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    From the children (I) — A mother unafraid of adversity

    
      唐光華（eldest son）

    
    
  
  Encouraged by her children, Mother spent a year writing her life story — one chapter a week, stroke by stroke like engraving on steel plate, in pencil, word by word.

I am grateful to my brother-in-law Yao-qin for the computer he gave Mother, and to Mother's eldest grandson Zong-han for the handwriting tablet for Grandma; above all to my second brother Guang-de. Whenever Mother finished a memoir chapter, though tired from work by day, he would sit straight down at the computer in the Tamsui home and type every neat pencil character into digital text. From the summer of 2010 to the summer after, a full year, we brothers and sisters, sons-in-law, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren looked forward each week to Mother's freshly written story of struggle. Guang-de emailed it to the siblings, who forwarded it to the grandchildren; every piece stirred feeling and echo in our hearts — and, above all, respect. Mother had only four years of primary school under the Japanese; how did she know so much about conduct and principle? How did she know to reason and discuss with her children? Her memoir answers: family nurture in childhood and lifelong hunger to learn. She was born into a gentry family in Lukang, tutored from childhood by a grandfather who had assisted at Wenkai Academy. Her father served in the police and loved classical Chinese, enjoying poetry and couplets. Her birth mother and second stepmother died young; a grandmother steeped in ritual teaching guided her greatly — woman's virtues, and many Hokkien proverbs and maxims from the grandmother who adored her. Because she came from a family of no thin culture, though fierce Pacific War air raids drove her with her parents into the mountains at Puli and she lost schooling — and thereafter, apart from a year of Mandarin classes with her father, never entered formal school — the habit of reading had already taken root and never faded.

Mother's will to pursue happiness was very strong; that must have been inborn. She spoke of twice being sent to relatives; both times fierce crying and resistance won her return to her birth parents.

Had Mother been a woman who accepted fate — soft and submissive — she might not have grown up in the Tsai family and would have lived a wholly different life. In the memoir she could not bear her third stepmother's oppression; she met a mainlander man she could trust with her life, defied her parents and elder sister's fierce opposition, won elders of the clan plus the air-force squadron leader and Lukang police chief with her wits, and finally won her father's consent — a beautiful marriage across local and mainlander lines. She was not yet eighteen when she decided to be mistress of her own fate.

For happiness and freedom she married a mainlander air-force master sergeant. Less than four years after the February 28 Incident, that choice carried great risk; some elders even cursed that if the marriage lasted three years they would cut off their own ears.

Thankfully the grandmother and aunt who loved Mother most blessed and encouraged her in secret, giving her courage to enter the wholly unfamiliar world of mainlander soldiers and dependants' wives. More fortunately still, this airman from Sichuan was gentle, without domineering male pride, a man who loved wife and home one hundred per cent. Chapter by chapter Mother wrote the process of joining the same kind of mainlander who had left his native world, holding each other up, raising children, and building happiness. As eldest son I ought long ago to have known the years when household income could not cover outgo and my parents constantly worked extra jobs — yet I did not.

Mother and Father seemed to agree early not to let the children know how tight money was, always wanting us to study hard and live happily. In childhood and youth I never heard them sigh or saw them grim; in memory they always cooperated and shared chores — especially Father, who cooked when Mother was busy tailoring or minding kindergarten children, or helped alter her sewing. So when we siblings grew up, our memories of youth were bright; material want left no shadow. Even as the last family in the village to buy a refrigerator and television, we all felt childhood was spiritually rich. Only after I entered senior high did I see Mother cleaning the dependants' block toilets and, rain or shine with my younger siblings, tending the pump motor a kilometre away at Lao Mei beach — then I felt the labour of holding the home together and how hard it was to keep me in school. In low moods at senior high and university I would picture Mother at night at the sewing machine, head down, fighting sleep — and my spirit would lift; I dared not slacken or despair.

Mother wrote that my elder sister Chun-lan, from her first month after nursing school, sent half her salary home to ease our parents' load. That burden ought to have been mine first; my sister took it early, even giving up her chance at university. Through four years of university, apart from three summers at the first nuclear plant, I never worked during term and lived a life hungry for knowledge. Against our parents' pressure then and my sister's devotion, I received far too much care from them and support from her.

Remembering those free university years I feel sweetness and fullness — and deep shame that I should have worked to lighten their load; to this day I owe my sister a gratitude I cannot repay. Mother also described my second sister Chun-fang years later working half her way through five years of university, easing our parents' finances and not fearing the long commute — more thoughtful of them than I. Mother placed all hope of changing fate and 追尋 happiness in giving her children better education.

Because that wish was so strong, whatever hardship or challenge came, she feared nothing and joined hands with Father to overcome it. She wrote that her educational belief was to raise the eldest well so younger siblings would take him as model, live uprightly, and study hard. As the eldest I was always off to fields or shore, often forgetting mealtimes, worrying and angering Mother — and earning scolding and corporal punishment. After forty I would complain with some resentment: the ruler fell on me more than on my four younger siblings. Then Mother would explain her philosophy of teaching the eldest, and I would understand her painstaking intent. In all five of us, Mother taught the principles of being human; Father was loving and quiet, educating us by example all his life. Mother's strength to overcome adversity came from nature, family teaching, and the trials of late war and early recovery; after becoming Catholic in 1966, faith gave her powerful support. Father, when he came to Taiwan in 1949, already carried a Bible from the Nantong Baptist mission on the mainland — I learned only four years ago when I asked him to recall the past that he has prayed daily for decades without fail. Each dawn Mother bows to the sacred image and never skips the rosary. Until Father's stroke last summer, our parents, whatever the weather, took the community bus every Sunday to Mass at the town Catholic church.

With God, Christ, and the Virgin in their hearts, they need not fear any storm of life. Mother wanted her children educated further and herself loved absorbing new knowledge. This book originally had no chapter on seeking knowledge; I begged repeatedly before Mother reluctantly agreed — she did not want to seem boastful. There is another side to her character the book does not mention but I think should: concern for public affairs and zeal to help others.

Many neighbour mothers carried grievances and came to confide in Mother; in the dependants' village she was a listener many trusted. Many second-generation dependants loved talking with "Mama Tang." For nearly ten years Mother and Father have lived in Tamsui; children and grandchildren need not worry. Mother's interest in national affairs is greater than ever: besides television news she reads the editorial, opinion pages, and supplements every day. When politics looks grave she may half-criticise, half-encourage me: "Guang-hua, you studied politics — you should enter public life and make politics better." I decline, telling her I cannot bear competing for power and am wholly unsuited to politics. Other mothers often urge children away from politics; mine often urges me toward it.

Perhaps because her grandfather enlightened her early, she cares deeply how dynasties rise and fall — and that is why she follows politics so closely.

What struck me most reading the memoir is Mother's heartfelt thanks to every benefactor who helped while she and Father raised us: the landlord's daughter who eagerly found part-time work after their marriage; the mainlander "elder sisters" in the early Tainan dependants' quarter; many local and mainlander mothers after the move to Lao Mei; Father Pa of the Catholic church; air-force commanders; reserve officer Mr Xu Zhen-guo and conscript soldier Mr Wang — all gave crucial support at different stages. Without it our parents could hardly have educated five children as they did. When Father had a stroke last July Mother was lost for the first time. Though we five cooperated to support and accompany her, several Lao Mei elders and second-generation friends kept caring and encouraging until she found calm again.

I am deeply grateful to those elders and peers. The mutual-aid culture of the dependants' quarter has not been washed thin by time nor vanished with demolition. Mother's story is in a sense the story of a generation in Taiwan.

In an extraordinary age an ordinary mother looks anything but ordinary — especially the changing relation between locals and mainlanders in the book: from misunderstanding and rejection to understanding, acceptance, and blending — a miniature of Taiwan's sixty years of ethnic fusion. Before about 1961 dependants' areas had many mainlander wives; Mother fitted in easily and received much help from older mainlander women, while herself measured in friendship and aid. She disciplined us strictly, partly from a local woman's wish to win respect from mainlanders; she did not want mainlander wives to look down on locals.

As visits home increased, kin — especially maternal grandparents and the eldest aunt — saw Mother's happy life and children's schooling, and worry and opposition turned to ease and acceptance. Seeing this mainlander son-in-law and brother-in-law awkward, honest, and wholly devoted to wife and children, they were more reassured and glad. I remember warm welcomes whether at grandfather's and second uncle's in Hemei, Changhua, or the eldest aunt at Wuqi, second aunt at Daxi, third aunt at Baguashan, fifth aunt at Yuanlin — no trace left of discrimination or rejection.

As a child and youth, whenever I went with Mother or both parents to aunts' and uncles' homes, I felt sisters' love for Mother; many cousins were kind to me. Excited scenes playing at Wuqi fish ponds and shore with cousins are still vivid. Kind maternal great-grandmother and grandfather left deep impressions. Mother wrote that grandfather went alone to Lao Mei to visit his fourth daughter married at Taiwan's northernmost shore; I too remember that quiet, gentle grandfather's warm gaze, as if boundless feeling were hidden within. Reading the memoir I wonder whether that gaze held regret for fiercely opposing her marriage. I last saw grandfather at my uncle's in Hemei — over seventy, with nasopharyngeal cancer, in a rattan chair with an old book; standing beside him, he read aloud to me with spirit. Mother wrote that the third stepmother, my maternal grandmother by marriage, who fiercely opposed her marrying Father and blocked grandfather's contact, I met several times on visits to Hemei and no longer felt rejection — evidently Mother's success raising children had softened that hard heart.

