
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Please make a note in your diaries!  We 
need the support of all our members to 
make this talk a success.  Weijun has 
graciously agreed to talk to our branch and 
it would be great if we could respond with a 
good turnout. 
 
Sunday 18th July at St John’s Catholic Church Hall, 80 
Centreway, Orewa 

Mary Weijun Collins will give a talk about her early life in China. 

In Mao‘s 1951 ―Reforming the Capitalists‘ campaign, her father was denounced as an 

enemy of the Communist Party (for his previous, albeit brief, role in the Kuomintang 

Government during the Japanese Occupation).   

During the Cultural Revolution, Weijun spent 10 years' exile in West China‘s remote 

Gobi Desert.  Weijun will also recount how, despite many hardships, she managed to 

overcome being classed as ‗black‘ (non-revolutionist‘) and how she remarried and 

came to New Zealand. 

 
Please encourage as many people as possible to come and hear Weijun 
who is an excellent speaker. 
 

Weijun is author of her life story: ―Desert Rose” – 

published by Penguin 
 

Book review in Tamaki and Districts Times,  

Desert Rose. By: Mary Weijun Collins. Publisher: Penguin. 

RRP $35.00. 

This is a true story of privation and survival – about a Chinese 

woman caught up in the Cultural Revolution of Chairman Mao 

Zedong. 

 

In her home town, Qingdao, Weijun and her older brother Main 

were the children of high ranking parents.  However everything 

changed when her father was arrested and sent to a labour camp. 

 

Mao worked on the principle of divide and conquer. He divided 
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the people into two groups. Factory workers and peasants were the ‗good‘ ‗red‘ class, while those 

from wealthier backgrounds were the ‗evil‘ ‗black‘ class.  

 

Weijun was bullied by the red elements — her school days crowded by cruelty and humiliation.  

Eventually, at age 21, she was forced to toil in the inhospitable Gobi Desert for 10 years. 

The conditions were appalling. she was a virtual slave, farming wheat, maize and opium in the arid 

atmosphere. She starved. Third world diseases were rife and Weijun lived for 10 years in a cave. 

It is all the more amazing that she retained her sanity and optimism. Throughout her years in the 

desert, Weijun secretly learned English.  

Her life improved when she faced all sorts of officialdom to become an English teacher at a leather 

factory. 

Weijun‘s life still had many highs and lows. She married three times — each husband is a failure in 

one way or another. But a chance meeting with a New Zealander, Bruce Renton, changed her 

circumstances forever. 

Bruce offered her a trip to New Zealand in 1986 for a year to improve her English. She returned in 

1995 to join her eldest daughter Enya.  In the meantime, she educated herself to university level and 

was an English tutor at Qingdao University from 1989 to 1993. 

The book ends happily, with Weijun meeting and marrying Ian Collins, a professor at the University 

of Auckland and celebrating the birth of her first grandchild.  

Weijun has become active in the community, focusing on helping new immigrants to settle.   She 

provides counselling and support, guiding new New Zealanders through depression, relationship 

problems and language difficulties. 

 

Few of us can even imagine the hardships this plucky woman endured. Some of the passages in the 

book are harrowing and hard to accept.  Yet through all her experiences, Weijun remained cheerful 

and still managed to care about others. 

 

Desert Rose can be best summed up by a quotation at the beginning:  

―Hardship is invaluable, it teaches you how to seek happiness.‖ 

 

 

Our previous public talk (June 29th) was by Dave 

Bromwich of Hawkes Bay branch. 
 

Dave gave us an excellent insight into how the Society 

has been able to help rural communities in Gansu 

Province (near the Gobi Desert) and set themselves on 

their feet by training them to form co-operatives.   

