

[image: cover]



 

PRAISE FOR ROOTS 
OF RESILIENCE



One of the greatest joys of someone who teaches others is to watch those they guide mature into the person they had the potential to become. Having known and worked with Emily for over a decade as an advisor, teacher, colleague, and friend, it is such a joy and blessing to see how she has combined her family’s story, professional journey, and collective life experiences to realize her many aspirations.

Her book, Roots of Resilience, is not only a testament to her remarkable journey but also an homage to the many essential attributes that one needs to successfully navigate life. It is a wonderfully crafted and heartfelt message that will surely resonate with the reader, regardless of who you are or where you come from.

Emily’s story is a message of gratitude to those whose sacrifices and unwavering principles have inspired the lives of others, empowering them to positively influence their communities. It is a message of clarity to those of us venturing through life, for sometimes it is not until we have traveled down the path and stopped for a moment of reflection that we realize the true impact of our decisions, the invaluable magnitude of those who crossed our path, and the miraculous transformation that has occurred along the way. And it is a message of guidance for those yet to begin their journey. By highlighting the power of courage, resilience, motivation, and faith that it takes to seize opportunity and achieve remarkable feats, Roots of Resilience serves as a beacon of hope, inspiration, and a steady compass that can guide us all through the trials of this challenging and uncertain life.

—Kelton T. Stewart, DDS, MS

Chair, Department of Orthodontics and Oral Facial Genetics, Indiana University School of Dentistry

During the Vietnam War, I was one of two women who approached the pastor of the First Mennonite Church in Berne, Indiana, seeking support to help resettle a refugee family. After a period of anxious waiting, we were blessed to welcome the Taing family into our community.

This moving book, written by Dr. Emily Taing Watson—a daughter of the young couple who escaped Cambodia—recounts the harrowing journey her extended family endured as they fled the Khmer Rouge regime, survived a refugee camp in Thailand, and eventually built a new life in the United States. Through her storytelling, we witness the family’s incredible resilience, strength, and determination.

Inspired by her family’s perseverance, Dr. Watson pursued a successful career as an orthodontist. I am proud to say that my friendship with the Taing family has remained strong for over forty-five years, and it has been an honor to witness their journey firsthand.

—Marge Habegger

Emily Watson’s story stopped me in my tracks.

Decades ago, her grandfather dared to dream—fleeing war-torn Cambodia with a hope for something better. Not for himself, but for the generations that would come after him. His son, Emily’s father, would carry that dream forward, waking up before the sun to run a donut shop, day after day, year after year. And now, Emily—his daughter and that grandfather’s legacy—is one of the most successful orthodontists in her entire county.

That’s not just a story about success. That’s a story about resilience. About sacrifice. About the kind of hard work that doesn’t always make headlines but changes lives. It’s about the faithfulness of God through every step, every struggle, every unseen prayer.

One generation’s courage can open doors for the next. And Emily is living proof.

What a powerful reminder that no dream is wasted when it’s sown in faith and watered with grit. This is legacy. This is hope. This is the kind of story that reminds us why we keep believing for more—not just for ourselves, but for those coming behind us.

—Kondo Simfukwe

Pastor, advocate, and national speaker

In this deeply moving and inspiring memoir, Dr. Emily Taing Watson takes us on a journey of resilience, sacrifice, and triumph. The daughter of parents who escaped the horrors of the Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia, she shares the incredible story of how they built a new life from the ground up in the United States. Their unwavering determination, work ethic, and love for family form the foundation of Emily’s own success. Through their example, she learned the true meaning of perseverance and the power of following one’s dreams.

As an orthodontist, Emily not only built a thriving private practice but also cultivated a work environment where her team can flourish, learn, and grow. Her vision to create a Strengths-Based Practice is nothing short of transformative. In her office, every person is empowered to discover their talents and leverage them for success. The compassion she shows her patients and team is only matched by her drive to help others reach their full potential. Her story is a testament to the power of resilience, the importance of family, and the incredible impact one person can have on the lives of many.

For anyone seeking inspiration, guidance, or simply a reminder of the strength of the human spirit, this book is a must-read. It is a true celebration of courage, leadership, and the unwavering belief in the possibility of a better future.

—Vicki Newell

Coach and consultant, Gallup Strength
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To my parents, Ty and Ky Taing. May this book honor you for your courage, hard work, love, and endless sacrifice you’ve shown throughout my life.




 


INTRODUCTION




The past lives within the present, and our ancestors breathe through our children.


