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“In Whispers from the Valley of the Yak, Jacquelyn Tuxill breaks away from a confining childhood with parents committed to their medical work. . . . Her vivid descriptions of panoramas in Alaska and China mirror the wild beauty she ultimately finds within herself. This memoir will take readers on a journey they won’t want to end.”
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“A story of familial struggles and reconciliation with the grandeur of revelation amid the high mountains near Jackie’s Chengdu birthplace  . . . fine travel writing.”


[image: ] JOHN ELDER, author of Reading the Mountains of Home and teacher of English and Environmental Studies, Middlebury College


“In her autobiography, Jacquelyn Tuxill shares her deep-seated passion for wild mountain landscapes, gained first as a campaigner in the national effort to protect Alaska lands. Returning to China where she was born, she discovers the soaring mountains, raging rivers, and deep gorges of the Tibetan Plateau’s eastern rim. Tuxill vows both places will remain in her heart forever. A great storyteller, she uses flowing, beautiful language to shape the inspiring chapters of her life.”
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“Whispers from the Valley of the Yak is a story about landscapes. From her birthplace in China to her connection with Denali, North America’s tallest peak, Tuxill navigates her early years as a mom in the shadow of her rocky relationship with her own mother. Ultimately Tuxill explores how she came to terms with the unexpected landscape of her own heart. A wonderfully rendered story.”
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“Jacquelyn Tuxill’s deeply moving, profound memoir embraces family, place, redemption, and beauty. While plumbing the depth of family struggle, she explores how the essential contributions of unique places and powerful memories offer opportunities for rebirth and discovery. In Whispers from the Valley of the Yak, Tuxill welcomes readers into her journey as she celebrates her family and rejoices in our shared humanity.”


[image: ] JEFFREY P. ROBERTS, author of Salted and Cured


“Jacquelyn Lenox Tuxill‘s adventurous, curious spirit shines forth in this memoir of self-discovery. With honesty and empathy, she details the inner journey that allowed her to forgive her flawed yet remarkable parents and rediscover the land of her birth, China, through their eyes. . . . Tuxill guides us from the wilds of Alaska to the mountains of Tibet and into her own treasure trove of memory, delivering a bold tale of journeys within and without.”
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To Marilyn,who was always there for me.
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My parents speak to me from the valley of the yak.


They whisper on the wind, telling me come on, come on.


This is the way.


[image: ] YULONGXI VALLEY, 2016










PART I:



FindingMy Way
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The airplane touched down on the tarmac, bringing me back to my birthplace: Chengdu, China. I tried to ignore my stomach jitters, caused by feelings still lurking from childhood of wanting nothing to do with this country. Even at thirty-eight I seldom revealed where I was born. Yet here I was in the spring of 1980, accompanying my parents on a tour of the People’s Republic of China. They’d been eager to visit Sichuan Province and Chengdu ever since the country reopened to western tourism. This tour was the first they had found that included the western provinces. But my parents weren’t tourists. They were doctors, medical missionaries who had lived here for fourteen years. For them, this was a kind of homecoming.


Our plane taxied to a stop in front of a drab concrete terminal. I stood and took a deep breath, gathered my travel bag and camera, and followed my parents up the aisle toward the door. Waiting our turn to descend the stairs, Mom gave me a tight smile, fidgeting with her still naturally blond hair. Dad leaned toward me, gleeful, his blue eyes crinkling.


“Are you ready for this, Jackie?”


“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”


At the doorway, I glimpsed flat agricultural fields stretching into a distant haze and stepped down into the steamy subtropical air of a sunny spring day. Reaching the tarmac, I moved briskly to keep up with my eager parents as they strode toward the terminal door.


Four Chinese people waited just inside, all dressed in dark gray Mao-style jackets and pants. Only their heights defined a difference—the two women diminutive, the men both a head taller. All four were scanning the incoming travelers, mostly westerners. I watched their expressions transform from somber concentration to elation when they recognized my parents.


Mom, proceeding apace and not expecting an airport welcome, started to rush by.


“Mom!” I said and put my hand on her shoulder.


Then she recognized them. The women bowed shyly as my mother reached toward them. They clutched hands, all three smiling and crying at the same time. Dad, shorter than the two men, beamed and shook their hands enthusiastically. A lively conversation in Chinese broke out, punctuated by hand gestures and laughs. Dad stopped talking briefly to introduce me in English. The four were Mom’s medical-school classmates and Dad’s former medical students at West China Union University. I shook hands with them, and they resumed their conversations as passengers from our flight continued to trickle by.


I stood outside their circle, transfixed by the women’s tender, poignant reunion. My mother’s constant mask of stress had fallen away, leaving only joy. I could not recall her ever showing love so openly to me and my siblings, or even to Dad. My eyes pooled as I backed away and leaned against the beige wall. Large, side-by-side pictures of Chairman Mao and Premier Zhou Enlai gazed at me from across the hall. My chest tightened as if in a vise, and time slowed down. I saw only what was before me: my mother chattering away with her friends, delight emanating from her every look and gesture.


I was stunned to my core. Who was this woman? Certainly not the mother I’d grown up with.


Minutes later we bade a temporary farewell to my parents’ friends. We would see them the next day at a gathering of their Chinese medical colleagues when we would leave our tour for the day. Still reeling from what I’d witnessed, I wondered what other revelations awaited me.


Rejoining the tour group, we boarded a bus that took us to our hotel in the city. The only thing on our itinerary that evening was a briefing on Chengdu history and dinner—my first chance to try the famously fiery Sichuan cuisine.