Having finished Mother's memoir I wish to say only this: Beloved Mother, thank you for the priceless gift to your children and grandchildren. We are proud of you and Father. We will take you both as models — kindness handed down, unafraid of hardship, generation after generation.



  
    From the children (II) — Mother's sewing machine

    
      唐春蘭（eldest daughter）

    
    
  
  As the eldest daughter, four years younger than my elder brother, I was shy and timid by nature and always stuck close to Mother, so in childhood I received rather more care from Mum and Dad.

I remember when my brother was at senior high boarding in Taipei; he came home every fortnight, and I would go with Mother to Boss Yang's meat stall to buy ten dollars' worth of pork for a better meal at home. When I was at nursing school and lived on campus, we were allowed home only once a month. I would get up at six on Sunday morning, find Mother who had already gone to the riverside to wash the whole family's laundry, walk home with her, and we always had endless things to say. I naturally understood Mum and Dad's hard work a little more than my younger siblings.

In the days before television and refrigerators, the living room held nothing but a table, a few chairs, and a sewing machine. Drawing on the experience she had gained in a garment factory at sixteen and two pattern books she had bought to teach herself, Mother made clothes for neighbours, altered uniforms for soldiers at the base, and earned money to help the household. She was often so tired she would pedal the machine and nod off. Innocent as I was, I would tell her to go to sleep; Mother would lift her head, rub her eyes, pull herself together, and keep treading the sewing machine.

Mother's sewing machine grew up with me. It kept us fed and left my childhood full of happy memories — memories steeped in Mother's wisdom and love for her children.

As a child I had four garments Mother had sewn by hand that I still remember clearly. One was a white puff-skirt for kindergarten, when our school dance was The Flower Girl; in it, with light make-up and a hair ornament, I felt like a little princess. Another was a big-floral dress in the same fabric as my sister's but a different cut — low waist, bow, a delicate collar — which we wore to Dad's air-force academy classmates' gathering; our sister outfits won plenty of praise.

When my uncle married, Mother bought green-and-white checked cloth in Tamsui town, designed matching but different styles of dress and shirt with her own ingenuity, and took four smartly dressed children back to her family home in Changhua.

In junior high, for a Lao Mei elementary school reunion, with no money for new clothes, Mother unpicked stitch by stitch a coat from American aid donations, recut it, and made a short coat with distinctive pockets. Vanity and all, I stood among classmates in khaki uniforms for a lovely group photo I still keep in my album.

Growing up that way, Mother and I were close and talked about everything. In these years I have found that Mum and Dad are like children who need care: cooking homely dishes, chatting with them, taking them on outings, eating at small restaurants, going to the doctor with them — giving them a good quality of life is what I can do now.

Each time I ride the MRT back towards Tamsui and see Guanyin Mountain in the distance, I feel fortunate: a happy marriage, and at fifty-six still a parental home to return to. I cherish every visit and every chance to be with Mum and Dad. They cared for us without complaint; now it is our turn to cherish them, as I would my own dear children. I do it for no other reason than to spare myself the regret of "the tree wishes for calm but the wind will not cease; the child wishes to nurture but the parents are gone."



  
    From the children (III) — Let the story go on

    
      唐春芳（second daughter）

    
    
  
  Mother's book is going to press — what a happy thing.

More than two years ago Mother began writing slowly on manuscript paper, stroke by stroke, word by word. My younger brother keyed it into the computer after work, so Mother need not worry about a laptop that often went on strike.

We were her most faithful readers. My sister-in-law's feedback was always quick and warm; Mother said the family's encouragement was indispensable fuel to keep writing.

After Father's Day last August, Father's illness forced the nearly finished book to stall. Under Mother's devoted care he recovered well; half a year later the final work could start again.

Because Mother's stories are what she lived through, they feel especially real and moving — like films with pictures, music, and colour.

As a full-time mother I have always been active in my two children's school life — parent associations, volunteer parents, and still a fixed weekly slot at a primary school near home leading activities, inheriting Mother's eagerness to help.

I remember Mr Lin Xian-teng, our elementary academic director, loved recreational events; each year we joined the township cultural competitions, and dependants' children often performed for the troops — so many happy chances on stage. From fourth grade I solo-danced "Wang Zhaojun" for years.

Mother was always backstage making up the children; she gladly sewed costumes or made props herself, rushing about — a forerunner of the school's volunteer mothers.

Worried about my brother away at senior high in Taipei, Mother wrote herself to a cousin in Taipei to help arrange things; the two of them then visited his teacher at home together and deeply moved him.

When my high-school grades slipped, Mother again set aside every big and small task, spent a whole day changing buses and a lot of fare, and went to school in person to ask my form teacher for help — hoping to understand and support this child who daydreamed all day.

Back then Mother listened whenever she could to "Our Family" on BCC, hosted by Miss Bai Qianru — more than forty years ago she already had advanced ideas about home–school contact and put them into practice. Thinking of it now, I admire Mother's courage and wisdom enormously.

Our dear Father came to Taiwan in 1949 at twenty-four, met Mother, fell in love, and made a home. Within ten years five children arrived; he was bound to labour for this family all his life so everyone could eat.

Besides his regular military duties he found every way to moonlight. When off duty, Father usually cooked — like a magician he produced tasty dishes every meal and fed five hungry children.

Mother, tireless, mended clothes and did handwork to supplement the budget. The image of Mother on the sewing machine with a child on her back, fighting sleep, is burned into our hearts. Even so, before school registration we were often short and had to borrow from friends or ask officers for salary advances.

Under such weight Father never once raised his voice to Mother or scolded any of us half a sentence. Do children not have naughty spells, unruly times, adolescent rebellion?

In our family I was probably the most outgoing, playful, and sociable — the one who worried Mum and Dad most. Mother often scolded me for throwing my schoolbag through the door after school and vanishing.

At Qingming I took my two younger brothers to guess whose tomb offering was whose at other people's graves — bow once, collect ten cents — thinking it fun and clever until Mother was deeply hurt and angry.

At mealtimes dependants' mothers calling children home was a daily spectacle; our mother, not to be outdone, joined the chorus — imagine that scene; it was hilarious.

Thanks to Mother's meticulous care Father has recovered well. Though we now have A-ni's help, Mother still tends Father herself, almost never delegating.

One doctor put it this way: at their age, to stay so faithfully by each other's side — is that not where love is greatest?

Now they are old; it should be our turn to care for them. Whenever I dress warmly I wonder whether Mum and Dad are warm enough, whether layers fail to keep heat. When my shoes are comfortable I wonder whether theirs pinch or rub.

Mother's selfless devotion to family and children is our most precious inheritance and the finest example. Thank you, dear Father, dear Mother.



  
    From the children (IV) — The family heirloom

    
      唐光義（third son）

    
    
  
  In 2000, after Taiwan's northernmost air-force dependants' village — Lao Mei Mingde Village No. 1 — was demolished and levelled, we seemed to lose a shared memory as well. Thinking of it still hurts.

Fortunately, during a rare lull in the 2008 financial crisis, my second brother used his blog under the title "Wild children of Mingde Village" and dozens of short pieces to bring our happy childhood vividly back to life, and to string together the common memories of Lao Mei dependants' children scattered across the world — the sea, the beach, country lanes, field ridges, big trees, brooks, the wellside … all playgrounds we could only call paradise. Yes, only paradise would do.

Before long, encouraged by my eldest brother, my second brother, and the whole family, Mother bravely took up her pen and wrote one splendid memoir chapter after another. Not long after the February 28 Incident, for a local girl to marry a mainlander serviceman was anything but easy; from these pages you see Mother's steadfast love for Father.

In those hard years, as five children arrived one after another, Mum and Dad gave themselves to the family without resentment — deeply moving. When three meals a day were barely enough, they still found ways for us all to receive a full education; that became the best example for how we would raise our own children.

I have always felt very lucky. From childhood I never felt economic pressure — perhaps Dad, Mum, my elder siblings all shouldered it for me. I never felt crushing pressure over exams or getting into top schools; Mum and Dad never demanded elite universities — everything followed its course. Even after I failed the judicial officer examination and the bar many times, they never pressed me.

Between the lines of Mother's memoir, life was plainly austere, yet Mother's spirit was full. Whenever money was tight or illness struck, benefactors helped turn danger into safety and problems into solutions. The book brims with warmth and gratitude — no less the harvest of how Mum and Dad treated people day by day.

Though Mum and Dad lived modestly all their lives, they were rich in spirit. In the hardest times I often heard Father say to Mother, "The boat will straighten at the bridge," and "Children and grandchildren have their own blessings." For more than sixty years that has indeed carried us through countless adversities — a hall full of descendants, children living happily.

Mother did not preach; Father was even less a man of words — yet their example has deeply shaped all five of us: how to treat people (sincere, kind, upright, doing one's duty), attitude to life (thrifty, knowing one's blessings, cherishing them, gratitude, optimism), ideas about education (respect, openness, democracy), and more. And not only us five — among eleven grandchildren I see the same traces; I hope we pass them down generation after generation.