~ ELIF SHAFAK





We each play many roles. I am an orthodontist, a businesswoman, a practice owner and employer, a wife, a mother, a daughter, a sister, a member of a church, and part of the fabric of the communities where I practice; my role changes, but who I am at my core does not. And I believe that essential, unwavering core and strength stem from the example of my parents. They are Cambodian refugees of Chinese descent who escaped the horrors, crimes against humanity, and genocide of Pol Pot, eventually making their way to the United States with nothing more than the clothes on their backs, and who, through hard work and sacrifice, created a family, started a successful small business, and, through determination and faith, built our beautiful lives here.


As a first-generation child of immigrants, I always innately understood that my life was a little different from my friends’ lives. My parents were loving and kind but much stricter than the parents of kids around me. In fact, I have been asked to speak to groups of students, some of whom are first generation, to tell them that, yes, you can be from a “different” family, perhaps one in which your parents don’t speak English well or you have customs from another country—but you can take the best of that world, its traditions, and your own ambitions and be successful here.


In my family, there was a strong emphasis on education—and being sure I got all A’s. My parents, when they were young, had to stop going to school because of the danger of bombs. Consequently, they encouraged me to really value the free education and learning I was obtaining in the United States. They could not understand not appreciating that opportunity. My father would tell me that only in the United States could you go to school for free—or even be paid to go to school with scholarships.


Part of their push to have my siblings and me study hard was the difficult path they had to take as small business owners. My parents never took a day off—they worked multiple jobs, saving to buy their first donut shop, which my father kept open even on Christmas morning. We never took a vacation. I saw firsthand that hard work is honorable and essential to success—but not always convenient, pretty, or fun.


My school friends—and no doubt many people reading this—have or had parents who told them to finish their supper because around the world, there are those who go hungry. And in my home as a child, we wasted not one grain of rice. My mother hated—and still hates—throwing any food in the trash. The lesson my mother taught us was the story of the great swaths of starvation throughout Cambodia during the terrorizing reign of the Khmer Rouge, in which between 1.5 and 2 million people died—including some members of our family who were not fortunate enough to escape.


However, what is so important to my life, and to this book, is that my parents never displayed bitterness—despite it being completely understandable if they had felt that way. Instead, they imbued me with gratitude. For example, instead of complaining about the long hours they worked, often with just a few hours of sleep, they considered themselves blessed to be in the United States and blessed to have children who were allowed an education and the freedoms here. In my parents’ minds, we embodied the American dream.


Now, as a grown woman with a thriving orthodontic practice, a happy family of my own, and a life beyond my parents’ dreams when they arrived, I see they were right. I am living that hope, living that dream. Ultimately, I know they survived in order for their family to thrive here. This knowledge has instilled in me a deep sense of gratitude.


Though I went to school for years in order to graduate with a degree in my specialty, when I set out to write this book, I realized that I learned many, if not most, of my core business and life lessons from the example of my parents. I also realized that these lessons are timeless ones of courage, gratitude, hard work, and overcoming obstacles—lessons for everyone. They are leadership lessons, and I use them every day in my own way.


When I was in dental school, I did not yet realize that factors such as leadership and success principles and types of leadership were important—especially if you elect to take the more difficult pathway of purchasing and owning a practice. However, one day, while I was still in my residency, I had a foreshadowing that I needed to hone my people-management skills. Someone in an assisting program was assigned to do x-rays with me. I was in a time crunch, and in my haste to finish, I was abrupt with that person, leaving her with hurt feelings. Afterward, a faculty member discussed the situation with me. “I understand you were in a rush and needed to get this done,” he said, “but six months from now, you are going to graduate and will have an entire group of people you need to lead.”


That was my initial wake-up call. Leadership was a new concept to me, even though I had worked hard to achieve my dream of becoming an orthodontist—one of the most competitive areas of dentistry. Leading people was something else entirely.


I started studying leadership development by listening to audiobooks, one of which happened to be StrengthsFinder 2.0, which is based on a study by the Gallup organization and advocates focusing on strengths rather than weaknesses. So, before I purchased my practice, I already had at least an inkling that running operations required knowledge of more than just orthodontics. My biggest challenges would be supervising, developing, and coaching my team. Clearly, though, I hadn’t realized to what degree I would need to focus on how I wanted to lead my employees.


But as I thought of my own strengths—and weaknesses—I could not help but see that it was my parents’ influence that gave me a drive to succeed and pushed me to where I am now. They showed me how to treat employees and family—how to have a workplace where people feel cared for. They showed me that hard work is the only pathway to the top. We each must overcome adversity in life. It is my sincere hope that the adversities you face are not those of people such as my parents, fleeing unthinkable hardship. However, within each of us is that survival gene, that fierceness and tenacity we can hopefully call up from somewhere that will give us the grit to succeed. That is the strength we need to draw from.


It is my hope that the story of my family and the lessons I learned can inspire you. Sometimes, our greatest leadership lessons are found in the people closest to us and in our ancestors.
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CHAPTER 1

It Starts with Courage


Your struggles are someone else’s blessings.