This trip came at an unsettled time for me. My marriage had developed fissures, although my relationships with my children, a son twelve and a daughter ten, were close and rewarding. After seventeen years tending to others’ needs, I was at long last thinking about what I wanted to do in life.


My decision to accompany my parents had surprised me. Growing up in a small West Virginia town following World War II, I hadn’t wanted anyone to know about our connection to China as it drew attention to how different we were from others in town. At the same time, I knew they were concerned about the growing upheaval in China. They scoured newspapers and magazines for updates as the Nationalist and Communist armies battled for control. I heard the worry in their voices as they wondered how their Chinese friends were faring. Dad did not resign his medical missionary appointment until 1948, when there was no hope of returning. The next year, Mao Zedong established the People’s Republic of China, and the country closed to the world. My parents heard nothing more from their Chinese friends.


Years later as my childhood memories receded, I became curious about my birthplace. When visiting my parents, I looked through their old photo albums and asked questions. I had grown up with my father’s vivid storytelling of snow-covered mountains, warlords, and Tibetan valleys with yak and now imagined seeing firsthand the landscapes that had inspired his stories. As China reopened in the 1970s, my parents began looking for a tour that included Chengdu. Upon learning Coca-Cola would soon sell packaged soda in China, I knew western influence would change the country. I wanted to see it before that happened. So when Dad and Mom mentioned this tour, I signed on too.


That first night in my Chengdu hotel room, I replayed the airport scene over and over as I readied for bed. The roommate assigned to me for the tour had canceled at the last minute, and I was grateful that night not to make small talk. Witnessing my mother with her classmates had reordered my world. While much of my childhood remained fuzzy, I remembered Mom as often distant. At times she erupted in volcanic rages. Dad was even-tempered, but when she aimed her anger at him, he eventually countered her verbal jabs, although never with her level of acrimony. Now I’d glimpsed a different person. What had caused Mom to close off to her family?


Repetitive sounds drifting through the open window broke my thoughts. I crossed the room to investigate. The dim streetlight illuminated a woman in a dark blue Mao jacket and trousers sweeping the sidewalk three stories below. The streets of China always teemed with people, but fewer were out at this hour, and they detoured around the street sweeper as she worked. A bamboo pushcart nearby was filled with brooms of several sizes, each handmade of twigs lashed to a bamboo pole. One surprise of the trip so far was how little mechanization I’d seen in China, shown most starkly by the bicycles choking the streets and the lack of cars.


As the night was warm and muggy, I left the unscreened window open, despite noting the mosquito netting hanging above my bed. The faint breeze coming in felt good. I settled in bed, turned off the lamp, and arranged the netting in anticipation of nighttime visitors. Sleep was slow to come. I lay awake, the image of Mom greeting her classmates in my head. She had made these friends when she was twenty-four, living in a country so different from what she knew. I couldn’t imagine what that must have been like for her. My parents had spent their first two years in Chengdu in language study. Then Dad began teaching in the medical school—in Chinese—and Mom, having had one year of medical studies in the United States, entered the school as a student. Her experiences bridged language and culture, cementing friendships that withstood thirty-five years of separation.


As I lay hoping for sleep, a memory surfaced of a visit to my parents after I had married. Mom was at work, and Dad had brewed tea for us. Settling beside me on the living room couch, he had handed me a yellowed newspaper photo with a caption about Philadelphia’s annual spring flower show. An attractive young woman in a flapper-style dress kneeled on the grass. With a hint of a smile, she reached toward a lavish display of potted flowers.


I had put my teacup down to look more closely. “That’s Mom—she’s gorgeous! Where did this come from?”


“I found it last week in an old file and thought you’d enjoy seeing it.” He chuckled. “That photo played a big part in our getting together.”


They’d met in Philadelphia in autumn of 1929. Dad had his MD from the University of Pennsylvania and was in his last year of training for internal medicine. He had just been appointed by the American Baptist Foreign Mission Board to teach in Chengdu. Mom was in her first year at Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania.1 Having been refused admission by a school close to her South Carolina home, she had ventured north of the Mason-Dixon Line for the first time.


“Tell me more about the photo and what happened.”


“If I was going halfway around the world from my family, I wanted companionship—a wife. Someone who could laugh and talk seriously too,” he said. “By then I had only six months to find the right woman and convince her to marry me.”


“Tall order,” I said, taking a sip of tea. “Especially when you’re going to China.”


He laughed. “Ah, but then I’d already met her.” He turned toward me, his eyes shining. “I met Clinky at a student forum at the Chestnut Street Baptist Church early in the school year. We all introduced ourselves. I was impressed she was studying medicine. She was vivacious and easy to talk to.” He gave a sly grin. “She laughed at my jokes, too—obviously a very intelligent woman.”


“Ha!” I gave him a playful poke with my elbow. “Did you ask her out?”


He shook his head ruefully. “I had duty every night till ten thirty and was so tired I’d go home and fall into bed. In truth, she was a bit intimidating—seemingly perfect. I talked with her several more times at church.”


“So the photo changed things?”


“It was a reminder.” He picked up the photo. “This Philadelphia Inquirer photo was the nudge I needed. I hadn’t seen her for several months, but I tracked her down.”


“Well, I’m glad you did, or I wouldn’t be here.” I had leaned my head briefly on his shoulder. I knew what came next but let him tell the story. He was enjoying his memories.


“I wrote a note asking if she could pull away from her studies and go to a talk about medical missions on the Labrador coast.” He’d beamed. “I’ve never forgotten what she said in return. ‘Oh! Gee! I’d love to! I have an exam that day, so I’ll be ready to go out!’”


