had failed God, my family and my church.

I saw my problem as a temptation that could be resisted and I 
hoped that one day, the feeling would subside. However, nothing 
up to this point had ever worked to achieve that goal, no matter 
how hard I tried. Bible study, personal spirituality, prayer, and 
church attendance—nothing had changed me. 

After returning to Australia, I gradually conceded that this was
the way it would always be, that my feelings and orientation could 
not be changed. The great struggle of my life was never going to 
end. I saw that my same-sex attraction was not merely a bad habit 
to overcome, but really an intrinsic part of who I really was. Even 
as I accepted the reality, I recoiled in horror.

Becoming conscious of that most intimate part of my life 
didn’t help my peace of mind. This thing was not going away. All 
my struggles were useless. The church delighted in trumpeting to 
the world the miraculous changes that happened to reformed drug 
addicts and ex-smokers, but this kind of miracle would never 
happen to me. The realisation was shocking but by now not 
unexpected. I didn’t need a psychologist to tell me that—I knew 
by experience.

In a strange way, I became calmer and less stressed about the 
problem. This was who I was, and I would have to learn to live 
with it. I determined to keep it a secret from everyone until the day
I died. Only God knew – and I talked with Him about it often. I 
didn’t change, but my attitude did. Where for years I believed that 
my sexuality was a choice, I now accepted that it was a permanent 
feature of my personality. I certainly had not chosen to be this way
—who in their right mind would choose to go through internal 
torment and external scorn and condemnation? 
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Acknowledgement of one’s same-sex attraction is usually a 
slow burning fuse, a long process of self-discovery and gradual 
realisation. No one chooses to be gay, and only recognises 
themselves after a long period of torturous heart-searching. I 
discovered that this was the way I really was; that I had been born 
like this and my sexuality was an inherent part of my DNA. 
Although I did not give up the struggle completely, I resigned 
myself to the possibility that I would always be this way and that 
there was no cure.

At the time, there were three SDA churches on the Gold 
Coast: one at Southport in the north, another next to the SDA 
school at Reedy Creek in the centre, and a small group at Elanora, 
further south. I had no pastoral responsibilities and was free to go 
to any of the churches. We started going to Southport, but I often 
had preaching responsibilities in other churches all over southeast 
Queensland.

Since I was the evangelist for the whole of southern 
Queensland, my responsibilities took on a wider role. I received 
requests for outreach programs from churches in Goondiwindi in 
the south to Rockhampton in the north and as far west as Roma, 
500 km inland. I tailored my work so that I conducted meetings 
every night for three weeks, at the end of which the church pastor 
conducted Bible classes for those who wanted to know more. 

Over the next 6 months, I conducted programs at 
Rockhampton, Yeppoon, Elanora and Beaudesert. The formula 
seemed to work well and the template became the model of my 
work for the next 10 years both in Queensland, and then later in 
NSW.

My next assignment was to Stanthorpe. The local church had 
leased the old Arcadia picture theatre in the main street of the town
and turned it into an evangelistic outreach centre. Part of the 
complex had been converted into a coffee shop that functioned as a
youth drop in centre, while the theatre still retained the old leather 
theatre seats, generous stage and faded red curtain. The gracious 
Art Deco style building had a long history going back to the 1930s 
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and was a historical icon. However, the building needed 
maintenance and major refurbishment. I was not surprised that it 
had gone out of business as a picture theatre – the glamour had 
faded decades earlier. The owners must have had trouble leasing it 
to anybody and were glad to rent the building to the SDA church 
for much less than its commercial value. I set up my “Search for 
Treasure” exhibition for a couple of weeks in the large foyer that 
opened onto the street. The venue was an ideal location and the 
theatre was filled with people for the opening programs.

Life on the Gold Coast provided wonderful times for 
relaxation. We regularly visited Mum and Gordon in the Brisbane 
suburb of Victoria Point, less than an hour’s drive away. The boys 
were old enough to enjoy going out on picnics and day trips. We 
took the kids to the theme parks at Wet ‘n Wild and Sea World. 
We bought an annual pass for the Dreamworld theme park and 
took the kids there dozens of times during the course of the year, 
sometimes just for an hour to go swimming in the pool. 

We went to the beach at Surfers Paradise, although we 
preferred Main Beach on the Southport Spit, or the less-crowded 
beaches at Burleigh Heads, or Broadbeach. When I was with the 
family, I felt safe and secure, and my problem seemed to 
disappear. Even then, my eyes couldn’t help noticing the hunky 
lifeguards on patrol and the handsome young men sunbathing on 
the sand. 

I would look idly at other young families nearby and 
wondered how they managed. I looked with envy at other men 
holding the hands of their girlfriends/wives and wished that I could
feel that way too. They made love look so easy and natural—why 
did I find it such hard work?

Robert started at the Brisbane Adventist High School in Mt 
Gravatt at the beginning of 1994. His picture appeared alongside 
an article in the local church magazine. He is shown next to a new 
teacher at the school – a very tall young man who towers over tiny 
Robert in the picture. I am sure the teacher stood on a step to 
accentuate the difference, but even so, it made a good picture.
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I don’t know where the church found the money, but the 
church administration insisted that I book the huge and expensive 
Gold Coats Arts Centre for my next series of meetings. The 
programs started in April and more than three thousand people 
attended the opening lectures. I set up my archaeological 
exhibition in the foyer and as usual, it proved to be the major 
drawcard. We moved to a smaller hall in the same complex for the 
remainder of the three-month series—I spoke several times on the 
weekends, plus once in the middle of the week. A number of 
people joined the various Gold Coast churches as a result of the 
meetings.

A few months later, I visited Kingaroy, about 200 km north 
west of Brisbane and ran a three-week series in the local high 
school Assembly Hall. Then in June, I was off again for a series in 
Gin Gin and Monto, two small towns 400 km north of Brisbane. 
Being early winter, and well inland from the coast the weather was
very cold—and I lived in an unheated caravan.

A few weeks later, I started a series in Roma. At 300 metres 
above sea level, it was even colder. At the end of 1994 I was in the
Brisbane suburb of Sandgate utilising the local high school hall 
and early in 1995, I did the same thing at Kedron. Overnight 
security was so poor in the Kedron school hall that I chose to sleep
overnight on an air mattress inside the hall.

Over the Easter weekend in 1995, Southport church ran an 
Easter program and invited me to be the guest speaker. I set up my 
exhibition in the church foyer and spoke three times over the 
weekend. Many people from the community came and the 
normally half-empty church was full for each of the three 
programs.

In May, a leading Adventist evangelist from Sydney was due 
to conduct a major series of meetings at Ipswich, west of Brisbane.
The church booked the large Civic Centre and prepared advertising
worth thousands of dollars. A week before he was due to start, his 
son died after a drug overdose. With only a few days notice, I was 
asked to take over the series of meetings. I hastily adapted my 
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programs to fit his advertising. Fortunately, he had advertised 
meetings on Biblical archaeology, so it was easy. 

In the middle of 1995, I was asked to be an official delegate 
from Australia to the world General Conference meetings of the 
SDA church to be held in the city of Utrecht, Netherlands. Adding 
my annual leave to some allocated study leave, I was overseas for 
about 8 weeks. I spent the first few weeks in Israel, including a 
week on an archaeological dig in Jerusalem where we dug up some
of the stones of the Temple destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD. 
Then I spent a second week on a dig in southern Israel at Ein 
Hazeva, a fortress city in the Negev originally built by King 
Solomon.

I flew from Tel Aviv to Berlin where I rented a car. I spent a 
couple of days exploring the city, going to the Brandenberg Gate, 
visiting the site of Checkpoint Charlie, and photographing the last 
remaining section of the Berlin Wall. I also visited the museums to
see the archaeological remains of the Altar from Pergamum, and 
the Ishtar Gate from Babylon. At the Charlottenberg Castle, I saw 
the treasures from Tell el Amarna, including the bust of Nefertiti. 

Over the next three weeks, I toured through Europe, camping 
each night in the tiny tent I had brought from Australia. From 
Berlin, I drove to Wittenberg and explored the town where Martin 
Luther lived and worked in the early 1500s, including the Castle 
Church where he nailed his 95 Theses to the door. 

Next day, I attended the 
SDA Church. One of the church 
members insisted that I stay with
them that night – he and his wife
lived in part of the former 
monastery where Martin Luther 
lived 500 years earlier! He was 
the curator of the museum 
located in the monastery that 

became Luther’s home after the monastery was dissolved.
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I drove through eastern Germany to Nuremberg to photograph
the statues of the four prophetic beasts of Daniel chapter 7 that 
adorn the front doors of the town hall. From there, I drove south to
Constance, where John Huss was burned to death, and Zurich, 
where Ulrich Zwingli preached in the 16th century. I went to 
Berne and other sites in Switzerland where the Anabaptists 
flourished after the time of Luther, and then to Geneva to 
photograph sites associated with the reformer John Calvin. I 
travelled into France to see the birthplace of Nostradamus and then
to Aigues Mortes, where Marie Durand was imprisoned in the 
castle and scratched the word “Resist” onto the floor of her cell. I 
explored the towns of Carcassone and Montsegur where the 
Albigenses defied the Roman Catholic Church in the 1300s.

On my way north, I stopped at Valence to see the castle where
the pope was imprisoned by Napoleon after 1798. I crossed back 
into Germany and made my way up the Rhine River through 
Strasburg and Cologne. After driving 7,000 km in three weeks, I 
arrived in Dusseldort, the closest city to the border with the 
Netherlands. I left my rental car and caught a train to Amsterdam 
where I would be staying for the General Conference.

During the conference, I, along with thousands of others, 
commuted each day by train to the nearby city of Utrecht where 
the meetings were held in a large stadium accommodating more 
than 50,000 people. The business meetings were for the most part 
incredibly boring and arcane. About the only item of importance 
was to vote down the recommendation to allow women to be 
ordained as pastors. As I write this, the issue has been simmering 
for over 20 years without resolution. Almost exactly the same 
resolution was voted down in the General Conference in Atlanta, 
Georgia, in 2015. We haven’t moved very far in two decades.

The evening meetings were the most interesting. Each night, 
representatives from countries around world presented inspiring 
reports, often in audio-visual format, with lots of singing and 
moving stories. Choirs, interviews, video clips and colourful 
costumes accompanied each fast-moving program.
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One afternoon while walking along a crowded hallway, I 
heard my name called out. I turned around and saw my old friend 
Adam standing there, arms outstretched with blue eyes still 
sparkling. With greying hair and a neat beard, he didn’t look any 
different from when I knew him at Newbold College. 

We ran towards each other. I put out my hand to shake his, but
he grabbed me and hugged me tight against his chest, his face 
against mine. I was taken back more than 20 years to our time 
together in Iceland. Although it was difficult to demonstrate much 
emotion in this very public place, the memories flooded back and I
longed to be with him for more than a few moments. He was an 
official photographer at the conference and he took me back to his 
office where we sat and talked for about 20 minutes. He was now 
working as a pastor in Canada where he lived with Sigrid and their
two teenage children.

After the conference ended, I travelled to Newbold College 
for a reunion of former students. The comfortable room I shared in
the new dormitory was a far cry from the austere rooms I 
remembered from my student days! Over the weekend, we 
attended the church services in Salisbury Hall and ate our meals in 
the familiar dining room. Things had changed – a self-service 
cafeteria had replaced the dining room and there were no waiters. 
On Saturday night there was a concert in Salisbury Hall. But at the
reunion meeting on Sunday morning, I was disappointed that there 
were only one or two people from my period as a student. I left for
Heathrow Airport soon afterwards and was soon headed home to 
Brisbane.

On my return, I embarked on a new adventure that was to 
change my life. For the previous 10 years, Michelle’s father, David
Down, had published and self-funded a monthly newsletter called 
Diggings. Starting out as a photocopied newssheet, over the years 
Diggings had grown to a 20-page digest-size magazine with 
several thousand paying subscribers. Early in 1995, David started 
reprinting many of the news articles into a bi-monthly colour 
magazine called Archaeological Diggings, distributed through 
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newsagents across the country. A subscriber who was also a 
commercial graphic artist offered to provide free layout for each 
issue for the first year.

At the end of that year, David was faced with the prospect of 
having to pay for layout, something he could not afford. I looked 
at the magazine and told him that I could do the job easily enough 
on my computer for free. The layout style was already in place, 
thanks to the professional graphic artist. All I had to do was follow
the template. I never dreamed where that decision would lead.

From the end of 1995, I
prepared every issue of the
magazine. David posted me a
floppy disk with the articles he
wanted included and left me to
decide how to insert them.
Because I was fully employed in
my church job, I had to work in
my spare time, taking about four
weeks to prepare the 36 pages of
text, leaving spaces for David to
insert the photographs manually.

I printed out the finished
pages on my new laser printer (a
machine that cost several
thousand dollars then as opposed
to less than $100 now) and
posted the pages to him in Sydney. David did the final paste-up 
and inserted the black and white half tone pictures into position 
ready for the printer. I prepared all the bi-monthly issues from 
April 1996 (Number 14) until February 2007 (Number 78), a total 
of 65 issues.

Meanwhile, I was busy presenting more “Search for Treasure”
series. In August, I spent three weeks in Dalby, west of 
Toowoomba. At the beginning of October, I presented a series at 
the Reedy Creek Church on the Gold Coast. Then at the end of 
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October, I went out to Goondiwindi, 350 km west of Brisbane, for 
three weeks.

At the end of 1995, we were shifted to Newcastle, NSW. We 
decided to sell the Carrara house and purchase again in the 
Newcastle area. To be certain of selling the house before it was 
time to leave, we put the house in the hands of an agent four 
months before we were due to leave. 

The house sold on the first day it was advertised. As the agent 
was putting up the sign in his window, two men approached him. 
An hour later, he showed them the house. They made an offer on 
the spot, which we accepted that afternoon. Settlement was due in 
four weeks and the buyers wanted to move in as quickly as 
possible.

We had to find somewhere to live for the next four months. 
The third term at school was just starting for the boys, and I had 
programs to run. In addition, I was now committed to working 
with Archaeological Diggings magazine. On top of all that, I had 
to make preparations for the following year in Newcastle. 

We placed most of our goods into storage in Newcastle and 
moved into a caravan park opposite Dreamworld. I kept most of 
the things I would need for my work in the boot of the car or under
the bed in the caravan. Even though the caravan was quite large, it 
was a squeeze to fit five of us in such a tiny space. I set up my 
computer at one end of the caravan and kept on with my work.  
The only thing I missed was a telephone. Although mobile phones 
were now more common, I could not afford one.

I returned to the house to meet the new owners and show them
how to look after the pool and spa. Noel and Gary were unpacking 
as I arrived. Noel was about 60 and his partner was in his mid 50s. 
I admired their beautiful furniture, glassware and ornaments that 
already filled the house. As I watched them together, it dawned on 
me that this was a gay couple and that they lived together 
permanently. I wondered how that worked. I was gripped with a 
strange excitement, tinged with curiosity, but I didn’t know why. I 
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showed Noel what to do around the pool, nodded to Gary as I went
out the door, and left in a daze.

I had never met a gay couple before and the concept of two 
men sharing a house, just like my wife and I lived together, was 
completely new. In my wildest imaginations, I had never thought 
that two gay men could actually live together as a couple! I don’t 
know which rock I had been living under all this time, but I 
sincerely thought that such an arrangement was impossible.

We drove down to Newcastle to start looking for a house. We 
looked at dozens but everything we saw was either not appropriate 
or too expensive. One evening, we were browsing a real estate 
magazine and saw an advertisement for a large house in Toronto, 
described as “palatial.” Located on a larger than normal bushland 
block, the description seemed perfect. The house was a deceased 
estate but the asking price was way above our budget. We 
continued browsing. The next day, without us asking, the agent 
happened to take us to the very same house.

The agent showed us through the empty house and we 
immediately recognised that it was indeed the perfect house. We 
made an unsuccessful offer, after which we decided to think about 
it and returned to Brisbane empty-handed.

Over Christmas, we tried to have a family holiday with Mum 
and Gordon. Family holidays were always difficult—some years I 
had already used up my holidays on an overseas trip to the Middle 
East or similar or there wasn’t time for a holiday. Almost every 
other year we were shifting house and so were forced to camp with
relatives over Christmas. I found it difficult to relax when I was in 
transition.

At the end of January 1996, we loaded both cars to the roof 
and drove down to Newcastle. We moved into temporary 
accommodation that the church provided. My next series of 
meetings was due to start in a month and I had to get back to work.
The Newcastle churches had combined to hire a large lecture 
theatre at the Newcastle University for the series of meetings. We 
enrolled the kids at the Adventist school a few hundred metres 

229



down the road and Michelle started her new job at a library in 
Belmont. There was no time to think about how everything would 
fall into place. I would have to find out in a hurry.
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Chapter 15. The Discovery

Toronto, New South Wales
1996-2001

oon after arriving in Newcastle, we heard from the real 
estate agent that the owners of the big house we had looked 
at before Christmas had accepted our offer. I also found out 

that they had had trouble selling the house because of the 
circumstances of the sale. The owner, a woman in her mid 50s, and
her daughter were both murdered in the front driveway—the 
woman's 16-year-old son was in gaol for the crime. He had been 
on medication for mental illness and had snapped when his mother
asked him to tidy his room. The story had made the headlines but 
we had not heard of the incident until after we had made an offer 
to buy the house. Other prospective purchasers had avoided the 
place and some at least had considered the house haunted.

S

We decided that the house
was just what we were looking
for. There was no fear of further
violence. We didn’t worry about
the circumstances of the murder
and didn’t believe in ghosts. The
agent told us that a priest had
already exorcised the house to
get rid of whatever ghosts they imagined were there. However, not
wishing to alarm the boys, we didn't tell them what happened. We 
bought the house and moved in. A few weeks later, the boys found
out about the murder at school – everyone knew about the 
incident.
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The five-bedroom house was built on 2,500 square metres of 
landscaped gardens and native bushland. The entrance was up a 
private driveway leading to the five-car garage. Surrounded on 
three sides by verandahs, the house featured a lounge room, dining
room and a family room that overlooked the bush. Downstairs was
an unfinished granny flat.

Soon after moving in, we contracted with a builder to finish 
off the downstairs area, including an enormous rumpus room, 
another bathroom plus two more bedrooms, one of which became 
my office. We bought a second-hand table tennis table for the 
rumpus room and later a full-size pool table as well.

Toronto is a picturesque suburb on the western edge of Lake 
Macquarie, about half an hour south of the Newcastle. One of the 
advantages was that we could get into Newcastle easily by road 
and yet we were only a few kilometres from the freeway to 
Sydney. 

As in Queensland, I had regional responsibilities for 
evangelism in the northern half of NSW. I did not have any church
pastoral duties and we were free to attend any church we liked. We
chose the nearby Toronto church. There was a lively and active 
group of high school age youth, which delighted our older boys, 
and they made friends quickly.

The church members formed a close-knit community that I 
relied on over the next 11 years. One of the great regrets of my life
is that when I left Toronto, I was unable to thank them for their 
friendship and say goodbye. The church met in a 1950s-style 
building with a high-pitched roof, located in a back street near the 
high school. The church also owned a 5-acre property on a major 
road on the edge of town where the one-teacher primary school 
was located.

The boys attended Macquarie College, the Adventist high 
school at Wallsend, a western suburb of Newcastle and Michelle 
worked at a TAFE college library on the other side of Lake 
Macquarie. During the year however, Macquarie College 
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expanded rapidly as enrolment rose and when the college built a 
new library, Michelle successfully applied for the job of librarian.

Meanwhile, I presented my lecture series in Newcastle. All 
five of the ministers in Newcastle were supposed to be assisting 
me, but some were more helpful than others. Keith, the pastor of 
the Charlestown church, was my chief supporter. It was his idea to 
have the meetings in the first place. He did most of the organising 
work before I arrived, including booking the venue. As a result of 
the meetings, a number of people joined the Adventist churches 
around Newcastle.

The conference president asked me to mentor Bruce, the 
pastor of the city church. Bruce was single and in his mid thirties 
but the president was worried about him. For many years, rumours 
had circulated that he was gay. Even in the previous few weeks, 
several church members had complained about him. As far as the 
president was aware, there was not a shred of evidence to support 
the accusation. Unfortunately, the rumours arose because he had 
an effeminate manner. He used his fingers and hands in a very 
expressive way and had a distinctive walk and conversational 
style. Influenced almost solely by the TV stereotypes, the church 
members assumed the worst.

I was asked by the president to watch out for any nefarious 
activity and report back to him. However, I wasn’t going to be a 
policeman and there was no way I could see his private life. 
Besides, I thought that his private life was his affair. I said nothing 
and brushed off the assignment. Something stirred in my own 
consciousness and I hoped the president couldn’t read my mind. 
Before he could ask too many questions, I changed the subject. I 
hoped that there was nothing in my manner that gave me away. 
Evidently, there were some suspicious people around and I 
mentally made a note to be careful.

Bruce continued his ministry but eventually the criticism and 
accusations from members of his conservative church finally got to
him. He suddenly resigned and fled to Queensland. I never knew 
what terrible trauma he went through that finally drove him to that 
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point but a twinge of fear shot through me when I heard the news. 
My reaction was to be thankful that I didn’t have feminine 
mannerisms – at least as far as I knew – and that, for the moment 
at least, my secret was safe.

The gossipers assumed that he had “turned gay” and they 
denounced his “gay lifestyle.” Church members considered that he
had turned his back on God and the church, and smothered the 
absent pastor with shame. The shocked tones with which people 
discussed his departure made me realise that I could never be the 
subject of such gossip. My relief had something of the feeling that 
“there but for the grace of God, go I.” I wished that I had been able
to talk with Bruce to find out what drove him to his decision, but I 
never saw him again. 

I had been moved to Newcastle specifically to help out with 
Archaeological Diggings and up to a quarter of my work time was 
to be allocated to that task. Over the next few years, I was 
increasingly involved in the design and layout of the magazine. 
Previously printed entirely in black and white, we eventually 
introduced colour photographs on selected pages but eventually 
printed the whole magazine in full colour. The number of 
subscriptions rose and what was formerly a hobby was on the 
verge of becoming a small business.

I presented my “Search for 
Treasure” series in a number of 
locations in 1996, including in 
the region around Newcastle, 
and several on the NSW Central
Coast. During a series in 
Gosford, I caught up with Craig,
a young man whom I had 
baptised in Tamworth when he 

was boy. By now, he was fifteen centimetres taller than me and 
built like a footballer, but still had the twinkle in his eye and the 
smile on his face that I remembered.
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For three years, I was a member of a committee at the Sydney 
headquarters office planning coordinated evangelism projects for 
the whole of the South Pacific region. We spent hundreds of 
fruitless hours discussing ideas but nothing eventuated. The only 
successful project was a video series called The Search. Consisting
of 20 half-hour programs, I wrote the scripts for the first four 
programs on Biblical archaeology and two more scripts on Biblical
topics later in the series. My name appears in the credits. The 
delicious irony is that I was partly responsible for one of the most 
successful audio-visual projects the church ever completed, even 
though I was later ostracised from the church.

I lived life in two worlds – the public persona of a committed, 
enthusiastic pastor, serving God and my church; and the tortured, 
confused human being who was often ambushed, guilty and 
ashamed. When I was living in a church context, I pushed the 
secret side of my life into the background. But when I was on my 
own or in times of silence, the images and desires emerged, 
coupled with longings that were never satisfied. I freely admit that 
I was a hypocrite, living a double life. Embarrassed as I am to 
confess my shortcomings now, I also believed that God forgave 
my sins. At no time did I ever doubt my salvation or the grace of 
God. I do not believe that my sins were worse than anybody else's 
sins. We are all equally in need of God's grace.

When I first heard the word “gay” applied to homosexuality 
sometime in the mid 1980’s, I could not apply it to myself. I was 
definitely straight, despite the mounting evidence. Nor did I 
identify with the weird people that the media presented. Why does 
the media always present the weirdest, most extreme examples of 
people?

The lifestyle of the stereotypical gay person was not the way I 
lived. I believed that I could beat the problem and that I could 
make myself straight. By sheer willpower and lots of prayer, I 
believed that God would one day work a miracle. Despite a 
lifetime of failure, and with zero support from family, friends or 
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the church, I was convinced that one day the problem would 
disappear and that I would change. 

I searched libraries, Christian bookshops and the Adventist 
Book Centre for answers. Although there were self-help books on 
every conceivable subject, there was nothing there for me. Because
we did not have a TV and I rarely read a newspaper, I lived in total
ignorance of a new world that was emerging.

In October 1996, we attended the annual church convention at
Stuart’s Point, about 30 km north of Kempsey, New South Wales. 
During the ten-day event, I was assigned the job of copying 
recordings of each sermon onto thousands of cassette tapes. I 
worked at the back of the bookshop and spent most of each day in 
the hot little room in front of five high-speed copying machines, 
preparing the cassettes for sale.

During a lull, I would emerge to browse the books on the 
nearby shelves. There I discovered the book that I had spent years 
looking for. I don’t know why I was attracted to the book because 
the title didn’t tell me much - My Son, Beloved Stranger. I picked 
up the paperback and opened it at random. Suddenly my eyes were
riveted on the words that leapt off the page. The book told the 
story of a mother whose son was gay! I rapidly scanned a few 
more pages, devouring the few scraps of information, my eyes 
racing and my heart pounding. I suddenly felt as if the eyes of 
everyone else in the bookshop were on me. Of course, they 
weren’t but I felt weak at the knees and could hardly breathe. I was
astounded that after nearly three decades of searching, there was a 
book about being gay on Adventist bookshelves! This was the first
time I had seen anything about homosexuality.

I hurriedly replaced the book and moved on to browse other 
titles, hoping to deflect attention. I looked around furtively – the 
bookshop was almost empty and no one noticed me. I returned to 
the book and read the introduction. 

Kate McLaughlin (I later learned that her real name was 
Carrol Grady) was an Adventist pastor’s wife in the USA. Until 
his retirement, her husband had been a department director at the 
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church's General Conference, the world head office in Washington
DC. Their son, Paul, had told his parents he was gay while a 
student at an SDA college – the book told the story of how they 
heard the news, reacted badly to his announcement, and how they 
eventually learned to not only love their gay son but also to accept 
him, without any conditions.

I read the whole of the first chapter, then, feeling guilty, 
returned the book to its place and picked up another, as if 
innocently browsing for a book that I might buy. Again I checked 
over my shoulder, but no one appeared to notice. Later that day, I 
came back and read the second chapter. I came back the next day 
and every day for the next week, reading as much as I dared while 
standing between the shelves. 

I could not contemplate buying the book. What would the 
sales person at the cash register think? How could I explain the 
purchase to my wife? I was terrified that if anyone so much as saw
me even holding the book, they would assume the worst and 
expose my guilty secret. Deep down, I knew they would be right 
but I wasn’t ready to accept that. 

When I had finished the book, I felt more despondent than 
ever before. But I was also encouraged. There must be some 
people in the church who discussed this subject, and even a few 
that might find it in their hearts to love gay people. I wasn’t alone, 
as I thought. The book started a process of self-examination that 
eventually changed my life. 

I was vaguely aware that I could go to a professional 
counsellor or a Christian psychiatrist, but being so often in a 
counselling role myself, I figured that I did not need to spend good
money to hear someone listen to my story, pat me on the hand and 
urge me to try harder. Meanwhile, our marriage deteriorated as I 
came to the sickening realisation that I was trapped and didn’t 
know how to solve the problem.

In February 1997, I ran a series of meetings in Cessnock. I set 
up my exhibition in the cavernous Town Hall in the middle of 
town. Between meetings, I met Dr James Coltheart, a distant 
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relative. He had his medical practice in nearby Kurri Kurri and had
seen the advertisements for the exhibition in the newspaper. He 
recognised my name and we worked out that he was a second 
cousin of my father.

