
#30 get lost ISSUE #39 get in the know Mao offered 10 million Chinese women to the USA, telling President Henry Kissinger, “We don’t have much. What we have is an excess of women.”

retro travel

In 1966, when I was 22 years old, I travelled from 
hong Kong to london by train. my passport is stamped June 
1 at lo wu, two weeks after Chairman mao issued the may 

16 notification that began the Cultural revolution. I’d like to 
say my companion leonie and I marvelled as we watched these 
momentous events unfold. we didn’t. our naivety was staggering, 
but it also kept us safe. 

Leonie’s boyfriend was half-Chinese, which piqued our interest 
in Asia. In March 1966 we boarded a ship from Brisbane to 
Yokohama. There are no words to explain my shock when we 
arrived. I didn’t have a television growing up – I knew my history  
and geography, but had little visual knowledge. Tokyo was so big  
and high and had so many neon lights. Raw fish came in little  
bowls; I was used to meat and three veg.

In May, we sailed to Hong Kong, where we planned to work.  
Leonie didn’t get an interview, so instead we decided to go to 
London. We had no money to fly or sail, but in Kowloon we saw an  
ad for a train to London for 34 pounds sterling. We paid on the spot. 

I missed the train from Kowloon but Leonie got on, although I 
had her passport and vaccination certificates. When I arrived at Lo 
Wu, on the border of mainland China, on the next train, Hong Kong 
officials escorted me across a bridge where I was met halfway by the 
Red Guards. Because I had her documents, Leonie was in a waiting 
room surrounded by them. They were going to give her injections!

Looking back, the revolution was everywhere. There were no 
other Westerners around and loudspeakers on the train blared 
propaganda. We saw people streaming in from the communes  
in old trucks with red flags, but just as vivid in my memory is  
my first Chinese meal, which had fungus in it. 

In Peking we stayed at the only hotel for foreigners and were 
escorted to Tiananmen Square to see the propaganda film The  
East Is Red. Other people were flooding into the square too. Now  
I know they came to hear Mao in the lead-up to the Sino-Soviet split. 

We went to the Soviet Embassy by rickshaw three times to get 
our papers, but they wanted passport photos that we had no way 
of getting. The third time we went, the official yelled, “Go! Just go!” 
He had bigger problems than us, since the embassy closed a  
week later.

We spent six days passing through Mongolia and Siberia. Our 
conductor brought us tea in glasses decorated with filigree metal. 
We talked, stared out the window, ate boiled potato and dark 
bread in the dining car, and slept.

In Moscow our cab driver asked for our non-existent papers. At 
the hotel, he put our suitcases on the footpath then ran – it was the 
middle of the Cold War and he was terrified. The concierge asked too, 
before the hotel rang the Australian High Commission. The next day 
our papers arrived, as did a beautiful Muscovite guide who took us  
to Red Square and the Bolshoi Ballet. 

In London we heard about the Cultural Revolution and, looking at the 
dates, realised it was likely we were the last two Westerners to pass 
through. The Cultural Revolution shut down China for 10 years. 
Interview by Kate Hennessy

“Listening to people speak...I must be one of the bravest people 
in the world. But...we either had to get to London cheaply or come 
home.” (Denise Hennessy writing by postcard, 1967)

When denise hennessy went 
seeking adventure, she had no 
idea she’d be the final Western 
traveller to cross both China and 
the Soviet Union for 10 years.
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