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THE 1960S WERE MY FORMATIVE years.

In 1961, I arrived in the United States, naïve, starry-eyed, looking like a scrawny teenager even though I was already twenty-one. Beginning with my flight to America, powerful events throughout the decade hit me like an endless tsunami, wave after wave, sweeping away my past, cutting me loose from all my tethers, and unbeknownst to me, transforming me into a person I could never have foreseen becoming.

It may be lamentable that I grew up in a pitiless, unforgiving China and a brutal British colony, Hong Kong, only to land in an America that was on the cusp of being torn apart in a soul-searching transformation. But World War II, the Chinese civil war, totalitarianism in China, colonialism in Hong Kong, and the tumultuous 1960s in America educated me in ways no institutional curriculum could possibly have done. Grief and hardship notwithstanding, the wars, the poverty, the oppression, the broken family, the turmoil during the first thirty years of my life laid bare the human condition for me to ponder and taught me lessons that were at once edifying, provocative and challenging.

The turmoil in America’s 1960s began with a new socio-political and environmental awareness among many Americans. This awareness was initiated by the debunking of the “affluent society” ‘in Michael Harrington’s The Other America: Poverty in the United States, the invigoration of the civil rights movement under the leadership of Martin Luther King Jr., and a chilling clarion call on the human degradation of planet earth by Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” in the New Yorker. The revelation and exposure of the dark side of the United States shocked the conscience of many Americans. Many of the prospering American middle class, who had trusted the American institutions wholeheartedly since World War II, began to question their government’s moral authority. But that was merely the beginning, the tip of the iceberg of the turbulence in the 1960s.

Then came the Vietnam War and the antiwar movement, a juggernaut alongside the concomitant repudiation of established norms by the new “baby boomer” generation that was coming of age. Young Americans raged against the war, demanded equality and justice for all, agitated for political reform, fueled the feminist movement, rebelled against environmental destruction, trashed values dear to the heart of their elders, and sought alternative lifestyles in their existential quandaries. Tension and conflict mounted in the United States. Confrontations between dissidents and the authorities dominated American life. The assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy further exacerbated the turbulence.

I used the metaphor of the open sea for the title of my memoir exploring the first two decades of my life, The Bitter Sea: Coming of Age in a China before Mao. The metaphor remains valid in my American experience during the 1960s, which constituted the third decade of my life. Hence, the title of this volume, The Turbulent Sea: Passage to a New World.

Part One of this book recounts my experience of leaving Hong Kong and pursuing formal education at Bowdoin College, Stanford University and, finally, UC Berkeley.

Part Two narrates the stories of five remarkable individuals, Yuha, Keith, Anatole, Rudy, and Francelle, who played vital roles in my intellectual, political, psychological and professional development. It was not their intention to influence me, change my values, mold my personality, or impose a particular worldview on me. Nevertheless, my belated growing-up during my twenties was shaped and forged by my interactions with them. The stories about them, while providing some snapshots of the time in an academic environment, reveal what happened in America and what transpired in my head in the 1960s. But I was, by no means, aware of my mental processes or my intellectual progression.

The last person in Part Two, David, an old friend from Hong Kong, had a chance meeting with me one evening in Berkeley toward the end of the decade. Our interaction, inadvertently, induced me to embark on a new pursuit, a pursuit that has reconnected me to the culture and civilization in which I spent the first two decades of my existence.

This book could not have been written without the emotional and psychological support of my family—Kate, Rachel and Gabriel. Their love and encouragement are invaluable.

Many friends helped me as I wrote this book. Anna and Petar Kokotovich, Roger Friedland, Jeff Saltzman and Peter Saltzman offered constructive criticism. David Sprecher provided positive feedback. Laura Kalman and Kate Metropolis went to great lengths to shepherd the narrative into maturity. They read an early draft, raised insightful questions and pointed out my lapses into grammatical as well as narrative quagmire. Kate Metropolis edited several versions of the manuscript, caught unidiomatic expressions along the way and improved my writing skill.

Years ago, Judith Regan, through repeated prodding, coaxed me into creative writing. Creative writing has always fascinated me, but I lacked the confidence to plunge in. Now, writing and reading have become a daily routine, injecting vigor and validation in my life. Thanks to her, I look forward to that routine every morning. As usual, her editorial comments and suggestions on an earlier draft of this book were illuminating. Without them, my effort to write this book could not have come to fruition.







PART ONE
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IT WAS SEPTEMBER 7, 1961. a TWA (Trans World Airline) plane, its four propeller engines roaring, hurtled through the cumulus clouds as it climbed into the sky. Hong Kong, with all of its bustling activities and densely packed low-rise buildings, shrouded in a thin cocoon of soot and smog, was receding fast. Soon it shrank into a nondescript speck in the South China Sea. As the plane leveled, its roar shifted into a steady drone, the cumulus clouds vanished, and at a distance, the pale blue sky met the glittering, deep blue sea in an arc that looked to me like nature’s artful design of a hidden entrance to an infinite void.

“An infinite void?” The self-monitor system in my brain screamed, even though I was choking with emotions. I began to worry that the perception of an infinite void could lead to infinite loneliness, an ailment of fear and despair that had haunted me from time to time. Whenever the ailment descended on me, I felt as if I had been cast into the dark matter of outer space: silent, lifeless and amorphous.

My very first bout of infinite loneliness occurred in 1951, when Father, after lashing out at me physically, announced that I wasn’t his son because his offspring could not possibly be as impertinent, ill-mannered and ugly as I was. The physical punishment was not remotely as devastating as his announcement that I wasn’t his son, and therefore, I didn’t belong to his family. It was tantamount to a pending death sentence because, in 1951, a homeless child in Hong Kong was unlikely to survive. The possibility of being cast out of a home produced a crippling fear in me. That fear, coupled with the knowledge that there was no place for me in this world, brought on infinite loneliness. Even today, I can still feel that suffocating despondency at the time when I stared into the open space after escaping into the mountains of Hong Kong’s New Territories, which remained pristine and unspoiled.

By the time I was eighteen years of age, after having suffered infinite loneliness repeatedly, I had developed a way of combating it:

Run as if the devil were behind, closing the gap.