In 1998, we connected to the “World Wide Web” as it was 
known in those days. By then, the Internet was becoming popular 
and cheap enough for average home users to afford. We learned 
how to use a dial-up modem to get connected. After a series of 
squeaks and squawks, there was an agonising wait for the line to 
connect. If you were lucky, and patient, a dialogue box on the 
monitor said that you were connected.

Searching using a search engine was slow and ponderous, and 
there were few web pages to look at anyway. What was on offer 
was so basic that it seemed hardly worth the trouble. It was quicker
to phone. The main value was that we had an email account. Not 
that an email address was any good – we didn’t know anyone else 
to email, and for a while, no one knew our address either. 

There were four computers in the house but only one of us 
could use the Internet at a time. That was usually Robert who was 
online sometimes for hours, disabling the phone the whole time. 
Anyone trying to phone us heard an “engaged” signal. After a 
while, we got used to phoning other people and finding that they 
were all engaged for hours and hours. It all seems so archaic now

Alone at home with the Internet one day, I furtively, even 
tentatively, typed in two words that I could not imagine belonged 
together, just to see what would happen: “gay” and “Adventist.” I 
was sure nothing would show up. For me, the words gay and 
Adventist were mutually exclusive. 

To my astonishment, Yahoo brought up thousands of results. 
Top of the list was “Seventh-day Adventist Kinship” a volunteer 
support group for gay and lesbian Seventh-day Adventists, their 
families and friends. As if waking for the first time, I explored the 
Kinship site. I was astounded that such a group even existed. Yet 
here were people who were not only Adventist, but also gay! 
Judging by the smiling people in the photographs, they appeared 
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happy, relaxed and joyful - in fact, quite normal. They maintained 
their spirituality and faith in God, and still identified as Seventh-
day Adventists. Astonished, I read of their painful spiritual 
journeys and their “coming out” experiences. They described the 
joy, peace and happiness that followed when they were honest 
about themselves. 

I was in no position to join them. I had never heard of 
“coming out” before. Up till that time, sexuality was shameful, 
something to be hidden, not acknowledged, far less celebrated. For
most of my life, there was nothing to “come out” into. I didn't 
identify as a rainbow-flag waving “gay” and I wasn't about to 
march in any Pride parade or Mardi Gras. 

Finding Kinship was the greatest discovery of my life. My 
first reaction was that I wasn’t alone after all! I joined the Kinship 
website (https://sdakinship.org/) and gained access to the more 
sensitive information. Over the next few weeks, I furtively 
searched for resources that explained the relationship between 
Christianity and sexuality from an Adventist perspective. I read 
explanations of the six Bible texts that have been misinterpreted to 
condemn gay and lesbian Christians. Known as the “clobber 
texts,” I read about the cultural contexts for each verse, and the 
original words that have been mistranslated. I learned that the 
Bible did not address same-sex attraction but did condemn such 
perversions as rape, promiscuity, prostitution and pederasty. The 
Bible writers clearly condemned sexual and economic exploitation
and the misuse of God’s gifts. 

I also realised that most of the texts denounced sexual 
practices, by men and women, that were a form of worship to 
heathen gods, particularly the fertility goddess of ancient times. I 
learned that the texts condemned certain practices but did not 
address sexual orientation. I began to understand that these texts 
must be interpreted in the cultural, ethnic and historical context of 
the time, as we do for other parts of the Bible, for example the role
of women or the institution of slavery.
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I read about the history of the church down through the ages 
that has consistently misapplied and misconstrued these few texts. 
I knew that Christianity has marginalised people it considered 
different and less valuable in God’s eyes. I realised that people in 
the church have been, and still are, blinded by bigotry and 
ignorance. I was saddened to discover that the church has a lot to 
answer for because of its unchristian treatment of gay and lesbian 
Christians. I returned many times to the website to read more, 
fascinated by what I was learning. 

Over the next few months, I felt as if someone had turned the 
light on in my life for the first time – the despair of decades was 
replaced by hope. I had never lost sight of God and always 
believed in God’s grace and unfailing forgiveness. What I learned 
reinforced my belief that I had not been forgotten and was not 
doomed to hell for who I was. I was finding out, at last, the truth 
about myself. In doing so, I was also finding out the truth about 
God’s love for me.

I emailed Carrol Grady, the author of the book I had read in 
the Adventist Book Centre, and discovered that she had a whole 
website devoted to people like me – Someone To Talk To 
(https://sdakinship.org/sttt). The full text of her book My Son, 
Beloved Stranger, was on the website and I re-read the book that I 
had furtively skimmed in the bookshop years earlier. I eagerly 
discussed my situation with Carrol. I desperately wanted answers 
to my many questions. From her website, I explored my newfound 
understanding and began the long and difficult process of 
reconciling my faith and my identity. 

The big event of 1998 was the satellite evangelism program 
known as “Net 98.” Churches all over the world were encouraged 
to install monstrous satellite dishes on their roofs to pick up the 
broadcast programs. Millions of dollars was invested in buying the
equipment to receive the signals, download the evangelistic 
programs from the USA and record them onto videocassette tapes. 
The idea was that every church in Australia would show the 
programs on the same night, starting on 10 October. Dr Dwight 
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Nelson, the pastor of the Andrews University church in Michigan, 
presented the programs. Of course, we couldn’t show them live 
because of the time difference, so each program was copied to tape
and then shown as a video.

In hindsight, the huge effort was largely pointless – if the 
videos had been recorded in America and then distributed in 
Australia a few months later, we could have achieved the same 
result. But I guess the church wanted to convey a sense of urgency 
and immediacy, and in those days, there was something catching 
about showing the program only hours or days after it was first 
presented to a live audience. The churches were persuaded that the
investment in technical equipment would be worthwhile in the 
long run – there would be other programs on health, lifestyle, 
mission and church news that could be downloaded the same way. 
As a result of the program, many people joined the church. For a 
couple of years afterwards, the church repeated the formula using 
satellites to download evangelistic programs, but the efforts met 
with diminishing results.

The technology was doomed before it started, to be replaced 
by the Internet. The huge, ugly dishes were soon obsolete. VHS 
cassettes and video players lay in church cupboards for years until 
they were taken to the dump, along with slide projectors and 
overhead projectors, cassette tape players and vinyl records.

At the end of 1998, we took a family holiday to New Zealand,
on the premise that, because our boys were in their late teens, it 
was probably the last time we could do it together. We spent 
Christmas with my brother Alvin and his wife in Auckland. 
Somehow Michelle and I, along with Robert, Stephen and Elton, 
squeezed into our small rental car and headed north to Whangarei 
and the Bay of Islands. We next drove south to Rotorua where we 
saw the usual tourist sites then continued down to Wellington.

While in Wellington, we visited the hospital in Lower Hutt 
where I was born. On Saturday we attended the SDA Church. 
When I told the elderly lady at the front door of the church my 
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name, she immediately remembered my father who had been the 
pastor nearly 50 years earlier. 

After the service, she invited our family of five to her home 
for lunch. Her husband was not a church member and was waiting 
inside the house when we arrived. As we walked into the house, 
she only had time to tell him that she had brought visitors home for
lunch but did not identify us by name. Her husband stood up to 
greet me and said, “You’re Jack Coltheart’s son!” The man 
remembered not only my Dad visiting their home 50 years earlier, 
but also his kindness to them in a time of personal need. In those 
days when I had some hair, I even looked like Dad. For most of 
my adult life, I couldn’t go anywhere within the church without 
being recognised.

After crossing to the South Island, we travelled through 
Blenheim to Christchurch and on to Invercargill and Dunedin. We 
spent several days in Queenstown, then crossed the Alps and drove
up the west coast to see Milford Sound and the glaciers before 
returning to Christchurch. The four-week trip was the last family 
holiday we all had together.

My evangelistic work continued during 1999 with numerous 
programs in regional NSW and around the Newcastle area. 
However, the most momentous event of the year was when the 
Toronto SDA church burned down on Saturday morning, 15 
August, the result of an arson attack. 

For two years, the church rented the Toronto Uniting Church 
while preparing to rebuild. Items salvaged from the partially 
burned building were stored under our house. With insurance 
payments and the proceeds from the sale of the land, the church 
rebuilt on land they owned next to the SDA school on the edge of 
town.

During the two years without a church, the youth met at our 
house for fellowship gatherings and social activities on Saturday 
nights. We had the ideal house for large crowds and we often had 
20 or 30 youth appear without warning. We hosted birthday 
parties, table tennis and pool nights, hang-out nights, movie nights 
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and games nights – whatever the occasion, we always had a house 
full of young people.

A month after the fire, our house was burgled while we were 
away at the annual church convention at Stuart's Point. I returned 
to find that thieves had broken the downstairs window and that all 
our computers were stolen, along with software and peripherals. 
With full payment from our insurance, we replaced everything 
with better and up-to-date equipment, so in a way we were better 
off. I had backed up all my important data, including the half-
finished next issue of Archaeological Diggings so I was able to 
carry on without too much interruption.

At the end of 1999, the Conference needed to save money by 
cutting back on staff. My work as evangelist was terminated and I 
was asked to be a church pastor again. I was appointed to Dora 
Creek church, 20 minutes drive down the road from Toronto. In 
addition, I was also pastor of Cessnock church located about 30 
minutes drive inland. The move signalled the end of my 
evangelistic work.

As the year 2000 approached, the world was awash with 
conspiracy theories and predictions of the end of the world. 
Anyone with a computer approached the year with trepidation 
because of the expected glitch in computer dating systems known 
as the Y2K “bug”. Computer experts feared that when 99 turned 
over to 00, the world would go into meltdown as computers failed 
to recognise the new century. Fortunately, in the months leading 
up to December 1999, various fixes were instituted and programs 
were updated. As it turned out, nothing happened at all, one of the 
greatest fizzers in history.

On New Years Day, I woke early and walked down to the 
nearby lake to watch the sunrise, the first of the year 2000. I 
wondered what the New Year, and the new millennium, would 
bring and hoped that I could find some resolution to my 
increasingly difficult double life. 

I felt there was a wall down the middle of my brain – and one 
half of my life was locked behind a door. Just occasionally, I 
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opened the door and let myself live the other life, but then hastily I
locked it again, racked by guilt and shame. I wanted to live as a 
whole, integrated person but did not know how to achieve that. 
The tears flowed as I realised that I was trapped and there was 
nothing I could do about it.

After the 10-year gap since my last stint of pastoral ministry, I
found church work difficult. I could not muster up enough 
motivation to get excited or even organised. I was frustrated at the 
pettiness and small-mindedness of some church members. Each 
week, I alternated between Dora Creek and Cessnock so that I was 
at each church at least twice a month. In both churches, I 
conducted and attended monthly board meetings, committees for 
outreach ministry and the Sabbath School. I attended the youth 
programs, supported the musical programs and joined in most 
social programs. I taught the Bible lesson and preached at church 
services. I visited the sick, the elderly and the shut-ins and tried to 
do all the things a pastor is expected to do. Even then, I was 
criticised behind my back.

I grew increasingly dissatisfied. I felt that I was wasting my 
time, although I am sure the church members had no reason to 
complain. I did all that I was expected to do but I had neither time 
nor enthusiasm for anything extra. I prayed earnestly that God 
would change the situation. I had no idea how that prayer was to 
be answered so quickly.

As my workload with Archaeological Diggings increased, it 
became apparent that unless I could put more time into the 
magazine, the project would continue to bump along at the bottom.
The magazine needed to be elevated from a hobby to a business. I 
caught a vision of what the magazine could become but I needed 
to give the task my full time attention.

I registered the magazine as a business, borrowed some 
money from Michelle’s parents as capital and opened a business 
bank account. I became a “sole trader” operating my own business 
as owner, director, editor, chief financial officer, receptionist, 
graphic artist, advertising manager and cleaner, all rolled into one. 
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No one was more surprised
than I to reach 50 years of age in
February 2001. For years, I
believed that I would never
grow old. We invited most of
the people from Toronto church
to a birthday party in our house. 

A few weeks after my
birthday, I started three months
long service leave in an attempt
to establish the new business.
The entire magazine was now
printed in colour and I actively
advertised for subscriptions.
Although I continued working
for the church part-time for the
remainder of the year, my interest was primarily focused on 
growing the magazine business so that it would provide an income.
My working days extended to 15 or 18 hours a day, seven days a 
week.

The new Toronto SDA Church opened in October 2001. 
Along with other church members, I had spent many hours over 
the previous months painting walls, unpacking and shifting 
furniture and moving new chairs into position. On opening day, I 
stood in the foyer chatting to some of the people arriving. A man 
of about 40 walked in the front door. As often happened, his 
handsome, smiling face caught my eye. As soon as he saw me, his 
face lit up. He walked up to me and said: “Hello, David.” We 
shook hands and his bright eyes danced with delight. Since he 
obviously knew me, I assumed that I must have known him but I 
couldn’t recall.

My face burned as I desperately tried to remember in which 
context we had met. I had to know on which side of my double life
I met him. Was this someone I had met at a park or online, or was 
this a church member who knew nothing about my secret? My 
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mind raced even as my heart thumped – how did this man know 
me? Had we met somewhere before? If so, where and under what 
circumstances?  Was I about to be exposed?

I learned that his name was John. Although I had never met 
him before, he had heard about me from his parents who attended 
a neighbouring church. John had been responsible for the interior 
design of the new church and had been invited to the official 
opening. We made small talk for a few minutes before my panic 
subsided and we both entered the building.

Years later, I met John again at an SDA Kinship meeting in 
Morisset. By that time, a lot of water had flowed under both our 
bridges and we both had come out as gay. I don’t know whether he
knew anything about me when we met at the church. If he did 
know, he did not tell anyone. Gay people often refer to a sixth 
sense in recognising others of their tribe. I am sure that my 
“gaydar” was working well that day.

By the end of 2001, I realised that the magazine had become 
my passion that also needed my undivided attention. I decided to 
take extended unpaid leave of absence, beginning in January 2002.
From here on, I would be self-employed and the magazine would 
be my sole financial support.

I sighed with relief. Not that I felt constricted by the church – 
my relationship with the church administration had always been 
friendly and cooperative. The church never controlled my 
activities, beliefs or methods, although the work often overtook my
whole life. 

I was relieved because, deep inside, I knew that if anything 
went wrong and my problem became public knowledge, my 
employment would not be an issue. I still did not have any 
intention of telling anyone, although I constantly scanned faces 
and people just in case there was someone I could talk to. In 
reality, after decades of looking, I had given up hope of finding 
anyone who was sympathetic to my situation.

I felt that my entire life had been one step ahead of disaster. I 
knew I had placed myself at a terrible risk – my home, my job, my 
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family and my life were all at stake. I always felt as if I was 
running ahead, trying to avoid escape, and panic often dogged my 
footsteps. I couldn’t help it. For decades, I assumed that my 
feelings would go away, but they didn’t. The situation had only 
gotten worse.

After 27 years of church employment, I was on my own. With
the church at arm’s length, I somehow felt a little more secure. I 
just wanted to breathe for a while and find out how to cope with 
life in two worlds.
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Chapter 16. Minding My Own Business

Toronto, New South Wales
2002-2006

or the next five years, the magazine consumed every 
moment of my time and all my energy. My life was 
dominated by the deadlines created by running a monthly 

news journal, a bi-monthly magazine, and hundreds of annual 
speaking appointments, not to mention the daily task of running a 
business. 

F
I took over the task of organising the annual tour and 

archaeological dig sponsored by Archaeological Diggings. 
Subscribers and their friends usually joined us and the tours 
became so successful that eventually I ran two tours a year. I was 
busier than ever before. Not that I minded – the challenges were 
exhilarating and energising. I expected to continue the adrenaline-
fuelled rush for the rest of my life. I could push my secret thoughts
back into the deepest recesses of my mind.

Although not in church employment, I agreed to run “Search 
for Treasure” programs by invitation in SDA churches, at first 
around NSW and later all over Australia. I invoiced the church for 
my services and travel expenses. I was generous – I only charged 
$150 a day for my work, usually for days that were 12 and 15 
hours long. The charge was a fraction of the wages I had earned 
before. The churches where I ran the programs usually provided 
meals and accommodation, often with the church pastor, so that 
partly compensated me for the lack of wages.

I developed a weekend program consisting of my three most 
popular lectures. They naturally rolled into a Bible prophecy class 
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that the local church ran as a follow up. I set up my archaeological 
exhibition on Friday morning and opened it to the public all 
weekend. I was away from home for the minimum amount of time 
and usually I was back at my desk by Monday.

To help with the magazine I gradually involved others. I 
employed three high school students to apply the self-adhesive 
address labels to the magazines, bag and seal them ready for 
posting. A few years later, I bought an automatic bagging machine 
that sped up the process. Marie, a retired English teacher, 
volunteered her time as a feature writer and proofreader. Carolyn, 
a student at the Newcastle University, wrote articles and news 
stories for about a year in order to gain experience.

To promote the magazine, I ran classes in local schools and 
also set up my exhibition and ran lectures in public libraries 
around Newcastle and Lake Macquarie. I gave away back issues of
the magazine and got a lot of free publicity in the newspapers.

In 2003, Michelle and I travelled by car to Noosa for my 
brother’s 50th birthday and to farewell my sister and her family 
who were moving to Wales for work. For the first time in many 
years, the boys were unable to join us. The 14-hour drive to 
Queensland meant that Michelle and I were in the car for long 
hours together – but conversation was difficult. Michelle asked me
on the journey home why I didn’t talk. I had no reply but I faced 
the future with trepidation. What if there was nothing to talk about 
after the boys had left home? What if we had nothing in common 
any more?

After a long struggle with illness, Michelle’s mother, Goldie, 
passed away at the age of 85. I spent the next few days organising 
much of the funeral, but when I woke on the morning of the 
service, the Meniere’s syndrome flared and I had the most severe 
attack of vertigo in my life –I vomited profusely as the room spun 
around me. The only way I could cope with any attack was to 
close the bedroom blinds, cover my eyes with a damp washcloth, 
and lie with my head flat on the bed. With luck, I fell asleep
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Most previous episodes lasted for an hour or two, after which 
I was able to get up and continue as normal but this time, the 
attack raged for 36 horrifying hours. The day of the funeral 
coincided with Robert’s 23rd birthday on the 23 December. I 
missed both events and I was exhausted for days afterwards. 

The ongoing battle with Meniere’s syndrome meant that I was
partly deaf, a problem I denied at first, but eventually solved when 
I bought a hearing aid in 2007. 

I had been an elder at Toronto Church for most of the years 
we attended church there. In 2004, I was asked to be the Senior 
Elder, which meant chairing the monthly meeting of the elders, 
organising rosters, overseeing the church work generally and 
preaching. I also arranged the annual Christmas pageant each year 
for several years, including writing the script, rehearsing the 
church members, arranging the costumes and music and producing
the program. The church was always packed to see the program. 

When I met Mark on an internet chat site, we clicked over our 
shared interest in ancient history and archaeology. He had 
travelled through Egypt, Turkey and Greece, visiting many 
archaeological sites, and had been to the British Museum in 
London. He was looking for work and I offered him a part-time 
paid job as a sales manager. He worked out of my office and 
landed some lucrative advertising contracts for the magazine over 
the next three years. He also researched and wrote many of the 
news articles that appeared in both the journal and the magazine. I 
added Mark’s name as the Advertising Manager on the masthead –
it certainly looked impressive to have a growing list of staff! The 
fact that we shared a secret added a slight air of excitement.

In July 2004, I conducted a week-long series of programs in 
Armidale, in the New England region of NSW. I stayed with Paul, 
another internet chat friend. The July days were bitterly cold with 
frost and even a dusting of snow on the ground, but the slow 
combustion wood fire made his home warm. Paul was warm-
hearted and fun to be with and I spent some of my free time that 
week getting to know him. He was the music teacher at the local 
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high school and also responsible for directing dramatic and 
musical performances. I really enjoyed being with someone as a 
good friend. Talking with Paul made me realise how vulnerable 
and lonely I was. I wished that I were free to pursue the flicker of 
interest.

One day, I saw a poster for a movie called Latter Days, to be 
screened at a Newcastle nightclub a few days later. The story 
involved a love affair between a flamboyant party boy and a 
Mormon missionary. I wished I could see it, but the screening was 
for one night only, and no alibi in the world would cover a trip to a
nightclub. I mentally filed the movie title away in my 
subconsciousness and figured somehow I would eventually see it. I
desperately wanted to find out whether love between two men was 
even possible. Years later, I saw the movie on DVD, but by then 
my situation had changed.

Chatting on the internet, I met Richard soon after he arrived in
Newcastle. He ran a business operating guided tours to Canada. He
was about the same age as me, going grey and balding. He had 
recently come out as a gay man to his wife and teenage children. I 
admired him for his courage and bravery. He had a spring in his 
step, a smile on his face and a sparkle in his eyes. He told me that 
he was happy because he had finally decided to be honest and 
transparent to his family about who he really was. I didn’t believe 
him. I couldn’t understand how disclosing the deepest, darkest, 
most shameful secret of one’s life could actually make you happy. 
Richard was an anomaly, I decided. Nevertheless, I was 
encouraged by his bravery and optimism.

One night while browsing in my favourite chat room, I talked 
with someone who lived in Kilaben Bay, less than a kilometre 
away from our house. We messaged back and forth and I 
explained a bit about myself. As usual, I always hid my identity 
although I did tell him my first name. When he wrote: “I think I 
know you,” I was intrigued. He replied, “Do you have a son called 
Robert?” A cold hand of horror smacked me around the face. I 
discovered that I was chatting with Adam, one of Robert’s best 
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friends at our church in Toronto. I knew him well since he was a 
youth elder at church. Adam reassured me that he was not about to
expose me – and I agreed that this was to be our secret. He also 
feared exposure. He lived at home but he was not out to his parents
or where he worked in the media department at the Adventist 
headquarters office. A few months later, realising he could not 
keep up the pretence any longer, he resigned his job with the 
church, came out to his parents as gay and moved to Sydney.

I encountered a bigger scare when I chatted to Jim online. 
When he gave me his address in Cooranbong, not far from 
Avondale College, the thought ran through my head: “Surely this 
can’t be anyone I know.” I arranged to meet Jim several hundred 
metres from his house. I was apprehensive and prepared to drive 
by without stopping if I thought this was anyone who knew me.

He was waiting at the agreed spot. I didn’t immediately 
recognise him, but as he stepped into my car, he saw my face and 
recoiled – he recognised me. Jim was an Adventist man in his mid-
30s who had visited Toronto SDA Church several times, where I 
had welcomed him as he entered the door. He also knew my work. 
Standing on the footpath, he said, “I don’t think this is a very good
idea.” I realised that either I had sprung him, or he had sprung me. 
Either way we needed to talk about it and clear the air, otherwise 
both of us would mistrust the other. I told him that now that we 
had met, we couldn’t just leave – we had to talk.

Jim had grown up in a conservative SDA family and his 
parents were well known in the local church and community. He 
was as much in the closet as I was, and in deep denial. But he was 
terrified and afraid of being discovered; afraid of losing his wife 
and baby son; afraid of the church and afraid of God. His big 
question to me was, “What will happen when God pronounces 
judgement on me at the end of the world? Will I be condemned to 
hell?” He wept openly. He said that he didn’t feel like he was a 
bad person and shouldn’t be judged for something that he had not 
chosen. 
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At that time, I didn’t have any answers either. All I knew was 
the song I had learned as a child: “Jesus loves me this I know, for 
the Bible tells me so.” I told him that I didn’t think a God of love 
would make such a harsh judgement. I had never lost my faith, 
despite my questions and lack of answers. I tried to assure him that
God was trying to get people into heaven, not shut them out. And 
that God loved him—and me.

I started chatting online with Frank. I told him about my job 
and the work I did on the magazine. Frank was educated, smart 
and knowledgeable – and a practising Christian. We met in person 
a few weeks later where he told me his tortured story and I told 
him mine. His transparency and calm resolve encouraged me to 
tell him more than I had told anyone before. It was the first time 
that I was honest with anyone about my past and present situation. 
In sharing our pain, we somehow encouraged each other.

I shared my dreams and hopes, my innermost desires and 
longings. For the first time in my life, I could really talk to 
someone who understood. He was calm, confident and self-
assured. He seemed to have less of a struggle than me, since he 
had accepted himself and his orientation much more easily. He 
attended his local Anglican Church every Sunday, but, unlike me, 
he was not conflicted by the Biblical condemnations of 
homosexual activities. He concluded that the references simply did
not apply to his situation. I was left to wonder.

One day while home alone,
I looked into the bathroom
mirror and confronted my
frightened self in the glass.
Talking out loud, I said, “David,
you’re gay.” I couldn’t believe
what I had just said. I repeated
myself, a little more loudly:
“David, admit it, you are gay!” I
expected the roof to fall in, but nothing happened. The realisation 
of my orientation had been creeping up on me for years, but even 
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now I wasn’t convinced. The words echoed around in my head, 
terrifying me with their intensity. How could I be gay? Wasn’t 
being gay a terrible choice? I knew I hadn’t made any such choice.
Every morning for decades, I had chosen to be heterosexual, to be 
“normal”, to conform to church and society’s standards. Was God 
going to condemn me to hell for something I had not chosen and 
could not change?

I couldn’t possibly be gay. By definition, Christians were not 
gay. The two sides of my life came into direct conflict for the first 
time. I realised that one or the other side of my life could not exist.
My spiritual life was at stake; my job was in jeopardy, my 
marriage, already badly battered, was in danger and could end. Just
who was I? What was there left of my life? How would I survive?

I had never considered myself as gay before. I had been aware
of being attracted to boys when I was a kid. I could not remember 
a time when I wasn’t interested in other men, especially if they 
were good looking. Wherever I was—in the street, at the beach, in 
a shopping centre, at church, in my lectures, paying bills, in the 
bank or at the post office – I always noticed the neat, well dressed, 
smiling men who looked like were friendly. Not that I wanted to 
rush out and have sex with such people. I just had a momentary 
flicker that said, “He looks nice – I like the way he 
looks/dresses/smiles.” Heterosexual people do that all the time 
when they see members of the opposite sex. Such a thought does 
not imply immorality – only that we notice each other. Some 
people refer to it as “sex appeal.”

Strange to say, up to this point I had always identified as 
straight – a heterosexual married man. No one ever accused me of 
being gay, and I was never outed by anyone, but I would have 
vehemently denied any suggestion of being gay if anyone had said 
anything to me. I was a normal heterosexual who just liked other 
men. It had not occurred to me that other heterosexual men did not
feel the same way.

I looked in the mirror again, several weeks later, and repeated 
the phrase. “David, you’re gay – always have been, always will 
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be.” I realised that I was different from people’s expectations and 
did not conform to the persona I projected about myself. Yet being
gay didn’t define me – I was much more than just a gay man. I was
a husband and father, I ran a successful business, I was a pastor 
and public speaker, I was a traveller, writer, photographer and 
editor. Being gay was just one part of my life that I had never 
recognised before. At that stage, I wasn’t coming out as gay. I was 
just coming out as myself, recognising the real me. 

As I reviewed my life, I recognised that I had always been that
way. From my earliest memories as a child, through my teenage 
years in Australia and England, while I was a student at Newbold 
College and working as a missionary in Africa, and especially in 
the years leading up to meeting Michelle and getting married, I 
had always known that I was different but denied the reality. At 
first, I didn’t have a word for it. When the word “gay” came into 
common use, I rejected that label as being too “over the top”. I still
insisted I was straight.

