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REVIEW

Tom Radford’s

China Mission :
The Ghester
Ronning Story

In a small white house, in a small white
town in Alberta, lives a great man. Here,
Chester Ronnihg - statesman, missiona-
ry, schoolteacher, cowboy - is at home.

Ronning lives famously in the agricul-
tural community of Camrose, in the
shadow of China. His life’s work done,
he languishes quietly, like an old chester
field in a hotel lobby, offering inspiration
and comfort to anyone who happens by.

In 1980, the National Film Board's
production studio in Edmonton released
an hour-long documentary entitled China
Mission : The Chester Ronning Story.
The film introduced this outstanding
Canadian to most ordinary Canadians.

China Mission was directed by Tom
Radford who also acted as co-writer
with the late, legendary Stanley Jackson.
Radford's task was unenviable, consi-
dering the enormity and variety of Ron-
ning's life experiences. China Mission,
in order to succeed, had to take a
century of tumultuous history and put it
on two reels.

Chester Ronning was born in 1894, in
the ancient walled city of Fancheng. He
was the first non-Chinese to be born
there. His parents, Lutheran missiona-
ries, were quick to adopt the local cul-
ture. Young Chester grew up speaking
Chinese as a first language, Norwegian
asasecond and English a poor third. He
was fed from the breast of a Chinese
milk-mother and in every way, except
appearance, was your average kid on
the block.

This was the boy who would be
Canada’s first Ambassador in Peking
High Commissioner to India and spe-
cial U.5. negotiator in North Vietnam. He
would also become a founder of the CCF
(Commonwealth Ceoperative Federa-
tion) and a prophetic voice on the side of
Chou En Lai and Mao Tse Tung.

Ronning and his family were forced
to flee China, in 1899, with the advent of
the Boxer Rebellion. They returned in
1301 and stayed for six more years until
Ronning's mother Hannah died of ex-
haustion,

Ronning returned to Canada where
he became a homesteader in the Peace
River cou ntry of northern Alberta. There
he worked as a cowboy enroute to
becoming a teacher.

In 1922, the lure of China proved too
Strong and the young teacher made his
Way back to his birthplace in Fancheng
to continue his parents' work.

China Mission deals mostly with this
Period of Ronning's life. It tells the story
of Ronnirig the teacher, the man of the
People, the simple endearing spirit. His
later political positions are almost totally
18nored, and for good reason.

R?nning was never the most diplo-
Matic of diplomats. He was against the
US. bombing of North Vietnam and

was never completely trusted by the old
guard in Ottawa.

China Mission's greatest achievement
is the way it exposes Ronning's grass
roots, In scene after scene, we see aman
who was loved by children and animals
and suspected by politicians. What
would you prefer ? The fact that Ronning
was a western teacherand not an eastern
historian did nothing for his diplomatic
career. It's also the reason why he re-
mains mostly unknown in sophisticated
video-wise areas like southern Atario.

The film, in style, is a fairly straight-
forward documentary. It combines con-
temporary footage with archival footage
and stills, intercut with interviews. These
elements are welded together by Cedric
Smith’s narration and Roger Deegan’s
music.

There's nothing flashy here, nothing
gimmicky, just the story of a great man
told in an excellent film.

China Mission is not so much about
China as it is about one man'’s vision of
it. Radford uses Ronning as a key to
unlock some of the myriad mysteries
which cocoon that awesome country.
He never tries to tell the history of
modern China in 58 minutes which is
just as well. For this reason, Chester
Ronning has never been totally happy
with the film. He feels it focuses too
much on him and not enough on the
evolution of today's China. This is a cri-
ticism which I'm sure Radford can live
with. )

This project first surfaced six years
ago when Radford was hot to make
“The Chester Ronning Story.” He soon
found out that Ronning's daughter,
Audrey Topping a photo-journalist with
the New York Times, had the same idea.
Given the pecking order, Radford de-
cided to take a back seat. Two years

later, when the Topping film hadn't
materialized, Radford renewed his in-
terest in the project and received Ron-
ning's blessing.

In 1971, Ronning returned to China at
the invitation of his old friend Chou En
Lai. He journeyed back up river to his
birthplace in Fancheng and his mother's
grave. Topping followed with her movie
camera. Her footage was to become the
end and the beginning of Radford's film.
Through the National Film Board, Rad-
ford obtained rights to the Topping foot-
age and at last he had something to
work around.

China Mission then became a viable
project with a $200,000 budget. Extensive
research produced archival stills and
footage of unparalleled quality, and the
live action sequences were completed
in Alberta and the state of lowa.

This filra works, and works well,
because of the way it successfully shuf-
fles so many different images. Much of
the credit here has to go to editor and
post-production supervisor, Christopher
Tate, cfe. Tate’s commitment to the
film came from the fact that his mother
was born in China, the daughter of a
missionary, and many of the archival
stills had come from his own family
album. Tate's fine cut is a masterpiece
of compromise. This film is undoubtedly
too short and Radford is quick to agree.
However, Tate's editing gives it the
lyrical flow it requires to tell the story in
a non-staccato fashion. Tate has already
been honoured with awards for his
cutting of this film, which although
difficult, must have been this editor's
dream.

China Mission is a valuable filmic
document which illuminates the life
and work of a Canadian who under
stands and loves a quarter of the world's

@ Chester stands next 1o his father. Years later
Ronning remains a towering, inspirational man

population.

I have long maintained that Canadian
features are like wayward orphans in
search of an identity. In contrast, Cana-
dian documentaries are as tough as
pucks and this film is an appropriate
example,

And so to politics. China Mission has
never been shown on national television
in this country! There are probably
many reasons for this, but a few deserve
some scrutiny.

Could it be that the traditional rivalry
between the NFB and the CBC is de-
priving Canadians of experiencing this
inspired piece of work ? Or perhaps the
CTV is too interested in American si-
mulcasts to find the time to air a decent
documentary. In any case, it's a national
disgrace that this film has yet to be
shown on television,

Chester Ronning is an old man. His
story may not be slick, sexy or sensa-
tional, but it is truly educational, What a
wonderful day it would be when our
networks could differenciate between
the truths of the teacher and the temp-
tations of the titillator,

Tom Crighton @

In what must go down as one of the
more infamous remarks made by
buyers at the CBC to a producer, Tom
Radford was told that, although the
network was not at present interested
in the film, it would be prepared to buy

it for screening after Ronning’s death.
Ed.
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