~ KY TAING, MY MOTHER



I know people who wear their late grandmother’s ring or their father’s watch, almost like a talisman, for luck or courage. But my parents escaped the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia with just the clothing on their backs. My inheritance is their character, which is as much a part of me as breathing. One of the most important traits I have observed in them and hope I also embody is courage—to me, courage is the bedrock of all the other lessons my parents taught me.

But, like every person, I have those days when I am filled with doubt.

None more so than the day I decided to purchase my practice. I had, like most doctors and dentists in this country, graduated with massive student loan debt in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. Now I would be taking on additional debt to buy the practice—which also had two locations. These numbers were overwhelming to me and filled me with a bit of panic (maybe more than a bit).

But, as with nearly every big decision or moment, when I needed the voice of someone wise, someone else’s counsel, I turned to my parents.

My mother said, “I know that is a lot of money, Emily.”

Believe me, I knew. “It’s crazy of me to even consider this, isn’t it? Do you think it’s going to be OK?”

At the time—and still true today—most new graduates in my field preferred to join large existing practices rather than purchasing a practice. That way, they can earn a secure salary while not having to deal with the human resources side of things and the practicalities of running a practice. Yet here I was, about to sign papers to do the opposite.

But my parents were so calm, reminding me that I was investing in myself. My mother actually said that this big loan was not like buying a car, where once you drive the car off the lot, it depreciates. This was investing in something far more powerful. In me. In my future. In the future of the family I hoped to one day start with my husband. Rather than working for someone else, as my parents had when they had first arrived in the United States, putting in long hours on their way to becoming small business owners, my father assured me that I was worth believing in and that I could do it.

My entire life, actually, they have told me I could do what I put my mind to.

However, there was a wrinkle. A rather big but wonderful wrinkle. As I was preparing to purchase the practice, my husband and I made the decision that it was not the best time to start a family. I was taking on so much after completing an intensive residency, and now I would be the owner of a practice and have to learn to navigate that—everything from managing staff to ensuring the office was clean to learning all about my patients. And then, the week before I signed the papers to buy the practice, I found out I was pregnant.

As wonderful as that blessing was, I was soon working—and throwing up all day in between seeing patients. I was exhausted and stressed, and because the practice I bought had two locations, I was driving an hour or more each way every day of the week. This was not the start to my practice that I had envisioned.

However, throughout my life, I have always had a different view on “tough stuff.” Courage can only exist if there are fear and difficulties—otherwise, you would not need courage.

On my worst days, I think of what my parents had to do to survive. It feels like a miracle that they were able to escape the brutality of their home country. While still in Cambodia, my mother once got so ill from malaria that she thought she was going to die—they didn’t have any medication—and this was not the only illness she faced. My parents literally survived Cambodia for the opportunity to come to a country they could not possibly even have imagined while growing up in their small village. I am the product of their deep courage—and to see what they have accomplished in one generation is an incredible story of perseverance, tenacity, and all of the traits we will explore in this book.

My parents’ courage was demonstrated not only by their escape to the United States—but also by the fact that they left family behind and all they ever knew. My mother left her own family and came to the United States with my father’s immediate family. She was only twenty and did not see her mother from 1979 until 1991. I am very close to my parents and can barely comprehend the loneliness and the pain of such a monumental decision. I think very few people born in the United States can understand what it must take to leave everything, including your language, your culture, the beauty of your country and what you treasure about it, your precious mementos, and the people and clan you love, and come here and make your way.

To be honest, even the act of marriage for my parents was a testament to their courage. They barely knew each other—but the regime was splitting up families. If my mother had revealed that she was a single woman of twenty at the time, living with her mom, she would have been sent away or forced to marry someone the regime chose for her. She told me that they would likely have forced her into a marriage with someone who had disabilities caused by a landmine, had been injured by the war, or was otherwise unable to care for her in any way. The same would have happened to my father. Marrying each other was the wiser choice.

In fact, my mother’s mother had turned down two men who had asked to marry my mother—once, when my mother was thirteen, and then again at fifteen. My grandmother had said that my mother was just a girl. But this time with my dad, as a young adult, she would be safer being married. It would be better for both of my parents. It was an arranged marriage, one forced by the suffering of war. I know that I was so excited about my wedding—yet there they were making that decision, not for love at the time, but to potentially save their own lives.

I interviewed my parents for this book and asked about their lives and dreams. I am not changing any of their words or correcting their English, except in very minor instances for the sake of clarity on the printed page. The stories they share speak to who my parents are and how strong their resolve must have been. I believe we all wonder what we’re made of. What we would do when faced with war or famine. Yet, even marrying did not keep them safe. As my mother told me:
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