But I knew what powered my engine – I knew who I preferred
to look at, think about, and fantasise about. I knew what images I 
had to conjure up to be intimate. For the last few years, even that 
had failed and there had been no intimacy. Deep down, I knew I 
always had been gay, long before the word was invented. Nothing 
had changed. I hadn’t chosen to be gay – I was just discovering an 
unidentified part of my life that had always been there and trying 
to make sense of my feelings.

I discovered, as so many others have discovered, that self-
acceptance was the most important first step. I needed to 
acknowledge who I really was and come out to myself before I 
could find resolution. I had to accept my own feelings and 
orientation. Self-acceptance was the key to everything that 
happened afterwards. The crisis of my life was approaching and I 
needed to be ready.

When I came home one day, there was a message from Jim on
my answering machine. His voice sounded desperate. He needed 
to talk to me. I rang him back immediately. His wife had found 
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several mobile phone numbers on scraps of paper. She demanded 
to know who the people were. Jim said they were just friends, but 
his wife got suspicious and pressed the issue. Jim finally blurted 
out that they were guys that he had been meeting and that he was 
gay. They both burst into tears and Jim fled from the house. When 
he returned hours later, his shocked wife retreated into tearful 
silence, but then became angry. She packed her bags and left with 
the baby to stay with her parents.

I asked Jim how he was coping, expecting the worst – suicide 
ran though my head. To my astonishment, he was relieved and 
sounded happy that it was all over. I couldn’t understand it. I 
expected him to be in crisis mode since his world was falling apart.

He explained that for years he had felt like he was sitting on a 
bomb about to explode, even more so the last few months. He had 
secretly wished that he could get sprung because he knew he didn’t
have the courage to come out himself. In a perverse way, he had 
even left the phone numbers in full view hoping this would 
precipitate a resolution without having to take the plunge himself. 
Although he didn’t know what was going to happen, or how long 
his wife would stay away, he was relieved the burden of secrecy 
was over. He was ready to face anything with a smile now. I shook
my head in disbelief – how could that happen? I was yet to 
discover how coming out released the burden and led to freedom.

I had been struggling with the financial side of the magazine 
for some time and freely acknowledged my inabilities to cope. 
After a short search, I found Peter, a freelance accountant, who 
agreed to add Archaeological Diggings to his portfolio. To my 
relief, he came to my office on morning a week to do all the 
accounts and financial book work. 

I often asked Peter for business advice and marketing 
strategies. I learned to trust his suggestions and he helped solve 
many financial problems. Thanks to him, I could tell at a glance 
how the business was going and whether we could afford 
purchases or advertising campaigns. He kept track of my invoices, 
the money I paid out and the money I was owed by others. Tour 
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deposits were accounted for correctly, and he often did the banking
and other jobs for me.

The year 2005 was my
most successful financial year.
After paying my bills and
wages, I earned the most I have
ever earned in my life. Most of
that was due to several
successful overseas tours, a lot
more advertising in the
magazine, and a gradual lift in
subscriptions. The extra money
really only caught me up from
the low incomes of the previous years when the business started. I 
repaid all my debts. However, the magazine was never going to 
make me rich. Over the years that I worked on the magazine, my 
average income was less than what I would have earned if I had 
remained in church employment. 

To augment my archaeological exhibition, I purchased a small
portable TV that included a video cassette player in the one 
machine. When the TV was not being used in the exhibition, we 
had a TV at home and I would often watch the news broadcasts. 

During the last few months of that year, news items carried 
reports about a new movie due to be released in Australian 
cinemas. Called Brokeback Mountain, the story was about two 
cowboys who fall in love. I still didn’t think two men could fall in 
love, but the idea of gay cowboys intrigued me. The movie was 
being touted as a possible winner in the forthcoming Academy 
Awards. 

The following year, the movie received eight nominations and
won awards for Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay and Best 
Music – it narrowly missed the Oscar for Best Picture.

From the brief news items on TV and the trailers on the 
Internet, I concluded that this was no ordinary movie. At that time,
I didn’t realise how revolutionary the movie was, nor could I 
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anticipate the impact it would make on society. The movie resulted
in a huge change in public opinions and perceptions. 

I mentally marked the movie as one I had to see one day. 
Little did I know, but Brokeback Mountain would change my life 
forever.
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Chapter 17. My Brokeback Mountain

Toronto, New South Wales
2006-2007

t the beginning of 2006, my workload continued unabated,
with a full year of speaking programs already lined up. 
The next issues of both the magazine and the journal were

in preparation and the phone rang constantly with people wanting 
to renew their subscriptions, purchase merchandise or enquire 
about the upcoming Middle East tour due to leave for Cairo in 
April. I was busier than ever.

A
I checked the movie schedule for the local cinemas – 

Brokeback Mountain was showing in Newcastle. I had to see this 
movie. However, I grew up in a church that frowned on attending 
the theatre and I hadn’t been to a movie theatre in more than 30 
years. The church teaching was largely based on a bias against all 
forms of “questionable entertainment” that included dancing, 
nightclubs, gambling, pool, card games, chess and other “worldly” 
pursuits. This was one reason why we didn’t own a TV or video 
player for decades. 

Michelle and I were pragmatic about the kids watching 
movies, provided they were, what we considered, reasonably 
suitable. We did not stop our kids going to a movie theatre nor did 
we express any disapproval, although we did urge them to make 
informed choices in harmony with their beliefs. 

When we did have a TV and video cassette player, we rented 
the occasional movie, as did most other Adventists. As many 
Adventist families had found, the church position on 
entertainment, and movies in particular, was both out of date and 
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hypocritical. Far better, we reasoned, to teach kids principles of 
good taste and morality and let them make their own choices.

Nevertheless, after 30 years of not going to movies, I was 
unsure whether I could or should go to a theatre. The roof might 
fall in. As a child, I had been told that my guardian angel would 
leave me on the footpath if I went inside. I wrestled with my 
conscience for a week, but then made up my mind – it was now or 
never.

My friend Frank met me on the footpath and we went in to the
cinema together, terrified that the ticket seller might think we were
gay. The lights went down and the movie began. I was soon caught
up in the breathtaking mountain scenery, flawless acting and 
exquisite music. The heart-breaking story developed slowly, 
deliberately and beautifully. Set in 1963, Ennis and Jack, both 
aged 19, are hired to work together herding sheep on Brokeback 
Mountain in Wyoming. In the mountain cold and far from prying 
eyes, they forged a forbidden relationship. 

Both men later married and had children, but both marriages 
foundered. For the next 20 years, Ennis and Jack met once or twice
a year, camping below the mountain, renewing their affection for 
one another. Jack wanted a deeper relationship, but Ennis was 
afraid, bound by the homophobic attitudes of the time.

The drama mounted. Against everything I had ever thought up
to that time, I was hoping that Ennis would change his mind and 
that the two men could find happiness together but it was not to be.
The story ended in tragedy with Jack’s brutal murder. The final 
scenes were overbearingly sad to the point of physical pain.

I was stunned – this wasn’t how the story was supposed to 
end! Tears that had been brimming for the last half of the movie 
now overflowed, and as the credits rolled, the dam burst. I was 
paralysed by grief, racked by sobs that welled up from my toes and
shocked every muscle and fibre of my body. However, it was not 
merely the story that moved me. The two-hour drama had stripped 
away my mask and I saw myself for the first time – exposed as a 
fraud and a cheat, a coward leading a double life. 
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Heaving with uncontrollable sobs, Frank led me up the street 
and around the corner. I had expected a movie that would 
encourage me, maybe even settle my questions, but the achingly 
sad story had hit me like a tsunami, leaving me stripped bare. 
Beyond consolation, I cried as if my heart was broken.

In reality, my heart was broken. Forty years of pent-up 
questions, emotions, doubts, fears and self-hatred boiled up from 
the deepest part of my life. I felt as if every bone and tissue in my 
body had melted, and the sobs welled up from the lowest point of 
my lungs. The movie was my story – a story of deceit and 
hypocrisy, evasion and deception. Everything I hated about myself
was exposed. I strongly identified with both characters in the 
movie. Like Ennis, I was avoiding the issue, and now my life 
would end in tragedy, just like the movie. Like Jack, I saw nothing
ahead of me but a desperate and cruel end.

I didn’t want my story to end the same way. The choice 
seemed to be either living a life of regret or ending up dead. Frank 
hugged me and tried to console me, but he was in tears himself. 
We stood on the footpath alternately hugging each other and 
crying but I knew I had experienced one of the most important 
moments in my life.

I drove home crying. When I got home, every muscle in my 
body ached. I felt emotionally and physically drained. I was not 
normally an emotional person – I couldn’t remember the last time I
had cried for anything. I had probably not shed a tear since my 
father died in 1974, and I certainly had never been rocked by 
paroxysms of grief as I was now. The pain seemed to well up from
deep inside me, and I couldn’t believe that my eyes could produce 
so many tears. I hid myself in my work downstairs to avoid any 
questions. When I thought there were no tears left, the tears flowed
again and again.

The characters from Brokeback Mountain filled my thoughts 
for months. The story followed me by day and haunted my dreams 
at night. I bought the music soundtrack on CD and played it in the 
car endlessly for weeks. I couldn’t get over the shock, and I 
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mourned for Jack and Ennis. Even now, I regard the movie and its 
aftermath as the worst trauma I have ever experienced in my life.

I still had work to do and I managed to pull myself together. I 
moved as in a dream, carrying out my tasks mechanically, as if on 
autopilot. But I was aware of a seismic shift deep inside. Nothing 
would be the same again.

Family life was complicated. Michelle was absorbed with her 
work and seemed to ignore me, although she was probably 
reacting to my own increasing coldness. Our relationship reached a
new low. I could not spend time alone with the one person I had 
promised to spend my life with. In panic, I reacted with anger and 
frustration, lashing out at the ones I loved. I struggled in my own 
inability to find peace of mind—and I wept in solitude. I stared 
into the depths of a black hole from which there seemed no escape.
The only way out was even more terrifying in its finality but I 
knew that taking the ultimate step was a cop-out and would only 
create more grief. Besides, I figured, I would bungle the attempt 
and end up an invalid.

The group I took to the Middle East that year was one of the 
largest I ever led. The tour was a huge success, with many new 
sites to visit. I wished the tour would never end. I didn’t have to 
think about my personal problems. I was away from the phone and
the deadlines and I could relax. I didn’t want to return home. I 
knew I would have to face up to reality eventually but I was still in
denial and believed that I could keep up the facade and maintain 
the secret until I died.

After I returned from 
overseas, I continued my hectic 
schedule, running weekend 
programs for the church all over 
NSW and Queensland. I felt 
increasingly ashamed of who I 
was. The burden of my secret 
grew heavier by the day. I 
considered sharing my problem 
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with Michelle but decided it wasn’t worth rocking the boat. I 
didn’t want to wreck her world, or my own. 

For years, I had searched the faces of people in the church 
wondering if I could share with them. I wished I could unburden 
myself and let go of my anguish. I longed for someone to tell me 
that it was OK and that I would survive. Though I scanned people 
constantly, I never found anyone I could trust. To breathe a word 
of my predicament was to cross a bridge from which there was no 
return. Revealing personal emotions to someone else wasn’t 
something I could just explore and then retreat without leaving any
marks. There could be no trial run—I would only get one go. 
Whatever happened, life would change irrevocably, forever. I 
recoiled at the enormity of the situation.

My mental state grew worse. Where my problem had always 
been at the back of my mind, now it became front and centre. I 
reviewed my life to see why I was in such a predicament and 
realised that the problem had always been with me, as far back as I
could remember. I tried to weigh up all the pros and cons of 
coming out and telling someone, but every time I did, I decided 
that now was not the time. Stuck in denial, I decided to keep on 
hiding as I had for decades, and no one would ever know.

Evidently sensing that something was not right, Michelle 
brought up the subject of our relationship. This was not the first 
time she had raised the topic, but once again, I put her off and 
refused to discuss anything. It was the wrong time and place. 
However, I decided that if she asked me point blank, “What is 
wrong with you?” I would tell her on the spot. However, she was 
never that direct and never asked the obvious question. I figured I 
could keep on eluding the problem indefinitely.

Resolution came suddenly one September morning. The 
instant I awoke, I was aware that a decision had already been made
for me. With incredible clarity, I was convinced about what I had 
to do. I don’t know whether I had dreamed about it or not, but I 
was sharply aware that my mind had changed, literally overnight. I
had to tell my family, whatever the consequences. Immediately, 
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the burden lifted and I saw the way forward. The obvious place 
was to start with Michelle. All other conversations had to wait 
until I talked to her first.

The conversation was one I had dreaded for decades. Now, it 
was only a question of timing. I looked at my calendar. I was in 
the slowest part of my work cycle – I had completed all my major 
appointments for 2006, especially the ones that had financial 
commitments. There were no more “Search for Treasure” 
programs scheduled for the rest of the year. I would not start the 
cycle again until February. However, I would soon need to make 
plans for the following year.  Many of those plans had financial 
commitments but I knew that church work would be impossible 
after I told anyone. By a process of elimination, I realised that I 
only had a month to resolve the situation. After that, work 
commitments would lock me in for another 12 months.

As the full horror of what I had to do swept over me, I circled 
Tuesday 24 October in my calendar and breathed a determined 
sigh. I could not delay the inevitable any longer. My mind, which 
had been churning relentlessly for years, went into overdrive. 
What had been a constant niggle in the back of mind now became 
an obsession that overwhelmed all other thoughts. Over and over 
again, I replayed the pros and cons of staying in the closet or 
coming out. 

I rehearsed my speech until it was word perfect. I traced all 
the things I needed to say. I would review my whole life story and 
fill in all the missing pieces, the unexplained absences, the strange 
behaviour, the cover-ups and denials, and the reasons for my 
actions.

I researched all the possible arguments and objections about 
homosexuality. I knew them all because I had lived through most 
of them. I mentally answered all the possible accusations and tried 
to plan for any number of reactions. I printed out hundreds of 
pages of resources, knowing that Michelle would need them. I 
included articles about what the Bible really said about the subject,
tips on how spouses could cope, details of the Kubler-Ross cycle 
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of grief and how to resolve it, and pages of health information. I 
found and printed out dozens of web pages of positive information 
and noted details of web addresses where help and support were 
available after I was no longer in the picture.

Life moved into fast forward as my emotions accelerated. Yet,
I seemed calmly detached from the process. I felt like I was 
watching a movie of my life, with everything around me free-
falling in slow motion. I sensed that my life was being sucked up 
into a black hole from which there was no escape. Tuesday 24 
October loomed as the end of the world. I could not envisage any 
form of life after that date. The world would cease spinning and 
my life would simply come to a full stop.

Realising I would have to move out of the family home, 
perhaps the same day, I looked for a place to live. I needed to live 
close to Toronto to continue my work with the magazine. After 
looking at several places, I successfully applied for a two-bedroom
flat at the back of a private house at Marmong Point, overlooking 
Lake Macquarie and only 5 kilometres from the post office. I 
could get the key any time after 23 October. The timing was 
perfect

I bought a small fridge, a washing machine and a tiny 
microwave oven and arranged for the appliances to be delivered at 
the end of October. I cancelled my appointments for the rest of that
year and the following year. No one asked me why, which I 
thought was strange. I quietly cleared out stuff that I would no 
longer need. I threw away obsolete equipment I hadn’t used for 
years. I felt like a traitor throwing away audio-visual gear that had 
been with me for decades and had given me unfailing service. 
Many items had sentimental value because they had belonged to 
my Dad. I went through every cupboard, drawer, box and 
bookcase. I threw out bins full of stuff. I cleared my bookshelves 
and took books and other items to local op shops, where I hoped 
someone else would value them.

The day of destiny loomed. A cyclone was approaching with a
roar that grew louder every day. I could not silence the voices in 
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my mind – reason said I was stupid to tear everything down over 
my head while the voice of my inner self pled to be heard. The 
voice of my family urged me not to force a separation and the 
voice of my church told me that I was an immoral person who 
deserved to go to hell. I could hear the voice of SDA Kinship 
telling me that I was infinitely valuable and the voices of people I 
had seen on YouTube who had come out and had somehow 
survived. I memorised my speech and hoped that on the day, I 
would not forget what to say under the pressure of emotion.

Knowing that the subject of my health status would come up, I
went to the local sexual health clinic at the hospital, as I had done 
semi-regularly for some years, and had a blood test. I timed the 
test so that I would get the result just before the planned coming 
out day. I had never engaged in high-risk activities, and as 
expected, my results were negative.

During my last day in the Toronto church, I looked around at 
the people there and mentally said goodbye, knowing I would 
never see them again. Because I wanted to prevent the church 
trawling through my personal affairs and embarrassing everyone in
the process, and to avoid the humiliation of being thrown out of 
the church, I wrote a letter of resignation. That way, my departure 
would be simply voted without comment or investigation. I put the
letter in a secret location, ready to be delivered to the pastor.

I packed a suitcase in case I had to leave the house in a hurry 
the following day. I picked up the key to my new flat and took 
most of my personal effects round there, out of sight. I spread out 
the possessions I left behind to camouflage the fact that a lot of 
stuff was gone.

I took Michelle to a classy restaurant about an hour’s drive 
from the house so that she would not have to be reminded of this 
event in the future. If Michelle wondered why we were going so 
far, she never asked. All she knew was that I had something 
important to discuss with her that concerned us. 

The day was cloudless and the sky piercingly blue. The 
restaurant was beautiful – on another occasion, it would have been 
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a gorgeous location for a romantic meal. The restaurant 
overlooked a marina and was surrounded on three sides by water 
that sparkled in the bright spring sunshine. Luxury yachts and 
motorboats jostled at the docks and sails flapped in the breeze.

We both ordered a salad. Although I ate as slowly as I could, 
the meal inevitably ended and I couldn’t delay any longer. We 
walked outside and I led Michelle along the parklands that lined 
the foreshore. We found a seat under the shade of a tree with a 
view over the sparkling water. The scene was utterly peaceful and 
calm—it seemed a shame to drop the bomb that would destroy 
everything we had built together. I made small talk for a few 
minutes, putting off the moment. In my mind, I argued with 
myself: “I don’t need to do this. There is still time to back out.” 
For a few seconds, I hesitated, desperately afraid of crossing the 
bridge that would crash in ruins behind me.

With a quick prayer for strength, I took a deep breath and 
started where I had planned, at the beginning. I talked about my 
childhood and youth, my lack of sex education and my naivety. I 
reviewed the years we had been together and admitted that I had 
failings and faults. I explained that I knew I could not really relate 
to her and admitted my reluctance to show my feelings. I 
confessed my shortcomings as a husband and father and 
acknowledged my inability to forge a strong, loving relationship. I 
explained that I had always tried to do my best and had made 
decisions with her in mind, even though it may not have appeared 
that way. I assured her that I still loved her but that I had difficulty 
expressing my emotions. I knew I wasn’t romantic but I had tried 
hard.

For the first hour, I avoided the real reason for the 
conversation. Michelle had no idea where I was going. She 
assumed that all I wanted was to try again at re-building our 
marriage. The worst scenario for her was that I was having an 
affair with another woman, but she had dismissed that – she 
figured I wasn’t romantic enough even to try, let alone succeed. As
I talked, I hoped that she would realise what I was getting at 
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without having to be too explicit, but by the end of the second 
hour, I realised that she hadn’t got it. I dropped a few broader 
hints, trying to soften her for the blow that was coming.

By this time, I was in tears and struggling to even speak 
through a huge lump in my throat that wouldn’t go away. She was 
crying in sympathy without knowing why. Eventually, I had to get 
to the point. “I am sorry, but I am gay,” I blurted, “always have 
been.” And, I could have added, always will be.

Shock followed – she didn’t say anything. Then she began to 
weep softly and deeply. From my pocket, I took out the pack of 
tissues that I had brought for this occasion. I felt as if my own 
heart was breaking in two to see her so upset. I hated being the 
cause of such pain. I loved her still – I just wasn’t in love with her,
and probably never had been.

Now that the words were out, I could explain more of our 29 
years together. Through tears that wouldn’t stop, I reviewed our 
lives together and filled in the back-story. I tried to explain what 
being gay met, the struggles I had faced all my adult life, the 
temptations, the early years of denial when I thought I was 
straight, the hope I had held out that I could be cured and the 
rationale for getting married in the belief that marriage would fix 
the problem. I explained my gradual change of mind over the last 
ten or more years and why I had come to the present conclusion. I 
briefly summarised my understanding of the Bible texts on 
homosexuality. I told her about SDA Kinship and Carrol Grady, 
and reassured her that there were resources to help her.

I am not sure that she heard much of what I was saying. She 
asked questions, and I tried to answer them as best I could. More 
tears flowed. We held each other and sobbed, and kept on talking. 
Under questioning, more details came out. She wanted to know if I
had a boyfriend – I said no, there was no one. 

I informed her of my recent blood test and tried to make her 
understand that her health was not at risk. With no intimate contact
between us for years, there was zero chance of infection. However,
the message did not sink in. The fact that I was gay, in her mind, 

268



automatically meant that I had AIDS. Of course, she wasn’t the 
first person to make that equation. She still went off to the doctor 
for an HIV test. Naturally, that was negative too. At least she knew
now.

We talked until the sun set over the bay. The water glowed 
with golden fire, but we were exhausted. We had used a whole box
of tissues but they couldn’t stop the flow of tears. Michelle’s 
questions became more jumbled and incoherent – I stammered out 
the same answers, now repeating myself. In the darkness, we 
finally lapsed into silence. There were no words to say that would 
make either of us feel better. I felt gutted, as if everything inside 
me had been put through a blender and then vomited out on the 
ground. 

The day was over. The best I could say was that I had 
survived and I was still alive. I was thankful for that much. On the 
journey home, I softly played my Brokeback Mountain CD. 
Somehow, the drama and tragedy of that story seemed appropriate.
Life as I knew it was over.

We returned home. I was not thrown out of the house, and we 
slept in the bed we had shared for 29 years. Thankful for the 
darkness, I slept as if there was no tomorrow. Nothing mattered 
any more.
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Chapter 18. New Life

Marmong Point, New South Wales
2006-2007

ven before I was fully awake next morning, I could hear 
birds singing outside the window. Somewhere in the 
distance, a brass band was playing a rousing march and 

there were people singing and clapping. The sun was shining 
brightly, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The world was in 
vivid colour. I felt as if I was floating on air without a care in the 
world. 

E
When I opened my eyes, I saw that it was true – except I 

wasn’t actually flying. Nevertheless, I felt as if I was high above 
the world, looking down at myself. This was the day I thought I 
would never see. I had convinced myself that my life would end in
a fiery finale the previous night. But here I was, very much alive, 
and feeling good, in fact, amazing!

Everything seemed to be moving along just as it should, 
without any help from me. Evidently, the earth was still revolving 
and nature was still operating. People up and down our street were 
having breakfast and kids were going to school as if nothing had 
happened. I was stunned for a moment, surprised by the fact that 
nothing had changed, except that I was overwhelmingly relieved! I
wanted to shout from the rooftop, I made it! I survived!

The huge weight on my back was gone; my stomach was no 
longer knotted; my lungs worked normally, and my head was 
clear. For the first time in years, the voices in my head were silent. 
An enormous sense of calm pervaded me—my footsteps felt light, 
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as if I was walking on air. When I went to the edge of our balcony,
I felt as if I could just launch off and fly, like Superman.

For decades, I had felt as if I was Atlas, the strong man of 
Greek mythology, holding the world up in my arms. For years, I 
had held up my world. I had kept up a facade to convince myself, 
and others, that I was a normal male. But, I had grown tired of the 
heavy weight. If was as if my muscles had suddenly given way and
snapped. The relief was indescribable – I was holding nothing now
and my body kept trying to float away.

While my journey had ended, Michelle’s journey was just 
beginning and I was fully aware of the burden I had laid on her. 
She went back to work that morning, and had to explain to her 
assistant why she kept on crying all day. Michelle shared the 
whole story – I had given her permission to share as much as she 
liked, since I saw no point in continued secrecy. I didn’t care if the
whole world knew. At least she had someone to talk to in the 
initial stages of shock and grief.

The task wasn’t finished yet. No one comes out once. Coming
out is a process that is never finished. The next afternoon I told 
Stephen and Elton a shortened version of my story. I told them the 
things that I had found out about myself and explained what was 
probably going to happen next. I assured them of my love for them
and that nothing had changed. 

Elton wept—he afterwards said that he was convinced that 
one of us was going to die of cancer. Stephen heard me out 
without emotion or comment. Eventually, both of them reassured 
me that they loved me still and that they understood. In fact, they 
said that they knew kids at school, other young people at Toronto 
church, and people they had worked with who were gay. They 
even named several church friends who were gay and who had 
been coming to our house for years – it was my turn to be 
shocked!

Using Skype, I rang Robert in London and talked to him while
he walked to work. It was much more difficult because I couldn’t 
see him, but I could hear him crying as I finished. His reaction was
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that he was sorry to hear about this because for years he had been 
proud of the fact that his parents were the only ones in his circle of
friends who had not separated or divorced. Now even that 
appeared to be broken. He also assured me of his love and support,
but needed more time to think about what I had said and process 
the information.

I handed my letter of resignation to the church pastor and 
asked him to expedite the process. In due course, I received a 
polite letter of acknowledgement from the church secretary. 

Light-headed and almost dizzy with relief, I tried to get back 
to normal. Because I still had a business to run and a magazine 
almost ready to send to the printer, I had to get back to work. I 
worked all day in my office, but now it was different – the day 
sped by and I still felt as if I could fly.

We agreed that there were two more people who needed to 
know what had happened, and I had to tell them before they heard 
on the grapevine – Michelle’s father in Mt Colah and my mother 
in Brisbane. Telling David Down was more difficult because 
Michelle advised me not to use the word “gay” (he wouldn’t know
what it meant) or “homosexual” because he would misunderstand. 
I skirted around the issue and said that Michelle and I were 
separating, without going into details. He took the information 
impassively, and we started to go. While I waited in the car, 
Michelle decided she had better enlighten him and told him that I 
had “turned into a homosexual” or something similar. When she 
joined me in the car, apparently he knew. The results of that 
conversation did not go well in coming months.

I realised that moving out of the family home was inevitable. I
was grateful that I had not been thrown out, but now I knew it was 
time to go. The same questions kept recurring and I was tired of 
repeating my answers. There was nothing more I could say that 
could help. Michelle was no longer listening to me anyway and the
atmosphere had grown frosty.

I chose a couple of old plates from the kitchen cupboard that I 
knew were not needed and a saucepan that was no longer in use. I 
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loaded my trailer with a single bed and mattress from the spare 
room, packed the car to the roof and left. Before I shut the door 
behind me, I left a letter for Michelle on the bed. I poured out my 
heart, apologised for what had happened, assured her of my 
support and committed us both to God’s care.

The journey to the new flat at Marmong Point only took five 
minutes. I cried all the way, and kept on crying as I unloaded the 
car and trailer. A delivery truck arrived with my new appliances 
and the young man helped me put the fridge in the tiny kitchen and
the washing machine in the laundry.

When I had finished, I sat on the floor looking at the remnants
of my life around me – a few miserable boxes, a couple of battered
suitcases and a single bed that once belonged to Robert. Is this all I
owned after 55 years? Even though my heart was light from the 
relief of coming out, I sat on the carpet in the tiny lounge and 
mourned for what I had lost. Years of frustration now washed out 
of me, and there were more tears ahead. I was on a roller coaster of
emotions, going from sheer joy to infinite sadness and back to 
happiness many times a day. I walked a tightrope of fear on the 
one hand and courage on the other and alternated between both 
repeatedly.