These co-operatives have the following benefits: 

 15% increased income, 10% decreased costs 

 Improved opportunities for men and young 

people to work at home with their families 

(rather than having to ‗migrate‘ to the eastern 

cities) 

 Improved community collaboration and harmony 

 Increased self-reliance for the community to direct their own development and increase 

ambition 

 Opportunity for women to take leadership roles and improve their status 

 Pilot co-operatives encourage neighbouring communities to follow suit 



In order to extend the reach of the programme, it is planned to set-up a training programme for 

trainers at Shandan Baillie School, Gansu Province, and further co-operatives in Shaansi Province. 

The latter would be a follow-up project in the area where the Society supported the building of a 

clinic following the Sichuan Earthquake  Establishing a co-operative would cost $4500.  He 

underlined that a modest $450 will assist 20 families to participate in the established co-op. 

 

 

 

 

 

Dave also described other Projects in Guanxi Province - in the karst country near Guilin, which 

help very poor villages establish crops or raise animals such as rabbits, which are feasible in the 

extremely harsh and rugged terrain. 

One of these could be a complete project for a branch to support: 
 

A Rabbit Project
1
:  

Sanzhiyang Township (SZY) in  Du'an County, Guanxi Province, is the centre for a number of 

smaller villages and hamlets - Sanzhiyang means 'Three Goats' from the surrounding steep hills 

where three goats can't walk side-by-side.  

These are the same hills you may be familiar with from the famous landscape of Guilin, but 

the reality for the 12 million or so people
2
 who live in these hills is quite harsh.  One 

fascinating geographic feature is that amongst these hills there are over one thousand basins 

which, when it rains, fill with water.  Then, when the rain stops, the water just as quickly 

drains though fissures in the rocky floor. 

Major difficulties faced by the farmers are: low soil fertility, drought and flooding cycles, 

deforestation and over population.  
Sanzhihang is remote.  The men leave for extended periods of time and it is not possible for them to 

return home for 'the weekend'.  This puts even more pressure on the village community  

Average annual income is 716 yuan per person with the range 400-800 yuan, with each person living 

off  9 mu (0.06ha).  The main crops are maize, sweet potato, soy bean and vegetables.  Livestock are 

chickens, pigs and goats.  Farming activities are predominantly carried out by the women due to the 

men leaving to work in the cities. 

 

Yuan Jianzhui, from SZY Animal Husbandry Station, says, "Because SZY is located in a 

mountainous karst limestone area, the land fertility is low, the hamlets are not close together, 

transport and access are difficult and people have a very hard life.  

 

Rabbits are a good animal for such an area, as they are small animals which feed on local grasses.  

This year there was a severe drought in S.W. China and Duan County was affected.  This meant that 

crops were not planted at all or if they were, the production will be very low.  Farmers say that 

without crops it is very hard to raise pigs and chickens.   

Farmer Wu Shunting explained that rabbits have been good to raise and last year he raised 100 and 

sold both adults and young rabbits.  During the drought, he reduced the numbers down to 5 breeding 

stock and in April 2000 he had 22 rabbits.  He sells both adults and young stock to farmers from 

other hamlets and shows them how to raise rabbits.  He said his income from rabbits was over 1000 

yuan last year, and the family ate some on special occasions.  He was very pleased with this.   

 

Sanzhiyang Animal Husbandry has put forward a plan to help 20 families from Jiadiao and Bama 

hamlets of Dingdong village.  The people in these hamlets have not received any Government help 

and are away from the township centre.   

 

  

                                                 
1
 NZCFS has already had one project in Sanzhiyang, in 2002 - click here 

2
 The people are of the Yao ethnic minority, 67% and the rest Maonan and Juang minorities. 

Editor‘s note:  Perhaps this would be within the reach of our Branch and 

would be a good thing to aim to raise funds for. 

 

http://www.nzchinasociety.org.nz/content/nzcfs-poverty-alleviation-projects-guangxi


The total cost would be $1564 which would include: 

 Buying 4 females and 1 male for each of 20 families 

 Transport of this breeding stock from a nearby city 

 Transport to bring the farmers into the animal health centre, in SZY for one day's training 

 Booklets on rabbits 

 Petrol for Animal Health to visit the farmers regularly for monitoring and evaluation.   