As children, two round sweets for ten cents, two boiled eggs instead of cake on the birthday child's plate (one egg for those without a birthday), new clothes at New Year that were new school uniforms — all filled us with expectation, without a word of complaint.

Past fifty, looking back at my three children, they have neither the joy we knew nor any way truly to feel the lean years Mum and Dad lived through.

Fortunately, Mother, in plain, easy language full of thanks, brings those days vividly to life. The children turn each story with eager hands. Ha! That works better than my telling "the old story" a hundred times — it lets them step easily into small stories from a great age. Mother's lively pen is admirable. This truly is the best "family heirloom."



  
    From the grandson — Gritting our teeth to build a dream

    
      唐宗浩（grandson）

    
    
  
  I once suggested Gritting Our Teeth to Build a Dream as the title for Grandma's memoir.

In her recollections, in the post-war era when everything had to be rebuilt from ruin, she and Grandpa — who had left home in troubled times and started from nothing — worked together, gritted their teeth through every test the world threw at them, and in a materially hard life created a noble spiritual life: good to neighbours, upright and honest. For me as a grandchild, that was a model of character worth more than gold.

Reading the memoir, I see Grandpa and Grandma's strength and tenderness, and understand that the goodness in people's hearts cannot be stripped away by outward pressure; the force of life cannot be extinguished by outward adversity.

I also think of quiet Grandpa, whose feelings never became words yet were still part of "gritting our teeth to build a dream." Once when I was chatting with him and asked whether he was glad when cross-strait family visits opened, he said: "Glad? What's there to be glad about. My parents are gone — what's there to be glad about?" Those few words still bring tears whenever I recall them.

Indeed — how much more than the mood of "left young, returned old, accent unchanged but temples grey" did Grandpa and Grandma weather that we, decades later, can barely grasp?

I believe Grandma's memoir is a treasure that passes on life's faith and strength, so we can meet the challenges of another age with love and courage, and carry the light of love forward: in fair weather, cherish blessings and give thanks; in hard weather, grit our teeth and build a dream — like our grandparents.

Zonghao (grandson)

Spring of the Republic year 101, written at Zhinan Mountain



  
    Three Mothers

    
    
  
  In 1934 I was born in Shenggang, Hemei, Changhua, in Taiwan under Japanese rule; our ancestral home is Lukang. At birth I was the fourth child in the family, and a twin sister arrived in the world with me. At that time the Tsai family of Lukang enjoyed a good reputation locally and we were comfortably off.

My mother had given birth to Eldest Sister, Second Sister, Eldest Brother, and Third Sister, and then me and Fifth Sister. The year I was born she was thirty-five.

Raising five children was very hard work. Even with maids to help, her health grew weaker and weaker. When my sister and I had turned one and were just learning to walk, one day she went to a neighbour’s house to visit an elderly woman who was critically ill. Two days after she came back, a chill brought on a cold that turned into acute meningitis.

From the onset of illness to her death took only nine days. She was only thirty-seven that year. Everyone was helpless; no one could accept that Mother had died so suddenly.

I was told that Mother’s body was taken back to the old family home in Lukang and laid in a room beside the parlour. Third Sister was only four and did not understand that Mother had passed away. She kept crying and shouting: ‘Mummy, get up! Don’t sleep! Take me out to play!’ She kept shaking Mother’s body. All the adults standing by wept until they were one sobbing mass.

At the time Eldest Sister was only ten, Second Sister nine, Eldest Brother seven, Third Sister four, and my sister and I only a year and a half. Father was a policeman and very busy with official duties. Not long after Mother’s funeral, through an introduction, he married a second wife—our Stepmother. Before Stepmother entered our household, my twin sister had already been given to the Ko family as an adopted daughter, and Second Sister was given to Great Aunt because Great Aunt could not bear children. The family had originally intended to give me to the Ko family as an adopted daughter, but once I was at the Ko home I cried and cried without stopping until they could not bear it; they sent me back and sent my twin sister instead.

The year Stepmother married into our family she was twenty-eight. She was not a bad person; Third Sister and I were both raised by her. Eldest Sister and Eldest Brother occasionally clashed with her over differences of opinion, but fortunately nothing too serious. In 1944, when Eighth Sister was a little over two, Stepmother sadly died of tuberculosis.

She had been in our family exactly ten years and died at thirty-eight. She left Third Sister and me, plus Stepmother’s four children of her own—a younger brother and three younger sisters. After Stepmother died our days became very hard.

In 1945, when the war between China and Japan was at its fiercest, Taiwan was bombed terribly by American B-29s. We were living in Taichung then; Father worked at a tyre company. Father could not look after so many children on his own, so he temporarily placed the two youngest with an aunt and with friends.

Third Sister had just finished primary school; I was about to enter fifth year. Younger Brother was seven and Sixth Sister five. Father, a man on his own, had to bring up several children and still go to work. Third Sister could take on the housework, but many things were beyond what we children could do.

Household life and managing expenses were a tangle of threads without a mistress of the house to hold them together—we truly did not know what to do.

Just then, neighbour Uncle Chen introduced a twenty-seven-year-old Miss Chen to Father.

He said she was willing to marry an older man, because at that time many young men had been drafted to the South Seas as army labourers. Uncle Chen brought her to see our home and the children.

Third Sister, Younger Brother, Sixth Sister and I happened to be eating lunch. Uncle Chen told her: ‘This family still has two daughters fostered elsewhere who will have to be brought back—you must think it through carefully.’ She thought a moment and said: ‘As long as the two little ones are not brought back, I will agree to marry him.’ Uncle Chen relayed her conditions to Father. Father thought for two days and actually agreed to them. By then Third Sister was old enough to understand. She felt Father was wronging the two little sisters and argued with him, but Father’s reason was: ‘These are extraordinary times. There is no adult in the house. When the air-raid siren sounds, I am at the office in a panic, not knowing what to do, thinking of you children at home alone—do you know how worried I am?’ Third Sister did not want it, but because Father insisted, she stopped objecting. Before long, Miss Chen became the third mistress of our household.

The war grew worse and worse. Fighter planes often patrolled near our home, because right beside us was a sugar refinery; the sound of machine-gun fire was terrifying and Third Mother was very frightened.

One day Fifth Uncle came from Beishankeng, Puli, Nantou County, to meet the new sister-in-law. They got on well at once. Once they started talking, the conversation turned to the war between China and Japan.

When they spoke of air raids, Third Mother told Fifth Uncle: ‘Where we live is very close to the sugar refinery, which is also a target the enemy planes want to destroy. I am afraid—with so many people in the house I am really worried.’ After hearing this, Fifth Uncle suggested she persuade Father to evacuate the whole family to where he lived—Beishankeng, a small village ringed by mountains on all sides. Fifth Uncle ran a small factory there making palm fibre (‘brown’), which at the time could be used for rain capes, brushes and the like.

Third Mother suggested evacuating the family to Fifth Uncle’s place. At first Father did not agree, because there was this large household plus Grandmother, and Grandmother still had bound feet. If they moved into the mountains Father would have to give up his job; with no income, so many mouths to feed—the cost of living would be a serious problem.

Father said: ‘No one knows how long the fighting will go on. If we move into the mountains and our savings run out, then what? Think it through before deciding.’ After Fifth Uncle left, Third Mother kept pressing Father to move into the mountains to escape the alerts. Father could not withstand her and had to agree.

Just after the New Year in 1945, our family of eight hired a large removal lorry. We dodged three alerts along the way and only with difficulty reached Fifth Uncle’s place at nightfall. From that day we spent eight months in the mountains—days we would never forget.



  
    My Eldest Brother in Memory

    
    
  
  Eldest Brother was the only boy born to my own mother. When I was in my first year of primary school, he was already at Taichung First Middle School.

Under Japanese rule there was no separate junior and senior secondary school; after primary school you went straight into middle school. Father was working in Hemei, Changhua—a small town—so the whole family, and his teachers and headmaster, were delighted that Eldest Brother had got into Taichung First Middle School. I remember one summer holiday when he came home from school, Father gave him a small film projector and a little camera. He learned to operate them quickly, then started playing at running a cinema.

Behind the house there was a sitting room. Eldest Brother put a desk there and set the projector on the desk, and he was ready to show films. I was in first year and Third Sister in third. Eldest Brother sent Third Sister and me to invite the neighbours’ children and classmates from our own classes.

Each screening could only seat fifteen viewers; any more and he declared the house full. A ticket was one dime—for fun. The films were Japanese cartoons; the title was Ninja, and the hero’s name was Sarutobi Sasuke. The films were wonderful.

After each show the children still wanted more, but Eldest Brother’s time was limited because his schoolwork kept him busy, so he had to tell everyone: see you next summer holiday. All three years he was at Taichung First, when he came home in summer he would always make time to play with us and take our photographs. In those days, after you took a photo you had to take the film to a darkroom to develop—it was nothing like today. Eldest Brother was not yet twenty, but he was very clever; anything that interested him he would learn—showing films, photography, and later riding at the racecourse.

Showing films and taking photographs were what Eldest Brother did with us children when he came home from Taichung First in the summer; the riding display happened after he graduated from the Tropical Medical College and was waiting at home. The town was holding a harvest festival that needed many acts, and he signed up. Eldest Brother rode so well that sitting on the horse’s back he could gallop and slide down from the saddle, hug the horse’s belly, and vanish from view above the horse while it kept running. People on both sides of the road stared dumbfounded; we thought Eldest Brother was marvellous.