I pulled myself together
and decided to make the best of
it. I unpacked a few things and
hung my clothes on the
doorknobs – there was no
wardrobe. I was definitely out
of the closet, I thought ruefully!
I bolted the bed together and
unpacked the sheets and doona.
I put the two plates, my only knife, fork and spoon, along with the 
aluminium saucepan into a cupboard in the kitchen and looked 
inside my empty fridge. I needed some food.

I bought enough bread, fruit and a few vegetables to last the 
weekend. As the sun set that Friday evening, it felt strange to be 
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alone. I knew God was closer to me than ever before and I trusted 
God’s grace and love. I had not lost my faith. But I had to find out 
God’s plan for my future.

A few days later, I flew to Brisbane to tell Mum and Gordon. 
On my arrival, Mum was curious about the reason for the hastily 
arranged visit but said nothing. That afternoon, I took her to a 
nearby park and told her my story and what had happened. Again, 
I tried to soften the blow—she was in early 80s after all—but she 
wept as I told her. She immediately and repeatedly assured me of 
her love and support whatever happened. Of all the reactions to my
coming out, hers was the most gracious and accepting. If only all 
gay people who come out to their parents could be assured of the 
same love and support!

Mum revealed that when she was doing her nursing course at 
Waikato Hospital in New Zealand, before she met Dad, her best 
friend was a lesbian. Mum knew back then that being gay was not 
a choice, and that sexual orientation was an innate part of a 
person’s life. She realised that I had not chosen to be gay and only 
wept in sympathy with me, sorry that it had taken this long to find 
out. Aware that many mothers of gay children knew all along, I 
asked her whether she ever had any intimation that I was gay. She 
said that she never had any idea or hint. She reminded me that, 
along with train sets and toy cars, I had played with dolls for a 
while as a child, but then, so did my brother Alvin. She knew that 
that didn’t mark anyone as gay anyway.

My work continued as usual. There were two colour 
magazines to complete before Christmas, plus several issues of the
monthly news journal. My workload was a little easier now that I 
didn’t have to prepare advertising brochures and other material for 
my “Search for Treasure” series in 2007. My office was still in the 
family house. I arrived at the house in the morning after Michelle 
had left for work. I worked as quickly as possible all day, 
sometimes with Peter, my accountant, or Mark, who did the data 
entry to update our subscriptions. I left before Michelle returned 
home.
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I never returned to Toronto church, but word rapidly went 
around anyway. Almost no one from the church bothered to phone 
me, either to confirm the rumours or to offer any kind of support. 
The only exception was David, who phoned me every month or so 
for the next few years. Ross, a retired minister who was a bit of a 
rebel in his own right, came to visit me, expressed his sorrow and 
indicated that he still supported me as a friend and colleague.

The gossip flew thick and fast through the Adventist 
grapevine. According to the rumours, I “had turned gay,” “left the 
church,” “abandoned my wife” and gone over to “the gay 
lifestyle”, whatever that was. No one ever had the courtesy to 
check whether the rumours were true or check the facts. 

As far as I was concerned, the “gay lifestyle" involved 
figuring out how to cook a meal for myself. For someone who had 
never cooked anything more complicated than a fried egg in his 
life, that was no small feat. I learned to cook by the trial and error 
method. I would prepare one item at a time, poke constantly with a
knife until it felt ready to eat, and then check and remember the 
time. Next day, repeat.

Meanwhile there was a deafening silence from the church 
office and my ministerial colleagues. Although I expected people 
to sympathise with Michelle, I did wonder why no one bothered to 
check on my mental welfare. Not a word, not even a letter or 
email. Just before Christmas, I received a letter from the NSW 
Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages indicating that, since I 
was no longer a minister with the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
my licence to conduct weddings was revoked – one terse 
paragraph from a government bureaucrat in Sydney. That was all.

I was determined to keep my faith and spiritual connections, 
however. I attended a different Adventist church around Newcastle
each week, arriving after the service had started and leaving before
the final prayer to avoid awkward questions. I often saw people 
who knew me well, but no one queried my presence. 

One weekend, I dodged church altogether and drove up to 
Hawks Nest, a small village on the coast north of Newcastle. 
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Revelling in my newfound freedom, I camped near the beach. I 
spent two days hiking around the bush-covered headland that 
formed the northern entrance to Nelson Bay.

The magazine work continued and I entertained the thought 
that I could continue working with the magazine indefinitely, 
despite having come out. After all, being gay all this time had not 
affected my abilities and the magazine was prospering. 

Sometimes I worked at the house into the early evening. On 
those occasions, Michelle invited me to stay for dinner and we 
continued our conversations. She was calmer now and asked more 
questions. Her biggest concern was that our nearly 30 years 
together appeared to her as a hollow sham. I reassured her that was
not how I saw it. I genuinely did love her and had tried to do the 
best I could. If sexual orientation was a choice, then I had chosen 
to be straight a million times during those years, and being married
had seemed the obvious way to keep me that way. The plan, which
at the time I am sure any church counsellor would have 
recommended, just hadn’t worked in the long run. I reminded her 
of all the genuinely good times that we had together, and the three 
sons of whom we were both proud. Despite my best efforts, she 
continued to look on the negative side. Sometimes the 
conversations turned bitter and angry. I can’t blame her – she saw 
herself as the injured party and I was the villain.

In response to the church pastor’s gentle questions and 
apparent desire to help, I confided in him. I expected him to 
respect my privacy but I was betrayed. On more than one occasion,
Michelle taunted me with twisted versions of my comments that 
could only have come from the church pastor. I promptly ceased 
any contact with him.

A couple of days before Christmas, David Down decided that 
he didn’t want me running the magazine any longer and 
announced that he had found someone else to take over. I was 
instructed to show Mike, the new editor, what to do. I had no 
choice – I was being fired. Of course, the action was blatant 
discrimination, but there was nothing I could do. With a family 
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separation pending, I could no longer work with my father-in-law 
anyway. I cleared the house and garage of everything that 
belonged to Archaeological Diggings and a truck took everything 
to Sydney.

The magazine cost me nothing when I got it, and I gave it 
back the same way. Although legally the business was mine, 
morally the magazine belonged to David Down and it was right 
that the business should return to him. He owed me nothing, and I 
owed him nothing. The magazine returned to his control in much 
better shape than when I had received it. The next issues of both 
magazine and news journal were complete and had already been 
sent to the printer. Mike had about three weeks to get organised 
before the relentless treadmill started again.

Out of work, with no clear direction of what to do or where to 
go, I went to the New Year’s Eve fireworks at nearby Warner’s 
Bay. Although still happy I had made the right decision, I was 
lonely and worried about my destiny. The events of the last few 
months were not unexpected – but I still felt hollow as I faced an 
uncertain life, unemployed and newly single.

As I watched the fireworks exploding over the lake in the first 
few moments of 2007, I wondered what the future would look like.
Where would I be next New Year’s Eve? What events would take 
place in 2007 to enrich my life? What new adventures were just 
around the corner? I was buoyed by hope and optimism. God had 
not let me down so far and I was confident that I could walk into a 
new year with confidence.

I started looking for work. Two or three times every day, I 
sent off job applications, with my resume, via the job search 
websites. I never heard back from anyone. I started keeping count 
of the applications. I applied for dozens of jobs in Newcastle, the 
Central Coast and northern NSW. I looked for anything that was 
remotely like what I had been doing for the last 10 years – graphic 
artist, magazine layout, writing, editorial work or journalism. Most
of the jobs required experience or qualifications I did not have. My
worst nightmare was unfolding.
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To stave off dipping into my savings too much, I delivered 
junk mail. Because I had plenty of time, I took on a huge area with
a total of probably 500 houses. I earned about $50 a week for my 
15 or 20 hours of work. By the end of March, I still had not heard 
back from any of the 50 or 60 applications I had made so far.

One day I received a phone call from Brisbane – I had applied 
for a low-paying job as publications manager for a community 
service organisation that helped people who were homeless, 
unemployed and facing health issues. Reading between the lines I 
worked out that “health issues” was code for alcohol addiction and
drugs. I didn’t like the prospects, but it was my first breakthrough. 
I progressed to a phone interview, but that went badly and I didn’t 
get the job.

Using my internet chat room, I met Colin from Coffs Harbour.
He was easy to talk to and was looking for the same things I 
thought I was looking for. I knew I could not remain single and 
that I needed a companion in life. Not for me the casual hook ups –
I wanted a permanent, long-term, monogamous relationship. I 
drove up to visit Colin for a few days and stayed in his home near 
a beautiful beach. I even thought there might be a magical sparkle 
in the air.

I continued applying for jobs, including positions in Brisbane. 
Not only were there job vacancies, especially by comparison with 
Newcastle, but I decided it would be a good idea to move there. 
Brisbane is 800 km north of Newcastle and I needed to get as far 
away as possible from my former life. Mum and Gordon lived in 
the retirement village at Victoria Point, near Brisbane. With their 
increasing age, I felt that I should live closer to them. If nothing 
else, I could help care for them if necessary.

I rented a self-drive truck, packed up my goods and drove to 
Brisbane where I put my meagre possessions into a self-storage 
unit. On my way back to Newcastle, I stopped at Coffs Harbour to 
see Colin, who regretfully told me that he didn’t think our 
friendship would work. I was disappointed, but by now, I had 
bigger issues on my mind.
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I drove the truck back to Newcastle and returned to clean the 
flat and finish packing the car and trailer. Very early next morning,
I picked up the last of my things from the family home. I embraced
Michelle for the last time. We were both in tears. With the loaded 
trailer behind me, I drove out the gate and headed to the freeway 
for the trip up the Pacific Highway to Brisbane.
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Chapter 19. Finding Peace

Buderim, Queensland
2007

 drove to Brisbane at the end of March and stayed with Mum 
and Gordon at the retirement village. I couldn’t stay there 
indefinitely – the management stipulated a maximum of two 

weeks for family and friends. However, finding a flat depended on 
getting a job and I couldn’t rent anything until I had an income.

I
I was given an interview with a business in Fortitude Valley 

that sold photocopiers. The owner and his wife ran a small sideline
printing letterheads and business cards. They were kind and 
friendly, and I thought my prospects were good. The next day the 
owner rang to tell me that they had found someone else. I think 
they were looking for a university student who would work long 
hours for a pittance.

Through mutual friends on 
the Internet chat site, I was 
advised of a man who was 
advertising for a housemate. I 
rang Brad and he told me that 
he had a room available for 
$100 a week, plus sharing 
expenses for food and 
electricity. I drove up to 

Burpengary to see the room and agreed to move in the next day. 
Brad was a graphic artist trying to run his own business, but 
without much success. He needed my rent to help him pay his 
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mortgage. Although we often talked about our experiences, we 
remained merely friends.

That was the first in a series of remarkable turning points, all 
of which depended on each other. At first seeming like random 
events, it was only later that all the dots connected. Looking back, 
I saw that one event led to another, and became convinced that a 
divine providence guided me over the next several months.

I unpacked my computer and a suitcase of clothes. Since I was
still applying for jobs, I had a box or two of Archaeological 
Diggings magazines that I was giving to prospective employers as 
a reference. I had no idea how long it might take to find a job. The 
prospect of being homeless, and with no fixed address terrified me.

After unpacking, I had nothing else to do. I was not used to 
having time on my hands, with nowhere to go and no one to see. 
Already feeling at a loose end, I walked to the local shopping 
centre to have a look around. There wasn’t much to see – only a 
large supermarket and a mixture of video shops, fast food outlets 
and real estate agents. There were three or four charity op shops, 
and I browsed through them all. At the last shop, I picked up a 
brochure on the cashier’s desk advertising a training course for 
people looking for work. The course was aimed at middle-aged 
women wanting to return to the workforce after raising a family.

When I phoned, I was told that I had missed the first class the 
day before, but was invited to join the second class the next 
morning. Since it was government funded, there was no cost. 

The class, consisting entirely of women, met in a back room 
behind a job search agency in Caboolture, a few kilometres further
north. The energetic lady who was the course coordinator talked to
us about how to look for jobs, taught us how to write a good 
resume, explained what to wear at an interview and how to answer 
common questions. Best of all, she talked about motivation and 
morale – having the right attitude and feeling positive were most 
important.

I went to the training course three mornings a week. Going to 
the classes gave me purpose. I had somewhere to go. The social 
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interaction provided a circle of friends in the same predicament. 
Using the agency’s computers and internet, I applied for jobs every
day, often three or four at once. Sometimes the jobs involved 
graphic art, journalism or similar – but more often they were for 
jobs for which I had no skill or training. I tried every door. None 
of the companies ever replied, so I had no idea whether the jobs 
were suitable or not.

In rising panic, I took out the Yellow Pages. I addressed large 
brown envelopes by hand and sent out 120 resumes along with a 
copy of Archaeological Diggings to companies on the north side 
of Brisbane that I guessed might require the services of a graphic 
artist or editor. This time, I got a couple of replies – one kind lady 
phoned me to say they had nothing, but wished me well. Another 
man had a small printing firm and needed someone to design 
business cards and small flyers. At the end of the short interview, 
he told me that he didn’t think I was the person he was looking for.
I was even more discouraged. I was 56 years old and I did not 
want to become one of the long-term unemployed surviving on 
welfare benefits. Surely there had to be more to life than that!

My self-esteem was ebbing and I was feeling sorry for myself.
I had the sensation of falling down a dark well. With every passing
day, the well was getting deeper, and I was still falling. I just 
hoped and prayed that there was someone at the bottom to catch 
me.

I looked at every possible opening, even for jobs that were not
even remotely like anything I had ever done. I applied for jobs 
outside of Brisbane, including the country towns of Gympie, 
Bundaberg and even Cairns.

One of the more interesting job ads was for a technical writer 
for a company that prepared training manuals for the mining 
industry. No experience necessary, said the ad, except the ability to
use a computer and to research. The company was located at 
Buderim on the Sunshine Coast, and that sounded appealing. I 
applied for the job, but I was not optimistic. As the days continued,
I applied for other jobs.
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I had almost forgotten about the technical writer job when 
Glen, the managing director of Performance Training, rang and 
offered me an interview. I almost leapt down the phone. We 
agreed to meet the next day. I drove up to Buderim dressed in my 
dark suit, black shoes, white shirt and tie. By contrast, Glen was no
older than my own kids and was dressed in a casual shirt and 
shorts. Feeling more than a little overdressed, I was led into the 
small boardroom at the back of the office. Another man about my 
own age, who I later learned was Paul, sat opposite me at the table.

Paul did the talking and asked most of the questions—the 
vacancy was in Paul’s department. I told them about my previous 
work. I showed copies of Archaeological Diggings magazine, 
pointing out that I was the editor as well as writer, graphic artist 
and layout editor. Now I was thankful for the years of being 
involved with the magazine. I had learned new skills that could 
provide me with another job other than church employment. The 
interview went well and both Paul and Glen made encouraging 
comments, promising me that they would contact me. I was quite 
sure I had the job.

I floated down the steps and back to my car. The interview 
was the most promising event in months. I walked along the main 
street of Buderim in a delighted daze. I fell in love with the village 
atmosphere and realised that I really wanted to live here. The 
longing was almost a physical ache. After the most stressful year 
of my life, I wanted somewhere to call home – and this felt like 
home. 

I drove down to the beach at Mooloolaba, a mere 7 kilometres
down the hill. Looking like a fish out of water in my good clothes, 
I walked along the picture-perfect beach, stopping to admire the 
shining blue water. The sunny day was cloudless and warm, and I 
prayed that God would open the way for me to get the job and live 
in this area.

A week later, Glen rang me to tell me I had the job and we 
agreed on my wages. I wept for joy, phoned my mother with the 
news immediately, and then rushed back to Brad’s place. My feet 
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were like wings. Suddenly everything changed. The clouds had 
lifted and I was able to start living again. All weekend, I could 
hardly contain myself with excitement. The rest of my life was 
opening in front of me.

On Sunday, I pored over a map of Buderim to see what the 
town looked like. I checked my emails and other messages, 
including from the gay chat site. Among others, there was a 
message from someone called “jwp” who lived in Brisbane. The 
message was only a few brief words along the lines of “hello, how 
are you” and my reply was equally non-committal. I told him that I
had just got a job and was about to shift to the Sunshine Coast. 
Jwp messaged back to congratulate me and I replied again. I 
always replied to messages and emails, no matter who wrote to 
me. A photo with the message showed a handsome man a few 
years younger than me who looked Greek or Lebanese, with a 
broad grin and sparkling eyes.

On Monday, I drove up to Buderim, handed in my formal 
acceptance for work at Performance Training and then went 
looking for a flat. An hour later, I had found the perfect place and 
was filling in an application form. I drove down to Mooloolaba 
and ate my sandwiches, then strolled along the beachfront 
esplanade, marvelling at the warm, summery weather in late May. 
I thought that I had landed in paradise. Of all the places in the 
world to wash up to, somehow God had chosen to bring me to this 
place. I could hardly believe my good fortune!

An hour later, the rental agency rang me. My application was 
approved. I could come and collect the key. I returned to Buderim, 
paid the bond and two weeks rent in advance, and then drove home
to Burpengary with the key in my pocket.

So much happened that weekend, I still find it breathtaking – 
in three days I had landed a job, found a place to live and met jwp 
online – but it was the latter event that was to have the most far-
reaching consequences. Over the next couple of days, jwp and I 
continued messaging each other. Jwp finally revealed that his 
name was actually John, but he didn’t explain his strange screen 
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name. I later discovered that jwp were his initials - John William 
Plank. My enthusiasm must have showed in my short messages. 
John recalls that he could pick my excitement in the way I wrote 
and later commented on my animated and upbeat attitude. To him, 
I sounded like I was over the moon. I certainly felt that way. I 
warned John that I was about to pack up my computer and that he 
wouldn’t hear from me for a few days.

I shifted my goods 40 kilometres north to Buderim. After I 
had unpacked my boxes and arranged my meagre furniture in the 
lounge, I set up the computer in the second bedroom. A message 
from John was waiting for me and I realised that he was serious. 
No one else I had chatted to online had continued a conversation 
this long. I replied briefly to tell him I had moved into the flat. 
John replied again – because he had worked in business, he also 
believed in always replying to messages and emails. He gave me 
his email address and we started emailing each other. John’s 
messages were usually quite short. Still thinking he was Greek, I 
assumed English was his second language, but I later discovered 
that he had never used a typewriter or computer before and had 
only recently acquired a laptop. His friend Danny had helped him 
purchase the laptop and modem only a month earlier and signed 
him up for the chat site.

My new flat was built over the garages at the front of a block 
of four units. The windows faced down the side of the mountain 
towards the Glasshouse Mountains and Caloundra. On a clear day, 
I could see the tall buildings of Brisbane, 100 km south. The flat 
was only 15 minutes walk to work.

The first piece of mail in my letterbox was a flyer inviting 
people to attend church the next day, and then stay for a free 
vegetarian lunch. Without reading the fine print, I knew it was the 
local Seventh-day Adventist Church. On Saturday morning, I 
drove down to the school hall in Sippy Downs where the church 
met. The group had started only a month earlier as a new “church 
plant” in a growth area where there were no churches of any 
denomination. At that stage, they only met once a month.
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The group of about 100 people hoped to attract young people 
and students from the nearby university with a contemporary style 
of worship. I found the style a little forced since I was sure the 
people present were not used to contemporary worship. I wasn’t 
surprised – all the churches I had visited in Queensland seemed as 
if they were stuck in a time warp from the 1960s using traditional 
forms of worship that hadn’t changed in 50 years. Churches I had 
attended in Newcastle were much more progressive.

I visited other Adventist churches on the Sunshine Coast, but 
found them very conservative, stuffy and unfriendly. Apart from 
the person giving out church bulletins at the door, no one 
welcomed me, spoke to me or acknowledged my presence. I 
assumed that the church members must have heard the gossip and 
were avoiding me. But I had to admit that there was no evidence, 
and when I finally got up the courage to talk to a few people, no 
one seemed any the wiser. No one was abusive or unkind – they 
just ignored me. I concluded that that was the way they treated all 
visitors. Such an attitude seemed strange for a church that seeks to 
invite people into its fellowship. I didn’t bother going back for a 
second visit.

Wearing a dress shirt and tie, I started work on Monday 
morning. I removed the tie after a few minutes when I saw that no 
else was formally dressed and I never wore a tie to work again. 
Jeans and t-shirt was the normal office garb, though a few months 
later the 16 or so employees were all given smart polo shirts 
embroidered with the company logo and name. Because the office 
was new to me, I crept around the building like a stranger hardly 
daring to breathe. I didn’t know the office protocols and courtesies
and I didn’t want to upset anyone. At the end of the first day, I 
finally breathed out, glad to release the pent-up tension.

Things got easier as the weeks progressed. Hours were 
flexible, so I worked more than enough hours each day in order to 
leave early on Friday afternoons or take the occasional day off to 
attend to business. 
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I got used to the rhythm of the office—the sound of the phone,
the voices of colleagues busy about their tasks, the footsteps up 
and down the steps, the creak of the kitchen door. The hot weather 
was my biggest surprise –I didn’t expect the weather to be hot 
enough at the end of May to use the office air conditioner. After 
work, I sometimes drove to Mooloolaba for a swim at the sun-
drenched beach.

In the first few weeks, I
applied my layout skills to a job
that was already in progress –
finishing off the layout and
design for a training manual for
a wheeled dozer, used in mining
operations. Then I was put to
work writing assessment
questions on mining various
operations and the safety requirements involved. The assessment 
was required before issuing a statement of attainment. 

I learned how to write other training manuals for heavy 
earthmoving and mining machinery. I began with an excavator but 
other machines soon followed over the years – graders, dozers, 
haul trucks, elevating work platforms, scrapers, draglines, light 
vehicles, medium vehicles, surface equipment and underground 
equipment – the range seemed endless. 

In addition the company prepared manuals and procedures for 
a whole range of workplace health and safety situations: working 
at heights, working in confined spaces, scaffolding, first aid and 
fire safety. I worked on all these and more over the next nine 
years.

Fortunately, we rarely had to write a manual from scratch –
Performance Training had decades of experience, and most of our 
work involved updating previous manuals, inserting new 
information, rewriting inaccurate text, and ensuring that the 
illustrations and diagrams were up-to-date.
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Whenever manufacturers, such as Komatsu or Caterpillar, 
built a new model machine, we were asked to produce a training 
manual to suit. There were new control buttons and levers to 
identify, updated computer functions to explain and fresh 
photographs to replace the old ones. Production procedures didn’t 
change dramatically, but the way in which they were written up 
was improved all the time. 

Along with the other three or four technical writers, I could 
access information from a library of several thousand volumes 
kept at the office. We sifted through the manufacturer's manual, a 
weighty tome that listed every detail. The machine operator or 
vehicle driver could not be expected to read a thousand pages of of
information. The mining company wanted short, abbreviated but 
precise instructions, with easy-to-use drawings and photographs. 

Every couple of days, “jwp,” sent me a message or an email. 
Every time he did so, he told me more about himself, and I always 
replied, telling him a bit more about myself. When it became 
obvious that we couldn’t say enough in short text messages, we 
exchanged phone numbers and I rang him or he rang me. This 
continued for three weeks.

In mid-June, I decided to go down to Brisbane and stay for the
weekend. The annual Brisbane Pride was in mid-June and I 
decided to attend the Fair Day. On Saturday, I went to church in 
central Brisbane. When I walked in, my heart sank – it was 
Communion day. Because of my work with Archaeological 
Diggings, I had attended a Communion service for at least four 
years. For a moment, I considered walking out again. Although I 
was reasonably certain by this time that being gay and Christian 
was ok and that I could go to church, I wasn’t sure I was ready to 
meet God on the more intimate level of Communion. 

My salvation was never in doubt in my mind, but would the 
church really let me participate in Communion? More importantly,
did God really accept me at the Communion table? How would I 
negotiate the foot washing service if someone knew me, and 
worse, knew the truth about me? I feared been publicly 
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embarrassed. Standing in the middle of the church aisle, suddenly I
was very scared.

At that moment, I saw Ross, the pastor, talking with a group 
of people and a pang of pain ripped through me. I knew Ross as a 
ministerial colleague. We had travelled together on our overseas 
study tour back in 1985. Spotting me at the same instant, he left 
the people he was talking to and determinedly walked up to me. To
my surprise, he put his arms around me and hugged me for several 
silent minutes. Neither of us spoke and I started to cry. I was 
shocked – I hadn’t expected this. When he let go, he offered words
of welcome. He told me that he knew what had happened and that 
it didn’t make any difference. He offered me what I needed most - 
unconditional acceptance.

As the service proceeded, my emotions surged back and forth.
Knowing that the time was right, I joined the line of people going 
up to the front of the church to receive Communion, tears 
streaming down my face. Ross shook hands with everyone before 
they took the bread and wine. When I got to Ross, he reached out 
and embraced me, the only person to be so acknowledged. The 
whole church must have seen and wondered, but no one said 
anything.

When the service ended, I held a handful of sodden tissues. I 
was an emotional wreck. I knew that something important had just 
occurred. In the midst of turmoil, I had found peace. The roller 
coaster had stopped. A wave of calm rolled over me. I had reached
a staging post, a plateau on the journey. There was a long way to 
go yet, but I had arrived at a place where I felt good about myself. 
I had a job and a place to live, and now I had found peace with 
God and a place at church. Everything in my life had been building
up to this point – now I could catch my breath and move on. That 
day was the turning point.

At the Fair Day, I wandered around to look at the displays 
sponsored by dozens of different organisations – sporting and 
social clubs, care and support providers, political advocacy groups,
and affirming churches and religious organisations, including the 
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Queensland branch of SDA Kinship. I bought a small lapel pin – a 
rainbow-coloured fish that I wore for the remainder of the day. 
The symbol denotes someone who is both gay and Christian. The 
two words I had thought were mutually exclusive were beautifully 
encapsulated into one powerful symbol. I still wear it to church 
every week.

I had arranged to meet John at his house before heading home 
to the Sunshine Coast. Right on time, I found the gracious 
Queenslander-style house and saw John out the front watering his 
pot plants. John smiled and said something about being punctual. I 
wasn’t surprised. I prided myself on arriving exactly on time 
anywhere. 

A tenant lived in his house upstairs while John occupied the 
one-bedroom flat downstairs. John introduced me to his 17-year-
old corgi, Maddison. Poor Maddy was a bit shaky on her paws, 
very deaf and couldn’t walk far. After Maddison stopped barking 
at me and got used to my presence, John and I sat down on the 
sofa to talk.

Our conversation started with the three Egyptian papyrus 
paintings hanging on the wall. John had been to Egypt and had 
travelled all over Europe, plus he had worked in Canada for a 
while. He loved to travel. When I asked John where he came from,
he dispelled all thoughts of being Greek or Lebanese. His surname,
Plank, was a German name, but he was born in Gunnedah in 1959 
of Australian parents. He conceded that people often thought he 
was Greek because of his dark hair, olive skin and brown eyes. 

John’s father worked for many years in construction, building 
dams in western NSW, including Keepit Dam, 40 km from 
Gunnedah. John grew up in the work camps or in nearby towns 
where the dams were being built. He was the youngest of three 
children. He had an older sister, Catherine and an older brother, 
Robert.

He told me that he had lived for many years in Tamworth, 
including around the time I lived there in 1981-82. He started 
working for a supermarket chain after he left school and had 
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worked in retail for most of his life. He had shifted to Brisbane in 
1999 and got a job as the furniture manager for a major department
store. When I met him, however, he was working for a charity as a 
roving manager for their chain of op shops.

When he finished telling me his life story, I told him mine. I 
told him about the struggles I had been through and that I had 
come out 8 months earlier. I explained my search for a job and a 
home and how thrilled I was that I had found both. I was obviously
excited and deliriously happy – John couldn’t help but notice. I 
was happier than I had ever been at any time in life, and had every 
reason to be jumping for joy.