The farmers would make their own cages and sign an agreement which includes: 

o Keeping the breeding stock numbers the same for 2 years or returning them so that Animal 

Husbandry can re-allocate them 

o and that local people will have priority in buying young rabbits.  

                                                **************** 

 

All the Society‘s projects in China have until very recently been considerably 

helped by the NZ Government multiplying by 4 the funds raised by the Society 

through the ‗Koha-PICD‘
3
,. 

Unfortunately, this scheme is in serious jeopardy following an on-going plan by 

Hon Murray McCully, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to change the direction of 

such funding, mainly towards the Pacific [50%] and SE Asia (Indonesia) [25%].   

 

Up till now, it is unclear what the implications are for the funding of Society 

projects. Added to which, since the way forward has not yet been clarified, this 

has engendered massive uncertainty among everybody, both in the Society and 

in China, who is directly involved with our projects. 

 

Your President has written to our MP, Hon. Lockwood Smith, drawing his 

attention to the fact that, while the NZCFS is small, it has, through the historical 

impact of Rewi Alley, and our ongoing excellent relationship with Youxie, we 

have a disproportionately important relationship with China and its Government.  

Thus, the action taken (or threatened) by his colleague, the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, could have a deleterious effect on New Zealand's relationship with 

China.  To date, no reply has been received.....  Is that a surprise? 

 

                                                 
3
 KOHA-PICD The Kaihono hei Oranga Hapori o te Ao (KOHA) - Partnerships for International 

Community Development (PICD) funding scheme was launched in 2006 in order to update its 

predecessor the Voluntary Agency Support Scheme (VASS).  First established in 1974, KOHA-

PICD is a peer-assessment based co-funding scheme for New Zealand non-government 

organisations (NGOs) focused on supporting community development activities through developing 

country partners 

http://www.nzaid.govt.nz/what-we-do/koha-picd.html
http://web.nzaid.intranet/library/glossary.html#p


  

772 Whangaparaoa Road 
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Membership News 
Our present membership stands at 11, comprising: 5 families; and 1 individual. 

At the last committee meeting it was agreed that we now have public meetings bi-monthly, 

with the proviso that we get good speakers to attract both new and our own members.  These 

should take about every 6 weeks.  Note: This interval has not been respected due to the 

availability of Mary Weijun Collins 

Next Committee Meeting will be at Trish and Dicky's (12 Millennial Way, Orewa) at a date 

to be determined (after they return from Europe - early August). 

We have a tentative programme: 

 Talk by Raewyn Hu, on ‗Being a 3
rd

 generation Chinese in New Zealand‘.   

September (Date to be confirmed) 

 Yum Cha at North Sea Village Restaurant Albany, October (date to be confirmed)' 

We would like to invite Chinese Consulate staff, as this could celebrate China National Day. 

 Talk by Mr Hong Chen of Fonterra on Milk and Dairy products in China, 

 November (date to be confirmed) 

 

Forthcoming Events 最新動態 

2010 (11
th

) Moon Festival and 61
st
 Anniversary of China National Day  Celebration Concert 

Presented by: United Chinese Associations of New Zealand Inc. and Nanning Municipal 

Government of Guangxi Province.  

26 September 2010 

3:00pm – 5:30pm 

Venue: ASB Theatre, Aotea Centre, Auckland City 

Admission: Free to public by tickets.  

 

2010 (3
rd

) New Zealand Young Chinese Piano & Violin Talent Concert 

Presented by: Pacific Culture and Arts Exchange Centre 

14 November 

3:00pm 

Venue: Concert Chamber, Town Hall  

Admission: Ticket sales 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prepared by Jim He,  

Pacific Culture and Arts Exchange Centre 

 

If you wish to contact Jim for more details:  

jimhe@xtra.co.nz, or  

Phone: home number (09- 6302595) 

mobile number: 0272274968 

mailto:jimhe@xtra.co.nz