Eldest Brother went to the Tropical Medical College because Stepmother said the household was large, Father was a civil servant, and his income only covered daily expenses—there was no money to send Eldest Brother to university. Eldest Brother’s teacher had originally urged Father to let him sit the entrance exam for National Taiwan University’s medical school, because with his grades he was sure to pass and would become a doctor after graduation. But Stepmother’s words disappointed Eldest Brother, and he never brought up NTU medical school again. Later Stepmother saw a newspaper advertisement: the Japanese military had founded a Tropical Medical College with full funding—three years of study, then three years of internship in the South Seas, and on return you could obtain a doctor’s licence and open a clinic.

Stepmother showed the newspaper to Father, and Father showed it to Eldest Brother. Keen to become a doctor, he sat the Tropical Medical College entrance exam and passed smoothly. After graduation he went to the South Seas for his internship. No one expected that the ship would be sunk by American forces. That was how Eldest Brother met his death. Even now Third Sister still blames Stepmother for that suggestion.



  
    Life in the Mountains and News of My Brother’s Death

    
    
  
  After we moved to Beishankeng, Puli, Fifth Uncle arranged for our family of seven to live in a wooden house.

Inside was one large bed where Grandmother and we four children crowded together; Father and Third Mother slept on a double bed—but everyone was in the same room. In such extraordinary times everyone had to make do.

To save money, Fifth Uncle suggested that Third Sister and I learn from his three sons to gather firewood, catch fish, pick wood ear fungus, and gather straw mushrooms.

School in the mountains was already half suspended. I had lost my transfer certificate when we moved, so I did not go back to school.

For a living, Third Sister and I worked from dawn to dark every day, the schedule packed full.

First we had to prepare the frame for carrying firewood (woven from thick wire), shoulder poles, bamboo traps for fishing (ten per person), and larger flour sacks for straw mushrooms and wood ear. Once everything was ready, work began.

After breakfast in the morning, Third Sister and I went with our three cousins to the mountain on the opposite side. We had to cross a wide stream; it took about fifty minutes to reach the top. The area was all camphor trees, with a small camphor factory. Workers felled the trees; large trunks went for oil pressing and small branches were discarded. So we could pick up the small branches, fill the wire frame, and carry them home. We five children often raced to see who got home first. I always walked ahead of Third Sister; she often felt ashamed because her strength was not equal to mine.

From the mountain back home it was already past one in the afternoon.

After a full lunch and a rest came roasting rice bran—frying it fragrant in the wok, then mixing it with congee into dumplings and putting them in the bamboo traps. At dusk we took them to the stream bed. The brook was shallow; we moved small stones aside, set each trap mouth facing upstream, and pressed small stones lightly around the trap so the water would not wash it away. Each person set ten traps, so at dusk the stream bed was lively with many people doing the same thing. Once the traps were set everyone went home; at dawn the next day we collected them, put the small fish and shrimp into basins—the catch was usually enough for our family of seven for two days.

Only after collecting the traps could we eat breakfast. After the meal and a short rest we carried water first; when that was done we went up the mountain for firewood, wood ear, and straw mushrooms.

If it had rained heavily one day, the next clear day we would cross the suspension bridge with our three cousins into the deep mountains on the other side to pick wood ear and gather straw mushrooms.

On rotted large timbers pale purple straw mushrooms grew; wood ear came from another kind of tree. Third Sister and I could each fill more than half a flour sack; we all came home loaded. At home we tipped out the wood ear and straw mushrooms onto a large board to dry in the sun and ate them slowly, because we had to wait until the next heavy rain before there would be more to gather.

Eight months in the mountains passed in busy toil. During that time something terrible happened.

Not long after Stepmother died, Eldest Brother left the family home in Taichung to join the Japanese volunteer forces as an army doctor in the South Seas.

Tragically, not long after he boarded at Kaohsiung, word came that the ship had been sunk by Allied bombers.

Because it was only rumour and no military notice had arrived, Father still hoped Eldest Brother might return safely.

But misfortune struck anyway. Not long after we moved into the mountains we received the official notice that Eldest Brother had died in battle.

The blow to Father is easy to imagine. For three days and three nights he neither ate nor drank; his tears ran dry. Again and again he regretted having let Eldest Brother join the volunteers.

Fate is cruel. When the ship went down, a comrade from Taichung who was with Eldest Brother was very lucky.

When the ship was blown apart, some were killed in the blast, some fell into the sea—he was one of the lucky ones who fell into the water. He clung to whatever floated on the surface until a ship came near, pulled them aboard, took them to that country’s port, nursed their wounds, and then sent them home.

By the time this lucky man from Taichung reached home, Japan had already surrendered.

His father and my father were good friends. Soon after he returned to Taiwan he came to see my father and told him why, at the moment the ship was sunk, Eldest Brother could not escape. After Father heard it he sobbed uncontrollably.

Eldest Brother was the idol in our siblings’ hearts. Losing him was like losing a great pillar of our family. Even now, when this is mentioned, everyone still finds it hard to bear.



  
    Bravely Pursuing Happiness

    
    
  
  I met my husband Benchang at my uncle-by-marriage’s shop. He passed me a note saying he wanted to be friends with me, and my uncle-by-marriage was in favour too, because he looked honest, was tall, and handsome—square face, large ears, the type old people admire most.

But Eldest Sister, Father, and many relatives were against it, solely because he was a mainlander—and a soldier. In the 1950s, not long after the 228 Incident, Taiwanese people strongly opposed their daughters marrying mainlanders.

In those days girls in a conservative society could not casually take boyfriends; people would look down on you, so my uncle-by-marriage’s approval alone was useless. I went to ask Grandmother’s opinion (in the photo on the previous page). Grandmother said: ‘I have not seen the person; I cannot give an opinion.’ What was I to do?

One afternoon I deliberately took Grandmother to my grandfather’s sister-in-law’s house on Zhongzheng Road in Lukang, because every evening after dinner my husband and his three classmates from the radar school always passed her door. When the time came and they were almost at the door, I hid behind it and pointed them out to the two elders, telling them which of the four he was, and asked whether they thought this young man was acceptable. Both elders were very pleased after looking, and so our courtship passed the elders’ hurdle.

Next came Great Aunt. Great Aunt said: ‘I have not seen him; I have no grounds to speak.’ I had to discuss with Great Aunt and arrange a time for them to meet. She suggested Qingming, when we would eat spring rolls at her old home next to the Fuxing police station on Zhongzheng Road. After meeting him she admired him too, mainly because he seemed honest and straightforward and answered her questions truthfully. In fact a Miss Wu beside us helped translate (Miss Wu was the accountant at my uncle-by-marriage’s shop); otherwise, with both sides unable to speak each other’s language, communication would have been very hard.

Father and Eldest Sister were still very angry. Eldest Sister, already married, scolded the elders: ‘The little girl does not understand—why are you joining in the fuss?’ and took me to her home in Taichung and would not let me return. Before leaving I secretly gave Miss Wu my sister’s address. At the time Miss Wu was also someone my husband and his friends wanted to pursue.

At Eldest Sister’s house she gave me a one-mace-weight ring and told me to give up the idea of marrying a mainlander. Eldest Sister said: ‘They say mainland men marry early—what if he already has a wife on the mainland? You had better listen and marry a local man. If you change your mind and marry a Taiwanese, at your wedding I will give you a full set of gold necklace, rings, earrings, and bracelet. For now stay at my house and do not go back to Lukang; in time he will give up.’

I dared say nothing and had to stay.

One day I received a letter from Miss Wu. It said: ‘Since you left Lukang he has been unable to work, listless every day. He misses you very much—can you find a way to come back? Your uncle-by-marriage asked me to tell you this.’ Eldest Sister received the letter and flew into a rage, scolding me: ‘Why did you give him our address? If he turns up at my house and causes trouble, how can I face my husband’s family?’

After the scolding I cried secretly at night, thinking of Miss Wu’s words, tossing and unable to sleep, wondering whether I should persuade Eldest Sister to let me go back.

Eldest Sister was afraid my husband would appear at her address and the scene would be unbearable. When I discussed with her whether I could return to Lukang to ask Miss Wu and my uncle-by-marriage, she reluctantly agreed. So I left Taichung and went back to Lukang.

Back in Lukang I went first to my uncle-by-marriage’s shop and talked deeply with Miss Wu before going home.

When Father saw me return he asked: ‘How are you going to handle things with him? I will not agree.’ Wanting to be with my husband, I had given up a job making clothes and now moped at home all day. Father saw it and felt sorry for me.

One day Father said to me: ‘Find that Miss Wu and ask him to set a time to come to the house and talk properly.’

I was secretly delighted.

Father’s workplace then was at Dingfanpo, a village more than an hour’s walk from Lukang, where he served as a policeman at the local station.

Unlike today, you could not settle things with one phone call; people usually walked. So for Father’s errand I had to set out early the next morning to my uncle-by-marriage’s shop to discuss with Miss Wu. Miss Wu then went to his unit to consult him and his classmates and fix a time to come to our home to see Father.

To make things easier they asked a local-born sergeant in the unit, Mr Huang Qimiao, to accompany them. They talked happily for more than an hour, but once they came to the main point Father told him: ‘If you can produce twenty thousand yuan as betrothal gift, I will agree to the marriage.’