John invited me to lunch at a nearby restaurant. While 
scanning the menu, John startled me: “You look like a vegetarian.”
Taken aback, I admitted it but I was defensive. To my surprise, 
John was neither scornful nor derisive – he accepted that as the 
most normal thing in the world. He wasn’t a vegetarian himself but
he certainly respected my choices. I asked him what made him ask 
that. He said that I looked healthy!

Something clicked in my brain. In that brief second, my first 
thought was, “What else can this man tell about me just by looking
at my face?” My second thought followed in a flash: “You’d better
tell him everything and be completely honest, because he will 
know if you aren’t.” In that moment, I determined to hide nothing 
about my life. 

In all the many years, in varying situations, I had never made 
that decision before. Usually a meeting of this nature would be 
cloaked in secrecy. I never told anyone my last name, and 
sometimes used a fake first name. I never told people my 
profession or anything about my church. I was embarrassed, and 
didn’t want to be ridiculed for my faith. I wanted to be 
anonymous, invisible and untraceable. 

After more than 30 years of hiding, fearful of being caught 
and exposed, operating on the “down low” was second nature. 
Now all of that was stripped away. I felt not only that I could trust 
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John, but also that by being totally honest and transparent, 
something magical might happen.

After lunch, we drove down to the overseas cruise terminal on
the Brisbane River. We strolled up and down along the footpath 
beside the river for an hour or so, chatting the whole time. At one 
point, we stopped to lean over the rails. I looked at him. 
“Something’s different,” I thought. The day was not turning out as 
I expected. John was interesting company and I was fascinated by 
his kind, gentle attitude and interest in life. Totally absorbed in 
conversation, the afternoon flew by. At the same time, every 
second seemed intense and sharply focused. Over and over again, I
thought, “This is different, this is different.”  

The next week flew by. Every evening after work, I phoned 
John. I told him how to connect to Skype – after that, it was easy 
to talk, and most nights we would talk for an hour or more until 
one of us would admit that we had to get ready for work next 
morning. I invited him to come up to the Sunshine Coast the 
following weekend.

When he arrived, I took him to the waterfall in the Buderim 
Rainforest Park, a beautiful piece of remnant forest at the foot of 
the mountain. Martins Creek flows over the escarpment and forms 
the waterfall that is popular with both tourists and locals. That 
sunny winter’s afternoon, there were few other people there, and 
the atmosphere was definitely romantic. I made dinner and 
afterwards we sat on my scruffy old lounge chair and talked. The 
more we talked, the more I enjoyed his company. The warm glow 
of being complete filled my heart with new emotions I never knew
existed, and I hoped and prayed that this would never end.

Over the next few weekends, we visited each other, alternating
between Brisbane and Buderim. By the beginning of July, we were
both quite sure of one thing – we were not going to see anyone 
else and we decided to make it official. On Saturday night, we had 
dinner in a Thai restaurant in Maroochydore and romance was on 
the menu. We returned home afterwards for cake and sparkling 
grape juice. We reflected on our newfound love and made life-long
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promises to each other. The date was the 7 July: 07/07/07. The 
date was more than good luck; it was a magical new start.

Over the next few weeks, I
met some of John’s closest
friends in Brisbane: Danny and
Sam, and John B. We walked
through the bush up Mt Coot-
tha for a view over Brisbane,
and explored the waterfront at
Redcliffe. He took me to a
couple of his favourite
restaurants and I met Ruth, a work colleague.

John flew to New Zealand at the beginning of September for a
ten-day holiday in the South Island. Arranged long before we met, 
he travelled around with Ruth. John did not own a camera, and 
since I thought it was scandalous that anyone could make an 
overseas trip without taking pictures, I bought a digital camera for 
him as a present. The camera was identical to mine so that I could 
teach him how to operate it.

While John was away, I was fitted with my new hearing aid. 
After years of Meniere’s attacks in my right ear, my hearing had 
deteriorated significantly. The hearing aid made a difference 
immediately – although not perfect, I could now hear what was 
being said in meetings at work, and I was better able to hear and 
interpret my work instructions. The hearing aid also masked the 
tinnitus that filled my ear with constant roaring and hissing.

A friend loaned me a DVD of Latter Days, the movie that had 
been lurking in the back of my mind for years since I saw it 
advertised in Newcastle. I cried with relief to see a small part of 
my own life reflected in the fictional story. A closeted, young gay 
Mormon missionary learns the truth about himself. He falls in love
with a party-boy who also recognises that there is more to life than
parties. 

Although the SDA church differs theologically from the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, there are some 
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similarities. Both churches have conservative Christian beliefs and 
practices. In both churches, silence and suppression of difficult 
moral issues are normal. The SDA church shares the same close, 
almost family-like sub-culture that revolves around the church and 
church-related social activities. I identified with Elder Aaron Davis
and his struggle, and cried with joy at the happy ending. By now, I 
knew that two men could find love.

Over the next couple of months, I fell deeply in love with 
John. I missed him terribly while he was in New Zealand. When 
he got back, John suggested a short holiday together to see if we 
could stand each other’s company for more than just a night. 

We drove in his car to Agnes Water, a small seaside village 
north of Bundaberg, about 4 hours north of Brisbane. Here we had 
a small self-contained apartment, with a kitchenette and a secluded
back deck where we ate most of our meals. 

We spent most of the holiday walking along the beaches and 
exploring the nearby tiny settlement of 1770, named in honour of 
Captain Cook’s sighting of the small promontory during his 
voyage that year. One day we took the high-speed catamaran out 
to Lady Musgrave Island, where we snorkelled in the warm, azure-
blue water around the coral reef and explored the island to see the 
noddy terns and other birds that inhabit the island.

The five days together were sheer bliss. We grew increasingly 
comfortable around each other. Although I was used to living with 
another person, John had always lived alone and was at first 
unsure whether he could make the adjustment to living with 
another person. We both learned that we would have to make 
adjustments and compromises – but at that stage, we were both so 
much in love, those changes seemed insignificant. By the end of 
the holiday, we were convinced that we belonged together.

When my sister Alison came back from the UK to Australia to
see family, Mum and Gordon came up with her to visit me and see 
the new flat. I invited them to stay for dinner. Mum and Gordon 
didn’t usually eat anything at night, but Alison was hungry so they 
agreed. I had already arranged for John to stay at my place that 
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night, so I asked him to turn up while the family was still there. I 
wanted my family to meet him. I told John what to say when he 
arrived.

Mum, Gordon, Alison and I were sitting around the lounge 
talking when, right on time, John knocked at the door. Everything 
went to plan. I said hello and told him I had family with me. John 
offered to leave, but I insisted he come in and meet them. I quickly
introduced him as a friend who had just “dropped in” to say hello, 
and then persuaded John to stay for dinner.

While Mum and I were washing up afterwards, she said, 
“John seems like a very nice man.” “He’s lovely,” I replied. 
Afterwards I thought that maybe I shouldn’t have appeared quite 
so effusive, or so affectionate. Mum said no more but both she and
Gordon extended their unconditional love and friendship to John 
from that day on.

An investment property Michelle and I had owned finally 
sold, and now with money in the bank, I looked for a house to buy,
as had always been my intention. I originally thought that a unit or 
townhouse would be ideal, but John persuaded me to buy a house 
and land so that I could be independent. With his suggestion, I 
began to think that the house should be for both of us. It was a 
wild suggestion since John worked in Brisbane and we had not 
discussed sharing a home together. I loved him so much I really 
wanted to be with him forever. We started looking at properties 
together. Prices were high and houses sold quickly – no sooner had
we seen a property we liked than it was sold without giving us 
time to think about it.

The house hunting continued, but nothing appealed to us until 
one day I saw an advertisement in a local magazine. The photo 
showed a triple fronted brick house on the high side of the street, 
located at the bottom of the hill and only a kilometre from work. I 
drove past the house and realised this had to be the place. The 
gardens were easy care and the house matched my mental picture 
of what I thought I would like to live in. The house was close to 
work and shops, and only 10 minutes from Mooloolaba beach.
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John arrived later that day to stay the weekend. On Monday 
we inspected the house along with three or four other couples. Five
minutes later, John looked at me and said, “You should buy this 
house.” 

I was flabbergasted – I didn’t buy anything that quickly! Even
buying a new shirt took more thought and time! I wanted to look at
other houses first to compare, and then come back for a second or 
a third look. I was used to making measured, thoughtful decisions 
that considered all the pros and cons, and that took time – and here
was John saying I should make an offer on the house today! John 
reminded me that houses around Buderim were selling fast and 
this one wouldn’t last. He thought it was ideal – although we still 
hadn’t discussed whether both of us could live there.

An hour later, we had completed a contract, made an offer and
paid a deposit. As we walked out onto the footpath, I gulped. What
had I just done? It wasn’t even midday – in less than an hour I had 
inspected a house, made an offer and signed a contract! John 
returned to Brisbane to go to work. 

An hour later, the real estate agent phoned – our offer had 
been accepted. The house was ours! I phoned John immediately. 
He was still on the highway back to Brisbane but pulled over and 
revelled in the good news.

Settlement went through on Thursday 20 December. After 
work, I picked up the key and began transporting my belongings 
from the flat down the hill to the new house. John arrived at the 
flat on Saturday evening and we packed together until midnight. 
The next day we made repeated trips up and down the hill in the 
rented truck to transport everything to the new house. We carried 
in the fridge, the last item, just as it started to sprinkle with rain. 
The wet season started, and it rained on and off for the next couple
of months – we made it just in time. That night we slept to the 
sound of rain on our roof, but we were both happy. We had found 
a home.
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Chapter 20. Finding Truth

Buderim, Queensland
2007-2008

eventh-day Adventists believe that the Bible has the last 
word on any subject and for decades, I agreed. I assumed 
that there were dozens, perhaps hundreds of verses in the 

Bible that condemned homosexuality as the worst possible sin. I 
had never bothered to find them all, but I had wrestled with a 
couple without reaching any definite conclusion. Truth be told, I 
avoided the issue for decades. 

S
Strangely, though, I knew somewhere deep down that the 

texts did not address my situation and didn’t apply to me – I was 
not a rapist and I did not worship a fertility god. I was not involved
in pederasty or prostitution. I had not turned my back on God or 
lost my faith. The verses I read indicated that only godless, wicked
people were involved in the homosexual practices portrayed in the 
Bible. Because I didn’t understand the references, I ignored them 
and concentrated on the texts that reassured me of God’s 
unconditional love and boundless grace.

Although I had come out as gay, moved to Queensland and 
found someone to love, I had still not really reconciled my 
spirituality with my sexuality. Integrating both aspects into one 
harmonious whole was a process that took several more years. I 
continued to study the Bible texts, looking at all the Biblical 
evidence. I researched the historical and cultural background and 
applied the most rigorous principles of interpretation as espoused 
by my church. What I found out revealed some new insights.
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Contrary to what I assumed, I discovered that out of 31,103 
verses in the Bible, there are only six that mention same-sex 
behaviour. And not everyone is sure that all six refer to what we 
call homosexuality. Certainly, the modern concept of sexual 
orientation (gay versus straight) is not addressed in the Bible and 
the very ideas that such words suggest were completely unknown. 
In fact, it appears that the Bible assumes everyone is heterosexual.

The six verses are often referred to as “the clobber texts” 
because of the way they have been used as ammunition by 
Christians in the war against gays and lesbians. 

Bible scholars in every denomination have different 
interpretations of these texts, and many theologians, both within 
and outside of the Adventist Church, disagree with the standard 
interpretation. Here is a brief summary of what I found out.

1. Genesis 19:1-8
“The two angels arrived at Sodom in the evening, and Lot was

sitting in the gateway of the city. When he saw them, he got up to 
meet them and bowed down with his face to the ground. “‘My 
lords,’ he said, ‘please turn aside to your servant’s house. You can 
wash your feet and spend the night and then go on your way early 
in the morning.’

“‘No,’ they answered, ‘we will spend the night in the square.’
“But he insisted so strongly that they did go with him and 

entered his house. He prepared a meal for them, baking bread 
without yeast, and they ate. Before they had gone to bed, all the 
men from every part of the city of Sodom—both young and old—
surrounded the house.

‘They called to Lot, ‘Where are the men who came to you 
tonight? Bring them out to us so that we can have sex with 
[literally, may know] them.’

Lot went outside to meet them and shut the door behind him 
and said, ‘No, my friends. Don’t do this wicked thing. Look, I 
have two daughters who have never slept with a man. Let me bring
them out to you, and you can do what you like with them. But 
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don’t do anything to these men, for they have come under the 
protection of my roof’” (Genesis 19:1-8).

The story of Sodom refers to a large group of heterosexuals 
who wanted to rape and humiliate two strangers. Similar to the 
long-standing practice still used in time of war, this crime often 
happens in prisons or in violent societies even today, and for much
the same reasons. Rape is a violent abuse of power over someone 
perceived as an enemy, or to ritually humiliate an inferior. Rape is 
a violent form of misogyny—treating a man as if he is a woman is 
the same kind of abuse that is often directed against women. 

God had already decided to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, 
and three other smaller towns, before this incident took place, so 
the destruction of these cities was not because of this event. In 
addition, the Bible says that “all” the men of Sodom were 
involved. However, it is not likely that everyone that formed the 
mob that gathered at Lot's house – every single man in the city—
were all homosexuals. We also have to wonder why Lot would try 
to distract the men with his virgin daughters (in itself a 
reprehensible act, indeed) if the men of Sodom were homosexuals.
We cannot assume that they were motivated by homosexual desire.

What this story suggests is that the men of Sodom regarded 
these two strangers with suspicion—perhaps they thought they 
were spies who had been taken in by Lot, himself an outsider. 
They were determined to humiliate these strangers in the way 
common to that time by “treating them like women,” by brutally 
raping them. What happened at Sodom was not gay sex but 
attempted rape.

Sodom's sins are enumerated in Ezekiel 16:49, Luke 10:12 
and Jude 7 as inhospitality, greed, pride, haughtiness, refusal to 
help the poor, and unspecified sexual immorality. It is ironic that 
this story that condemns a city for its mistreatment of the poor and 
the stranger is used to condemn another vulnerable group.

The sin of Sodom was not homosexuality (since no sexual act 
actually happened) but inhospitality (Matthew 10:14-15) and lack 
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of belief (Matthew 11:23-24). The story of Sodom has nothing to 
do with homosexuality and simply does not apply.

2. Leviticus 18:22 and Leviticus 20:13
“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an 

abomination” (Leviticus 18:22).
“If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have

committed an abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood 
is upon them”(Leviticus 20:13).

Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 refer to sexual behaviour between 
two men (but interestingly enough, not between two women). 
There are several issues involved here.

Firstly, the wording suggests domination of one person over 
another. Women in ancient (and Biblical) times were subservient 
to men and were considered as property that could be bought and 
sold. For a Jewish male, the ultimate insult was to be thought of, or
treated as a female. Jewish men thanked God in their prayers that 
they were not born a woman! Being considered feminine or being 
feminised by another was the worst thing that could happen to a 
man in those times.

Secondly, in Biblical times people believed that male seed 
contained all that was needed to reproduce life. A woman’s body 
was simply the incubator. In a “populate or perish” situation where
the Israelites need to conquer and take over their Promised Land, 
human seed could not be “wasted” especially as it was thought to 
be a finite resource.

Thirdly, the context of these verses is separation from the 
pagan idolatry of both the Egyptians and the Canaanites. In the 
next verse, the Israelites are commanded not to sacrifice their 
children to the heathen god, Molech. God did not want the 
Israelites to practice the many perverted or detestable kinds of 
behaviour common in the pagan nations around them. Sex was 
commonly performed as an act of worship associated with the 
temple fertility rites in which worshippers joined with temple 
prostitutes. They believed this would bring blessings on their crops
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and livestock. No doubt, these practices made idolatry such a 
temptation to the Israelites. There is no indication that those 
involved who took part in the fertility worship did so because of 
the sexual orientations that we recognise today.

The texts must be read in their cultural and historical context, 
alongside the limited scientific understanding of the people 
concerned. Alongside these verses are commands for men not to 
cut their hair or trim their beards. Farmers were not to plant two 
kinds of crops in the one field and people could not wear clothes 
made of two different fabrics. The victim of a rape had to marry 
the rapist. The Israelites could purchase both male and female 
slaves. There were laws against touching dead people, lepers or 
menstruating women. The death penalty was required for anyone 
who cursed his father or mother, for those who committed adultery
or murder, for a man who married his sister. Death also applied for
gathering firewood on the Sabbath, worshipping idols, for a 
stubborn and rebellious son, and for a woman who was not a virgin
at her marriage.

No one believes that these actions require the death penalty 
today. The context of these laws should determine whether they 
still apply or not. The problem is that some Christians cherry pick 
the laws that they think still apply and ignore others that are 
inconvenient—to them.

The Hebrew word toevah, translated as “abomination” and 
applied to the men involved in Leviticus 18 and 20 can also be 
translated “uncleanness,” “impurity” or “dirtiness.” “Taboo,” 
something that is culturally or ritually forbidden, is another 
accurate translation. The significance of the term toevah becomes 
clear when we realize that another Hebrew term zimah could have 
been used – if zimah was the meaning that the authors intended. 
Zimah means something that is morally wrong, while toevah 
applies to things that are objectionable for religious or cultural 
reasons. Zimah applies to an injustice, or a sin – but this word is 
conspicuous by its absence.
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In the Greek Septuagint translation (completed by 132 BC), 
the Hebrew word toevah in Leviticus 18:22 is translated as 
bdelygma, meaning “a ritual offence,” rather than other Greek 
words such as anomia (violation of law, a wrong or a sin), poneria 
(evil practice), or asebia (ungodliness). The word toevah indicates 
that the command was against a purity violation, not a clear ethical
or moral violation. There is nothing in these verses to suggest the 
loving relationship between two equals. Nor do these verses reflect
the modern concept of sexual identity or orientation.

One Jewish interpretation of the two passages in Leviticus is 
that sexual penetration of a male by another male is forbidden. The
reason is that the text portrays the penetrated male as if he were a 
woman—literally, “as though a woman.” In a patriarchal society 
where male superiority and authority was supreme, a man who 
penetrated another male was demeaning that person’s masculinity, 
and the one who was penetrated was perceived as playing the role 
of a woman and thus humiliated and shamed. Misogyny and 
homophobia have always been closely joined. 

This law, many believe, is concerned with male superiority 
and masculinity. Men were expected to play a male role at all 
times. Equal relationships are not in view in this part of the Bible.

Because heterosexuals assume that only penetrative sex is 
“real sex,” most people believe that all gay males engage in 
penetrative anal sex for every sexual encounter. A quick glance at 
gay pornography would tend to confirm that view. However, 
research has debunked that myth.

Scientific surveys have found that at least one-third of gay 
men do not engage in anal sex. (Journal of Sexual Medicine, April 
2016, Vol 13, Issue 4, pages 637-649.) Many gay men experiment 
with anal sex at least once but find the practice not to their liking, 
or they have an active distaste for the practice (including the 
author). 

A study by the Indiana University and the George Mason 
University confirmed this. Researchers surveyed nearly 25,000 
mostly gay men aged 18-87. The results showed that anal sex 
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among gay men is the least preferred option for sexual 
gratification  at 37% of men for their most recent partnered 
sexual encounter.  (The Journal of Sexual Medicine, November 
2011, Vol 8, Issue 11, pages 3040-3050.)

Although anal sex is commonly associated with 
homosexuality by both medical professionals and the general 
public, anal sex is the least common sexual practice among gay 
men.  A 2011 Internet survey of 180,000 men across Europe 
showed that oral sex was most commonly practised, followed by 
mutual masturbation, with anal intercourse in third place. (Kaye 
Wellings; Kirstin Mitchell; Martine Collumbien (2012). Sexual 
Health: A Public Health Perspective, p. 91.)

The range of sexual practices between same-sex partners is as 
wide and as varied as it is between opposite sex partners.  The 
most common form of sexual contact between gay men is cuddling
and kissing, confirming the view that being gay is more about 
affection and bonding than it is about sex. Other sexual practices 
include genital contact, mutual masturbation and oral sex. 

What is most significant is that heterosexual people practice 
all, and more, of these sexual techniques, including anal 
intercourse, and they do so without any moral or ethical 
condemnation. In one study, 51% of heterosexual men and 43% of 
heterosexual women had engaged in anal intercourse with their 
monogamous partner at least once. (Kimberly R. McBrideab; J. 
Dennis Fortenberry (March 2010). “Heterosexual anal sexuality 
and anal sex behaviors: a review”; Journal of Sex Research, Vol 
47, Issue 2-3, pages 123–136.) 

Heterosexual anal intercourse often takes place as a form of 
contraception, but more commonly to ensure, at least technically, 
female virginity. Since heterosexuals outnumber homosexuals at a 
rate of approximately 20:1, there are numerically far more acts of 
anal sex by straight people than gay people. Such statistics bust the
myth that anal sex is the defining act of the “gay lifestyle”.   

The research also indicates that men who have sex with men 
are much more apt to both achieve orgasm and find sex very or 
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extremely pleasurable when it is with a stable partner, or someone 
that they are in love with. That fact highlights the importance of 
loving and supportive relationships for same-sex partners  
something that is equally true for opposite-sex relationships. 

3. Romans 1:26,27
“Their women committed sexual acts that were not natural. In 

the same way, the men turned away from their natural love for 
women. They burned with sexual desire for each other. Men did 
shameful things with other men.” (Romans 1:26,27).

In Romans 1, Paul’s condemns pagan idolaters (and he later 
includes the Jews) who refused to acknowledge God and 
worshipped man-made images instead. Having rejected God, their 
lives were full of covetousness, malice, envy, strife, slander and 
pride, and they showed disrespect for parents as well as hatred of 
God (see verses 1-31).

Paul uses same-sex behaviour as an example of sexual 
perversion, knowing his readers will immediately identify this as 
an act of pagan idol worship. He speaks of women exchanging 
natural relations for unnatural ones and men abandoning natural 
relations with women. He is obviously referring to heterosexual 
behaviour in Romans chapter 1, since what is natural for 
heterosexuals is not natural for homosexuals. The reverse is also 
true: what is natural for homosexuals is not natural for 
heterosexuals. Paul refers to heterosexuals acting against their 
natural inclinations and engaging in homosexual acts of pagan lust 
in honour of the ancient fertility gods.

In Romans 1:26,27, Paul refers to heterosexuals engaged in 
worldly pleasure and sensual worship of idols, not to gay 
Christians in loving, mutually supportive and monogamous 
relationships. There are probably heterosexual people today lusting
for a new kind of pleasure to whom this text may apply, but most 
gay and lesbian people who have grown up as Christians have 
struggled for years against their same-sex attractions and have 
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tried their best to love and serve God. Paul's description of lust-
fuelled idolatry simply does not apply to them.

4. 1 Corinthians 6:9,10 and 1 Timothy 1:9,10
“Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the 

kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, 
adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, 
drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the 
kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9,10).

“This means understanding that the law is laid down not for 
the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient, for the godless 
and sinful, for the unholy and profane, for those who kill their 
father or mother, for murderers, fornicators, sodomites, slave 
traders, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the sound 
teaching” (1 Tim 1:9,10).

In both 1 Corinthians 6:9,10, and in 1 Timothy 1:9,10 Paul 
uses two words, malakos (translated as “male prostitutes” above) 
and arsenokoites (“sodomites”). The words have also been 
variously, but incorrectly, translated as “catamites”, “call-boys”, 
“deviants”, “homosexuals”, “perverts”, “those who make women 
of themselves” and “effeminate”. All theologians agree that 
malakos means “soft” and is commonly used everywhere else in 
the Bible to describe the soft and extravagant clothing of rich 
people (Matt 11:8). The meaning of the word is not linked to 
sexual matters and therefore does not apply.

Arsenokoites is used only twice in the Bible and only in these 
two texts. Because the word appears in a “vice list”, the context is 
insufficient to determine the original meaning. The nature of 
arsenkoites remains unclear and all translations are a mixture of 
guesswork and interpretation, guided by personal bias. The 
translation “homosexual” adopted by some modern versions of the 
Bible is misleading and has been used only in this context since 
the year 1946 to reflect contemporary bias against gays and 
lesbians. The King James Version has “abusers of themselves with
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mankind” which is even more ambiguous and vague, and reflects 
17th century bias. 

The translation “sodomite” is even more confusing. Sodomites
in the Bible were originally the inhabitants of the ancient city of 
Sodom. However, in the King James Bible, published in 1611, the 
word “sodomite” was incorrectly used to translate an unrelated 
Hebrew word, qadesh that comes from a root meaning of “sacred,”
or “set apart.” In ancient times, the quadesh were temple 
prostitutes who served one or more of the ancient fertility gods 
worshipped in the land of Canaan, and later adopted by the 
Israelites. Neither the word “homosexual” nor the word 
“sodomite” is the correct translation of the Greek word 
arsenkoites.

Outside of the Bible, arsenokoites in classical Greek literature 
of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD denotes someone involved in 
exploitation, probably of a sexual nature. The word appears next to
words such robber, swindler or thief. Despite the fact that the word
consists of two Greek words joined together, (“male” and 
“bedder”) the word is not specifically a sexual term and was not 
used to refer to sexual activity in other early literature. In 1 
Corinthians 6 arsenokoites is followed by "thief", and in 1 
Timothy the same word is followed by "slave-trader" which may 
suggest some context.

The term could refer to a cult prostitute, possibly in one of the 
many temples devoted to the fertility goddess of the ancient world.
Or it could refer to a pimp, who profits from selling the services of
prostitutes. Or it might refer to a man who pays for the services of 
a prostitute. It is not even clear whether Paul is referring to a man 
or a woman, or whether the relationship was heterosexual or 
homosexual. 

Different versions of the Bible have come up with different 
translations for the same Greek word: “child molester”, “pervert”, 
“people with infamous habits”, “people guilty of unnatural crime” 
and “excessive sexual behaviour”, not necessarily same-sex 
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behaviour. Most translations rely on the translator’s bias or 
preconceptions.

Outside the Bible, Greek literature between the second and the
sixth centuries use the word arsenokoites either as a direct quote of
the New Testament verses (without explanation) or a variety of 
other sins including a shrine prostitute, interspecies rape, rape 
between pagan gods, attempted rape of angels, adultery, murder, 
sexual relations between gods and humans, non-procreative 
heterosexual relations, pederasty, extortion, anal sex perpetrated 
by a heterosexual man with a woman, and even the rape of Eve in 
the Garden of Eden by the serpent! 

Theologians acknowledge that no one knows the meaning of 
the word today. The end result of a lot of research is that the 
meaning of arsenokoites is obscure and uncertain. One prominent 
investigator of the meaning of arsenokoites, Dr Dale Martin of 
Yale University comments: “I should be clear about my claims 
here. I am not claiming to know what arsenokoites meant; I am 
claiming that no one knows what it meant.” (Martin; 
“Arsenokoites and Malakos: Meanings and Consequences,” in 
Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: Listening to Scripture, ed. by 
Robert L. Brawley, Knox Press, 1996, p. 123)

Although we cannot be sure what Paul meant, the word seems 
to refer to a specific kind of exploitive behaviour. Gay Christians 
of today join Paul in condemning such activity. If the term is 
condemning a specific activity, we cannot generalise that all 
homosexuals will be denied an inheritance in the kingdom of God. 
In fact, quite the opposite: “God so loved the world,” the Bible 
says.