Still awake in my hotel room in Chengdu, I rolled onto my side, trying to imagine my parents in their twenties. A whirlwind courtship had followed, so their first date must have been memorable. Two months later he’d asked Mom if she would pack her trunk and go to China with him—his exact words, according to her.


Although more women sought work in those years, my mother was bucking the norm of wives tending to home life and husbands being the sole breadwinners. Her determination to become a doctor was fierce, and she was lucky to have met Dad, a progressive thinker who had supported her ambitions.


At some point, I drifted off to sleep in the humid Chengdu night. I awoke bleary-eyed the next morning when my alarm rang. The tiny spots of blood on my sheet spoke of the middle-of-the-night battle with mosquitoes that had found their way under the netting. Getting up, I retrieved the thermos of piping-hot water that appeared every morning outside my door. Making a welcome cup of tea, I thought about the gathering my parents’ friends had planned for the day. Mom had written to a Chinese colleague several months before our tour to say we were coming. She’d sent the letter to the medical school, hoping it would be delivered. Just days before we left, a brief letter arrived saying a celebration was planned.


As I drank my tea and thought about their friends, I recalled visiting my parents in 1968 when China’s Cultural Revolution was wreaking havoc. The Red Guards had rampaged across the countryside, destroying temples and cultural objects, accusing elders and academics of clinging to traditional values and western thought. During my visit, we had watched Walter Cronkite one night on their black-and-white television. A video from China came on showing people being paraded through the street in dunce caps, wearing placards with Chinese characters proclaiming their “crimes.” Most people were older, so some may have been former academics.


Mom had become distraught during the video and had turned to Dad, her brow furrowed. “Johnny, they don’t say where this was taken. I’m afraid to watch for fear of seeing Zhang Meilan or Guo Wenliang.”2


He had reached to squeeze her hand. “Don’t lose hope. We have to believe they’re okay.”


Mom’s mention of their friends by name had personalized the news video for me. They’d had no word from China since Mao had assumed power, but their friends were never far from her thoughts, as I had learned later in that same visit. Mom and I were having lunch the next day when she got up to get more coffee. While she was in the kitchen, I had looked up at the painted scroll hanging on the wall depicting China’s last empress dowager. Growing up, we kids had nicknamed her “the freckled lady” because of the slight mildew bloom across her cheeks.


When Mom returned, she had shared the story of her friendship with her classmate, Dr. Zhang. “When we were getting ready to leave China for good in 1944, she and I pledged to keep our memories of each other alive.” She gazed out the window and was quiet for a moment. “Every month we look at the full moon and remember the other halfway around the world watching the same moon. For more than two decades now. . . .” Her voice trailed off as sadness veiled her face.


“That’s a beautiful story, Mom.” I was touched—and surprised. She rarely shared something so personal. “I’m glad you had such a close friendship.”


Looking down, she had clutched her hands together and said, almost in a whisper, “I just hope she’s okay.”


In my hotel room, as I dressed to meet my parents for breakfast, I realized Dr. Zhang had not been among the friends who had welcomed us the previous day. Would she be at today’s gathering? Another question surfaced immediately. Would knowing more about my parents’ time in China help me understand this puzzle that was my mother?


This thought would launch me on a journey that brought me to a better understanding of both my parents and a closer relationship with them. Only decades later did I realize the more fundamental breakthrough: China was the key to discovering my authentic self. I would return to China several more times. I would form my own friendships there, including one with Dr. Zhang’s daughter, and explore landscapes that tugged at my soul with their beauty. I would bring my adult children and my niece to China, enabling them to experience firsthand their grandparents’ legacy and link the generations in a profound way. These discoveries and more were all set in motion by that poignant reunion in the Chengdu airport.
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I knew from an early age I didn’t fit in.


When I entered Miss Mason’s second grade at Philippi Elementary School in September 1948, I faced my third set of new classmates in twelve months. Everyone stared as Miss Mason introduced me, and the thought of making friends yet again terrified me. I didn’t speak with the local West Virginia accent, just one of the things that made me shy and self-conscious.


My life until then had been so unlike my classmates’ lives. I was acutely aware of these differences, even if they were not. Few of them had been outside the state, maybe even the county, whereas I had lived the first three years of my young life on the other side of the planet. My family had escaped war-torn China and lived for six months as refugees in Mumbai, India.1 The mercy ship MS Gripsholm rescued us along with several hundred other missionary families and brought us through the Suez Canal and “home” to the United States.


With my family making multiple moves in the three years after reaching these shores, my concept of home was shaky. We lived for a year in Rochester, New York, in housing provided by Colgate Rochester Divinity School for missionaries on furlough, while my parents investigated places to settle. Philippi, in north-central West Virginia, offered a promising combination: a small town, a Baptist-affiliated college, and a regional medical clinic with job openings for both my parents. We moved in 1946, and Dad joined the clinic’s practice. But Mom’s foreign degree blocked her from obtaining a state medical license, even though West China Union University was chartered through the State of New York and offered an accredited program of western medicine. Foreign doctors had flooded the United States after World War II, and a foreign diploma was no longer sufficient to practice medicine in most states.


Mom applied to several medical schools and explained her dilemma, asking for admission into the fourth-year class. Women’s Medical College in Philadelphia, where she first began her studies, accepted her. In August 1947, my mother, my two siblings and I, and our live-in housekeeper moved to Philadelphia for Mom’s school year. We saw little of Dad during that time. As the newest clinic doctor, he was often on call for emergencies. He arranged a few days off around Christmas, though, and came by train to visit. Mom graduated in June, earning her second medical diploma. We returned to West Virginia, and she joined the clinic, seeing pediatric patients.