In the New Territories, I ran until my legs started cramping and my chest felt as if it was going to explode. Then, I stopped, holding onto a tree or leaning against a boulder to avoid collapsing. As soon as my shaky legs were strong enough to support my weight, I bent over while moaning and sucking air like a bellow. Once the savage pounding of my heart subsided and the cramp-inducing flood of lactic acid in my legs receded, I resumed running. This two-stage cycle of therapeutic combat against infinite loneliness was repeated until utter exhaustion had obliterated all my emotions. Then, dragging myself to my living quarters, I collapsed in my bed, semi-comatose for a while, and fell asleep in sweat-drenched clothing.

On my journey to the United States, I wanted to avoid infinite loneliness at all costs. But an airplane was not a place to run. In order to ward off the onset of that deadly ailment, I began to mount a mental defense, questioning myself and reminiscing about my life in Hong Kong.

“Has the fear of stepping into the unknown induced this pessimistic image of an infinite void?” I wondered.

“Yes,” I sighed and reluctantly admitted that leaving the only world and culture familiar to me was unsettling and frightening. Hong Kong, a brutal and unforgiving British colony in the 1950s, was not a place that I treasured. After 1949, millions of Chinese refugees poured into Hong Kong from China to escape the communists. At the time, Hong Kong was an economically backward British colony, far from becoming a glittering tourist attraction and international financial center. Its only nascent industry involved garment and textile production, created by immigrant entrepreneurs from Shanghai. The Chinese people living in Hong Kong did not even qualify as second-class citizens. In fact, calling them citizens was an exaggeration. They were stateless colonial subjects, under the thumb of Brits, who went there to enrich themselves and enhance the royal coffers as the era of European colonialism was coming to an end. The People’s Republic of China did not consider the people of Hong Kong citizens and refused to extend any protection or grant any rights to them. They didn’t qualify for Chinese passports. Nor were they entitled to British passports. Everyone’s preoccupation in Hong Kong during the 1950s was physical survival: finding food and shelter. In fact, the expression for seeking employment in the local Cantonese language, “won-sei,” literally means “looking for food.”

Stressed by their struggle for survival, Hong Kong people became obsessed with financial security, a goal that was psychologically unattainable even for those few who had amassed a fortune. The rich remained insecure because in the back of their minds, they knew that their wealth could vanish into thin air at any moment due to an unforeseen political change. An individual had no protection against political upheaval or the unscrupulous machination of a government agency. The fear of destitution and abject penury haunted the Chinese people for nearly one hundred years until the Communists came to power. During the first 40 years of their reign, before the reintroduction of a harnessed free enterprise and guided capitalism, the Communists relegated wealth to the dustbin. Everyone in China, except the communist cadres, lived at a subsistence level. But the Communists had their own distinctive ways of terrorizing people. Chairman Mao, for instance, favored the mobilization of mobs to vanquish what he perceived as his opposition or rivals, beginning with the Land Reform Movement, the Rectification Campaign, the Anti-Rightist Campaign, and ending with the so-called Cultural Revolution.

Burdened with irremediable insecurity, a Chinese resident’s life in Hong Kong was reduced to an endless process of calculating who had gained or lost, and how much, in every human interaction. Even a normally altruistic act of giving a gift to someone who was not a member of the family or one’s close-knit social group became a calculated undertaking. The giver chose the gift in order to achieve the maximal impact it might have on the recipient to reciprocate, and the recipient assessed the gift and the relationship, trying to figure out an optimal response at minimal cost. Every behavior, every thought, every action of a colonial subject in Hong Kong depended on his/her computation of financial loss and gain. Chasing money not only dominated everyday life, it constituted the core of a person’s mental activity.

Even a popular riot was triggered by money. In 1956, the colonial government raised the bus fare from what was equivalent to 2 U.S. cents to 4 U.S. cents. A protest ensued. In no time, the protest morphed into a massive riot that endured for three days. The British government responded by deploying the Gurkha regiment of its colonial army, who were natives of Nepal. Armed with semi-automatic weapons and their signature knife, a curved blade for lopping off the head of an enemy in hand-to-hand combat, the Gurkha guarded the affluent neighborhoods where the Brits, Europeans and some wealthy Chinese lived. The rest of Hong Kong became an open city, at the mercy of the rampaging and plundering mobs.

The day the riot started, a mob in Kowloon intercepted a limousine carrying the Consul General of Switzerland and his wife, who were returning to the city from an excursion in the New Territories. The rioters, venting their anger and hatred against the British colonial overlords, did not recognize any distinction between the British and the Swiss, or, for that matter, the distinction between the British and most other Caucasians. The Consul General and his wife were dragged out of their limo and beaten to death. It became a major international incident that preoccupied the Hong Kong police and media for weeks.

In the mid-1950s, I was an acerbic teenager attending a Chinese high school. People’s obsession with money already made me cringe. In my biology class, after a weeklong session on neuroanatomy, I announced that I had made a new discovery. When my classmates went quiet and focused their attention on me, I claimed that the brain of Hong Kong people, aside from the phylogenetically primitive components that maintained bodily function, had evolved into a unique organ consisting of only two parts:

“A limbic region engendering basic emotions like fear, anger, sadness, joy, and a calculator for computing monetary gains and losses in daily activities and interactions.”

Some of my classmates broke into laughter; others sat stone-faced. My teacher was not amused. He immediately sent me to the Dean of Students, who meted out my punishment by ordering me to stand against the wall outside of his office for one hour, in plain view of all students in the school.

In contradiction to my abhorrence of the colonialists and my desire to escape Hong Kong’s physical and psychological confinement, I felt jolted and depressed when the TWA plane took off from Kai-De airport, as if I were undergoing an amputation. An intangible but significant part of me had been cut off, relegated to the past, destined for the recess of fickle memory. For the first time, I began to understand why freedom could be traumatic to a prisoner after years of incarceration in a penal colony he hated. Freedom meant losing a familiar culture and environment, no matter how abominable that environment might be.