In summary, everyone agrees that probably all six verses do 
refer to some form of sexual activity. However, the verses are in 
the context of condemning rape, exploitation, lust, immorality, 
promiscuity, cult prostitution and idolatry. These condemnations 
apply equally to the heterosexual population, among whom these 
practices are more prevalent. Gay and lesbian Christians agree 

307



with the condemnations expressed by these texts but they also 
believe that none of the texts refer to their situation.

There is nothing in the Bible that addresses the issue of a 
lifelong, genetic orientation or “same-gender attraction.” Nor is 
there any reference to monogamous, mutually supportive, loving 
relationships between two people of the same gender, unless the 
friendship between David and Jonathan is any guide. David 
declared that Jonathan’s love for him was “more wonderful than 
the love of women” (2 Sam 1:26). In the long run, relationships are
about romance and love; sharing and commitment; giving and 
accepting; support and equality; transparency and fidelity.

It is significant that Jesus said nothing on the subject, but did 
have a lot to say about love and not judging one another. “Do not 
judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge 
others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be
measured to you. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your
brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 
How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of 
your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You
hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you 
will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye” 
(Matthew 7:1-5).

This book is not the place to examine all the science behind 
being gay. (See the section “Further Reading” if you want to 
pursue this aspect further). However, virtually every scientific 
authority agrees that sexual orientation is not a choice. Just ask any
heterosexual person to list the moment that they chose to be 
heterosexual! Heterosexual people do not choose to be straight, 
and homosexual people do not choose to be gay. Sexuality, 
whether gay or straight, is rooted in both the DNA formed at 
conception and the hormonal interaction between the unborn baby 
and the mother at critical times in the development of the foetus. If
homosexuality was a choice, I would have been straight decades 
ago. I chose to be heterosexual every day, until I finally was 
forced, against my will, to admit that I was living a lie.

308



Homosexuality is neither a disease nor a mental disorder. This
means that I am not broken, disordered or sick, and I don’t need 
curing, or fixing. My sexual orientation is neither an addiction nor 
a sin. I don’t need to apologise, change who I am, or undergo 
therapy. And I have stopped asking forgiveness for being gay. This
is the way God created me – I was born this way! I may be guilty 
of other sins—all of us equally sinners—but I believe being born 
same-sex attracted is not a reason for exclusion from salvation. 

Years of study have convinced me that sexual orientation, 
whether gay or straight, is defined in our genes. Being gay is as 
natural as having red-hair or dark skin or being left-handed. I can 
no more change my sexual orientation than change the colour of 
my eyes. 

Numerous scientific studies have demonstrated that, except 
for rare exceptions, sexual orientation cannot be changed. While 
social identity and even behaviour can be modified, sexual desires 
remain unchanged. Scientists have tried transplanting healthy 
testes into gay men in an attempt to cure them. Therapists sent gay 
men into brothels to have sex, hoping that that would emerge 
straight. Doctors prescribed vigorous exercise. Gay people tried 
drinking alcohol, or not drinking, or drugs. Counsellors advised 
gay men to get married to a woman. All of these, and many other 
methods, have failed, often with tragic results.

Persons who go through so called religious “change 
ministries” in an attempt to turn from gay to straight usually suffer 
severe psychological damage. Attempts to “pray away the gay” 
have universally failed. Having been told for years that they are 
sinners, indeed the worst of sinners, gay people are loaded with 
shame and guilt to the point where they believe God does not love 
them and that they are better off dead. And if they don’t take their 
own lives on earth, they will end up in the fires of an ever-burning 
hell. No wonder so many gay Christians lived messed up lives or 
they end up dead – or in therapy for decades.

Organisations that attempt such conversion therapy are 
increasingly being seen as fraudulent at best and abusive at worst. 
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Often large sums of money, as well as the reputations of religious 
organisations and churches, are at stake. The issue of conversion 
therapy is a hot topic that may yet have huge legal implications. 
Many such organisations have admitted that so-called “ex-gay 
therapy” is not only harmful but also ineffectual in offering any 
lasting change. The largest such organisation, Exodus 
International, issued an apology to all their clients and closed 
down for good in December 2013.

I grew up believing that homosexuality was abnormal. But 
there is no such thing as “normal,” only “average”. The world is 
full of different minority groups, some large and some small. I 
grew up as a minority within a minority—a white, New Zealand-
born, male who identifies as a Christian, brought up as a Seventh-
day Adventist, who also happens to be a vegetarian—and is gay! 
Each of those labels puts me into a smaller and smaller sub-group. 

Sometimes there is a majority of one kind in a given culture 
and the majority tends to put its rules and ethical mores on the 
minorities around them. But everybody is on a continuum of skin 
colour, physical appearance, personality type, religious affiliation, 
gender identity and sexual orientation. There is no binary—one or 
the other, this or that, “us” and “them"—in any of these groups. 
God’s creation is an infinitely variable rainbow that is expressed in
the billions—the number of people on the planet. And that 
variability is constantly finding new variations and expressions.

I used to believe that I was psychologically damaged, and 
believed the lie that gay people were unhappy and unhealthy. But 
since I came out, I am happier and healthier than I ever was before 
and will never again be trapped by the charge that I am trapped in 
a “gay lifestyle” (whatever that is). My life is balanced and my 
spirituality and my sexuality have been seamlessly integrated into 
my whole being. 

Being gay does not define me and certainly is not a “lifestyle.”
My sexual orientation is only one part of what makes me whole. I 
am a husband and father, a Christian and a pastor. I revel in the 
outdoors and regularly go bush walking; I read books and I write; I
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love to learn new things and meet new people. I attend church, 
often twice a week; I pray and read the Bible in the quietness of 
the morning. 

At home, there is food shopping to be done; housework and 
cleaning to undertake; the washing to be put out; and meals to 
prepare. (The ironing can wait). All this and more makes up the 
sum total of who I am – the fact that I am gay is incidental. Above 
all, I am a child of God, who just happens to be gay.

Homosexuality, despite the implications of the word, has little
to do with sex or even sexual attraction. The word, however, has 
everything to do with personal identity and self-image. Denial of 
one’s identity leads to pain and suffering. Because of the rejection 
by their families, the homophobic attitudes of society, and the lack 
of adequate social interaction, the suicide rate among gay 
teenagers and youth is three to four times higher than among their 
heterosexual peers. 

Churches are not immune from this appalling toll. Youth from
conservative churches that do not accept their homosexual 
orientation commit suicide at about eight times the national 
average. The only solution to preventing this devastating toll is to 
accept these young people and provide a supportive environment 
that is both loving and affirming.

Surveys across virtually all societies have consistently found 
that the incidence of homosexuality and left-handedness is about 
the same – approximately 4-5% of the population, regardless of the
country or ethnic group. That means that among the approximately
20 million adult Seventh-day Adventists (counting unbaptised 
youth), there are potentially 1 million gay and lesbian people in the
church. They are doctors and teachers, college professors and 
business men, police officers and factory workers, taxi drivers and 
nurses, social workers and politicians, students and theologians, 
ministers and church administrators – indeed the whole range of 
society.

I am glad I discovered that I belong to a definable group. As a 
result, I can have peace with God and the people around me. My 
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real life began when I stopped living a lie and let God develop me 
into the person that I was created to be in the first place. God has 
my permission to make me straight any time – something I asked 
to happen for decades. For some reason, that is not high on God’s 
priorities right now. God is working on other things that need to 
change right now. I am a sinner saved by grace – and 
homosexuality does not make me a greater sinner than anyone 
else. We are all equally sinners.

I have no doubt, nor have I ever had any doubt in my entire 
life, of the reality of my conversion experience, both as a child, 
and then again, even deeper, as an adult. I have always believed 
and rejoiced in the assurance of God’s salvation. I have the 
unshakeable conviction that I will be among those welcoming 
Christ’s return and will share heaven with Jesus. I have seen too 
many answers to prayer, too many divine interventions in my life 
to doubt God’s guidance. I have seen countless divine providences 
operating in my life. I have experienced unnumbered examples of 
God’s leading over my affairs and decisions. I am living where I 
am now only because of many direct answers to prayer.

As a result of coming out in 2006, I have seen my personal 
spiritual life deepen. My faith has been strengthened beyond what 
I ever believed possible. I have confidence in God’s love and grace
that has been extended to me. God has given me a peace that has 
created an unbreakable bond. I have more of the fruits of the spirit 
than ever before in my life, especially joy. The happiness I have 
now far surpasses anything I thought was remotely possible. I 
thank God every day for every blessing I experience.

The reasons for my faith are all based on God’s promises to 
me in his Word – in particular, the last few verses of Romans 
chapter 8: “For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither 
angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any 
powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 
Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38,39). I claim the other Bible 
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promises that offer forgiveness, grace and ultimate redemption and
believe that they apply to me.

I believe that God created me just the way I am and that God’s
love embraces me. I don’t know – and no one else knows – what 
causes homosexuality, and it is pointless to speculate. All we know
is that homosexuality is a reality and it isn’t going away soon. 

I consider myself a gay Seventh-day Adventist – “incurably 
Adventist and incurably gay” as someone once quipped – and 
nothing will convince me to move away from my spiritual roots. 
Despite the attempt of some in the church to deny me my spiritual 
inheritance, I retain my faith, not because of the church, but in 
spite of the church.

Along with that faith, I consider myself “incurably gay.” After
decades of torment, I now live quite happily with the two concepts.
Where once the term “gay Adventist” seemed like an impossible 
contradiction, now I see myself living the life God intended for 
me. Having harmonised my faith with my sexuality into one 
whole, happy life, I have found the peace that I always sought.

I owe much of my peace to the supportive Adventist church 
fellowship I attend each week. From the first day I attended in 
response to the flyer in my letterbox, the unconditional love and 
acceptance shown to me there has been instrumental in keeping me
in the church, although I am not an official member. 

Although I am sure many of the people at my church disagree 
with my conclusions, never once has this varying understanding 
been a source of disagreement or controversy. My church has 
modelled true Christianity, based on love. The church has given 
me tasks and responsibilities, and I am involved with the weekly 
services in a way I thought would have been impossible. The 
people at my church have extended their love to both John and 
myself, and we will be eternally grateful for their compassion and 
understanding. They have saved me from a much worse fate.
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Chapter 21. Finding Love

Buderim, Queensland
2008-2014

 moved into the new house just before Christmas 2007, and 
John stayed with me until he had to go back to work in 
Brisbane. John and I were invited to his sister’s house for 

lunch on Christmas Day and I was due to meet some of his family 
for the first time. I was nervous—John had never told them of his 
personal life, so our friendship was a surprise to them. John and I 
were unsure how they would react. He told them that he was 
bringing “a friend.”

I

On arrival, I shook hands with everyone—John’s sister 
Catherine and her husband Warren, and John’s nieces Sarah and 
Kelly, and their respective boyfriends. I was on my best behaviour,
nervous, and anxious to make a good impression. We had a 
delicious lunch out on the deck overlooking the pool and had an 
enjoyable day together. They were completely accepting and 
friendly, treating our relationship exactly the same as their own. 
They have continued doing so ever since.

New Year’s Eve at the beginning of 2008 was a universe 
away from that night a year earlier when I had stood on the shore 
at Warner’s Bay wondering what the year would bring. In 12 
months, I had gone from homeless to owning a home, from 
unemployed to working at an exciting and wonderful job, from 
single to being head over heels in love. So much had happened and
I was happier than I could have ever thought possible.

For the next six months, John and I saw each other every 
weekend. Sometimes I stayed with him in his flat in Brisbane, but 
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mostly he came to Buderim and stayed with me. He preferred to 
get out of the city and enjoy the more relaxed coastal lifestyle. We 
went to local parks for barbecues and picnics, or down to the beach
to walk and swim. For one day a week, it was great to be with 
someone who made a difference in my life. We began talking of 
the possibility of him moving up to the Sunshine Coast. I kept the 
spare bedroom empty – waiting for the day when John would 
arrive.

Soon after I moved into the house, we had the bathrooms and 
laundry renovated. I moved out and enjoyed a holiday with John at
a resort overlooking Mooloolaba Beach, just ten minutes from 
home. Every day, we went to the house to see how the builders and
plumbers were going with the renovations. At the end of the week,
we were able to enjoy the glamorous new bathrooms. Later, I 
painted the interior of the house and installed new door hardware.

Early in June, I became an
Australian citizen at a ceremony
in the Nambour Civic Centre. I
had quite happily lived with my
New Zealand passport in
Australia since 1961 – there
certainly was no rush! However,
after paying taxes for 35 years
and living as an Australian, I felt
it was time to catch up with
reality. 

I nearly didn’t make it to
the ceremony though – that
morning, a massive storm dumped enormous amounts of rain on 
the Sunshine Coast and all the creeks were flooded. I tried driving 
three different routes before I found one that I could get through, 
and even then drove through several sections of 20 cm deep water. 
Not even the mayor could make it, and someone else deputised for 
him. The ceremony itself was so-so, and I came back to work 
afterwards to show everyone my certificate of citizenship.
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A few weeks later, John shifted from Brisbane to the Sunshine
Coast and moved into the house with me. For a couple of weeks, 
he commuted to work in Brisbane by train, but then he was offered
a job on the Sunshine Coast with Lifeline as a branch manager of 
their largest op shop. 

The weekend after John moved in, my son Elton and three of 
his friends arrived from Sydney to stay for a long weekend. I was 
nervous—no one in my family knew of John. More importantly, I 
wasn't sure how the parents of the three friends would react if they 
knew where they staying. John agreed to move into the spare 
room. I took time off work to show them around and we had a 
great time together. If Elton or his friends realised that we were a 
couple, they never appeared to notice and certainly didn’t care.

By the end of July, it was apparent that Maddison, John's 
Welsh corgi, was not well. She had had a good life and John hated 
to see her suffer. We took her up to the vet and Maddison fell 
asleep in John’s arms. When we got home, I comforted John in my
arms as he wept for his companion of 18 years. One era of his life 
was ending and another was just starting.

Nine months later, John got a job as a full-time disability carer
with the Endeavour Foundation. He and a work partner, Diane, 
cared for a group of disabled clients in a house in Nambour. He 
worked a 76-hour week that also involved sleeping seven nights on
the premises. On weekends, he was on the premises for 20 hours 
each day, with only a four-hour break for lunch. He worked one 
week on, one week off and earned the best money of his life. 

I soon got used to the up and down routine of having him 
home for a week, and then gone for a week. On his working 
weeks, I only saw him for a few hours on Saturday afternoon and 
Sunday mornings. That continued until the end of 2015 when he 
retired.

John and I have always loved travelling, especially exploring 
the beautiful Sunshine Coast. There have been picnics at the park 
at Mudjimba and walks along the beaches, from Mooloolaba and 
Alexandra Headland, to Maroochydore and Cotton Tree. We have 
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hiked in the Conondale National Park, near Kenilworth, and 
camped in the Bunya Mountains near Kingaroy. We have explored
the Mapleton Forest and walked in the national parks in the 
Blackall Range. We often go down to Caloundra to walk along the 
boardwalk above the beaches and cliffs, or around the lighthouse 
on the edge of the Mooloolah River. We have visited the 
Maroochy River wetlands at Bli Bli, and made numerous trips to 
the Ginger Factory and macadamia nut factory at Yandina.

We have travelled further afield too—to Mackay for the 50th 
birthday party for John's cousin, Peter; to Adelaide for a week’s 
holiday; and to Melbourne for another week to explore the city. 
We have been to Sydney to see the Vivid light festival and to visit 
our friends John and Ray.

In 2009, we took one of our most memorable holidays to the 
Kimberley region of Western Australia. This trip involved a four-
wheel drive camping safari through the outback. The 10-day tour 
took us through some of the most panoramic vistas in Australia, 
exploring gorges and canyons, desert roads and remote bush 
tracks. We hiked through bushland and swam in crystal clear 
waterfalls and creeks. 

The trip took us along 700 kilometres of the Gibb River Rd, 
cut through the outback to allow road trains to haul cattle to the 
coast for shipment. Travelling the gravel road involves frequent 
river crossings without any bridges. The road provides access to 
the national parks in the heart of the Kimberleys. Each night, we 
cooked over camp stoves – John and I usually did the cooking and 
the other backpackers pitched in to clean up at the end. Because it 
was the dry season, we slept on swags on the ground under the 
stars.

In 2009, Stephen announced his engagement and took a year 
off to work in London to be with his fiancé, Andrada. I attended 
their wedding in the UK in September, held in a beautiful old 
mansion at Kidderminster, just outside Manchester. I took two 
weeks annual leave, spending a week with my sister Alison and 
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her husband John in a holiday cottage near Oban on the west coast 
of Scotland. 

A highlight of the trip was our visit to the tiny village of 
Crawfordjohn, where all the Coltharts came from. It was eerie 
seeing the gravestones in the churchyard, many of them bearing 
the name Colthart. The Australian spelling of Coltheart only 
happened by accident in Tasmania after John Colthart, my great-
great-grandfather, emigrated from Scotland to Hobart, Tasmania, 
in 1855 at the age of 22.

In 2010 John and I travelled to Cairns in far north Queensland.
As part of the trip, we spent five glorious days hiking the length of 
Hinchinbrook Island, off the coast near Cardwell. We carried all 
our food and camping gear in backpacks and walked 50 km 
through the pristine tropical rainforest. The whole island is a 
national park, and we were virtually the only people there. We 
walked along deserted beaches, through thick rainforest, up 
mountains and across savannah plains. We waded through swamps
and creeks, swam in waterfalls and billabongs, slept under the stars
and watched the sunrise in cloudless blue skies. 

After we finished the walk, we spent the next week in Cairns 
where we admired the amazing Botanical Gardens and walked 
along the foreshore. We took a day trip up to Kuranda in the 
Atherton Tablelands using the Skytrain. After walking around all 
little shops in the tourist town, we came back to Cairns in the 
heritage steam train. We sailed out to the Great Barrier Reef, 
explored Palm Cove and Port Douglas, hiked through the 
Mossman Gorge, and lazed on the beach at Cairns.

I worked at Performance Training from 2007 to 2015. During 
that time, I was responsible for the production of hundreds of 
training manuals—for mining machinery, earthwork moving 
equipment, mining procedures, first aid, working at heights, 
working in confined spaces, erecting scaffolding and obtaining 
work permits. I wrote the safety instructions required for 
electricity generation, work procedures for a whole range of 
activities, assessments for operating equipment, and more. Each 
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manual required meticulous research, writing, proof reading and 
graphics. 

To get the information, including photographs, I travelled all 
over Australia. Some of the places included the aluminium smelter
at Gladstone; machinery shops in Mackay; a coal mine at 
Newlands west of Mackay in central Queensland and a quarry near
Port Lincoln in South Australia. I flew to a massive mine at Mt Isa 
on several occasions and to an electricity generating plant at Mt 
Gambier once. I was involved in face-to-face training for all the 
employees at Origin’s Australian power plants, including 
Townsville, Dalby, Roma, Brisbane (all in Queensland), Wagga 
Wagga in NSW, and Warrnambool in Victoria.

For most of the time at work, my office was in a corner room 
at the far end of the building. The stunning view from my window 
stretched 180 degrees from the beach on my left to the Glasshouse 
Mountains on my right, and extended for 50 kilometres to the 
south towards Caloundra and Moreton Island.

By the end of 2010, I knew that I wanted to propose to John. 
A year earlier, I had applied for and received a divorce, and there 
was now nothing standing between us. Our relationship was 
informal, but that informality had been preying on my mind for a 
year or more. Suffering a moral hangover from my religious past, I
always felt a bit guilty about being “shacked up” with someone, 
even though marriage was not possible. Although society’s 
expectations about living together before marriage had changed, I 
was still dominated by my upbringing and church standards. I 
wanted to make a formal declaration that would end any further 
speculation. Plus I am a romantic at heart, and I always had the 
dream of declaring my love.

While seated at lunch with Mum and Gordon on a day when 
my brother Alvin and Pirjo were also visiting, I told them that John
and I loved each other and planned to spend the rest of our lives 
together. I said that I planned to formalise our relationship. Even 
though we could not get legally married, we would have a 
commitment ceremony, our way of getting married in the eyes of 
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the family and of God. At that stage, I had not told John of my 
decision. Now I had to work out the time and place.

About that time, John and I bought a magnificently framed 
photograph from a stall in the local shopping centre. The picture 
was a stunning beach landscape of the Bay of Fires in north-west 
Tasmania. The photo dramatically showed the blue water fringed 
by a white sandy beach. In the foreground, the lichen-covered 
rocks glowed red. We hung the picture on our lounge room wall 
and determined to visit the location during our upcoming holiday 
to Tasmania. This was the place, I decided, where I wanted to 
propose.

Neither John nor I had ever worn rings, and I wasn’t ready to 
wear one now. I already knew that John felt the same way. 
However, I knew that a ring was compulsory for a proposal, so I 
bought a packet of brass ferrules, used for plumbing, from our 
local hardware shop. I only needed one – I got four for a couple of 
dollars! The ferrule was the right size and shape, although a bit too
coppery coloured to be convincing. I found a ring box in a two-
dollar shop. I wasn’t trying to propose on the cheap, but I also 
knew that John would not appreciate me spending lots of money. 
Besides, I had no idea of John’s ring size and no way of finding 
out. The cheap ring was just a symbol.

I celebrated my 60th birthday in February 2011 with a whole 
month of celebrations and multiple parties with friends, church 
members and our families. 

Several weeks later, John and I flew to Hobart where we spent
several days walking around the historic parts of the city. We took 
a one-day tour to Bruny Island, travelling on a jet boat to the edge 
of the Southern Ocean to see the seal colony. 

From Hobart, we rented a campervan and travelled up the east
coast, visiting the ruins of the penal colony at Port Arthur and 
staying at beautiful Coles Bay. We hiked up the mountain to see 
beautiful Wineglass Bay and walked for miles along the deserted 
beach.
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I carried the ring box and copper ferrule in my backpack all 
the way. Everywhere we hiked, the box came with me, just in case 
I found the perfect place to pop the question. I really wanted to 
propose at the Bay of Fires though – I hoped that we could find the
exact spot depicted in the photograph on our lounge room wall.

We then travelled along the east coast to the Bay of Fires. We 
arrived at the southern end of the bay in the morning. I stopped the
campervan hoping that we could find the headland with the 
glowing red rocks, but our early efforts were unsuccessful. We 
kept on driving, and every few hundred metres, I stopped the van 
again. At every beach and headland, we got out and looked, 
hoping to catch the same view, but with the same result. Several 
times, it looked almost right, but John had clearer recollections of 
the picture than I did, and insisted that the view from the headland 
had no buildings in sight. 

We ate our picnic lunch and then kept on going, travelling 40 
or 50 kilometres along a road I knew from the map was a dead-
end. The more times we stopped without finding the place, the 
edgier I became. I was nervous enough as it was – and I really 
wanted to find the exact spot. Several times John urged me to turn 
back but couldn’t understand why I was so insistent.

By mid-afternoon, we reached the end of the road and I was 
approaching despair. The national park continued up the coast, but 
there was no road further north. We got out and walked to a small 
bay, and then around the point to a second small bay – my 
discouragement was mounting. Then we climbed over the 
headland to the third and largest bay. As we came over the hill 
down to the rocks, my heart leapt – this was the place. We stood 
and admired the view while I summoned all my courage.

I wasn’t at all sure of John’s answer. In his eyes, we were 
already committed and didn’t need any further ceremony. He 
didn’t like fuss and crowds, and I already knew he wouldn’t want 
anything public. I anticipated that I would have to persuade him 
and my expectations were not high. As John started to walk down 
the rocky headland, I asked him to sit next to me for a few 
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minutes. My nervous heart thumped so loudly I was sure he could 
hear me.

I didn’t kneel down in front of him – I knew John well enough
to know that he would not respond to that. Sitting beside him, I 
told him that I loved him dearly and wanted to spend the rest of 
my life with him. I explained why a commitment ceremony was an
important symbol of our love and why I wanted to declare that 
love in front of our families and friends. I pulled the box out of my
pocket, took out the ring and held it out. “Will you marry me?” 

He recoiled in horror when 
he saw the ring. “I can’t wear 
that,” he exclaimed. I pointed 
out that it was only a fake ring – 
a symbol of what I wanted us to 
do and reassured him that I 
didn’t want to wear a ring either.
I explained that I would like to 
have a simple commitment 

ceremony in front of our friends and family, perhaps in the back 
yard of our home, followed by a small dinner party at home. He 
listened politely but his reply was typical. “Let’s talk about it 
later,” he said. With that, I had to be satisfied. At least he didn’t 
say no.

That night we stopped the campervan right on the edge of the 
beach. The Bay of Fires was well named—romance was definitely 
in the air. As we watched the waves from our campsite, I was 
confident that John would eventually be persuaded. All I needed 
was patience. 

We continued our holiday through Launceston, down the west
coast to Strahan and back to Hobart, from where we flew back to 
Brisbane. A few weeks after our return, I brought up the topic of a 
commitment ceremony. He still wasn’t ready. Again, he said, 
“Let’s talk about it later.” 

Another two weeks went by. Persistent as I am, I asked him 
again. This time, John had been thinking about it. As soon as I 
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started talking about a wedding ceremony, he said, very decisively,
“Let’s do it! And lets have the ceremony on the 11th of 
November.” I was stunned by his sudden response. 

He later told me that he figured this was not going to go away 
and had decided that if I mentioned it again, he would agree. He 
figured that 11/11/11 was an auspicious date – it was all about the 
one’s, he said. He and I would be united as one, and what better 
day to celebrate.

I discovered another reason for his reticence. He had never 
discussed his personal life with his family. In his younger years, he
had never acknowledged his own sexuality and struggled with 
being gay for decades. The full realisation only came when he 
shifted to Brisbane for work at about the age of 40. When he made 
friends in Brisbane, he finally came to terms with himself. By that 
time, his brother and sister were both married and living some 
distance away. Discussing his personal life with them was 
unnecessary. Besides, the Planks valued their privacy. 

Now, facing a public ceremony, John faced the issue of 
coming out to his family Although we considered having just a 
quiet ceremony with only our closest friends, we decided that to be
complete, we needed to invite the whole family.

John wrote a long letter telling his story and addressed it to 
both his sister and his brother. At the end, he invited them to attend
our commitment ceremony in November. After hours of careful 
thought, editing and re-writing, we emailed the letter. Within five 
minutes, Catherine and her two daughters rang us in excitement. 
They were thrilled that John had found someone to love and who 
would care for him. They were excited at the prospect of a 
wedding and were already planning the new clothes they would 
buy for the occasion! They congratulated us and wished us well. 
The gay issue was not even mentioned. Robert’s reaction, more 
subdued, was much the same.

For the wedding venue, we chose a restaurant located in a 
restored pioneer guesthouse originally built on top of Buderim 
mountain in 1880 by Harry Board. The building had been 
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relocated to the Buderim Forest Park at the bottom of the hill and 
remodelled as Harry's Restaurant. John and I had often walked 
through the park up to the waterfall and the area held special 
memories for us both. It was where we went on our second date.

The commitment ceremony 
was at 11am on 11 November 
2011. On a warm sunny spring 
day, under a cloudless blue sky, 
we walked down the steps into 
the park beside Martin’s Creek. 
To the romantic strains of 
Pachabel’s Canon in D, played 
by two professional musicians 
on violin and cello, we walked 
up onto the terrace outside the 
restaurant where our guests were
gathered. 

Since there were no legal 
requirements to fulfil, we had no
need for a celebrant. We 
declared our love and 
commitment to each other in 
front of our friends and family 
members. After we read our 
vows, John, one of our guests, 

read a prayer of blessing. Then we embraced and kissed, the first 
time we had done so in public. Instead of rings, we pinned silver 
doves on each other’s lapels to signify the peace and love that we 
had found.