Philippi nestled among rolling hills with the Tygart Valley River and the adjacent railroad threading through town. An imposing pink sandstone county courthouse anchored the central square amid several blocks of stores, offices, and restaurants. At the west end of Main Street, a white two-lane covered bridge bearing the words FIRST LAND BATTLE OF THE CIVIL WAR spanned the river, while a two-story brick building housing both elementary and high schools anchored the east end. An underground coal mine was tucked in a hollow several miles from town, and a fair number of my schoolmates came from families whose men worked in the mine.


I began second grade in Philippi as a six-year-old, a full year younger than my classmates, having been promoted from kindergarten to first grade halfway through my Philadelphia school year. Although my age factored into my shyness, my greatest embarrassment was my family’s connection to China.


With “Red China” frequently in the news, my parents often gave talks about their fourteen years in Chengdu, wanting to put a human face on the Chinese and boost understanding of this ancient culture. China’s closure to the outside world had revived decades-old stereotypes of Chinese people and reinforced the postwar fear of communism. My parents remained fluent in Chinese, often speaking it at home and occasionally in public. Explaining a few words in a speech was one thing, but when they switched to Chinese in a store to discuss a purchase, I was mortified.


Over time I developed friendships. Jeannie became my first friend, maybe because she also had a different family situation. For reasons unbeknownst to me, she lived with her grandmother. Her grandma was warm and kind and reminded me of the children’s book character Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle, who always smelled like cookies. By the end of third grade, my circle of friends also included Janet and Judy. We called ourselves “the four J’s.” I was sad when Jeannie and her grandma moved away after third grade, but a new girl, Juanita, soon joined our class, and we adopted her into our J club.


Even in fourth grade I rarely spoke out in class and never talked about China. Then one day the subject surfaced in social studies class when Mrs. Jones made an announcement.


“For the next few weeks, children, we’ll study the world’s major countries.” As she talked, she listed countries alphabetically on the blackboard. “I’ll divide you into groups by country. Each group will put together a report and make a salt-dough map to show the geography and location of major cities.”


My stomach lurched when she wrote the word “China.” I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me. What happened next was worse than I’d expected. She had already decided the country assignments and began calling out names.


After finishing with Australia, Mrs. Jones said, “Now, with China we’re lucky to have someone who knows a bit about this subject. Jackie, since you were born in China, I’ve put you in that group. You’ll be in charge of the report.”


My cheeks flushed as several classmates turned to look at me. One boy pulled his eyes into slits. I was so humiliated I didn’t hear who else was in the group. Now all my classmates knew my deepest secret. My parents probably approved of this assignment, but for me it was an exercise in embarrassment. I don’t remember much more except lining up in front to give our group report and then sitting down with relief at my desk, out of the spotlight.


During fourth grade my family moved to a house two blocks from school. Every day I walked to classes with Janet, who became my best friend throughout our school years. Sometimes she invited me into her house in the afternoon. Her mother always offered me an after-school snack and asked about my day. My family no longer had live-in housekeepers, but an older woman from church came to be with us at lunchtime and after school. She was nice enough, but it wasn’t like having a mom at home.


At times the neighborhood kids gathered in our backyard for a pickup softball game, but I seldom invited anyone in to play, even when my parents were there. Inside, my home looked more Chinese to me than normal American, further emphasizing how different we were. In the living room, for example, four large vertical scrolls with giant calligraphic characters hung over the sofa. A huge brass bowl etched with dragons sat on a hand-carved wooden side table, each leg an elephant trunk curving up to a head complete with ivory tusks and three-dimensional leaflike ears. A brightly painted red-and-green Tibetan mask loomed gargoyle-like over a door, its eyes fierce, a sword held crosswise in its teeth. And much more. To me, normal was Janet’s home. That’s where we usually played or sometimes on the big swing on my front porch.


My mother was often critical and controlling. Appearances were important to her. She would back me up to a doorjamb for perfect posture—“Tuck your hips under, Jackie; you don’t want a swayback”—and fuss with my stick-straight hair, giving me home perms or pulling it into painfully tight barrettes or braids.


When I was ten and my sister Marilyn twelve, we convinced our parents the two of us and our brother Don could manage on our own after school. At an earlier age I’d wished my mother were at home like other mothers, but by then I was relieved to do as I pleased.


I never shared our family secret of Mom’s periodic rages. I only knew these episodes to happen at home, and they contributed to my feeling uneasy in my own skin, unable to ever get anything right. Emotional distance, intellectual conversation only, and no talk about feelings—these were the constants in my family. The tongue-lashings were unpredictable. I never knew what would set Mom off, and her anger was often out of proportion to whatever triggered the blowup. When she directed her ire at me, I figured it was my fault, that I’d done something wrong. Even with tirades aimed at others, my stomach filled with dread and I wished to be invisible.


We all avoided setting Mom off, yet without thinking, I did that one Saturday when I was fourteen. My parents had tickets for the football game at West Virginia University, an hour’s drive away. The weather was nasty—blustery, cold, spitting snow—and I didn’t want to go. I found Mom in her cramped bedroom closet, searching through hangers of blouses. Despite sensing her irritation, I blurted my question.


“Do I have to go to the old football game, Mom?”


She looked at me and frowned, her eyes narrowing. “Yes. We’re all going.”


“But I really don’t want to.”


“That doesn’t matter,” she said, her voice cold. “All five of us are going, so go get dressed right now. We have to leave soon.” She returned to her searching.


“Shit!” The word just slipped out.