The day before my departure, I bade farewell to my girlfriend, Kim, an athletic young woman with brown hair, almond eyes and a sensuous mouth, like a succulent cherry, inviting kisses. We became acquainted with each other in a track meet where I won the 100-meter sprint, and she triumphed in women’s broad jump. A few months later, she became my “girlfriend” because we held hands when we walked together. Holding hands was the limit of physical contact between girlfriend and boyfriend in those days among Chinese of my age. It provided a comforting, reassuring and sometimes even arousing link between the couple, while demonstrating to the world that they had agreed, without ever mentioning a matrimonial vow, to become husband and wife someday when circumstances permitted them to take such a step forward in life.

The farewell was excruciating.

With tears streaming down her cheeks, Kim presented me a heavy, dark green sweater, which she had knit with her own hands at night after work during the week before my departure. She whispered, in a trembling voice, that she knit the sweater because she wanted to keep me warm in the cold winter of America. That was all she said as she held on tightly to both of my hands while we stood facing each other outside of her family’s apartment. I was breathless with excitement and sadness. Excitement because I was experiencing love, something I had been yearning for since my childhood in a broken and dysfunctional family, sadness because of the brevity of that experience imposed by the circumstance. Paradoxically I also felt a serenity and contentment that I had never known before, as if that brief flash of love, ephemeral as it might be, had momentarily melted away all the bitterness and anger in my life.

Instinct urged me to embrace her, kiss her, caress her and never let go of her. While straining to contain those bursting desires, I also felt dreadfully guilty for having decided not to spend my last evening in Hong Kong with her, even though I desperately wished to do so. But prudence and fear of the consequence of passion had curtailed my wish. I had chosen the safe alternative of spending my last evening in Hong Kong with my two closest loyal companions. We were devoted brothers to each other. That evening, after a late farewell dinner of our usual meager meal at a street vendor, we walked briskly, in grief-stricken silence, around the Victoria peak of Hong Kong overlooking the harbor on one side and the open sea on the other side. We walked and walked, paying no attention to time, until the sun rose, which reminded me that I had to say goodbye to my mother in her Christian seminary on my way to the Kai-De airport. During the night, my friends and I were so distraught that none of us felt the impact of pounding the cement for hours and none of us knew what to say.

Three downcast bosom friends, too proud to shed tears, yet too sad to utter a word, marched endlessly in the darkness, as if we were trying to escape a looming apocalypse.

For fifteen months before my departure, my two best friends and I had shared a cramped, dilapidated room adjacent to a reeking communal bathroom and shower on the same floor of a stark and ugly concrete building. Each room in the building housed a group of tenants, and the landlord didn’t care how many people shared a room as long as he received the rent on time. The calculator in his brain always maximized the rent he could collect according to the demand and supply of the market. The rent he charged fluctuated from month to month. Most of the fluctuations trended upward, but the increase was never high enough to cause the tenants to leave en masse.

Sleeping on beat-up mattresses laid on the concrete floor, my friends and I had forged a life by sharing everything, including the money each of us earned by tutoring children of rich families who withered in the ruthless competition of their secondary schools. Tutoring those rich kids enabled us to eke out a living in that harsh and pitiless British colony. Each of us yearned to establish a family, to feel the warmth and comfort of belonging to some loved ones. But without a college education, a profession and a stable income, establishing a family was beyond our reach. While struggling to survive, we did our best to create a kind of surrogate family for each other. Yes, we bonded as if we were each other’s security blanket.

Devoted friendship in Chinese culture implied a level of closeness that would be unimaginable in Western culture. Close friends, like members of a traditional Chinese family, viewed privacy and personal distance, both physical and psychological, as a barrier in their relationships. Members of a close-knit, bonded social group identified with each other and shared everything: their thoughts, feelings and material possessions. Most importantly, they depended on each other and were proud of that dependence.

As youngsters in Hong Kong, my friends and I had learned that Europe and America were lonely places where individualism ruled supreme. We didn’t understand “individualism,” neither did we seek to understand it. In our mind, it was some highfalutin cover term for a selfish and self-centered existence. Westerners, we learned, did not bond with anyone in the way we understood bondedness in human relationships. They needed to keep a distance from each other even if they belonged to the same family. Once, we heard that a young Englishman took a loan from his parents to pay for his postgraduate education at the University of Hong Kong. To us, that represented the most ludicrous and outlandish practice. In our world, parents had the authority to refuse funding an offspring’s pursuit for some reason, whatever it might be. But they would never consider giving a loan to an offspring. If they deemed an offspring’s monetary need justified, as it was in the case of educational expenses, they would take a loan themselves to meet the need of the offspring. To the Chinese mind, a loan was a business transaction among unrelated people. It had no place in a close-knit relationship.

As my friends and I walked the night before my departure, we were painfully aware that our brotherly and mutually dependent bond, which conferred to each of us a measure of security and some sense of belonging, would soon be broken for good. My friends would miss my companionship, and I would have to struggle against infinite loneliness in America.

Of course, my friends were happy for me because I was on the threshold of a new life in America that was supposed to be promising and rewarding in terms of conventional success—but they couldn’t help regretting the end of our shared life buoyed by a heartfelt camaraderie and brotherhood.

Neither could I!

A new life, made possible by a scholarship from the World University Service funded by the U.S. State Department, implied the termination of an old life that was penurious and hazardous but compensated by fellowship, loyalty and mutual devotion. It would be highly unlikely that we would meet again. Like all young residents of Hong Kong who dared to dream, we aspired to a life without discrimination, a life brimming with opportunities for advancement in a society anchored on freedom and meritocracy. But fate picked only one of us to pursue that goal.

During our long, brisk walk, I couldn’t refrain from fantasizing how wonderful it would be if the three of us could go to America together, backing each other up, exploring the unknown as a team, helping one another succeed, and avoiding the curse of infinite loneliness that confronted literally every Chinese immigrant in the Western world.

We didn’t know much about America. Our rosy image of the United States as a land of wealth, freedom and opportunity grew out of our naivete and distorted information from Life Magazine and Look Magazine. Like everyone else in Hong Kong, we believed that the United States was the land of promise. Even though my friends didn’t say a word about their wish to go to America with me, they were, in all likelihood, indulging in the same fantasy as I was when we marched tirelessly and silently around the Victoria Peak that night.

Now, sitting in a window seat in the TWA plane and staring at the arc where the sea and the sky met, the prospect of succumbing to infinite loneliness continued to haunt me. In order to alleviate my fear, I reassured myself,

“No, I am NOT entering a ‘void,’ I’m heading toward Meiguo.”