Hearing Father’s condition he was stunned. He said to Father: ‘My income with allowances is only one hundred and twenty yuan a month; I cannot pay that much—Uncle, can you forgive me?’ At the time one mace of gold was only forty-two yuan, a jin of beef four yuan, and a banquet table generally ninety or one hundred yuan, at most one hundred and twenty. Twenty thousand yuan! It was terrifying.

While they talked with Father, the girl had to stay out of the room. Only after they left did I learn Father had opened his mouth wide like a lion, hoping he would retreat in the face of difficulty—he never intended to agree to the match. Mr Huang Qimiao who came with him also spoke many good words on his behalf, but because Father held firm they parted unhappily.

Back at the unit everyone crowded round asking the result. Mr Huang answered for him and stated Father’s condition, because he was too upset to speak.

They discussed a long time and finally went to the squad leader for help. At first the squad leader did not know what to do either; then he remembered Father was a policeman in Lukang’s district, and thought the Lukang station chief was the squad leader’s fellow townsman from Fuzhou—asking him ought to work.

So the warm-hearted squad leader, off duty, invited the station chief to dinner. After listening carefully the station chief said: ‘If this marriage succeeds it may help the provincial rift in Taiwan a little. All right—I will persuade Mr Tsai.’

He arranged to meet Father. His first question was: ‘What is your view of mainlanders? Do you dislike them or object to them?’

Father could hardly speak the truth.

The station chief went on: ‘Your daughter and a young staff sergeant in the radar unit are very close—I hear you refuse to let her marry him because you dislike mainlanders? In fact there are good and bad people on both sides. I have talked with this young man too; he is honest and steady. Agree to him.’

The station chief said many good things; in the end Father truly had no excuse left and agreed to the marriage.

Father came home in the afternoon. He called me over and said: ‘The marriage is agreed. Hereafter it is your own fate—you must not come back to complain however hard it gets; you must take responsibility yourself and not blame me for not caring.’ When he finished he left my side looking very sad. Seeing Father’s expression I could only say silently to him: ‘I am sorry to have worried you.’

Then we began to discuss engagement and wedding arrangements.

My husband, his classmates, and Mr Huang Qimiao went together to my uncle-by-marriage to work out every detail. My uncle-by-marriage asked Father: ‘What do you want—make a list and it will be done.’ Father said helplessly: ‘Never mind—just one hundred and fifty boxes of wedding cakes for relatives and friends; nothing else.’ My uncle-by-marriage passed this to Mr Huang to report to the squad leader. People in the unit and many dependants were delighted; everyone congratulated my husband.

The engagement went very smoothly, but there was a small episode: my sixth uncle-by-marriage said to Father: ‘Second Brother, you are marrying your daughter to a mainlander? I say it will last a year at most. If it lasts three years I, Lin, will cut off my ears and give them to you for casting divination blocks.’ Father smiled and said: ‘Good—I will have her remember your words.’ Sixth uncle-by-marriage said no more.

After the engagement came choosing the wedding day. The engagement day was still three weeks before the first day of the seventh lunar month; custom forbids weddings in the seventh month, so my uncle-by-marriage suggested waiting until after the eighth lunar month to pick an auspicious day.

But my husband, his classmates, and the squad leader feared that if they waited too long Father might change his mind. After calculating back and forth they fixed the date on the twenty-ninth day of the sixth lunar month (the day before the seventh month’s first day)—14 August on the Gregorian calendar, Air Force Day—for our wedding.



  
    A Lively Wedding

    
    
  
  On the morning of 14 August in the thirty-ninth year of the Republic, a little past ten o’clock, a bridal car arrived at the gate of the Dingfanpo police station in Lukang. The black sedan had been lent by the enthusiastic district chief of Changhua District. Changhua was not yet a county then—only a district—so the district chief was the highest local authority.

The squad leader cared about face and public relations. He had my husband spend more than one hundred yuan (about a month’s salary plus allowances) to hire an eight- or nine-person brass band on a jeep, following behind the black sedan, playing and drumming all the way to fetch the bride.

Around half past eleven the bridal car brought the bride out. The band went on beating gongs and drums, playing joyful tunes, along Lukang’s largest road, Zhongshan Road, from one end of the street to the other. Household after household came out to watch; it was like a temple festival procession. After the parade they went to the district office hall to hold the wedding.

But a problem arose: the chief witness refused to come, so the wedding could not proceed. Father would not come because, in local custom, when a Taiwanese father gives away his daughter he has no reason to accompany her to the groom’s side—he did not know we were using a Western-style ceremony.

The car went to our home three times before they finally persuaded the old gentleman to attend; only then did everyone breathe easier.

Past noon the wedding finally began. The certifying witness was Lukang Township Chief Chen Peixi; the introducers were both sides’ superiors—the squad leader and the station chief. The ceremony was simple and dignified, six tables laid, the band playing the wedding march, and the wedding completed amid everyone’s blessings.

Who would have thought a marriage the family had firmly opposed would be completed in a bustle none of us had ever seen before?



  
    Working Hard to Pay Off the Wedding Debt

    
    
  
  For the first three days our newlywed room was borrowed quarters on the unit—somewhat larger. Our real bridal room was tiny, only about two ping; parlour, kitchen, and landlord were shared.

On the second morning after the wedding, my husband’s classmates Mr Zhang and Mr Tao came to the room to tell me that that evening they still had to host a supplementary banquet for those on duty yesterday who could not attend the wedding feast—two more tables were needed.

They were short of money and wanted my help. I told them I had only one ring; I owned nothing else. The watch and gold chain were lent by Mrs Wang and Mrs Luo to save face, because a bride with nothing on her looks bad and people would ask—they had no choice but to borrow. This ring was the only engagement gift my husband gave me; there was no choice—I took off the ring and gave it to Mr Tao to meet the immediate difficulty.

Early on the third morning I packed simple luggage, took a set of mess tins the unit canteen gave us (two bowls, two pairs of chopsticks, several iron plates), and moved to a private house near the water police station to begin our new life.

The landlord’s family was four: an old couple, a daughter-in-law, and a grandson.

The grandson was a primary-school pupil; the son had another household elsewhere. The landlords originally had only two five-candle bulbs; my husband found them too dim and replaced them with two forty-candle bulbs. Rent plus electricity came to ten yuan a month altogether. The landlords were kind; living with them was cheerful. The morning after we moved, the wife of our introducer (my husband’s colleague Mr Huang) came to tell me: ‘Your husband went over budget for this wedding and borrowed three hundred yuan from Foreman Chen, agreeing to repay on the third day after the wedding. Today is already the fourth day with no word, so he sent me to ask what you plan to do.’ After I heard this my heart ached; I held back tears and asked her to tell Foreman Chen whether he could allow a few months—I would find a way to repay. Three hundred yuan was no small sum. When my husband came home from work I asked: ‘How did we owe so much?’ Embarrassed, he said: ‘Why did he have to tell you? I meant to borrow from classmates first and repay slowly myself.’ I asked: ‘You only earn one hundred and twenty yuan a month—after ten yuan rent and living costs, how much is left to repay?’ From then on I resolved to find work and help clear the debt. I asked the landlady: ‘Is there anywhere I can work for money?’ She asked curiously: ‘You want to earn money? What can you do? We have the oyster beds here—work from three in the morning until six at dawn. Oyster digging does not pay much; do you want to try?’ At three the next morning I reported on time and started work.

Disappointingly, I was slow, handled the small knife badly—others filled three bowls while I managed one—and I pricked my hands, bled, and could not do well however hard I tried.

My husband would come in the middle of the night to the bamboo fence outside where we worked and watch silently while I dug oysters with the others.

I truly could not manage it; after a few days I changed my mind and switched jobs to weaving fans.

One thousand fans for three yuan; at most two thousand a day—exhausting. I thought: ‘What now? Paying off three hundred yuan in three months is impossible.’ I was anxious; even at night I lay thinking whether tomorrow I should look for better, higher-paying work, so people would not say my husband owed so much because he married me. Three hundred was a round sum—were there other debts?

My husband did not tell me and I did not dare ask; I only wanted to clear those three hundred yuan as soon as possible. A neighbour girl my age, whom everyone called Amei, had lost her mother early—we shared the same lot.

Seeing me desperate for work she asked: ‘Do you want to learn to knit fishing nets? If you learn it might help.’ So I began a third kind of work. I studied seriously and soon passed the boss’s test. I took home the net twine and started.

At first the nets were for inshore small fish—fine twine, very tight mesh, slow work. After about ten days I was nearly frantic and wanted to quit. Then Amei came again: ‘There are nets for ocean-going boats, for big fish—I'll ask my father to bring them for us to knit; he has agreed and will have someone deliver them tomorrow.’ This coarse twine was paid by weight.

Coarse twine went very fast; in a day I could reach the target I wanted.

Seeing me happy, my husband said: ‘I would like to learn net knitting too—if I learn, two of us knitting would be faster, wouldn’t it?’ Moved by his words, I began teaching him; he was clever and learned quickly. When he was away I worked alone; when he came home from his shift he helped knit nets. The two legs under the ancestors’ offering table in the landlords’ parlour were our net frames.