She spun around, her eyes tight with fury. “What did you say?” Her hand shot out and grabbed my arm, hard. “I don’t want to hear that word again, young lady.”


“Shit, shit, shit,” I said, unable to help myself.


She squeezed my arm harder. “You’ll do as I say,” she hissed, her voice dripping with derision. “No one wants to hear such foul language. You won’t amount to anything if you keep this behavior up.” Her eyes darkened. “Go get ready—now!”


As I left her bedroom, I mumbled, “I hate you!”


I didn’t think she would hear me, but there was nothing wrong with her hearing.


Her bitter voice trailed after me. “What a miserable pill you are.”


The thought of sparking Mom’s temper usually tamped down any inclination I had to talk back. When she got mad, her words cut through my heart, and each time the hole became a bit bigger. I learned that expressing anger in return or reasoning with her made the situation worse. I learned that sharing vulnerable feelings, even in a normal conversation, could backfire, as she might turn my vulnerabilities back on me in a rage and humiliate me. I learned to navigate my precarious home environment by being a “good” girl and not drawing attention to myself. This became my approach with all authority figures, including Dad and my teachers.


I don’t remember ever talking with anyone in my family about Mom’s temper until long after I was on my own. Nor do I recall Dad intervening. All four of us—Dad and we kids—dealt with Mom’s anger independently, alone. Unconsciously, I buried my feelings and the associated hurt and shame. To avoid Mom’s ire, I became ever watchful of what went on around me and did what I thought would bring me approval.


Despite all the angst, there was laughter in our home. My father engaged in all kinds of banter, from jokes to puns to physical humor, which lightened the atmosphere. He took such delight in silliness that everyone around him would laugh too. Not even Mom could remain angry when he entered a room and barked like the terrier they had in China or oinked like a pig or acted out some funny story. More than once at a social event, I saw him “bend” a good silver teaspoon almost double, the children’s eyes growing wider, the hostess looking on uneasily and then laughing in relief as he removed his hands from the intact spoon.


Within the privacy of our home, my discomfort with China diminished some. Both my parents had fond memories of living there, so anything related to China brought out the best in them. We all loved Chinese food and often had rice and stir-fried vegetables. Occasionally my parents prepared sumptuous six-course feasts for company. For two days they would stay up late, slicing meats and chopping ginger, garlic, and vegetables. One dish I’ve never found on a restaurant menu: angular chunks of carrot and beef simmered with jiang-yu (soy sauce), ginger, fermented black soybeans, star anise, and crunchy mu-er (“tree ears” or lichens). We used the Chinese porcelain dishes and set a traditional table with a small plate, small bowl, and chopsticks at each place. My siblings and I gleefully flouted western custom. We drank soup straight from the bowl or used chopsticks to shovel rice and vegetables from the bowl into our mouths. We laughed when we burped, the ultimate Chinese compliment to the cook.


Every year I looked forward to our annual road trip, always two weeks in August. Our first car was a used 1940s Desoto that had terrible visibility from the back seat. Dad placed an orange crate on end behind the driver’s seat, and that’s where I sat until I grew tall enough to see out the window without it. My father treated these trips as adventures. He was relaxed and weathered Mom’s criticisms with good humor. Every other year, we drove to South Carolina to visit Mom’s family. In alternate years we traveled to places like Niagara Falls or Maine, or we visited Dad’s brothers and sister in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Michigan.


Even as a youngster, I recognized the contrast between my parents’ families. I never knew my paternal grandparents. My grandfather, an American Baptist minister, died while Dad was in college, and my grandmother passed away not long before we left China. Whenever Dad and his siblings got together, they joked and told stories on each other, laughing boisterously. There seemed to be plenty of stories about Dad, the youngest. He and Uncle Merrill, less than eighteen months apart, had been best friends growing up. More than once I heard Uncle Merrill tell a story about Dad as a toddler.


“John, do you remember when you were two and a half and you crawled under the pews during Father’s church service?”


I never knew if Dad remembered this or just the telling, but he’d start to grin.


“No one noticed you,” my uncle continued, “so Father must’ve been preaching a pretty good sermon. Mother didn’t miss you until you started pinching the ladies’ ankles and saying, ‘Fleabite, fleabite.’ That disrupted the service while Mother retrieved you.” Then my uncle broke into his distinctive laugh, “Ahuh, ahuh, ahuh.”


I looked forward to the immersion in good-natured bantering that happened on visits with Dad’s siblings. I wished our family were more like that.


Mom’s childhood had little in common with Dad’s. Her parents lived in the Deep South their entire lives. My grandmother had grown up on a farm in northeast Georgia, just across the border from my grandfather’s family in South Carolina. One summer we drove to the rundown farm near Granddaddy’s family home where Mom had lived as a child, before the family moved to Greenville when she began high school.


“Daddy was very clever,” Mom said. “He crossbred cattle and devised systems for us to have running water and electricity long before others had them.” Then her veneer of pride vanished and her voice turned flat. “He ran our household with an iron hand. Children were to be seen and not heard.”


I sensed little lightness or joy in the few times she spoke of her childhood, and my own experiences from our summer visits reinforced this impression.


Granddaddy and Hapink (a nickname bestowed by a cousin) lived in a small brick house with two bright red crape myrtle bushes gracing the front walk. Hapink’s round, pretty face was framed by dark hair that she colored until late in life. The mouthwatering meals she fixed were different from ours at home: grits with redeye gravy made from Granddaddy’s own salt-cured ham, fried chicken, green beans cooked all day with a ham bone, and delicious hand-cranked peach ice cream. Hapink was a poet. Her poems, sometimes printed in the newspaper, were filled with references to family, flowers, and the beauty of nature, often with religious overtones. Mom helped her publish a small book of poetry in 1958.