Meiguo is the Chinese word for “America.” The first syllable, mei, means “beautiful,” and the second syllable, guo, means “country.”

“So, you are going to the ‘beautiful country,’ huh?” The prefrontal lobe of my brain monitored me mercilessly, not allowing me to escape into fantasy. “You’d better make sure that you excel, whatever you do!”

That sort of admonition usually comes from a Tiger Mom or a stern father, part and parcel of parenthood prevalent among Chinese families. Even though my mother, detached and aloof, was never a Tiger Mom to me, and I had little experience with normal family life, I could not escape the influence of the Chinese cultural norm of seeking success at all cost, that is, conventional success gauged by wealth and prestige. Indeed, I embraced it as the centerpiece of my life.

Most people of a nation that has been war-torn, demoralized and destitute for more than a century, like China, suffer from endless anxiety. Preoccupied with survival, they find it difficult to understand that striving to be a wholesome and compassionate human being capable of seeking joy and happiness might be more important than conventional success during our transient existence on earth. Generations of deprivation, abject poverty and European dominance in China promoted the mentality that the meaning of life rested exclusively with the pursuit of fame and wealth, regardless of the toll and consequences. In such an environment, it is common for people, especially young males in a male chauvinistic culture, to suffer from debilitating anxiety, often bordering on being pathological, resulting in warped personality or stunted psychological development. Yet “Tiger parents” would probably snicker with utter contempt if they learned of Tennessee Williams’ discourse on the dehumanizing trappings of wealth and success in his essay, “The Catastrophe of Success,” published as a journalistic piece after The Glass Menagerie became a huge hit on Broadway. When I mentioned the essay to one of my siblings in our old age, decades after we had settled comfortably in the United States, he laughed and reprised,

“That’s ridiculous! Who is this Tennessee Williams? He probably suffered from delusions.”

When I mentioned that Williams was a great writer, he mused:

“Well, artists can be weird. What else matters in life if it is not money? You need money to buy everything.”

I wanted to retort, “Well, life is much more than every THING money can buy!” Those words were at the tip of my tongue, but I held back. It wouldn’t change his opinion and might very well provoke his hostility.

As I was trying to look ahead into my life while sitting in the airplane carrying me to the United States, I felt the crippling anxiety generated by the desire for success, the success in the pursuit of money and prestige that was imprinted on me. My mind began to wonder,

“What will become of me in America?”

“Will I excel?”

“Am I going to be rejected again as I was cast away in China after graduating from high school in Hong Kong?”

“Am I smart enough to compete for an advanced degree in America?”

Of course, I didn’t have a clue about the answers to those questions. The only available venue for mitigating my anxiety was to remind myself that my failure in China wasn’t my fault.

Just three years earlier, I failed to gain access to a university education in China. The Chinese communists rejected me because they considered my father a major counterrevolutionary. The policy of the Communist government in the 1950s prohibited a son or daughter of a counterrevolutionary from receiving a university education. The destiny of the offspring of counterrevolutionaries was life-long hard labor. It didn’t matter if the offspring was not a counterrevolutionary, and it didn’t matter if the offspring was capable, intelligent and hard-working. Even though this Chinese policy was common knowledge in Hong Kong, I took a chance by returning to China after high school, partly because I had no other opportunity of getting a university education and partly because my father encouraged me to go back.

In the Confucian civilization, a father’s wish, even if it was expressed as an encouragement, not an explicit command, exerted immense pressure on a son to accede to that wish. A teenage son was expected to obey. My father, after he was convicted as a collaborator with the Japanese at the end of the Second World War and escaped to Hong Kong as the Communists defeated Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government in the mainland, continued to dream of a political comeback. If I returned to China, I would serve as a probe, a litmus test, for him to assess the Communists’ attitude toward him.



Despite my effort to ward off infinite loneliness on the airplane, grief, melancholy and fear engulfed me—grief for leaving my friends in Hong Kong; melancholy for being alone, cut off from all social connections and familiar cultural norms; fear, the worst and the most debilitating of all emotions, because I was on the brink of stepping into an alien world.

“What will happen to my friends? Will we ever eat those cheap ‘rice bowls’ again, squatting in front of a street vendor, like we did most days in the industrial district of Hong Kong?” I wondered.

It was comforting to think about eating, which was always pleasurable when one was hungry, even if the food consisted of nothing special. In Hong Kong, my friends and I were hungry all the time. We assumed that it was a normal condition of youth, not something that deserved special attention. In 1958, at the beginning of the Chinese famine brought on by Chairman Mao’s Great Leap Forward campaign that killed tens of millions of people, I felt a different kind of hunger. It was relentless, disabling and painful, insistent on monopolizing my attention, no matter what I did or how I tried to distract myself. Of course, that was starvation, not just the need for better nutrition. For the Great Leap Forward Campaign in 1958, Chairman Mao mobilized all 660 million people in China to abandon their daily duties in order to make steel in their backyards. Students stopped learning, teachers stopped teaching, bureaucrats stopped doing their office work, farmers stopped growing food, industrial workers stopped manufacturing products, technicians and engineers stopped practicing their trades. In less than one year, 660 million people depleted the nation’s grain reserve. Famine ensued. Every week, the authority reduced everyone’s rice ration. At a thought-reform school in southern China where I, as the son of a counterrevolutionary, was undergoing political education and ideological rehabilitation, my daily caloric intake consisted of two bowls of low-grade, rough rice. No protein, no vegetables. That was starvation. In starvation, the tactic of mind-over-body didn’t work. The needs of the body rendered the mind irrelevant. It was not just the stomach that was cramping. The brain screamed for food. One became angry, despondent and inching toward insanity.

In Hong Kong, my friends and I were merely undernourished, not starving. With rare exceptions when we splurged on payday or some other occasion for a good meal, we ate twice a day: once in the evening, once in late morning. Our food might be lacking in quality and nutrition because we couldn’t afford anything better. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that my stomach did not cramp, my brain didn’t scream for food, and wolfing down two or three bowls of steamed rice covered with some salty vegetables stir-fried with a sprinkle of shredded pork felt heavenly.

But the thought of eating led me back to yearning for my friends, who were always my companions at meals, and the yearning for my friends brought on melancholia. I made a conscious effort to stop that train of thought.