The reception was in the adjacent restaurant, in the wood-
panelled Fire Room that was the former parlour of the guesthouse. 
The room was decorated with 19th century furniture and antiques, 
the normal restaurant furnishings. We placed John’s heirloom 
clock, inherited from his father, on the mantelpiece over the 
fireplace. 
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We enjoyed a three-course meal, topped off with wedding 
cake—chocolate mud cake with ice cream and vanilla bean sauce. 
Sarah, John’s niece proposed a toast and welcomed me to the 
Plank family, and John responded with his thanks. Elton proposed 
a toast and welcomed John to the Coltheart family.

I responded with the speech I had waited all my life to give. I 
explained the circumstances that had brought John and I together, 
the part that each person in the room had played in our story, and 
how important each person was to us. I finally got everything that I
had wanted to say for decades off my chest and out in the open. 
The relief was stupendous.

I was glad to have family members present. Alison and Kerri-
Ann had postponed their return to the UK by a week just to be 
with us. Unfortunately, both Mum and Gordon were in bad health 
and could not face the journey to the Sunshine Coast that involved 
being away from home all day. Catherine and Warren sat with 
their daughter Kelly and grandson Benjamin, who carried our lapel
pins for us.

After the day’s excitement, we spent a leisurely weekend at 
Noosa, about 50 km north of where we live. The two nights’ 
accommodation in a resort near the beach was a wedding gift from
four of our closest friends. We walked in the national park, strolled
along the beach and swam in the surf or in the pool. We both felt 
strange. We agreed that nothing had changed, but in a way, 
everything had changed! It felt great to be married! I knew I had 
found true love at last.

With love came happiness like I had never known before. For 
me, real happiness came when I finally integrated my mind, body 
and soul into one person. The different parts of my life – my work,
my home life, my friends and social world, and my spirituality—
were united. The wall down the middle of my brain disintegrated 
and the locked door between the two sides was flung open. 

As a result, I became the authentic person that I always 
wanted to be. There was nothing to hide any longer. With the mask
stripped away, I was whole and complete. Now the real me shone 
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through and the world was a brighter, happier place. Although 
there were still both good days and bad days, happiness became 
the foundation for every day.

After the Queensland parliament passed the controversial 
Civil Union legislation at the end of 2011, we applied for and 
received our Civil Partnership Certificate from the state Registry 
of Births, Deaths and Marriages in March 2012. We were the 25th 
same-sex couple registered in the state! Now we would not have to
prove our relationship. Legal issues were largely resolved. 
Because we were now both legally next of kin, health care would 
be easier and our wills could reflect our wishes with more 
certainty.

I met John’s brother, Robert and his wife Sandra a few weeks 
later. We invited Robert, Sandra and their children to join us for 
the day in a cabin we rented on a rural property in the Hunter 
Valley, just outside Newcastle. We had lunch together and had a 
great time getting to know each other. We spent the rest of our 
long weekend exploring Newcastle and Lake Macquarie.

Early in 2012, it became evident that Mum was not well and 
she was diagnosed with terminal leukaemia. Mum was ready to go 
and over the several months of her illness, she faced the future 
with courage. Alison flew out from the UK and was with her every
day for the final four weeks. We visited Mum frequently in the 
hospital, and Alvin and Pirjo performed amazing feats of support. 
Mum passed away peacefully in her sleep on Sunday morning 23 
September 2012. We held a memorial service for her at the 
retirement village where she and Gordon lived, and then she was 
buried next to Dad in the Adventist Cemetery in Cooranbong.

Towards the end of 2012, I decided to explore my spiritual 
options with a view to finding other Christian friends in the gay 
community. I had long been aware of the existence of the 
Metropolitan Community Church, founded in 1968 by Troy Perry 
in Los Angeles, California. Known widely by its initials MCC, the 
church was started primarily for the gay and lesbian community 
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but now embraced everyone with a message of inclusion and 
affirmation. 

I found the address of the Brisbane church on their website. 
One Sunday evening, I drove down to investigate. I was 
immediately welcomed with warmth and enthusiasm. The church 
consisted of about 30 people meeting in a rented hall in the south 
Brisbane suburb of West End. I enjoyed the sermon presented by 
the pastor and I shared in the communion service that followed. 
Though quite different to the services I was used to, I expected 
that. And of course, being Sunday, the service was on the “wrong 
day”, something I will never get used to.

I told him what I had found, and the following Sunday, we 
went down to the church together. We were impressed by the 
unique fellowship of like-minded people, and soon made lots of 
friends. We had found our tribe. During the following years, we 
attended the church regularly on a Sunday night when John was 
not working. We also went to several social events with the group 
as well as some of the church business meetings.

I told the pastor of my background and he invited me to 
preach the message one night. On the appointed night, I was 
shaking with fear. I had not preached in years, and I felt rusty. But 
the folks must have enjoyed the message because I was invited to 
preach again, and soon I was on the regular preaching roster. The 
old skills returned and soon I was speaking confidently again. 

I was delighted when John accompanied me to church. Sitting 
next to him, holding his hand and sharing communion together 
was, and still is, a precious bonding experience. We share the same
moral values and spiritual goals. We pray together regularly, and 
bear each other’s burdens as fellow Christians should.

The big event of 2013 was our overseas trip to Europe. We 
started in the UK, visiting Alison and John in southwest Wales. 
We then flew to Paris where we travelled around the city all day 
on a hop-on hop-off bus that covered all the city sites. Our 
favourite spot was the hilltop of Montmartre where we saw the 
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beautiful Sacre Coeur Cathedral and the tiny, winding streets of 
the artist’s quarter. 

We then flew to Venice, where we joined the MSC Divina for 
a one-week cruise on the Mediterranean, stopping at various ports 
including Olympia, Izmir, (where we took a day trip to the ruins of
the ancient city of Ephesus), Istanbul and Dubrovnik. 

We returned to Paris where we hired a camper van and for the 
next two weeks drove through northern France, Switzerland and 
southern Germany before returning to Paris. The climax of our trip
was dinner on a cruise boat on the Seine River, during which John 
and I exchanged wedding rings at last. Purchased several months 
before in Buderim, we both felt that that wearing a wedding ring 
was right at last. By now, we had the option of a legal wedding in 
New Zealand and we applied for a marriage licence.

We booked a week’s holiday in Queenstown, in the South 
Island of New Zealand. We left Brisbane on my birthday, Sunday 
9 February 2014, so I knew what I was having for birthday lunch –
a pre-ordered Asian vegetarian meal, always my choice on long-
distance flights. We arrived in Auckland, picked up a rental car 
and drove to Whangarei, about 3 hours north, where we visited my
Auntie Joy and Uncle Merv.

From Auckland, we flew to Queenstown where we explored 
the stunning lakes, snow-capped mountains, and quaint towns of 
the area. We walked the streets of Queenstown and admired the 
magnificent gardens. The Remarkables mountain range forms the 
stunning backdrop over the lake. 

After nearly a week of exploration in our rental car, we 
finalised our wedding plans. We booked a table for dinner and 
bought two white roses from a florist’s shop. Adrian and Brett, 
friends of ours from the Metropolitan Community Church in 
Brisbane, arrived the day before the wedding.

The next day was Valentine’s Day, 14 February. While the 
previous few days had been cloudy, cool, and tending to rain, this 
day was superb. The sky was cloudlessly blue, the sun shone 
brightly and the nearby lake sparkled. We dressed in our dark 
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suits, white shirts and green ties, as we done for our commitment 
ceremony three years earlier. We pinned the white roses on each 
other and set off in the rental car to pick up Brett and Adrian from 
their hotel. 

The ceremony took place at
11:00am at the Queenstown
Court House. The woman who
was the registrar ushered us into
the special marriage room next
to the office. The registrar read
the vows and we said, “I do.” At
the place in the ceremony where
we were supposed to exchange
rings, we held up our hands –
we had already done that part months before in Paris. She laughed 
and went on to the next part of the ceremony—“I declare you 
lawfully married.” 

With tears in our eyes and lumps in our throats, we could 
hardly believe what she had just said. But it was true—we were 
married! We signed the certificates, Brett and Adrian added their 
signatures as our witnesses, and then we posed for photographs 
while the registrar congratulated us.

The four of us walked down the street to the Queenstown 
Gardens, located on a small promontory in Lake Wakatipu. For the
next hour or so, we posed in some of the most beautiful spots – in 
front of flower gardens, under spreading trees and in the band 
rotunda. Around us was the lake, sparkling in the sunshine. Quite 
spontaneously, strangers came up and congratulated us. Many of 
them were tourists from Australia who wished us well, agreeing 
with us that Australia needed to catch up with New Zealand.

We strolled around the lake to The Coronation Bathhouse, a 
restaurant in a unique building built in 1911 right on the lake 
shore. The building, topped by a huge golden crown, was built to 
commemorate the coronation of King George V and originally 
housed changing rooms and a children’s playground on the beach. 
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We ate lunch at the restaurant, sitting on the terrace where we 
enjoyed the stunning view over the water. As we watched, the 100-
year old TSS Earnslaw steamed up to the wharf right in front of us.

Dressed in our wedding garb, and holding each other’s hand, 
we were not surprised when people in the street smiled at us. 
Everywhere we went, complete strangers waved, congratulated us, 
and took pictures. One dear old lady and her husband did ask us 
where the brides were, but laughed when we said that there were 
no brides, only two husbands! They shook our hands and wished 
us well.

With our two friends, we drove out to a nearby golf club 
resort for coffee and cake. There I gave John my Valentine’s card 
– addressed to “my husband.” That night we had dinner at a 
restaurant in town with a first-floor view over the waterfront. 
Along with our friends, we celebrated the end of our perfect day.

Although we had already had a wedding with our friends and 
families back in 2011, there was a momentous sense of 
accomplishment, even relief, in making it legal in 2014. I am not 
sure why that should be, but I felt that somehow we had closed the 
circle. The unfinished business of our commitment ceremony was 
now complete. We could apply, and pay, for the official certificate 
and at last prove a valid, legal relationship that is understood and 
respected around the world. The certificate that hangs in a frame 
on our wall was more than just a piece of paper—the official 
declaration not only commemorates our love but also guarantees 
our future, whatever may happen.

The next day we packed away our suits and black shoes and 
reverted to holiday mode. We flew to Auckland then back home to
the Sunshine Coast. As we returned to Australia, we were 
conscious that not all marriages are equal. Although we were 
married, our New Zealand certificate was not legal in Australia. 
Equality remained an elusive dream for the next four years.
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Chapter 22. Finding Equality

Buderim, Queensland
2015-2017

hen I returned to work on Monday, I and three other 
employees were told that we were being laid off. Since 
I had worked at Performance Training for 9 years, I 

was given six weeks’ notice. The others were not so lucky and 
were given either two or four weeks to leave, depending on their 
length of service. 

W
Due to a huge downturn in the mining industry, we had been 

aware of the possibility of losing our jobs for months. Most of the 
other staff in the office had already been laid off months earlier. 
The office building was almost empty. There were vacant desks 
and dark computers in every room. I had been prepared for the 
worst but even so, redundancy was a shock and, at the age of 63, I 
prepared for an early retirement. I was given a redundancy 
package and a retirement party on the last day. 

I volunteered at the local information centre one day a week. 
Located in the historic, former post office building in the main 
street, the information centre provides tourists with brochures and 
maps, along suggestions on what to see. The centre also gives 
locals a venue to meet and greet, and offers a free Justice of the 
Peace service every morning. I enjoyed working there, meeting 
people, answering questions and helping people find their way 
round. 

The most common question we were asked was for the 
location of the Buderim Ginger Factory. From the time before the 
First World War, Buderim was the ginger capital of the southern 
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hemisphere, and since 1942, the processing factory stood in the 
main street. However, between 1980 and 1985 both the factory and
the ginger farms were relocated to Yandina, 22 km north. A 
modern Woolworths supermarket now occupies the site of the 
factory. However because the Ginger Factory kept the name 
“Buderim” as part of their trademark name, people still coming 
looking for the factory.

A couple of months after retirement, Performance Training 
asked me if I would return to do casual work. At first, it was only a
day or two a week, but soon I was back to working full time, 
although at a much reduced pay rate. The extra income helped 
stave off inroads into our superannuation. 

In March 2015, John and I spent a week holidaying at Lennox 
Head, in northern New South Wales, staying in a small apartment 
overlooking the Pacific Ocean. We walked along the beach and up 
and over the headland that gives the small holiday town its name. 

We finished our holiday with a couple of days in a remote 
cabin surrounded by forest on the edge of the national park near 
Murwillumbah. The highlight of that part of the trip was the 5-
hour climb up the fiercely steep track to the summit of Mt 
Warning – our sore muscles reminded us of the hike for days 
afterwards. 

After several months of anxious waiting, John’s 100-year-old 
house in Brisbane finally sold. Before the sale, we spent a few 
days around the old Queenslander, cleaning the interior and 
tidying up the yard. There were a few items of John’s furniture to 
move out, some of which we kept but we sold the rest.

We drove down to Sydney at the beginning of June and stayed
with our friends John and Ray in their 17th floor apartment with the
most amazing view over the city. That evening, they took us 
around Sydney to see the buildings lit up for the Vivid Festival. 
Major buildings, especially around Circular Quay and the Harbour 
Bridge, were lit up with fantastic displays of light. Moving images 
projected onto the exterior facades made the buildings look very 
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different and provided an ever-changing artistic spectacle of colour
and light. 

The highlight of 2015 was the wedding of my youngest son 
Elton to Stacey, held on the Queen’s Birthday weekend at the 
beginning of June. In order to attend the wedding, we stayed the 
weekend in a holiday cabin on the shores of Lake Illawarra at 
Shellharbour, south of Sydney, and enjoyed looking around the 
area.

The wedding took place in the Illawarra Rhododendron 
Gardens, near Wollongong, NSW. On a brilliant sunny afternoon, 
Stacey joined Elton on the edge of a small lake. With the guests 
seated on white chairs overlooking the water, they repeated their 
vows. It was a beautiful and romantic location.

Along with family and friends, John and I attended the 
reception at Panorama House, a function centre right on the edge 
of the escarpment overlooking the city with astounding views 
along the coastline. I was slightly annoyed that my son’s wedding 
could be celebrated publicly and legally recognised, but our 
wedding was in some way less honourable and was not recognised 
in law. It didn’t seem fair.

After the wedding, we took two weeks holiday on the NSW 
south coast. We stayed in a holiday unit at Huskisson on the shores
of Jervis Bay, and walked along the stunningly white sands fringed
by thick bushland. At Batemans Bay, we spent an afternoon at the 
Botanical Gardens and again walked the endless beaches along the
coast before we drove over the hills to Canberra. 

Being winter, the Canberra weather was too cold to go outside
much, so we went around the museums, including the War 
Memorial Museum, the National Art Gallery, the National Library,
the National Museum of Australia, and the Museum of Democracy
at Old Parliament House. We also went to the new Parliament 
House, the High Court and the National Botanical Gardens. We 
also spent a couple of hours driving around all the embassies of 
different countries, noting the different styles of architecture.
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We drove back to Queensland through Tamworth where we 
stopped to see the house that John built when he lived there in the 
1980s. We also visited the graves of his parents and other family 
members. We drove back to Brisbane through rain and cold winds,
and were glad to return to the warm Queensland sunshine.

I continued work at 
Performance Training until 
almost the end of 2015. When I 
had earned the maximum tax-
free income, I stopped work 
completely as my 65th birthday 
approached. By February 2016, 
I was eligible for the 
government pension. There 

were many advantages if we both stopped work, and so John 
decided to retire also. 

Retirement gave me the impetus and the time to spend on 
what had become a passion—the fight for marriage equality for 
gay and lesbian couples. Long simmering in the background, the 
battle became more public and more heated as the year progressed.

Back in 2004, Prime Minister John Howard conspired with the
Labor Opposition party to rush an amendment through Parliament 
to change the Marriage Act. The aim was a cruel and heartless 
move to prevent gay couples who had married in Canada (where 
same-sex marriage had recently been legalised) from having their 
weddings recognised in Australia. As a result, the law was 
amended to define marriage as the “the union of a man and a 
woman to the exclusion of all others.” The law specifically 
excluded same-sex couples from marriage, whether conducted in 
Australia or overseas. 

That action sparked the movement for marriage equality in 
Australia, which was officially launched in 2005. At first confined 
to a few people, the movement grew over the following years and 
took a giant leap forward after Alex Greenwich became the 
National Convener of the Australian Marriage Equality advocacy 
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group in 2009. Newspaper and television advertisements began to 
appear, and the subject of “gay marriage” became a heated topic of
conversation on radio and TV, at office water coolers and around 
dinner tables across the country. Representatives of Australian 
Marriage Equality met with members of Parliament and popped up
constantly in the media as political pressure from all sides steadily 
mounted.

The movement became increasingly political from 2011 
onward. The Gillard-Rudd Labour government of 2010-2013 
refused to move forward on the issue, a stance continued by the 
Abbot-led Coalition government that was formed after the election
in 2013. This, despite the repeated opinion polls that indicated 
people in Australia overwhelmingly supported marriage equality 
for same-sex couples. 

The highly regarded Crosby-Textor poll of July 2014 put 
support for same-sex marriage at 72%, up from 38% in 2004.  
Even 58% of Christians surveyed supported marriage equality for 
same-sex couples, with support even higher among Catholics. 
While other countries similar to Australia, such as Canada, the 
UK, New Zealand and most of Western Europe, brought in 
marriage equality legislation, the Australian government refused to
move. Between September 2004 and May 2017, 22 same-sex 
marriage related bills were introduced to Parliament, none of 
which passed into law

After years of inaction, two high-profile events moved the 
issue up the political priority list and into the Australian 
consciousness: the referendum in Ireland in May 2015, which 
resulted in same same-sex marriage being legalised in that country,
and the ruling of the United States Supreme Court in June 2015 
that same-sex couples had a right under the Constitution to legal 
marriage. Suddenly, Australia looked increasingly like a backward
democracy, at odds with other nations.

In an attempt to kick the can into the long grass, the 
government decided to hold a plebiscite on the issue. Similar to a 
referendum in that everyone in the country would get a say, the 
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vote would be held after the next election. Unlike a referendum, a 
plebiscite in Australia is non-binding and is merely advisory. A 
referendum was not required because the definition of marriage 
was not a constitutional issue. The plebiscite was to be a ticking 
time bomb in the background.

This was situation when the elderly pastor of the Brisbane 
Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) retired in the middle of 
2015. Although the church had been looking for a replacement, 
they had been unable to find anyone suitable, complicated by the 
fact that the church did not have enough money to pay anyone.

I volunteered my services to the church board. Anticipating 
that a new pastor could be at least 12 months away, I told the 
church that I was willing to preach on Sunday nights and be 
available for emergencies.

The church board considered my offer. A week or so later, I 
received an email from the MCC headquarters in Florida, USA, 
inviting me to be the interim pastor, responsible not just for 
preaching but also all the other pastoral duties – chairing the 
board, organising the worship services, providing pastoral care for 
the congregation and assuming an administrative role as if I was 
the full-time pastor.

After much thought and 
prayer, and multiple emails and 
Skype calls with MCC officials 
in the USA, I agreed to the 
request and took up my duties 
on a volunteer basis in August 
2015. The church board offered 
to reimburse my petrol and car 
servicing costs for travel 
between the Sunshine Coast and

Brisbane, plus pay my telephone and stationary expenses.
The church had recently relocated from a dark and dingy room

in Brisbane’s West End to the Uniting Church in the very gay-
friendly suburb of New Farm. The brick church was centrally 
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located on two bus routes and was equipped with everything the 
church needed. The carpeted worship centre was well lit, with PA 
and audio-visual equipment. Behind the communion table were 
beautiful stained glass windows and tasteful banners. 

Next to the church was a large hall with a kitchen that we 
could use when required. Between the hall and the church was a 
large covered courtyard, equipped with tables and chairs, where 
people could gather to eat together and fellowship before or after 
church. 

When the church moved to New Farm, there were about 15 –
20 people attending at an average Sunday evening service. Within 
the first six months, the average attendance had grown to 40, and 
the following year there were often 50 people. Every week saw 
two or three new people tentatively turning up at the front door, 
uncertain of what to expect. Everyone was welcomed with a hug 
and a smile, and new people were introduced to others already 
present, given a church bulletin and shown to a seat.

John and I agreed to go down to the church every Sunday. 
Leaving after lunch on Sunday afternoons to avoid traffic and road
works, we spent the time before church meeting people at the 
church for a chat, offering advice, counsel and pastoral care. Often
there would be a committee to attend or a church board meeting to 
chair. I preached at least two or three times a month, and 
conducted the communion service regularly. 

I mingled with people as they arrived at church, and again 
afterwards when supper was being served, seeking to provide 
pastoral care when needed, if only a hug and smile. I taught Bible 
classes and led discussion groups. I wrote the class notes and 
taught the Membership Class that the church conducted twice a 
year for four weeks. During my ministry, the church membership 
more than doubled. Because we were invariably the last to leave, 
we arrived home about 11:00pm, exhausted but elated.

During the week I invested 20-30 hours a week, often more, in
church preparations. I not only prepared sermons, but also a 
PowerPoint program to illustrate the message. I coordinated the 
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monthly roster, printed out the scripture readings based on the 
international church lectionary, organised the weekly worship 
programs, arranged the communion service and emailed service 
participants to coordinate our activities. I prepared the agendas for 
the monthly church board meeting and other committees. I started 
an email list of interested people that grew to 200 addresses and 
sent out a weekly newsletter. I initiated and prepared a weekly 
printed bulletin to give out to everyone at church on Sunday. 

In addition, I provided constant pastoral care and counselling 
to the dozens of people who phoned or emailed with questions. 
Usually the questions were around the issue of being gay and 
Christian, trying to harmonise the two. Since I had reconciled that 
question years before, I was well qualified to answer the question. 
I replied and provided copies of documents I had written for that 
purpose. I spent many hours talking with countless people who 
otherwise might have given up hope. 

I prepared papers and brochures to answer the questions 
people had about being gay and emailed them to those who 
enquired. Sometimes they wanted help in dealing with non-
accepting parents, or with pastors who had thrown them out of the 
church they had attended since childhood. Even though I was 
hardened over many years of exposure to hatred, vilification, 
condemnation and exclusion because of coming out gay, I heard 
many horrific stories that were so sad and cruel that they nearly 
broke my heart.

Some of the highlights of my pastoral time include the two 
baptisms I conducted; the baby dedication I officiated at for the 
daughter of a lesbian couple; the ring blessing ceremony for a gay 
couple who were heading to Hawaii for their wedding the next 
day; and even a beautiful and meaningful funeral for one of our 
valued members who succumbed to cancer. 

The Easter services each year were a high point of celebration 
around a cross-shaped table in the centre of the church, decorated 
with candles and adorned with a display of a loaf of bread, 
bunches of grapes and a carafe of sparkling red grape juice. Since 
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MCC celebrates communion using gluten-free bread and non-
alcoholic wine, everyone was included.

With others helping, the church organised special celebrations 
and social events, trying to guide people along the journey of faith.
We participated in rousing singing and agonising board meetings, 
bush hikes and barbecues, concerts and dinners. I moderated group
Bible studies, organised panel discussions on important issues, 
showed a movie that featured gay Christians, conducted several 
Q&A nights where I answered any question on the spot, and took 
the congregation on a four week tour through the Bible lands using
my “Search for Treasure” programs.

I invited numerous special speakers to the church, including 
Dr Wendell Rosevear, a world expert on AIDS, sexuality and 
mental health, and Dr Jo Inkpin, the first transgender female priest 
in the Anglican Church. One year, Rev Matt Glover, former pastor
of a Baptist Church in Melbourne, and now running a counselling 
service that includes gay and lesbian clients, spoke about inclusion
and acceptance of homosexuality by the church. Justin Lee, from 
the USA and at the time, the worldwide leader of the Gay 
Christian Network (now Q Christian Fellowship), spoke to an 
audience that overflowed the church. 

There were other speakers—from Open Doors (a charity 
caring for homeless gay and lesbian teens), Queensland Positive 
People (caring for people with HIV/AIDS), and QUAC, the 
Queensland Aids Council, that provides a range of health 
education, legal support and public advocacy for all gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender and queer people in the state. Shelley 
Argent, from Queensland PFLAG (Parents and Friends of 
Lesbians and Gays) spoke about mental health, and the importance
of a balanced physical, mental and social life, while Rev Murray 
Fysh, from the New Farm Uniting Church, preached about Jesus’ 
ministry to the marginalised and the disadvantaged, those who 
were excluded by the church of His day.

Each year I organised the MCC church stand at the Brisbane 
Pride Fair Day in September. Decorated with rainbow flags and 
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coloured balloons, the front of the stand proudly displayed the 
MCC church banner. We provided a range of information leaflets 
about being gay and Christian, as well as novelty items to give 
away. Church members stood out the front to hand out postcards 
with our contact details and engage people in friendly 
conversation.

Marriage equality was by now the issue featured daily in the 
media. With the backing of the church, the MCC Brisbane church 
leaders and members campaigned in favour of marriage equality, 
marching in some of the biggest demonstrations ever to take place 
in Queensland. Young people at church engaged their parents, 
relatives and friends in discussions about sexuality. Older church 
members came out publicly for the first time. We wrote letters and 
spoke out in favour of marriage and campaigned against the 
planned plebiscite, a date for which had never been set. 

On behalf of the church, I wrote to the Prime Minister, with 
copies to all the leading politicians in every political party, 
expressing our fear and horror that our lives would be put on 
public display in this way. We feared (rightly as it turned out), that
the campaign leading up to the planned vote would expose gay and
lesbian people to abuse, homophobia, discrimination, assault and 
self-harm by opening up the subject to unfettered public 
discussion. 

We marched in rallies, manned a stall at the Brisbane Pride 
Fair Day to hand out “yes” stickers and badges, signed petitions 
and wrote letters to our parliamentarians. I discovered that fighting
for one’s civil rights and equality is hard work, mentally gruelling 
and physically tiring.

The Senate (Australia’s upper house), sharing the same fears 
as the gay and lesbian community, blocked the legislation and 
funding required for conducting a plebiscite. Said to cost $180 
million of taxpayer money, many other people were opposed to the
plan for financial reasons. For a while, the issue was a stalemate.

On the home front, John and I were enjoying our retirement. 
Always a keen gardener, John extended the back garden across the
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whole width of our property and rehabilitated the rainforest behind
us with additional plants. We installed a rainwater tank to water 
the garden and modernised our back retaining wall by adding 
sandstone tiles along the top of the newly painted wooden sleepers.
In fact, life seemed to revolve around the garden – either going to 
the markets to buy plants, or digging up new areas to plant, or just 
watering. 

John constructed a small creek and waterfall on the slope of 
our garden. The water flows down the hill from the rainforest to a 
small tank hidden in the garden at the bottom of the slope. The 
water is then pumped to the top of the stream through an 
underground pipe. The streambed consists of rocks and smaller 
stones, and is flanked by shrubs.

John continued to put in new plants in the rainforest behind us
—ferns and gingers, flowering shrubs and creepers, bird’s nests, 
elkhorns and elephants ears. Friends gave us a dozen staghorn 
ferns that he fastened to the large trees, and they quickly started to 
grow. John found out about a man who was selling 10 or 15 huge 
staghorn ferns cheaply in order to cut down the trees and install a 
swimming pool in his back yard. John recognised a bargain and 
bought the lot.

In May 2016, we set off on our long-awaited retirement trip to
Europe. John, as usual, did all the meticulous planning and 
bookings for the three months we were away. We flew to the UK 
where we spent a week with my sister Alison and her husband 
John in Wales. From there, we flew to Portugal for a week 
exploring Lisbon and Porto before travelling through Spain for the 
next four weeks. We visited Madrid, Seville, Granada and Malaga,
staying three or four days in each place.