Granddaddy was a medium-sized balding man with wispy red hair and a cruel glint in his eyes. He had a sour demeanor and was often berating someone—usually Hapink and at times another of my relatives, but never my family.


One morning, coming into the kitchen for breakfast, I slid into the booth seat and instantly sensed tension. Several adults besides my grandparents were there. Hapink put a plate of fried eggs and grits in front of me. Inhaling the tantalizing aroma of buttered eggs, I realized I had walked into one of Granddaddy’s rants.


“Bertie, I’ve never heard such ridiculous drivel,” he said to Hapink, shaking his head. “You’re always taking up for the underdog. That’s just downright stupid.”


My grandmother pursed her lips and looked down but didn’t respond. No one said anything, though someone coughed or cleared a throat. The spiteful words triggered memories of similar instances at home with Mom, and the familiar flush of shame crept up my face. I bolted down my now-tasteless eggs and escaped.


Granddaddy had a ritual he performed whenever there were several grandchildren around. With a fiendish expression in his ice-blue eyes, he’d look at each child in turn, then yell, “Granddaddy wants chicken meat!” Then he’d sit back with a smirk and watch the children scream and scatter. I don’t know about the others, but I screamed out of terror, not fun. I never knew what he intended, but I had images in my head of him grabbing me and gnawing on my neck or pinching me unmercifully. I wasn’t going to wait to find out.


One of Hapink’s poems was titled “The Words We Utter.” It contains these lines: “watch well the things you say, my dear one, / repress the cruel words that give such pain.” She never raised her voice to Granddaddy as far as I know. I never heard any family member confront him on his behavior or criticize him out of earshot.


On more than one visit I overheard Mom say to a sister or brother, “Jackie is so like our family. Marilyn and Don both take after Johnny.”


This comment stayed with me. I know now she meant physical attributes, but at the time I absorbed more: resemblance, personality, behavior. But I knew I didn’t want to be like her family, especially Granddaddy.


Not until much later did I recognize the counterbalance my father provided to the negative influences of my childhood. Besides his optimism and humor, Dad was a master storyteller. Some of my most enjoyable childhood memories involved him describing the adventures he and Mom had in China in the 1930s before we were born. I listened with rapt attention, never tiring of hearing the same stories over and over.


In one, Dad set out from Chengdu to walk to Mount Omei (now Emeishan), a sacred mountain three days away by foot. He and Mom had planned a month at the missionaries’ summer retreat—a compound of cabins built on an Omei foothill on land rented from a Buddhist temple. Mom had gone ahead with friends and was already there. On his way, Dad became trapped between two battling warlords. He tried route after route to get through the military lines, to no avail. For ten days no one knew where he was. Friends sent messages back and forth: “Where is Lenox?” Finally making his way back to Chengdu, he sent a message to Mom saying he was safe and would stay put there.


Another time, as he accompanied a sick missionary downriver, soldiers began shooting at them, intending to confiscate the boat. The captain maneuvered to the bank where Dad, speaking Chinese, negotiated with the warlord himself to let them continue. Upon learning my father was a doctor, the warlord insisted Dad examine his ailing concubine before allowing him to proceed.


My favorite story was of their six-week trek into Tibet in 1932, traveling part of the ancient tea road and trade route to Lhasa. They had ten porters to carry their supplies: tent, cots, clothes, books, canned food, and medicines. They stayed in village inns or set up camp in the countryside. Best of all, they made a side trip by horseback to see the snow-clad Minya Konka, the highest mountain on the eastern rim of the Tibetan Plateau, which they had glimpsed from the summit of Mount Omei. Making their way into a high, remote valley one ridge removed from the Minya Konka, they encountered a summer encampment of local Tibetans who had brought their yak to graze on the tender young grasses. They camped one night near the Tibetans’ large black tents made of woven yak hair. Whenever Dad told this story, I knew from the faraway look in his eyes that he was transported back in time to that valley with the yak.


Although my father was unable to shield us from my mother’s anger, he lightened the tension in our home with humor. He also modeled optimism and kindness. These traits, along with his stories of adventure, provided a lifeline that allowed me to escape, if only briefly, the sadness pervading my childhood.
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I was a blank slate when I graduated from high school. I always knew what would follow—with my parents, college was a given—but I gave little thought to the future beyond college. Not until quite recently did I understand why.


In a writing workshop several years ago, the instructor asked us to write for fifteen minutes about what we had dreamed of becoming when we were children. Everyone else began to write and, after fifteen minutes, shared how they wanted to be a firefighter, a teacher, a doctor, and more. Stunned that I had nothing to write about, I sat motionless, absorbing the knowledge that thinking about the future hadn’t occurred to me as a child.


Dreaming and imagining the future would have required turning inward, where pain and humiliation lay stored. I focused outward, always monitoring what was happening around me so I could please my parents and avoid my mother’s temper and harsh words.


As a result, upon finishing high school I was timid, indecisive, and immature. I had no idea what I wanted to do in life. Most of my high school classes had been uninspired and boring, and I’d made good grades with little studying. Not one teacher provided a role model that attracted me to their profession or to their field of study. With no career guidance at my high school and my parents not wanting to unduly influence us, I was on my own.


I took the easy route, following my sister Marilyn to the same liberal arts college in Ohio with little more than a cursory glance at other schools. I also followed her into a biology major, a chemistry minor, and, after she graduated, the job she’d had as a student lab assistant in the biology department. Although we were not close then, she blazed a path that seemed like safe terrain. I thought little about what I would do with a biology degree. Yet I absorbed from my parents the desire to work in some capacity that served a larger purpose beyond myself.