As I was struggling to clear my mind and overcome fear, the thin air of the cabin paired with the steady drone of the airplane engines began to sap my energy. In no time, my brain was shutting down, and I slipped into a slumber for the long flight.






[image: ] ANCHORAGE, ALASKA


WHEN THE PLANE LANDED IN Anchorage, Alaska, after refueling in Tokyo, the flight crew instructed all passengers to deplane in order to go through immigration and customs inspection.

At the immigration checkpoint, a thickset uniformed officer, all shoulders, sitting in a kiosk, looked at my papers: a letter from the U.S. State Department certifying that I had been granted a full scholarship including room and board to attend Bowdoin College in the state of Maine, a J-1 student visa issued by the U.S. Consulate in Hong Kong, and my Hong Kong identity card.

“Where is your passport?” the immigration officer barked.

“I don’t have one,” I replied haltingly but matter-of-factly.

“What do you mean you don’t have one?” The officer didn’t like my answer and stared at me with steely eyes. “What’s your nationality?”

“I guess I am Chinese.”

He looked me over carefully for a moment, decided that I wasn’t being flippant or disrespectful, and asked, “Why don’t you have a Chinese passport?”

“I don’t because China, I mean the People’s Republic of China or Communist China, does not consider me a citizen.”

“What about Taiwan, the other China?”

“I have never been there. I spent the last three years in Hong Kong.”

“Are all Hong Kong people stateless like you?” he asked.

“No, the compradors have British passports, a special category of British passport that doesn’t allow them to enter Britain. They are Chinese by ancestry but chose to be second-class British subjects in exchange for servitude to their colonial masters.”

He was somewhat mystified.

“What’s the word you used? Compra… something. Well, forget it! I will stamp the entry permit on your Hong Kong identification paper. You can go to the customs officer over there now.”

Thus, I officially entered the United States, as I walked from the immigration building back to the TWA plane on the tarmac on September 7, 1961, shivering in a freezing summer day of Anchorage, Alaska. I was twenty-one years old, six feet tall, appearing more like a skinny boy than a young man who had already legally come of age.
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UPON ARRIVAL IN SEATTLE, THE stewardess instructed me to disembark and board a different plane to Boston in two hours. Having never traveled by plane before and unsure of the transfer, I was somewhat apprehensive as I walked into the Seattle airport terminal until arriving at the gate for the Boston-bound plane. Regaining my bearings, I started wandering around the terminal. It offered nothing beyond numerous boarding and disembarking gates, each of which was surrounded by rows of chairs bolted to the floor. There were cigarette machines. The stench of cigarette smoke in the terminal was worse than that in the cabin of my TWA flight from Hong Kong. I didn’t want to wait for my Boston-bound plane by sitting and inhaling cigarette smoke at the designated gate. Besides, sitting, even without cigarette smoke, never appealed to me. After having suffered many long hours of confinement on the flight from Hong Kong, each seat in the Seattle airport looked like a miniature prison. The last thing I wanted was to sit for two additional hours even though I was well aware that I needed to control my peripatetic propensity. It caused my parents and their peers to conclude that I was a problem child, cursed with the lack of social grace for the inability to sit still. In China, the ability of a child to sit still for a long time was an indicator of his/her good character. I was an obvious disaster.

One of the teacher’s evaluations at the end of my first year in secondary school shortly after I joined my parents in Hong Kong in 1950 stated, “Incessant movement and vulgar speech characterized Li Na’s behavior.” That evaluation brought on a bout of lashing by my father.

My second-grade teacher in Shanghai, annoyed by my fidgeting and incessant need for activities in an assigned seat, where I was supposed to sit rigidly and quietly all day long like every school kid did in China at the time, publicly reprimanded me by announcing to my class that I was born with thorns in my ass. That public humiliation succeeded in inducing me to sit still for ten minutes. As I started to fidget again, the teacher looked in my direction, shook his head and gave up. He could tell that I would be a problem child, destined for trouble and social estrangement.

At the Seattle airport, I thought two hours was too long a period of time to loiter in a dull, smoke-filled terminal building, in an era before airport terminals acquired restaurants, shopping centers and other consumer attractions. Then an idea popped in my head: Visit the city of Seattle!

I had never heard of Seattle before this journey. When the TWA plane took off from Hong Kong, I only knew that I was supposed to end up in Boston. No one explained to me that the plane had to stop at numerous points, and I had to change planes along the way. What led me to the idea of visiting Seattle was pure curiosity. I wanted to know how an American city differed from Shanghai, Hong Kong or Nanking (Nanjing), the three cities I had lived in. The plane had already stopped in Anchorage, my port of entry to the United States. Anchorage was gray and tiny from the air. The snow-capped mountains at a distance looked alluring. But Anchorage itself appeared like a village from the airplane. One could hardly call it a city. When I disembarked in Anchorage, the air temperature was near freezing, cold enough to shock someone from the hot and humid climate of tropical Hong Kong.

When my plane flew over Seattle, the city looked like a metropolis spread over a vast area. Tall skyscrapers dotted the landscape, and the narrow passages of blue-green water between some islands and the mainland looked enticing. But how could I pull off a quick tour of Seattle from the airport?

Then, I remembered what James Dean did in the movie Giant before he hit a jackpot of black gold and became a “giant”: He hitchhiked when he didn’t have a car. “Hitchhike” was a memorable English word I learned from that movie. In the Chinese subtitles, it was given an ad hoc translation which didn’t make much sense. But the English word stuck with me. It had an appealing ring to my ears. It also gave me the idea that Americans were generous, because in Hong Kong, if you tried to hitchhike, you were liable to be run over on the narrow road. Besides, a person driving a car in Hong Kong, who had to be rich, would never stop for a stranger standing along a road.

I surmised that if the movie Giant showed James Dean hitchhiking, it was a common practice in America. Gathering my courage, I walked out of the terminal, stood by the side of a highway, raised my arm and stuck out my thumb.

In no time, I got a ride in a gigantic car, which didn’t look like any of those 1950s British-made automobiles in Hong Kong, such as Morris Minors, Triumphs and Austins, typically smaller than a Volkswagen bug. This American car looked like a boat, somewhere between a sampan and a junk, the common water taxi or floating home that plied the water of the Hong Kong harbor. It would have been impossible for such an enormous contraption to negotiate some of the narrow streets in Hong Kong.