Highlight of our trip was the five days we stayed in the 
seaside town of Sitges, near Barcelona. Sitges is known as the gay 
capital of Spain. While only a small town, up to a third of the 
residents identify as gay. During the summer season, the town 
hosts a massive Pride Festival and Parade –we were there only a 
few days before the parade. We were unaware of this when we 
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booked our accommodation, so we couldn’t stay for the event. 
Nevertheless, we felt brave enough to walk around the town 
holding hands—gasp—in public! We do not normally show public
affection in most places because we are never sure that we are in a 
safe enough place. We have heard of too many gay couples that 
are assaulted by homophobic individuals who just cannot stand the
sight of a gay couple naturally expressing love.

While in Sitges, we took the train up to Barcelona and walked 
around all the tourist sites, including the Sagrada Familia Basilica, 
the huge church designed by Antoni Gaudi that is still under 
construction more than 130 years later.

We flew from Barcelona to Palma, the largest city on the 
island of Majorca. We spent a week exploring the city and the 
island, including travelling on a historic train that runs through the 
centre of the island to a beautiful tourist town on the north west 
coast.

We next travelled to Lljubljana, the capital of Slovenia. We 
hired a car and travelled to the north of the country on the border 
of Austria and Switzerland to see some of the mountains and lakes 
for which Slovenia is famous. Then we travelled to Prague, in the 
Czech Republic and spent another week walking around the 
historic city. We also took a day-trip by bus to the beautiful spa 
town of Karlovy Vary.

We spent the next three weeks in northern Italy, including 
Lake Como, Milan and Florence. We took the train and explored 
each of the “Cinque Terre”, the five towns along the Italian 
Riviera south of Genoa. 

Returning to Milan, we flew to Singapore where we spent the 
weekend with David’s son Robert and his wife Min who showed 
us around the city and took us to some really interesting places to 
eat. John particularly appreciated the Botanic Gardens and the 
National Orchid Garden. 

We spent the final week of our holiday at a beach resort in 
Thailand near the town of Krabi. On our first day there, the ATM 
gobbled our debit card instead of issuing us with cash. We 
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managed to survive on a few US dollars David had tucked into his 
wallet until we could retrieve the card from the bank several days 
later. 

Travelling around the world is a wonderful experience, both 
eye opening and mind-expanding, but it also makes you appreciate
home. The fact that we did it with less than 7 kg of hand luggage 
each was a challenge most people find too daunting but we 
wouldn’t travel any other way.

Soon after we returned from our overseas holiday, my 
stepfather, Gordon Gilbert, died at the age of 97. I went to the 
funeral in Cooranbong and met up with other members of my 
family. He was buried with my mother at the Adventist cemetery, 
across the road from where he lived in a hostel for the last several 
years. 

During the latter half of 2016, my hearing loss due to 
Meniere’s syndrome accelerated so that I soon needed two new 
hearing aids but the result has never been satisfactory. 
Conversations in public places or in a group are difficult and using
a telephone, particularly a mobile phone, is almost impossible. 
More often than I care to admit, I just nod, say yes at what I hope 
is the right place, and pretend to understand. If I can see the 
person’s mouth, I will lip-read to augment the fragmented words I 
can hear.

At the start of 2017, we took a short holiday to Salt Beach, a 
resort on the coast of northern New South Wales. We spent a day 
at the nearby Tropical Fruit World near Murwillumbah. At the end
of the guided tour of the large property, we enjoyed tasting dozens 
of different tropical fruits. We then ate a delicious lunch in the cafe
overlooking the luxuriant orchard. Back at the Mantra Resort, we 
tried out all the attractions including the heated pool and spa. In 
the cool afternoon, we walked along the nearly deserted Salt 
Beach, daring even to hold hands as evening fell.

In May, we fulfilled a long-held dream and drove up to 
Hervey Bay, about 3 hours north. There we stayed in an apartment 
directly opposite the beach at Scarness and spent most days 
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walking along the footpath that fronts the beach. We explored the 
nearby Botanical Gardens and the Urangan Pier that stretches out 
nearly 900 metres into the calm waters of the bay, famous as a 
whale-watching location. 

While there, we took a day trip to world-famous Fraser Island.
After we disembarked from the barge, we transferred to four-
wheel drive vehicles for our tour around the huge sand island. The 
island is covered in thick bush, and the only “roads” are tracks 
through deep sand. We swam in the crystal clear waters of Lake 
McKenzie, walked the bush tracks and wandered along the beach 
to see the coloured sands. We photographed the rusting wreck of 
the SS Maheno, a coastal steamer that went aground during a 
cyclone in 1935. Nearby we enjoyed a buffet lunch at the Eurong 
Beach Resort.

During the year, my work at the Brisbane MCC church was 
dominated by the need to find a permanent pastor. Together with 
the treasurer, we set up the church’s finances to pay for a part-time
pastor. Because I was a volunteer, and our rent each Sunday was 
minimal, the church by now had a sizeable fund for that purpose. 
The greatly improved financial situation was also due to the 
increased attendance at church each Sunday night along with 
increased support by our members and regular attendees. 

I set up a search committee and wrote the documentation 
required to find and employ a part-time pastor. Although I was at 
arms length from the committee, I constantly encouraged them and
did all I could to maintain the momentum. When the first choice 
for new pastor fell through, due to reasons beyond our control, I 
encouraged the committee to continue the search. 

In the middle of 2017, I was delighted to learn that I had 
become a grandfather at last. My son, Robert and his wife Min, 
who live in Singapore, are the proud parents of Ethan. John and I 
were privileged to watch him grow up thanks to the constant 
posting of pictures by his parents to social media.

In August of 2017, the government announced that the same-
sex marriage plebiscite would go ahead, in the form of a marriage 
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law postal survey, an expensive (and completely unnecessary) 
questionnaire, that would be mailed out to all voters for them to 
tick “yes” or “no” to the question. 

By a sneaky circumvention of the legal requirements, funding 
was provided without parliamentary approval, from an 
“emergency fund.” Instead of being conducted by the Australian 
Electoral Commission, the survey would be carried out by the 
Australia Bureau of Statistics. The whole thing was an innovation 
never seen before in Australia, and a bizarre way to confirm what 
everybody already knew. 

The plan was appealed in the High Court of Australia, the 
highest legal body, but the government won the argument. With 
barely a month’s notice, the dreaded postal survey was on. We 
were now involved in the fight of our lives.

The survey period started in September. The following month,
Angela Merkel, Chancellor of Germany, a long-time conservative 
holdout in Europe, suddenly back-flipped and the Bundestag 
quickly passed legislation for same sex marriage. Now there were 
26 countries that had marriage equality, plus various states in 
Mexico, a number of British colonies and dependences (including 
Pitcairn Island), and many North American indigenous First 
Nations. The momentum seemed unstoppable. Now, surely, it was 
Australia’s turn.

The hurtful, often acrimonious, advertising started as soon as 
the postal surveys started dropping into people’s letterboxes. The 
airwaves and print media were full of inaccurate and alarmist 
statements. The “no” side raised every possible objection, and 
concentrated on issues that had nothing to do with the marriage 
question. 

Anxious to put a local, human face to the campaign, I 
prepared a simple flyer headed, “We Are Your Neighbours.” 
Below the heading I placed a picture of John and myself at our 
wedding. The flyer explained all the reasons why marriage 
equality was important to us, not the least of which was our simple
desire for equality, both in society and before the law.
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Over a two-week period, I printed and distributed 1200 flyers 
to all the letterboxes in our neighbourhood. We felt strongly about 
the issue because the change in the law would bring direct and 
significant benefits to us. For example, the law would guarantee 
our next of kin rights in case of sickness or other emergency, and 
provide legal and financial protections that other married couples 
take for granted. 

While the brutal advertising campaign over marriage equality 
was being slugged out on TV and radio, and in millions of living 
rooms across Australia, my Auntie Beth passed away in September
at the age of 87. She was one of my Dad’s two sisters. She and 
Uncle Wal had shifted from Sydney down to Victoria to be close 
to their daughter, my cousin Merinda. The family asked me to 
conduct the funeral. John and I flew to Melbourne and then drove 
up to Macedon. There we joined the family and friends for the 
graveside service in the shadow of the Macedon Ranges. 

After time with the family, we travelled to Ballarat for a one-
week holiday. We walked the streets of the historic city to see the 
many grand, Victorian-era buildings from the gold rush era. We 
explored the Museum of Democracy at the site of the Eureka 
Stockade, and got a “behind-the-scenes” tour of the old Tram 
Museum. We walked around the nearby Botanical Gardens 
blooming with spring flowers, and had afternoon tea in the grand 
old nineteenth century Pavilion, overlooking the lake. 

We drove north to Bendigo, stopping at all the old gold rush 
towns along the way, including Hepburn, Maldon and 
Castlemaine. Boasting beautiful examples of Victorian 
streetscapes, the towns are full of gift, craft and souvenir shops, 
thronged with tourists. 

Our favourite place was Daylesford where we had lunch and 
walked around the lake. Especially welcoming were the hundreds 
of rainbow flags that lined the tiny main street—every shop, 
restaurant and pub displayed a flag, and many large flags hung 
from the verandahs of buildings. Even the council flagpole in the 
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centre of town flew a rainbow flag! It seemed that everybody in 
Daylesford was on our side and welcomed us to their town.

Nearby we saw the spectacular Trentham Falls, the highest in 
Victoria. We hiked along a disused railway line for several 
kilometres and walked through the nearby Wombat Forest.

The results of the survey
were announced on Tuesday, 15
November. We anxiously
watched the live results on TV.
We held our breath as the chief
statistician delivered his long-
winded and rambling speech. He
finally got to the point the whole
country was waiting for. He
announced the raw numbers
first, and there was a pause as
we mentally tried to calculate the percentages. Then he repeated 
the result, the numbers we had been waiting for: 61.6% in favour 
and 38.4% against. Out of a total of 16 million electors, 12.6 
million people had voted, a participation rate of 80%, a result that 
exceeded everyone’s expectations. We were delighted that 64% of 
our conservative electorate on the Sunshine Coast voted yes. For 
the first time in months, I breathed out.

Three weeks later, we cried for joy when Parliament finally 
confirmed the will of the people in legislation that passed on 7 
December by a vote of 131 to 4, with 11 abstentions. The new law 
now reads: “Marriage means the union of 2 people to the exclusion
of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.” The law 
retrospectively applied to us, so our 2014 wedding in New Zealand
was automatically recognised. 

Years of waiting and uncertainty, letter writing and marching, 
shouting and nail-biting were over. Equality feels sweet.
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Epilogue

Buderim, Queensland
2018

fter three years of volunteer service as pastor at the 
Brisbane Metropolitan Community Church, I retired in 
June 2018. We are truly grateful for the fellowship we 

found at the church and the lifelong friendships created. The 
church thanked us both for our services at a special farewell 
function that included a huge cake. The church has found a part-
time, paid pastor who started work in July. Since we are both 
members of the church, we will continue to attend as often as we 
can but now someone else can worry about the board meetings and
filling the roster! 

A

In addition, David is still actively involved in the local 
Seventh-day Adventist church that meets down the road from our 
house. The members there have long been accepting of our 
relationship and we are both included in any activities. I have 
spent most of the last 10 years helping out by preparing the 
PowerPoint program, selecting the songs, and the hall set-up. I 
have been the worship leader on countless occasions, leading out 
in prayer or the singing, presenting messages and sometimes 
teaching the Bible class.

In March 2018 we attended the SDA Kinship annual meeting 
at Morisset, NSW, and stayed several days in Sydney with our 
friends John and Ray. While there we spent the day with my 
youngest son, Elton and his wife Stacey, who are now living in 
their own new home in Campbelltown. At the end of 2018, they 
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announced the birth of their daughter, Zoe, so that means we are 
now grandparents for the second time.  

My second son, Stephen, and his wife Andrada, accepted an 
invitation to work at the Adventist church office in Beirut, 
Lebanon, and without much warning, moved there in the middle of
2018. 

The major event of the year was our trip to Europe in June and
July. We flew from Brisbane to Singapore where we spent the 
weekend with my eldest son, Robert and his wife Min. We met 
David's new grandson, Ethan, now 18 months old. Rob and Min 
have bought an apartment in Singapore and plan to stay there for 
some years yet. Rob works in finance with a large investment 
company, while Min is an accountant.

We then spent two weeks in the UK – mostly with my sister, 
Alison and husband John, who have moved to live in the cathedral 
city of Lichfield, near Birmingham. We met up with their children 
Greg and Kerri-Anne, their spouses and all the grandchildren. 

Thanks to Alison and John’s generosity, we borrowed Alison's
car and spent a week touring through northern England and 
Scotland. We drove first to picturesque Chester, and then explored 
the restored docks of Liverpool. We stayed a few days in a 
backpacker hostel in Windermere in the Lakes District, before 
exploring the length of Hadrian’s Wall on our way to Edinburgh.

The highlight of our three days in Scotland was our tour of the
Royal Yacht Britannia, permanently moored at the nearby port of 
Leith. Our return trip to Lichfield was through the cathedral city of
Durham, the seaside town of Whitby, the Roman city of York, and 
Nottingham, the city of Robin Hood.

We flew from Birmingham to Split, Croatia, where we stayed 
for nearly a week. We explored the ancient city and walked all 
around the picturesque harbour. The old city is built inside the 
ruins of the palace built as a fortress by the Roman Emperor 
Diocletian at the beginning of the 4th cent AD. 

We walked along the nearby bays and beaches, and marched 
through the city in the annual Pride Parade. We took hundreds of 
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pictures of the sparkling azure-blue waterfront and the many 
antique buildings—castles and cathedrals, palaces and ancient 
ruins. We ate delicious local figs and enjoyed the best pizzas we 
have ever had. 

From Split, we took the 
ferry that services the islands 
along the Dalmatian coast of 
Croatia, staying four or five 
nights at each island. Our first 
stop was Hvar, an ancient 
Venetian port with a history 
going back to the 13th century. 
Our next stop was Korcula, with
its tiny town centre consisting of
streets only two or three metres 
wide, all surrounded by the 
remains of a fortress wall and 
turrets. The last island was 
Mljet, most of which is a 

national park containing two beautiful lakes.
From there, we travelled to Kotor, Montenegro, a beautiful 

city at the end of a long, winding, fjord-like inlet from the 
Mediterranean Sea. Towering mountains surround the city and are 
reflected in the sparkling water. The old, walled city has preserved 
much of the architecture from the 12th to the 14th centuries. There 
is no wheeled traffic within the walls. We explored the narrow 
streets and tiny squares, walked around the walls and through the 
city gates, and took endless photographs of the harbour and 
mountains. Kotor is a favourite destination for some of the world’s
largest cruise ships. 

From Kotor, we flew to the Greek island of Santorini for a 
week. We braved the crowds thronging the narrow streets of Fira, 
the main town. We have never seen so many tacky tourist souvenir
shops, all side-by-side, in our lives! We walked the narrow lanes 
past whitewashed houses and blue-domed churches as we peered 
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over the edge of the huge volcanic caldera, now filled with 
piercingly blue water.

Then we took the ferry to the island of Naxos where we stayed
in a small hotel at the beach. We explored the small town that was 
noticeable for the few tourists. From Naxos, we flew to the island 
of Crete where we stayed at Chania, on the north coast of the 
island. Chania has a beautiful, almost circular, ancient harbour 
built by the Venetians. At the entrance to the port is the old 
lighthouse, now restored. From Chania, we flew to Athens before 
catching our flight back to Australia via Istanbul.

Back home again, John extended the garden further into the 
bush at the back of our property, getting rid of weeds and rubbish 
and rehabilitating the rainforest with native plants. John also 
bought four tubs and planted them with flowering annuals 
including petunias and marigolds that are giving us a colourful 
show in the front garden.  

Fulfilling a long-cherished desire, we took a day trip by bus to
North Stradbroke Island with a company called “Over 50s 
Adventure Tours” – the name says it all! After a drive through 
Brisbane peak-hour traffic, followed by a 45-minute ferry ride, we 
began our tour of the huge sand island that forms a barrier at the 
mouth of the Brisbane River.

From the bus windows, we caught views over untouched 
bushland and pristine beaches. We spent an hour at the little 
museum where we discovered that between 1865 and 1946, the 
island housed a hospital for the insane, a prison for vagrants and 
the homeless, and a hostel for elderly or unemployed people. We 
walked around a gorge where the ocean surf has carved a deep 
inlet through the rocks. 

After lunch at the nearby hotel, we were taken to Amity Point 
where we saw dolphins swimming in the calm waters at the 
northern end of the island. We next explored the historic cemetery 
where thousands of people from the hospital were buried in 
unmarked graves. We then returned to the ferry terminal for our 
journey back to the Sunshine Coast.
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On 11 November 2018, we celebrated our 7th wedding 
anniversary. We ate lunch at a local vegan restaurant that serves 
the most delicious food. I reflected that the years we have been 
together have been the happiest of my life – and John says the 
same thing. I would not have missed out on any of the adventure, 
drama and excitement that we have experienced together. We just 
look at each other and think, “How did we get to be old?”

My story could go on, and will go on as long as life lasts, but 
this is where it has to stop for now. There will be chapters to write 
in the years ahead, but those chapters are yet to be lived. As I face 
retirement, maybe the rest of my life will just be mundane and 
boring, in stark contrast to what has gone before. On the other 
hand, maybe John and I are yet to face life’s greatest adventures.

As I have reviewed my life, I realise that I haven’t always 
made the best decisions, and some choices I made were wrong. I 
tried to make the best decisions at the time, and sometimes the 
choices meant hiding certain aspects of my life to protect those I 
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loved. I have no regrets about those years – I did the best I could 
under difficult circumstances, trying to balance my hopes and fears
alongside the peace of mind and love of others. Optimistic about 
the end result, I tried to make the best decisions and acted in the 
hope of the right outcome eventually.

The only regret is that I didn’t find out about myself sooner. I 
have frequently asked myself, “Why didn’t I know when I was in 
my teens or 20s?” I must have lived under some kind of rock for 
decades. I was conditioned by a culture of denial, silenced by a 
church that refused to address the issue of homosexuality and 
brought up by a family unable to consider any other alternative. If 
only I had known when I was 25 what I knew when I was 65, I 
would have made different choices. My life would have taken a 
completely different direction. I would have spared myself decades
of doubt and despair. And I would have saved others an awful 
amount of trauma. But then, the story would have been very 
different and this book would never have been written.

When I started trying to find out the real me, I didn’t know 
who I was looking for and wouldn’t have recognised the person if 
I had I found him. Life is easy when you know what you know, 
and even know a little bit about things that you don’t know. 
However, to not know what you don’t know is frustrating. For 
decades, I lived in ignorance of a whole parallel universe of ideas 
that I didn’t even know existed. 

As I look back over the various twists and turns of my 
journey, I recognise a pattern—I always wanted to find out the 
answers. When you are young, you don’t know what is missing 
until you start searching – and one search leads to another. I feel 
that I have been on a relentless search that has continued my whole
life. Over the years, the search narrowed and became more focused
as I added words to my vocabulary. When you know what you are 
looking for, suddenly the search becomes easier. “You can do 
anything once you know what it is.” (E M Forster, Maurice, p.203)

Along the way, I discovered new concepts and insights and 
gained greater understanding. I am grateful to the people whose 
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books and articles I have read, websites that I have accessed, 
conversations that I have had, and the perspectives people have 
shared that opened my eyes. 

Beyond any doubt, the greatest single factor in finding out the 
answers to my questions was the ability to search the Internet. 
There I found information and resources that enlarged my mind 
and expanded my worldview. Those of us who now take the 
Internet for granted must remember how this electronic wonder 
completely transformed our lives from the moment we were 
connected.

When I found the truth about myself, I found new life and 
energy. In quick succession, I found love and happiness. The years
in Buderim have been the happiest of my life. I found a work-life 
balance that I needed. I found peace for my inner turmoil and faith 
for my doubts and uncertainties. I was led to a great job that I 
enjoyed. I will be always grateful to my former employers at 
Performance Training for their support. My life on the Sunshine 
Coast has only been possible because of their offer of employment 
that has provided for all our needs.

I thank God for his guidance in my life. I attend a supportive 
and understanding church where the members know our story and 
affirm our relationship. We are grateful for church friends who 
have agonised with us over the discrimination shown by church 
administrators, and extended their love to us in spite of official 
pronouncements. Some of those church friends have gone the extra
distance to care for us.

Above all, I found love with the person who means more to 
me than anyone else on earth. In John, I found the foundation of 
my life and the rock that provides steady support. I found the best 
friend I always wanted, who makes me laugh when I am worried, 
and lifts me when I am down. I found someone who guides me 
with his wisdom, and encourages me with his experience. I found 
someone with whom my spirit can soar and my heart can truly 
love.
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John and I live in a beautiful area surrounded by rainforest, 
close to the beach. We own a comfortable home that will serve us 
well for the years ahead. John has transformed our back yard into a
sub-tropical paradise. We have a roof over our heads, food on our 
table, and retirement resources to keep us comfortable into the 
future. We have supportive families and a circle of wonderful 
friends. We have not one but two supportive churches that provide 
a network of faith. We worship a God who loves and cares for us 
both and guarantees our salvation. 

I am thankful that I can share the rest of my life with a 
wonderful husband whose love and support mean more to me than 
I can ever express in mere words. John is the centre of my life and 
the heart of every day. Because of his love, I found everything I 
was looking for.

NOT THE END
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Further Reading

Web Resources for Gay Christians

Metropolitan Community Church (MCC)
MCC is an inclusive church that is on a bold mission to transform hearts, lives, 
and history. Just as Jesus did, we are called to “do justice, show kindness, and 
live humbly with God.” Meets in Brisbane every Sunday evening at 7pm. 
Everyone is welcome, especially the LGBTIQ community. Phone or email the 
pastor for information – details on the website, or phone 3891 1388.

http://mccbris.asn.au

“Here I Am” - Video Documentary
“Coming out” can be a difficult time for Christian families, individuals and 
those close to them. They often feel completely alone in the world. In this 
brand-new, 35-minute documentary, parents, children, partners, couples and 
supporting pastors and psychologists speak from the heart about the experience 
of coming out in a Christian environment. They discuss the importance of faith, 
the difficulties of coming out in families and the church, solutions to the 
problems, their best advice for others, and hope for the future.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wSjAan3OuJA

The Bible and Homosexuality
One-hour movie presentation by Matthew Vines, author of the book “God and 
the Gay Christian." Matthew was only 21 when he presented this talk to a live 
audience of church people.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezQjNJUSraY

Believe Out Loud
Believe Out Loud is an online community that empowers Christians to work for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) equality. Reaching an 
average of 3 – 5 million people per month, members of Believe Out Loud hold 
many distinct identities, and together are creating a world where all Christian 
churches welcome and affirm LGBTQ people. 

www.believeoutloud.com
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Freedom2b
Australian online support group, with information and resources. Freedom2b 
assists LGBTI people from Christian backgrounds on their journey to 
reconciling their faith, sexuality and gender identity. Regular meetings of 
Freedom2B are held monthly in Brisbane.

https://freedom2b.org

Gay Christian 101
Huge website with resources and information about being gay and Christian.

http://www.gaychristian101.com

Q Christian Fellowship
Founded in 2001, Q Christian Fellowship is a nonprofit Christian ministry 
dedicated to building bridges and offering support for those caught in the 
crossfire of gay vs Christian.. Q Christian helps create safe spaces both online 
and offline for Christians of all sorts to make friends, ask questions, get support,
and offer support to others. 

www.qchristian.org

Someone to Talk To
A website designed to provide information and resources that will help the 
church to move beyond ignorance and prejudice and to reach out with true 
compassion and understanding to those who  have not been treated the way 
Jesus modelled.

 https://sdakinship.org/sttt

Finding Out
David Coltheart, former Seventh-day Adventist pastor and evangelist and more 
recently retired pastor of MCC Brisbane, tells his own story growing up as a 
“preachers kid” and trying to find out what life was all about. After 29 years as a
minister in a conservative church, David realised that he needed to tell his wife 
and three sons that he was gay. After a painful coming out process, he found a 
new life and a deeper relationship with God.

http://findingout.webs.com/

Seventh Gay Adventists
The feature-length movie follows the lives of three gay Christians – a young 
man whose father has an important position in the church, a pastor who realises 
he is gay, and the lesbian daughter of a prominent missionary. Told in their own 
words in the cultural setting of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, the movie is 
nevertheless applicable to Christians in any denomination. The acclaimed film 
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has been shown widely and has been responsible for changing the hearts and 
minds of countless people in every church. Free to watch online.

http://www.sgamovie.com/free

Outspoken
This series of short documentary movies by the same producers of “Seventh 
Gay Adventist” features gay Christians telling their own stories and recounting 
the ways they have navigated their sexuality and their spirituality within the 
church.

http://www.watchfirefilms.com/outspoken

Freed Hearts
A support website for parents, gay kids and the church. Regular blog by Susan 
Cottrell on issues surrounding Christianity and LGBTIQ people in the church, 
along with videos, books and other resources.

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/freedhearts/

Modern Kinship
David and Constantino on figuring out marriage as a gay Christian couple. 

https://daveandtino.com/blog/

A Gay Christian Blog
A blog about a history teacher’s journey on coming to terms with being gay and 
being Christian.

https://gaychristianblog.wordpress.com/

Courage
Courage is a UK-based, not for profit, evangelical Christian ministry. Although 
not currently active, their huge website filled with resources, articles, links and 
archived information.

http://www.courage.org.uk/

Gay Christian Survivors
Have you been left out in the cold by the church's unbiblical antigay teachings? 
Do you know someone who has been hurt? Are you a person who teaches anti-
gay doctrines? Are you just curious about what God's Word says about 
homosexual identity? If you can answer yes to any of these questions, this site is
made just for you!

http://gaychristiansurvivors.tripod.com/index.html
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Homosexuality and Science 
(Websites as at 31 December 2018)

What Scientists Know and Don’t Know about Sexual Orientation

https://www.psychologicalscience.org/news/releases/what-scientists-
know-and-dont-know-about-sexual-orientation.html

Homosexuality may be caused by chemical modifications to DNA 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2015/10/homosexuality-may-be-
caused-chemical-modifications-dna

Science of Sexuality – we were born this way (but there’s much more to it than 
that)

https://australiascience.tv/science-of-sexuality/

The Science of Sexual Orientation

http://www.simonlevay.com/the-science-of-sexual-orientation

New research flags possible genetic link to homosexuality 

https://australiascience.tv/new-research-flags-possible-genetic-link-to-
homosexuality/

DNA differences are linked to having same-sex sexual partners

https://www.sciencenews.org/article/genetics-dna-homosexuality-gay-
orientation-attractiveness-straight

Biology and Sexual Orientation

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biology_and_sexual_orientation

Homosexuality

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homosexuality
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Checking Up on the Science of Homosexuality

https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/evidence-based-
living/201605/checking-the-science-homosexuality

What do the new ‘gay genes’ tell us about sexual orientation?

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2155810-what-do-the-new-gay-
genes-tell-us-about-sexual-orientation  /

Science Says: This Is Why You're Gay 

https://www.thestranger.com/slog/2017/12/12/25623733/science-says-this-
is-why-youre-gay

Being Gay: A Life Style Choice? 

https://www.mentalhelp.net/blogs/being-gay-a-life-style-choice/

Science and homosexuality: Why your genes are just so gay

http://archermagazine.com.au/2016/02/science-and-homosexuality-why-your-
genes-are-just-so-gay/
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