In college I discovered a pleasure in learning. In addition to courses in my declared subject areas, I took history and psychology courses. Most of my biology classes related to the human body, but in the fall semester of senior year I veered into a field ecology course on winter tree identification. We made weekly field trips off campus into November. Even in the bare-branch stage, I delighted in identifying a tree by its bark, the shape of a winter bud, or the thickness and character of a leafless twig. A peaceful feeling always washed over me upon entering the Ohio woods, especially as the trees assumed their autumn colors.


On our class field trip the October week of peak foliage, with the trees cloaked in vibrant hues of gold, reddish-orange, and crimson, I realized why these forays into the forest struck such a deep chord. My father had taken us kids for Sunday walks in the West Virginia woods in the fall, his favorite time of year. He pointed out the colorful trees and named the birds we saw. Before turning for home, we picked up the prettiest fallen leaves to take home to Mom.


I met my future husband, Tom, at college. Although we were classmates, our paths crossed little until junior year when his premed major meant we had similar schedules. In classes we were friendly competitors for grades and conversation came easily, a new experience for me. When he teased me in the labs, the dimples that appeared when he smiled made my heart melt. I knew he was on the football team, and that spring when we began dating, I learned he also threw the shot and discus for the track team. In addition to being athletic, he was self-confident and had known for years he wanted to be a doctor—qualities I found attractive in part because I lacked them.


Tom and I married in June 1963, a week after graduation and a few months after my twenty-first birthday. I hadn’t gone to college seeking a husband like some women of my generation; I was in love for the first time, and marriage seemed a natural next step. In hindsight, I should not have married so young. But no one counseled me to wait, not even my mother, who had married at twenty-two. Not that I would have listened! Marriage allowed me to avoid what I was ill-prepared to do—to make my own decisions and act on them. By marrying, I transferred dependency from my parents to my husband.


We moved to Rochester, New York, where Tom entered medical school. He had a large extended family living east of Rochester in the Finger Lakes region. My first big gathering was Thanksgiving dinner, held at the home of one of Tom’s uncles. When we entered the house, the first person to greet us was an aunt.


Seeing me with Tom, she said, “Jackie, how nice to meet you at last. I’ve heard so much about you, dear.” And she embraced me in a big bear hug.


I was startled, being used to the awkward clinches of my family that substituted for hugs. After my first thought—oh my god, they’re huggers—other relatives surrounded me and drew me farther into the house, also offering affectionate hugs. From the beginning I felt loved and accepted in a family very different from my own. I soon relaxed and began to enjoy the warm tribal camaraderie of my in-laws.


In Rochester I worked as the supervisor of a medical research lab investigating gastric enzymes—not a subject I chose but the position available when I applied near the end of college. My job was to oversee the research process and keep the lab running smoothly. The pay was pathetic, even for the times. As a medical student, Tom’s wages for three months’ work during the summer was equivalent to my annual salary.


As a university employee, I could take classes at little cost. In Tom’s first year of medical school, I took a graduate-level physiology course and later met with a biology professor to discuss a master’s program. We lived on a shoestring, and I explained my need to take classes part-time. The professor said the department had just decided to accept full-time students only, regardless of qualifications. Who knows what would have happened if I’d questioned his response. I put graduate school aside for the time being. I didn’t share my thoughts about future graduate study with Tom, and he, preoccupied with his own classes, didn’t encourage me further.


These medical school years coincided with the growing turbulence of the mid-1960s. Like everyone, I was shocked by President Kennedy’s assassination and watched the funeral tableau on our small black-and-white television. The following summer President Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, and within weeks riots and looting erupted across the city from our apartment. The riots were quelled by National Guard soldiers, but the unrest provided a glimpse into the turmoil engulfing the country.


Despite these events and the growing Vietnam War protests, we lived mostly in a bubble, going to the medical center every weekday—Tom to classes, I to the lab. Our weekend social life consisted of an occasional movie or get-togethers with a small circle of married friends, the husbands in Tom’s class and the wives all working to put them through school. At times I had doubts about where my life was going, but I stuck with the coping habits that had helped me through childhood: to live day by day and not think about the future.


We saw our parents mostly on holidays or school breaks. On one visit to my folks, I came across the photos taken during our family road trips as I was growing up. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, I looked through the pictures. In the first one, Mom sat at a picnic table as my brother and I horsed around in the background. As a kid I’d intuitively connected Mom’s anger with unhappiness, yet the naked sadness on her face astonished me. She stared into the distance, oblivious to the camera, lost in her own thoughts. I put that photo down and lifted the next to see a different setting but the same scene: a somber Mom paying no attention to what was going on around her, interacting with no one. As I went through the photos one by one, only the ages of the children and the outdoor setting changed. Dad must have taken the photos because he appeared in none. Mom was at best pensive, more often downcast or despondent.


Growing up, I had wondered if she wanted to be a mother. Sitting with the photos that day, another question came to mind. Was her marriage the cause of her unhappiness? I kept these thoughts to myself too. In my relationship with Tom, as with my birth family, we avoided uncomfortable, personal subjects.


As Tom’s last year of medical school approached, a decision loomed: where to apply for his year of internship. That summer we drove to the West Coast, camping along the way in national parks and national forests. This was my first time in the Rocky Mountains and the Cascades. I was gobsmacked by the sweeping views, extensive forests, and crisp air. One day in Glacier National Park, we hiked to a mountain pass and back, a total of thirteen miles. We hadn’t intended to hike so far, but I kept wanting to see what was beyond the next curve in the trail or the view from the next rise. Not accustomed to such strenuous exercise, I was sore for the next week, but the exhilaration of being in the wilderness stayed with me.