As I settled into what looked like a luxurious leather sofa in the front part of the cabin and thanked the driver for picking me up, he asked gently, “Where do you want to go?”

“Oh, I don’t really have a destination. Just want to see the city of Seattle.”

“Alright, let me think of a good location to drop you off,” he said as his “boat” sped down the freeway. The speedometer indicated that the car was going 70 miles per hour, an inconceivable and exciting speed for me. Yet, I didn’t feel that we were moving fast in that wide, open space along the freeway outside of the Seattle airport. In addition to the excitement brought on by the car’s high speed, the cornucopia of new and fresh sensory input was overwhelming: the smell of pristine air—the air in Hong Kong and Kowloon was always foul, reeking of pungent automobile exhaust mixed with the putrid smell of perspiration along crowded sidewalks; the wide open space as far as I could see through the car windows; the snow-capped mountains at a distance shaped like volcanoes with the top already blown off—years later I learned that they were indeed volcanoes, called the Cascade Mountains; and the dark green conifer forest blanketing the mountain slopes below the snow line. It was expansive and primordial, invoking images of the rich flora and fauna associated with forests in my reading of Tarzan stories. The corrugated stretches of clouds resting on top of the tree line looked like perfect lairs for the hidden dragons of Chinese folklore. According to Chinese mythology, dragons always conceal themselves in clouds, which is why humans can only imagine them. Finally, there were the fast-moving automobiles, speeding by on both sides of me, sounding as if they were tearing up the asphalt of the road. All of those new, mesmerizing scenes. They nearly put me in a trance.

But the driver jolted me out of my private world of thoughts when he spoke again, “Perhaps I will drop you off somewhere downtown. Does that sound good to you?”

“Sure! That sounds perfect!” I responded, even though I didn’t understand “downtown”—I never heard of such a word in British English.

“Where did you come from?” he asked with a smile.

“Hong Kong.”

“What? You just came from Hong Kong?” He sounded startled. “Where is your luggage?”

“I think it’s being loaded onto a plane bound for Boston.” I didn’t understand what startled him.

“Are you going to Boston?”

“Yes, yes. I am going there to attend a college not far from Boston.”

“Which college?”

“Bowdoin college. It’s in the state of Maine.”

“Bowdoin! That’s an excellent liberal arts college. Congratulations!”

I didn’t know what “liberal arts” meant. But I thanked him anyway.

“When are you leaving for Boston?”

“Oh, in about one hour and thirty minutes.”

“What?! “He sounded really alarmed. “You can’t go to Seattle. We are more than twenty minutes away from downtown. You need to get back to the airport!”

He slammed on the brake and pulled onto the shoulder of the highway.

I was completely baffled.

In old Hong Kong, the runway of the airport, known as the Kai-De, was less than 500 feet from one of the most densely populated residential and commercial neighborhoods, called the “Kowloon Citadel” because, until the 19th century, the area was enclosed by a tall stone wall. The runway almost abutted the rows of apartment houses, separated from the airport by a four-lane paved road, which was exceptionally wide by Hong Kong standards. Buses, lorries, cars, rickshaws and pedestrians always filled the road. The citadel sat at the bottom of a thousand-foot rocky mountain, called the Lion Mountain because the ragged, rocky ridge at one end of the top looked like the silhouette of a lion’s head. As planes approached the Kai-De airport, they headed straight toward the mountain as if they were on a suicide dive. While descending rapidly over the citadel, they flew like warplanes strafing the markets, apartment buildings, and a multitude of people before banking sharply toward the runway. The noise generated by the planes was deafening, but the people living there were inured to it. Nobody in the crowd even bothered to look at the planes flying less than a couple of hundred feet over them. Just part of the daily ruckus of life. Among the pilots of international commercial airlines in those days, Kai-De airport was infamous as the most difficult and dangerous airport for them to land.

In Seattle, when I walked out of the airport terminal and saw an enormous expanse of open field, I inferred that the city of Seattle wasn’t 500 feet away like Kai-De airport was from the Kowloon citadel. Nonetheless, I reckoned that it couldn’t be more than one or two miles away. When the driver told me that the city was fifteen miles away, I was flabbergasted and began to panic.

Fifteen miles was an incredibly long distance in Hong Kong!

In fact, hardly any point on the Hong Kong island was fifteen miles from another point. Obviously, I was heading into a disaster on the very day of my arrival in the United States.

At the next exit, the driver got off the highway, turned 180 degrees around on a country road, and kindly drove me back to the air terminal.

By the time I arrived at the gate of departure, the plane had already started boarding its passengers. In the plane, there were only about twenty passengers scattered among rows and rows of seats. Relieved that disaster had been averted, I began to chuckle at my little misadventure to Seattle.

“Wow, America is a big country,” I thought to myself.

So was China. But in the China I knew, people rarely ventured more than a couple of miles away from where they lived. In rural areas, most residents spent their entire life without ever leaving their village, except women who departed permanently for their husbands’ homes through arranged marriages. Even in a city, people tended to stay within its confines. When a person moved to a different city, as I did in my childhood, it was tantamount to bidding farewell indefinitely to friends, relatives and a familiar world, as if one were moving to a different country. After all, the inhabitants of a different Chinese city would most likely have a different diet, observe some unfamiliar social conventions, and speak a language or dialect that was unintelligible to a newly arrived resident.