His job was shift work: twenty-four hours in four watches—morning, middle, small night, and graveyard—four days through the rotation then one day off, so he was home a lot. The old landlord and landlady, when idle, sat by the table watching the two of us race to knit nets. Twine tied to the table leg, sitting on a low stool, we knitted to the parlour door, turned back, and started again from the table leg—back and forth without stopping. Apart from housework and meals, our time was net knitting.

My husband’s two closest classmates, passing after work, often dropped in to watch us knit; they could hardly bear to look. The first month’s work went badly and earned nothing. In the next three months, husband and wife striving together, we finally cleared the three hundred yuan. A great stone lifted from my heart—I was truly glad.



  
    Amusing Incidents After Marriage

    
    
  
  The landlords’ house was built of bamboo, mud, and lime; the roof was framed with thick bamboo poles and the partitions were wooden boards. My husband and I lived in a room of about two ping behind the parlour, with a small window beside the bed. To the right of the parlour a corridor led to the back door.

Beside us was the old couple’s room; facing the parlour were their daughter-in-law’s and grandson’s room. Outside the parlour on the right was a bamboo-woven kitchen shared by everyone.

The landlords had a large stove for cooking rice; the two of us cooked on an alcohol stove. Life was fairly calm, but one thing troubled me.

I am very timid; at night I cannot sleep unless the door bolt is fastened.

When my husband came off the small night shift, around midnight, knocking never woke me—it woke the landlords’ whole family first. They got up to open the back door, let him in, then knocked on our room door. However he called I still did not wake; by the time I got up to open the door it was often nearly one o’clock. He did not blame me, only said: ‘You need not bolt the room door—Grandmother’s family is outside; you need not be afraid. Otherwise every time is like this; it is embarrassing for them.’ Each time I told myself: next time I must stay alert.

Disappointingly, it was the same every time—I could not be woken, and Grandmother’s family was woken too.

Waiting for me to open the door, everyone laughed and shook their heads; I felt deeply ashamed.

I hated myself for being useless—why was I so cowardly?

In my distress I suddenly thought of going to my uncle-by-marriage to pour out my troubles. He taught me a method. He said: ‘Is there not a window above your bed? And an iron grille outside, yes?’ I nodded. He said: ‘Good—on nights he is on small night shift, tie a rope round your wrist and leave some of it outside the window. When he comes home he pulls the rope; your hand hurts and you wake, don’t you?’ It sounded very sensible; I went back and told my husband at once.

Though he found it funny, he accepted the method. After that, on every small night shift we no longer woke Grandmother’s family.

One day the old gentleman and Grandmother asked why lately they never had to get up to open the door for my husband.

Embarrassed, I told them my secret for waking to open the door, and begged them not to tell others lest everyone laugh at me.

When the whole family heard they laughed until they doubled over; I was so ashamed that if there had been a hole in the ground I would have dived straight in.



  
    Not Knowing I Was Pregnant

    
    
  
  I spent eight happy months at my mother-in-law's house.

One day the unit notified us that a room in the dependents' quarters had become vacant and we should move in—no rent. And so we moved for the third time.

The house was on Zhongzheng Road, near the Mazu temple. It belonged to the famous Shi family of four brothers in Lukang and was also a hospital, called Sifang Hospital.

Why was it called Sifang Hospital? Because the four Shi brothers were named according to birth order: Jiangdong, Jiangnan, Jiangxi, and Jiangbei. All four were doctors, and the three elder brothers were medical doctors who had studied in Japan.

After retrocession, the Shi brothers gradually left their hometown one after another to develop their careers in Taipei.

So after the radar fourth squadron came to Lukang in the thirty-eighth year of the Republic, they were assigned to live in Sifang Hospital.

It was a large three-storey house, with four connected buildings for the hospital and the family residence, so the whole squadron could be stationed there, and even the radar equipment was installed on the roof of the third floor.

In the thirty-ninth year of the Republic they found a plot of land by the sea and formed a larger radar fourth squadron; Sifang Hospital was then entirely allocated to the dependents.

Among the dependents' wives, every one was from the mainland; I alone was a native of the province. When I talked with them I seemed to understand and yet did not; sometimes I answered wrongly and became a joke, so I reminded myself to study the many dialects of the mainland wives carefully, lest communication fail.

Moving into a new environment changed our way of life again. With nothing to do each day, I often went with Mrs Wang to watch Shaoxing opera to pass the time. My husband worked by the sea, far away and very hard; when he came home with nothing else to do, he played cards with his comrades to pass the time.

In the second month after we moved into Sifang Hospital, I felt something wrong with my body: I was always drowsy, and when I ate I wanted to vomit. The symptoms grew worse and worse. I did not know what to do, and finally plucked up courage to ask Mrs Wang. I regarded her as my own elder sister; I discussed everything with her.

When she heard my condition she laughed loudly and said, "You're expecting! Does your husband know?" I shook my head. She said, "You must tell him! He's about to be a father and still doesn't know."

From then on I took good care of myself and the little treasure to come.

I lost my mother when I was young, so after marriage everything—including pregnancy, childbirth, and raising children—I had to learn slowly on my own. When I saw others with mothers to care for them, I envied them deeply.



  
    Life on Dadu Mountain

    
    
  
  One day in the fourth month of the fortieth year of the Republic, the newly arrived squad leader and several of my husband's colleagues came to find me and asked me to go with them to Dadu Mountain to look for houses, so that all the dependents could move up the mountain with the unit.

They felt that as a native of the province I could communicate more easily in the language. By then I had been pregnant for more than three months, but to help everyone I gladly agreed. From Lukang we went to Changhua, then took the northbound train and got off at Dadu station. Across the main road was a hillside.

Our group came to the foot of the slope, found an ox-cart track, and slowly walked uphill along it. Dadu Mountain is about five hundred metres above sea level; we walked for more than an hour and finally reached Shuijing Village, where we were to look. We paid a visit to the village head and told him our purpose, asking him to help solve our housing problem.

The village head took us through the whole village; not one person was willing to rent a house to us, because we were mainland people, soldiers' families.

There was truly no other way; we had to ask the police and the village head to step in and make a semi-forced allocation before the locals reluctantly cleared out the rooms where they usually shut up their cattle and sheep for us to live in. The mountain people farmed at the time; the houses were mud-block dwellings with thatched roofs.

What we were assigned was the last room of a three-wing courtyard, originally where the livestock came back at nightfall. To rent the house to us, the landlord had to take the cattle and sheep elsewhere and fix up the room for us to live in.

All the dependents moved to Dadu Mountain and settled down in the sixth month of the fortieth year of the Republic. The first great matter of life on the mountain was water. I asked the landlord where we could draw water.

He had his daughter Ah Hsueh carry a pair of buckets and told us to follow her to the well to draw water.

Shuijing Village was built along a long, winding, uneven ox-cart road; on both sides every household was a three-wing courtyard. The house we were given was at the village head; the well where we drew water was at the village tail—a distance of about a kilometre and a half between them.

At the village tail we still had to go down more than a hundred stone steps before we reached the well.

We set down the buckets, filled them with water; my husband shouldered the water and walked back, slowly climbing the stone steps.

The steps were paved with stones a foot and a half wide; halfway there was no level ground where you could set the buckets down to rest. My husband had never done work like this; halfway up both legs began to tremble. Gasping for breath he reached the level ground at the top of the steps, sat on the ground panting for a long while, and only then managed to carry one bucket of water home. The landlord saw that we had no strength to draw water and suggested to us: "For one load of water a day, my daughter Ah Hsueh will carry it; ten dollars a month for wages—if that suits you, she can start tomorrow." My husband and I discussed it and decided to ask Ah Hsueh to carry water for us. Families better off in the village had electric lights; poorer ones used kerosene lamps. Where we lived there was no electricity, only a kerosene lamp.

At first we were very unused to it, because at night the smoke from the kerosene lamp would turn the white mosquito net black. There were four villages on the mountain; from today's Chenggong Ridge to Tunghai University, all were called Dadu Mountain.

In the forties everyone lived very hard; only when you walked down the mountain was there transport. Among the four villages, only Shuijing Village had a natural well; the other three had only ponds. In the rainy season the ponds would fill with water, but the water was muddy yellow earth; you poured it into the water jar and had to settle it with alum before you had clean water to use.

In summer if it did not rain for a while and the pond water was used up, people from the three villages all had to come to Shuijing Village to queue for water, so those drawing water never stopped for twenty-four hours.

People from the neighbouring villages first carried water from Shuijing Village up to higher ground, then took it back by ox cart. This situation lasted about one or two months each year; when the rainy season began and their village ponds had water again, they no longer had to go back and forth drawing water.

In that era everyone lived like this and did not feel it bitter. There was also an interesting rule: the village pond could let cattle soak in the water, but ducks and geese were not allowed to swim in it; if one was caught, the fine was fifty cents.

I suppose it was because ducks and geese would defecate in the water and pollute it?



  
    The Eldest Born Under the Kerosene Lamp

    
    
  
  Day by day passed, my belly slowly grew, and the day of birth drew nearer.

The first time being a mother, I understood so little. I went to ask Mrs Wang, and she warmly taught me how to prepare things for the baby.

A young neighbour's wife, educated under the Japanese, saw that I was having my first child and would surely have no experience; warmly she brought from home a pregnancy guidebook and lent it to me. That book helped me greatly on the night I gave birth.

