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DONALD FLEMING

At Donald’s retirement meeting in the Chapel, on Saturday 28 October 2006, he gave some details of his ‘call’ to missionary service and of his years with the China Inland Mission and then with its new designation, the Overseas Missionary Fellowship.

He was born in North China in 1921, the son of missionary parents, but his earliest memory was of embarking on a ship in Hong Kong, to return to the United Kingdom, at the age of 3 or 4. When the family reached Scotland, his aunt, Mary Graham (a descendent of the Anderson family, of whom Christopher had started the church now known as Charlotte Chapel) welcomed them (parents and three children) to her flat in Marchmont, Edinburgh. His mother contracted tuberculosis, and died when he was 10; his father had multiple sclerosis, so, to provide for them, she sold the flat and purchased 46 Kirk Brae, Liberton, where she brought up the three children.

Donald attended the Royal High School, where he did not shine academically, but he was athletic and later had a trial for the Scottish rugby team. 

Miss Graham brought the children to the Chapel, and he was greatly influenced by the Chapel Scout troop. Although his brother Grant, who went into the Baptist ministry but who did not fit into the Scouts, did not persevere with the Scouts, Donald did and recalled in particular a camp at Comrie where he asked the Lord into his life, and he dated that as the moment of his conversion.

On leaving school, he became an analyst with a laboratory in Leith, connected to the coal mining industry, and spent six years with them, attending the Heriot-Watt college for evening classes. Because he was engaged in sampling coal, initially in deep mining and latterly in open-cast coal, he was exempt from military service, although he volunteered for the Royal Air Force. 

At the age of 16/17, he had heard the ‘call’ to missionary service, and although initially he had resisted it, he had told the family of his interest and he responded to an appeal by Sidow Baxter, in 1943/44 to stand during a service in the Chapel, to signify willingness to go.

He was in training at CIM HQ in April 1951 (Record, 1951, p. 76.), and he just made it to Penang in Malaya before his thirtieth birthday – CIM did not take new missionaries after the age of 30, but his passport was stamped to show entry with two days to spare.

The Chapel missionary, Marjorie Sommerville, looked after him like a big sister. As he became able to speak the local language, Haka, he began working in the ‘New Villages’. The children especially gathered round when the front of his house was opened out on its hinges, and evangelistic services are held facing onto the street. 

He went out with a gospel van to the 30 villages in his area, initially supported by a colleague, but latterly on his own. This was the time of the Emergency in Malaya, when tensions were high. He was able to buy a Baby Austin, and used it to travel in the areas about 15 miles from Kuala Lumpur.

He married Mildred in 1962. He had known her on his first tour, but it was only on his second tour that he courted her, when she was working as Youth Secretary in Singapore and he was looking after new workers in the new areas to which OMF was expanding. She had been in China.

In 1965, Donald was supported by the Chapel, but his wife, although on the missionary list, was not a supported missionary. Mildred was admitted to membership of the Chapel in March 1978, as she now had no other church connection, but she does not seem to have been formally welcomed and it was on the basis that she was not to be on the financial support list. (Elders’ Minute, 1 March 1978). She was, however, on the financial support list, (i.e., £50 personal and £200 to the Society every quarter) in 1980. 

In 1970, Donald led the work in Malaya, then 9 years later he led the work in Hong Kong and Taiwan. He was then asked to be Deputation Secretary, working from Newington Green (the OMF headquarters in Britain). This involved extensive travelling around Britain, and at the end of his third term he was offered the chance to return to the Far East for his fourth term, and went to Hong Kong. 

OMF had regarded Hong Kong as a base to publish literature for sending into China, but now it was seen as a place for evangelism in its own right. Mildred was on the financial support list, fully supported (i.e., £50 personal and £200 to the Society every quarter) in 1980.

Donald and Mildred retired to the UK in 1983, but found themselves in charge of the work in Scotland for 3 years, based in Glasgow. They retired to Moniaive in 1986, but Mildred died in November 1991. 

Donald had retired from overseas work but continued to represent OMF in Scotland. He was asked to return overseas in 1993 and worked in the Hong Kong Office. He returned to Hong Kong at the beginning of January 1997 after a few months on home assignment.

Donald returned to Hong Kong in June 1993 and worked there, and then latterly in Macau. As well as preaching at the Morrison Chapel (Morrison translated the Bible into Chinese) once a month, he had a Bible study for Philippinos who had been converted, until final retirement in the autumn of 2005. The writer and his wife visited Donald in Macau in 2002 and saw his work there.

Donald finally retired to Moniaive in the summer of 2006, but attended Chapel events from time to time, e.g., he spoke at the Friday Men’s Fellowship in June 2007. Further details of his missionary career are in the section ‘Missionaries: details of all Chapel missionaries’.
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