Compared with China, Hong Kong was just a small speck along the southern coast of Guangdong (Canton) province. It had two urban centers during the 1950s and 1960s: the waterfront separated from the mainland by the narrow Victoria Strait, and the larger region of Kowloon adjacent to the rural and undeveloped New Territory located on a peninsula of the Pearl River Delta of the mainland. The combined urban area of Hong Kong was so small that my friends and I often eschewed the readily available buses crisscrossing the colony in order to save the 25-cent bus fare (equivalent to 4 cents in U.S. currency, which should be measured against the fact that a rice bowl, our regular dinner, cost two Hong Kong dollars—which was equivalent to 33 U.S. cents). When we headed to some destination on foot, we wouldn’t say that we were walking. Instead, we said “taking #11 bus,” because the number “11” symbolized two legs. But the distance we covered on foot rarely exceeded one or two miles, which, at the time, approximated the diameter of an imaginary circle enclosing all of the densely inhabited urban districts.
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I HAD A MISSION IN Boston: find my aunt, Helen, who took care of me in Shanghai after the Second World War until 1950 when she brought me, age ten, to my parents in Hong Kong. During those years in Shanghai, Aunt Helen and I survived the civil war with all of its terrifying chaos, violence, mayhem and anarchy prior to the triumph of the Chinese Communist Party and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. After Aunt Helen returned me to my parents, I did not interact with her throughout my teens in Hong Kong because of my father. Without ever offering a reason, he forbade his family members from contacting Aunt Helen—an edict based on his absolute authority dictated by Confucian ethics. My older siblings, who often heard information about my parents’ lives from relatives, claimed that bad blood existed between him and Aunt Helen. In the early 1920s, my father, mother and Aunt Helen met in Beijing, a political and cultural center of China. They traveled from their native province, Shandong, a large peninsula immediately south of Beijing, jutting into the Yellow Sea toward Japan, in search of opportunities for education and social advancement. Nobody knew the details of the “bad blood” between father and Aunt Helen. It was a taboo subject. In Beijing, father had won admission to Peking (Beijing) University, the preeminent institution of higher learning in China at the time. I never knew why mother and Aunt Helen ended up in the same city, which for more than two centuries served as the capital of the Qing (Manchu) Dynasty. During the late 19th and early 20th century, Beijing was the epicenter of revolutionary activities before and after the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1911.

Before Aunt Helen brought me to my parents in Hong Kong in 1950, I attended a grade school in Shanghai. Upon the establishment of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949, all citizens were instructed that the Communist government had established a new “class system.” At the bottom of the system were “counterrevolutionaries,” which included anyone formerly associated with the Nationalist government, no matter how tenuous or contentious the association, and their family members. They became China’s “untouchables.” That untouchable caste also included all landlords in rural areas, regardless of their standing among their tenant farmers. During the first few years of communist rule, most counterrevolutionaries were executed or killed by mobs at the instigation of communist cadres. In Shanghai, I soon came to understand why mother and father escaped to Hong Kong before the Communist takeover and left me under the care of Aunt Helen. Following Aunt Helen’s instruction, I never brought up Father’s name in school or to any stranger to ensure no one would know that I was the son of a very important counterrevolutionary. Fortunately, we lived under the Communist rule for only one year before departing to Hong Kong. If we had stayed longer, government agents would surely have caught up with me, labeled me the son of a counterrevolutionary, and probably banished me into a labor camp.

Upon my graduation from a Chinese high school in 1957, I, like a fool, returned to China from Hong Kong to seek a tertiary education. Political naivete, paternal prodding, and resentment of the British colonialists drove my imprudent decision. Underlying those reasons was the stark reality that I had neither the financial resources nor the opportunity to seek a university education anywhere else. In China, the authority told me that as the son of a counterrevolutionary, I needed to attend a thought-reform school to undergo indoctrination before I could be considered a candidate for admission to a university. They didn’t tell me outright that I had no chance of becoming a normal citizen. On the contrary, they implied that there was a slim hope for me if I reformed myself and cleansed my poisoned mind.

In thought-reform school, I received daily political indoctrination, endured harsh physical labor, and studied for the university entrance examination, only to be told at the end of the year that I would never gain admission to a university on account of my family background. Despondent and emaciated, I returned to Hong Kong, the colony from which I so desperately wished to escape.

Yet I was by no means the only young overseas Chinese who tried to seek a new life in China. During the 1950s, many young people of Chinese ancestry from Southeast Asia, beguiled and blinded by their enthusiasm for the communist-led emancipation of their mother country from the yokes of Western domination, chose to return to China. Unfortunately, most of them belonged to well-to-do merchant families in Hong Kong, Macau, Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines and Indonesia. The economic status of their family relegated them into the undesirable class of bourgeoisie in the Chinese communist caste system. Many of them landed in the same thought-reform school where I was, and most of them ended up as outcasts, condemned as manual laborers for life on collective farms. Like a ship of fools, we merrily flocked toward our ruination.

When I returned from China to Hong Kong in 1958, Aunt Helen had already immigrated to the United States. Mother, who was Aunt Helen’s sister, told me that Helen worked for the Rescue Mission in Boston. She gave me a Boston address as I said goodbye to her at her Christian theological seminary in Hong Kong.

At Boston’s Logan Airport, mindful of my misadventure in Seattle, I sought assistance by showing Aunt Helen’s address to a man at the information booth and asked for the cheapest way to get there. Following his instruction, I boarded a bus to downtown and hailed a taxi from there. At $10, the combined cost of the airport bus and the taxi ride struck fear in me. It amounted to one-tenth of all the money in my possession for the coming academic year. To put that expenditure in perspective, ten U.S. dollars was equivalent to sixty Hong Kong dollars at that time, which would buy thirty “rice bowls” from the street vendors, roughly the cost of feeding myself for two weeks in Hong Kong in 1961. In addition, I had not yet purchased a bus ticket from Boston to Brunswick, Maine, the location of Bowdoin College, and didn’t know what other expenses lurked ahead for the next nine months, at the end of which I hoped to get a summer job to earn some money.

Upon arriving at Aunt Helen’s address, I tried my best to conceal my anxiety as she opened the door of her apartment at the Rescue Mission.

At the sight of me, she broke into a happy grin, showing hardly any wear and tear from sixty-some years of a rough-and-tumble life. She remained tall, lanky and upright. Sporting a long beige dress printed with polka dots and small plum flowers, as if made from some old wallpaper, she wore her black hair tightly combed back into a chignon just as I remembered when I was a child living with her in Shanghai.

“My prodigal son has returned!” she said happily.

“Here she goes again with her non sequiturs,” I thought to myself as her comment triggered a flood of memories.