On the evening of 27 December in the fortieth year of the Republic, a little past six, after supper I gnawed a section of sugar cane. The kerosene lamp gave a dim light; with nothing to do I wanted to sleep early. My husband was doing his lessons, so I went to bed first to rest. I lay a while; then my belly hurt once and then stopped; after ten-odd minutes it hurt again—three times in a row. I felt something was wrong and told my husband, "My belly has hurt three times; something seems wrong—is it labour?" He laughed at me: "You ate before bed, of course your belly hurts." So I said no more and let it hurt.

At first the pains came every ten-odd minutes. By past eight in the evening I truly could not bear it and asked my husband to fetch Mrs Wang, but he would not, because my due date was still half a month away; he feared calling people and then not giving birth—it would be embarrassing.

By past nine at night the contractions grew closer; I truly could not stand it and urged my husband to ask the landlord's nephew's wife, Sister Ah Yun, to come and have a look.

In the middle of the night my husband knocked on her door, woke her, and told her why. When she heard, she came at once with my husband to our home to see me. She was already mother to three children, so very experienced. One look and she said, "This is serious! You're about to give birth! You've prepared nothing—hurry and find a midwife!"

On the mountain there was no midwife. Outside a fine rain was falling; the village had no street lamps—pitch black.

The two of them, one hand with a torch, the other with an umbrella, went out to find the village head's wife. In the village when people had babies they all called on her.

Unexpectedly she refused, because: thirty days remained until New Year's Eve; she had to worship the heaven god—from today until the new year she could not deliver babies for anyone.

Ah Yun and my husband, hearing that, were both anxious and helpless; they had to find an older woman with less experience who did not need to worship the heaven god.

The midwife was found. Ah Yun asked me, "In your wedding dowry is there fine hemp cord?" I said there was not; she had to run home and find in the wardrobe a leftover fine hemp cord from when she gave birth. The fine hemp cord was for tying the umbilical cord. Sister Ah Yun told my husband to bring sesame oil; she rubbed the fine hemp cord with sesame oil for disinfection and kept it ready.

In the small hours of the next morning, under the dim light of the kerosene lamp, the child was born smoothly—a boy, so lovely. The old woman brought him to my side; seeing his dear face, a whole night's fear and dread vanished at once.

"Meizi" was my husband's nickname, because he was honest, steady, and quiet, and very serious at work. Meizi's family had gained a boy; colleagues and classmates were all glad for him and came to the house to congratulate.

On the seventh day after the birth my husband came home from work and told me he had received orders to go to Lukang to test radar and prepare the "High Mountain Plan"; he had to be away on duty for a week. I asked him, "Why were you chosen?" He said, "This is the most important work; each squad picks one most outstanding person with the strongest ability to help—I was chosen. I can only ask you to do your month of rest at home alone. You've had a hard time!"

Hearing that, I felt a little bitter: the child was only a week old and father was leaving us for work elsewhere; but thinking again that my husband had been chosen to do such important work for the country, I also felt rather proud.

In the week after he left, I—a first-time mother with no experience—every day had to light the stove to cook and boil water; when dark I still had to light the kerosene lamp. When the baby cried I was flustered and clumsy.

The tense week finally passed; my husband returned safely. I was like a deflated balloon; my whole body relaxed. Seeing mother and child safe, my husband was also very glad.

On the third day of the full month the child received new orders—this time reassignment to Pingtung in southern Taiwan, for an indefinite period. His superiors told him to be mentally prepared: he must report within a week.

The two of us faced each other a long time without speaking. A soldier must obey orders; a wife must bravely face the fact that her husband may be posted away at any time.

On the day the child was forty days old, my husband picked up his luggage and left us mother and son once again.



  
    A Chance Meeting with Father at the Market

    
    
  
  While my husband was away on duty in Pingtung, besides his salary he also had travel allowance from that period. The first month he sent the money back; I was very glad, because at home we had no spare money to buy daily necessities—a bath tub, the baby's pram, a washboard, and so on.

At first we bathed the baby in a washbasin; after the full month the washbasin was no longer suitable. Luckily with this money we could solve the difficulty. I asked Ah Hsueh to accompany me to Changhua to buy what we needed, paying her a day's wages—whatever she would earn for a day's labour outside, I paid her the same. She was very glad and willingly helped me.

The next day I carried my son on my back, bags in hand, and went down the mountain with Ah Hsueh, took the train to Changhua, and bought various things including a pram. Ah Hsueh was very strong and could carry everything up the mountain. Before we set out I told her, "We're buying a lot; it may be very heavy." So she brought a carrying pole and rope from home and left them at Dadu station to use on the return trip.

While buying things at the Changhua market I chanced upon Father—the child's maternal grandfather. He came over and called me, "Haruko!" (Haruko was my Japanese name, pronounced something like "haruko"); I stood stunned.

I asked, "Father! How are you here?" He told me, "I'm on business in Changhua and came to the market to look around; I never thought I'd meet you here!" Seeing the little infant in my arms he asked, "When was the child born? Why didn't you tell me?" I told him, "He's already more than two months old; I wrote to you before, but you didn't reply—did you not receive it?" He said, "I didn't receive it; I'm very sorry, and I didn't send you a gift either." I comforted the old man: "No gift is all right; I have no parents-in-law, no sisters-in-law." I also told him, "My husband and I are doing very well; he takes good care of me—please set your mind at ease."

Because of time I asked Father to take care of his health and said goodbye. When we had gone some distance I looked back; the old man was still there seeing us off, and I could not help a surge of sorrow.

Meeting Father by chance brought back my girlhood after the third mother entered the house—all the unhappiness at home. Only after I met my husband and married did I begin to live freely and happily.

Why call it a "chance" meeting with Father? Because from marriage until the child was born, Father at my natal home had not been in contact with me. My husband wrote to him; he did not reply either.

After explanation we learned the stepmother had intercepted the letters.

Perhaps because the stepmother had once wanted to introduce her friend's son to me and I did not agree, and later I married a mainland soldier, which made her angrier?

Because of that it was as though the road to my natal home was cut. So meeting Father unexpectedly in the vegetable market shocked me so deeply.



  
    Days of Little Togetherness

    
    
  
  Back on the mountain with Ah Hsueh, after a hard day I was very grateful she had helped me carry such heavy things from below the mountain back up. The next day, while the child slept, I wrote a letter to my husband telling him how mother and son were faring on the mountain.

When he received the letter he was very glad and wrote back saying he missed his son and wondered how big he was now. Receiving my husband's letter, I thought: should I take the child to have a photograph taken and send it to my husband, so his father could see how dear the child had grown!

By then the child was three months old. I decided to take my son down to a photographer on Dadu Street below the mountain for a set of pictures to send his father.

The next day, everything ready, I carried my son on my back, humming a little tune happily, and went down the mountain for the photographs.

Both sides of the ox-cart road were acacia woods; the round trip took more than two hours, and when we got home everyone was worn out. A week later a friend was going down the mountain; I asked him to bring the photos back for me. The village shop had a postman who came to collect mail; at the shop I posted the letter and photos. Besides the child's photos I had a set of myself taken too and sent one to him as well.

The photo on the right is the one I sent my husband. In the picture the clothes and shoes the child wears were all sewn by my hand stitch by stitch; the hat was bought earlier at the market. Because I decided on the photographs at the last minute I did not dress specially—I only loosely plaited my hair. With my husband not beside us, those who helped mother and son most were Sister Wenlan at the village tail and her husband, Mr Wang.

Mr Wang often came to the house to hold the child and play, so I could do housework. Where I did not understand I asked them; Sister Wenlan always taught me carefully—for example how to make clothes for the child, cloth shoes, and so on. Later Sister Wenlan even asked me to move in and live with them, saying it would be more convenient to look after things, rather than me at the village head and them at the village tail running back and forth wasting time.

I was very grateful to them and really did move in to live with them.

My husband had been away from us half a year and came back only twice. The first time was not long after I sent him the photographs; one evening past nine he suddenly came home—I jumped and said, "Why are you home so late?" At that time transport was inconvenient: from Pingtung on the first bus to Linbian, then the express north to Dadu station on the railway, took twelve hours; it was already dark.

Then he still had to walk up the mountain; by the time he reached home it was truly very late. Seeing the trousers my husband wore, both knees torn with two big holes, in such a wretched state, my heart truly ached. My husband said because he had not known the posting would last so long he had brought only two pairs of trousers—not enough to change.

My husband's shift was inside the radar vehicle (photo on the next page), climbing up and down, so trousers were easily worn through.

My husband saw his son, teased him to play; the child would smile at Father and was not shy at all—my husband was delighted. But the time together was brief; on the fourth morning he had to hurry back to work. I carried the child and saw him to the door and said goodbye. When I turned back, tears fell.



  
    Moving to Tainan

    
    
  
  In the sixth month of the forty-first year of the Republic, one day the welfare officer came to the village to tell everyone there were dependents' houses in Tainan—would you like to move there?

Because my husband had come back twice and each time reached home only after nine at night, coming and going in such haste.

For him to come home to see mother and son cost so much time and energy—it was truly too hard. So I became one of the first dependents willing to move to Tainan. Those were the first dependents' houses Madam Chiang built in Taiwan; everyone was very glad. Sadly only half the families were willing to move first.