As we made our way through the Pacific Northwest and down the coast to California, I found myself thinking about Tom’s internship and raised the subject one day in the car.


“You know, your internship is only for one year. We could live in an entirely new place.”


“Uh-huh.” He glanced at me, then turned his attention back to driving.


“This is such gorgeous country. What would you say to living out west somewhere, trying it for a year?”


“Sure, we can think about it,” he said, although he didn’t sound excited about the idea.


We never discussed the topic further as Tom soon decided to join the navy in exchange for the government paying for his last year of school. Despite my disappointment, I didn’t argue because it would ease our tight financial situation.


With Tom’s graduation in 1967, I took a tiny step toward becoming my own person. Four years of medical research was enough for me. I still had a desire for work that contributed to society but didn’t yet know what that might look like. Reflecting on a career had to take a back seat anyway because I was pregnant. We were both thrilled with this imminent change in our family. Tom was assigned to Bethesda Naval Hospital for his internship, and we spent the next year in the Washington, DC, area.


Our son, John, named after my father, was born in November. The first time I held him I fell deeply in love with this tiny human being, responding to him intuitively—a new reaction for me. With my new baby, I allowed my heart to lead without further questioning or shielding my feelings. I was experiencing unconditional love for the first time, although unaware of the concept then.


With Tom’s long hours, the childcare fell solely to me. Tom would come home and pick Johnny up to play with him. I would soon find him lying on the couch or the floor with this wee baby on his chest, father and son both asleep—a scene so sweet it never failed to warm my heart.


After his internship Tom opted for six months of flight surgeon’s training. We moved to Pensacola, Florida, where Johnny learned to walk on the white sand beaches. Duty assignments came in early 1969 near the end of the training, when the Vietnam War was raging. The newly minted flight surgeons had to choose between operational duty—assignment to a specific squadron of navy pilots and the certainty of going to Vietnam—or a nonoperational assignment to a specific base for the duration of military duty. Tom chose the latter, which put him into a lottery. He called me immediately after the drawing.


“I got Olathe, Kansas.” When I burst into tears, he asked, “Jackie, what’s wrong? With my parents now in Wichita, we won’t be far from them.”


“What’s the navy doing in Kansas?” I asked, my heart sinking. I had seen the list of openings but must have skipped over Kansas. With our western camping trip still in mind, I’d been hoping for one of the West Coast openings or even the base in Iceland.


“It’s a Naval Reserve base,” he replied. “Hey, if you really don’t want Kansas, I have an hour to trade assignments. I’ll see what I can do.”


“Thanks, Tom. I’d really appreciate that.”


I hoped someone in the class wanted to live in Kansas. The next hour was pure torture, and I was hovering by the phone when it rang.


“Jackie, only one person wanted to trade. This guy grew up in Kansas City and preferred Olathe to Kodiak, Alaska. So that’s where we’re going. I hope you’re okay with living on an island in the Gulf of Alaska.”


I let out a huge breath of utter relief.


It is no exaggeration to say Tom’s trade transformed my life. I had never heard of Kodiak, an island southwest of Anchorage, one hundred miles long and famous for king crab and the giant Kodiak brown bear. We traded vehicles with the Marine couple who lived in the apartment next to ours—our station wagon for their Volkswagen camper—and in April 1969 we headed north from Pensacola. After spending a week with friends in Rochester, Tom dropped me off at my folks’. My father, always up for an adventure, climbed into the camper with Tom for the drive across the country and north through Canada to Alaska. They parted in Anchorage, Dad flying home and Tom taking a ferry to Kodiak.


I followed with Johnny by air in mid-May, arriving during the spring rains. For two solid weeks clouds hung low, and rain fell steadily. I wondered what I was in for. When the clouds lifted, I beheld a lush landscape: mountains cloaked in a sumptuous new green and the slate-gray ocean rolling in waves onto black volcanic-sand beaches. The kitchen of our base duplex faced the aptly named Barometer Mountain. One glance out the window gave a reading on the cloud ceiling and current weather. I embraced the Kodiak mantra: “When the sun shines, drop everything and go outside, for the rains will return.”


The town of Kodiak and the base just south are located on the northeast end of the island, with Native Aleut villages scattered on the coast farther south and on the western side. The island then had forty-five miles of roads that linked the town and the base, extending a bit north of town and more extensively south of the base, with side roads to scenic or fishing spots. The roads were gravel except for pavement between the town and the base.



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Whispers
from
the Valley
of the Yak

A Memoir of
Coming Full Circle

Jacquelyn Lenox Tuxill

)

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/linea.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.jpg
West éh?lna

GIANSIU

5
&
AY

Chonggin

Mt. Omei
10,167 ft,

w mq.
YUANHNA« JK" \

GUANG;XI

miles

125

kilometers






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part I: Finding My Way



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9









		Part II: Finding My Parents



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19









		Part III: Finding Myself



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24









		Epilogue



		Endnotes



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Part 1: Finding My Way



		Chapter 1



		Acknowledgments



		Endnotes



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		i



		ii



		v



		vi



		vii



		ix



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		107



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		285



		286



		287



		289












OEBPS/images/9781647425500.jpg
2 7 s 197
n
o] C
i i
! |
|
‘ i
| |
|
E ]
3
|
i

Jacquelyn Lenox Tuxill