As a child, I liked Aunt Helen, who was kind and loving to me. Together we survived several harrowing years of civil war between the insurgent communists and Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists in the late 1940s. In Shanghai, where Aunt Helen and I lived, the civilians did not suffer from the battle between the Communist army and the Nationalist army. There wasn’t any firefight, artillery duel or house-to-house combat. The Nationalists simply melted away before any Communist soldier came into sight. It was the anarchy and lawlessness in the vast metropolis of Shanghai that inflicted unspeakable trauma and suffering to the millions of frightened residents. Days before the Communist soldiers arrived in the city, employees of the police department, the fire department, the civil service bureaus, the utility companies and the mayor’s office abrogated their duties, looted their workplaces and simply vanished. Subsequently, Shanghai became an open city, where gangsters, hooligans, thieves and riffraff robbed, raped and killed with impunity. Overcome with fear, people sought refuge in their homes, hoping that the locked doors and blocked windows would deter brigands and intruders. For three days the tenants in our building huddled together on the ground floor, piling heavy furniture against the front door. Everyone trembled and some sobbed at any unusual sound that reached us. Aunt Helen and I often clung to each other at those moments of great tension. Yet, in spite of our bond that strengthened during the final days of the civil war, Aunt Helen often put me ill at ease with her unsolicited, unprovoked and sometimes oxymoronic pronouncements such as:

“Jesus loves you!”

“He will kill the infidels!”

During the days of the open city, she prayed on her knees repeatedly, dragging me onto the floor, crying out loud for Lord Jesus to show mercy on us. My reaction to her pronouncements bordered on a mixture of bewilderment, guilt and shame, mostly because I harbored the thought that she was a little strange. In the traditional Chinese culture, it would be extremely disrespectful and shameful for a child to think of an elder as a little strange, especially when the elder was a guardian.

Now, after eleven years of separation, the first thing she did upon seeing me in Boston was call me her prodigal son. She knew that I wasn’t her son, and she understood that in traditional Chinese culture, claiming someone as a son had serious consequences. If one young man called another young man his son, that would be the cause of a fistfight, because doing so would usurp the paternal authority, superiority and control over the victim. In defense of his honor, the victim would lash out physically.

In a Confucian society, every child learned that parents were irreplaceable, no matter how they treated you. They were your gods, because they gave life to you and therefore, you owed them everything. It was their prerogative to treat you in whatever manner they saw fit. If they neglected or abused you, it would be your karma. If they treated you well, it would be your good fortune. Parents could give a child away without ever feeling an iota of guilt or remorse, and the child would not be allowed to harbor any resentment. Filial loyalty was the cornerstone of the Confucian ethic, which, in turn, underpinned the East Asian civilization. During the late 19th century, Empress Dowager Ci-Xi ruled China for decades, presiding over the decline of the Qing (Manchu) Dynasty, as she took advantage of the canon of filial loyalty to cow the Emperor, her adult son, and forbade him to initiate political and economic reform, which could have rescued China from the brink of political and economic collapse. From the perspective of an offspring, the unbridled authority and revered role of parents could never be usurped. In the history of feudal Europe, patricide during the struggle for power within royal families was not uncommon. During China’s era of imperial dynasties, which endured for more than two thousand years, power struggles in imperial families were just as common and murderous as they were in the families of European monarchs—but patricide was unheard of in China, whereas filicide occurred not infrequently.

In addition to not being Aunt Helen’s son, I was by no means “prodigal.” I had never squandered any money, nor did I have any money to squander. No one, no elders, had ever given me a penny. No pocket money, no spare change. In secondary school, when I needed money to buy supplies like a pencil, ruler and eraser, I had to ask Father for the precise amount. Making the request always felt like pleading for leniency in front of a stern judge, frightening, painful and humiliating. Before I earned any money at the age of nineteen, my pocket was always empty.

I knew the expression “prodigal son” came from a biblical story, and Aunt Helen was a pious Christian. So, when she called me a prodigal son, I smiled, bowed, and told her that I was happy to see her, which wasn’t a lie.

She lived in a very humble one-bedroom apartment behind the office of Boston’s Rescue Mission, down from Beacon Hill, in the direction of Chinatown.

Leading me to her living/dining room cum kitchen where she had set up a cot in one corner for me, she served me a bowl of soup noodles, which were delicious.

The two days I spent with Aunt Helen were not easy. We spent the whole time in her cramped apartment, never exploring Boston or Cambridge, both of which had loomed large in my mind because of Boston’s revolutionary history and Cambridge’s two great institutions of higher education: MIT and Harvard. She badgered me with all kinds of questions about my parents and siblings. Most of those questions I couldn’t answer, not out of reluctance to proffer any information, but because I was clueless. She was unaware of the estrangement between my parents and me, which was extremely rare, to say the least, in a Chinese family. It soon became apparent from our conversation that she knew more about the lives of my parents and siblings than I did, because Mother and she, both devout Christians, kept in touch with each other by mail regularly. She knew that my mother had left my father many years ago. Since then, Mother had earned a degree from a theological seminary and became an ordained minister of a fundamentalist protestant church. Aunt Helen told me that she was in the process of sponsoring my mother to immigrate to the United States. That piece of information was a million times more newsworthy than anything I could tell her about anyone in my family.

Typical of a traditional Chinese elder, she never asked me directly what I did during the decade of our separation, although it was perfectly acceptable to enquire about my parents and siblings. I suspected that she had learned from my mother that I had gone to China after high school, only to return to Hong Kong one year later, rejected, emaciated and despondent.

She also wanted to know what I would study at Bowdoin. When I said mathematics or physics, she chuckled and commented, “Those are not my favorite subjects. But they set you up for good careers.”

I had no idea if mathematics or physics would lead to a good career, but it was comforting to hear the message.

In Hong Kong and China, high schools had two tracks for those lucky enough to pass a school’s entrance examination. The children who earned high scores were placed into the science track. The placement did not take into account the youngster’s interests or preference, even though it would shape his/her life and profoundly impact the child’s eventual career. For many children and their families, being in the science track in high school was also a matter of pride, a badge of honor, even if the youngsters happen to love the arts, social sciences or literature. That frame of mind remained steadfast in me after my arrival in the United States.

Early in the morning on the third day after my arrival in Boston, I left for Bowdoin. To save money, I walked to the Greyhound bus station, which happened to be not far from the Rescue Mission. At the ticket booth, I was relieved that a one-way fare to Brunswick, Maine cost $5. I still had $85 to see me through the academic year.
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