Those of us who were willing went home at once to pack; the decision was made in the morning and we set out in the afternoon. I carried the child on my back and hurried home to pack. Thanks to the squad leader's wife helping me tie the bundles, we could set out on time. The unit chartered a goods wagon from Wuri station, loaded all our luggage in, then we climbed up and sat on the luggage—adults and children all squeezed together.

At half past five in the afternoon the train moved off, stopping and starting; we did not reach Tainan until past eight the next morning. Midway it stopped a long time at Changhua, they said because of unloading and loading cargo.

At last we reached Tainan; everyone was delighted.

As soon as we got off, seeing each other's faces on the platform we could not help laughing loudly: "Why is your face all grey?" the other said, "Yours too!" Everyone ran to the washstand on the platform to look in the mirror and saw every face covered in dust.

Why was that? Because in the forties trains still burned coal! Next, army lorries took us to the dependents' housing.

Everyone was happy and completely forgot the whole night's hardship. We reached the gate of the dependents' village in high spirits, and then the person in charge actually told us at the door: "The houses have not been inspected yet; you cannot move in—you can enter only after a week." Hearing that, everyone was dumbstruck.

What to do?

Everyone had children—where could we stay? It was maddening.

Later an officer came and told us he would take us first to an empty building to stay a week, and after the dependents' quarters were inspected we could move in. When we saw that empty building it turned out to be an abandoned dance hall, doors and windows broken and ruined. Everyone was helpless; we could only spread mats on the floor to sleep, put the stove outside the door to cook, and live like that for a week, like refugees. After a week we finally moved into the dependents' houses.



  
    Making Cloth Shoes

    
    
  
  Moving from Dadu Mountain to the Guoziyuan dependents' village on Datong Road in Tainan was in the summer of the forty-first year of the Republic. The dependents' village was jiannan-style housing: very thick bamboo for pillars, fine bamboo strips woven in the middle, then lime mixed with rice husks and mud plastered on to make the walls.

The whole village had eighty households, officers and NCOs half each.

NCO families got three and a half ping per room, plus half a ping for the kitchen and a corridor about a metre wide in front of the door; officers could get half a room more, equal to one extra bedroom. Eighty households were divided into eight blocks, four for officers and four for NCOs. My husband was a master sergeant, so we could only be allotted three and a half ping of dependents' quarters.

This photograph was at our doorway: my son had just finished urinating and was snapped secretly by neighbour Mr Chen.

The village had only one square cement platform big enough for four bath tubs, and two tap stands; every household queued to draw water and wash clothes.

In that era, used to a simple life as we were, remembering how we used to carry water home to cook and wash where we lived before, we were all very satisfied now to have running water.

On the platform beside the taps some carried water, some washed clothes. Everyone worked while chatting and laughing—a whole morning could be lively. But sometimes talking too much you said the wrong thing and quarrels broke out too.

I mostly carried water to the corridor in front of our door to wash. Of the eighty households then, only I and Mrs Chin across the way were natives of the province; all the rest were dependents from every province who had retreated from the mainland—north and south, their speech was sometimes hard to understand.

Once housing was settled I began looking for home piecework to earn a little to help the household. Later I found work pasting matchboxes—one thousand for three dollars. If you worked earnestly, minding the child while working, you could paste about a thousand a day. At prices then, one block of tofu was fifty cents; if I had three dollars income a day I was content. Sadly after half a year the factory stopped and I was out of work.

Later I came to know the wives of four gentlemen across the way who all drove lorries at the unit; one of them, like me, was native to the province. They were warm; we got on well. I was only nineteen then, young, so they all looked after me. Mrs Hsiao warmly taught me to make cloth shoes.

To make cloth shoes you first prepare materials. Find an old sheet, tear it open, then get a rolling board, buy some flour, cook it in a pot into paste, and buy a wall-painting brush.

When working, take a stool, put the board on the stool, cut the sheet to the size of the board. Lay the first piece of cloth on the board, brush paste on the cloth, then paste on another piece. Paste five layers like this; when the sixth layer is laid on, the first step is done.

When the sun has dried the cloth, Mrs Hsiao gives me the shoe pattern she has cut and carefully teaches me to draw lines on the dried cloth with a pen, then cut out the sole pattern with scissors. Each sole needs three pieces, so one pair of shoes needs six pieces cut.

Stack the three sole cloths together, then buy ready-made binding tape, spread paste on the binding tape, and slowly roll it along the edge of the sole. When dry, sew with thick needle and thread stitch by stitch—that completes one cloth shoe. Whether child's or adult's cloth shoes, the method is the same. One pair took me about a week, because of housework and minding the child. Later I used this craft to make cloth shoes for myself and the child.



  
    My Son's First Pair of Leather Shoes

    
    
  
  Buying leather shoes is simple for people today, but in the 1950s, when military life was hard, giving a child a pair of leather shoes was very difficult.

When my son was nearly two, his father was away. I wanted to celebrate properly and decided to buy him a pair of leather shoes, because he had always worn cloth shoes I made for him.

A pair cost thirty-five dollars. My husband's allowance for living expenses was one hundred and twenty dollars. There was no spare money to fulfil my wish. What could I do?

Later I saw our neighbour Mrs Yu go to a wool shop in Tainan city to collect yarn and knit pieces on contract to earn money. I went to her home and asked her to teach me to knit.

Once I had learnt, I plucked up courage and asked the shop owner, "May I do contract knitting for you?"

The owner thought I looked young—I was only twenty-one—and did not quite believe I could knit. I knitted for him on the spot.

I passed his test, but still had to leave a one-chi ring and my identity card as security before I could take yarn and a sample garment home.

At home I knitted seriously every day. In a week I finished a short women's jacket in a feather-and-flower pattern, and fulfilled my dream of buying my child leather shoes.

The piece work paid exactly thirty-five dollars. As soon as I had the wages I took my son, beaming, to buy the shoes and have a photograph taken as a memento of his second birthday.



  
    From Tainan to Penghu

    
    
  
  While we were living in Datong New Village in Tainan, when our son was one year and two months old, I became pregnant again.

At three months I caught a cold by mistake and went to hospital for medicine. I did not know I should tell the doctor I was pregnant. I brought home eight packets of medicine for two days.

I had only taken three packets when, early the next morning, as I was carrying a bucket of water home to cook breakfast, pains came in waves. I forced myself to cook the congee, fed my son until he was full, and could bear it no longer.

It was raining outside. I did not dare disturb the neighbours. I shut the door and drew the curtains. After one bout of pain I quickly caught the miscarried foetus in a basin, afraid and heartbroken.

I tidied myself as best I could, gave my son a toy to play with, and lay on the bed in grief.

It was after nine in the morning. The rain grew heavier and water came into the house. The child played in the water. Mrs Liu next door on the right was bailing water out of her room. She leaned over, saw my son playing in the water while I was still in bed, and asked, "What's wrong? What happened?" At last the strong woman I was shed tears and told her, "I've miscarried."

She was shocked. "Something this big—why didn't you call us?" Mrs Lü on the left heard and hurried over. She had been a nurse at a field hospital in the north-east and was experienced. One look at what was in the basin under my bed told her it was indeed a foetus. She said, "Go to hospital at once for a check-up, or it could be dangerous." I worried who would look after my son.

Just then Sister Wenlan heard the news and came too. Without a word she took what was under the bed away and disposed of it, came back, took my son, packed his clothes into a bundle, and told me, "Go to hospital with an easy mind. I'll look after the child." I was deeply moved. Though my husband was not with me, so many good neighbours were helping.

Someone went to the unit for a lorry and took me to the Tainan air force hospital. I stayed a week.

My husband received notice at Pingtung, completed his leave paperwork, came home, then came to the hospital to see me. By then I had only two days left before discharge.

Leave at most was five days; travel there and back used two, so he was truly home for only three days. The more he thought about it, the less at ease he felt. He wanted very much to live with his wife and child.

Later a superior suggested, "If you want to live with your dependants, the only way is to request a transfer to an offshore posting."

In the 1950s Penghu counted as offshore.

The Gaoshan project had wound down by then. Squadrons were being set up one by one and my husband's duties returned to normal, so he could apply to higher authority for a posting to Penghu.

From application to approval took half a year. In that time I regained my strength, learnt to knit sweaters for money, and bought my son a pair of leather shoes as a gift for his second birthday.

When the transfer orders to Magong came through, it was already the first month of 1953. Our family and Mr Wang's family of four across the road went together to Kaohsiung to board the ferry to Magong. Mrs Wang was seven months pregnant.

In those days there were no civil flights between Penghu and Taiwan, only the ferry. It sailed three runs on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, rested Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday, and did not sail on Sunday either. It was very inconvenient.

We waited all afternoon, ate simply at the pier, passengers trickled in before five, and the ship left on the dot at six.

The ferry was small. Crew and passengers numbered about a hundred. Inside the hold there were only tatami mats along both sides at the bottom of the cabin, with a walkway down the middle. Everyone lay on the mats.

The ship rolled violently. Many were sick enough to vomit into the walkway. The sour stench made those who had not been sick vomit too.

Only two passengers were bravest: Mr Wang and my son, who had just turned two. Neither was sick; they even ran out on deck for air and to watch the sea. I admired them.

After a whole night of misery we reached Magong at six in the morning.

Stepping off the ship and breathing fresh air, many feelings welled up. Penghu—we had come here; our family of three could at last live together.



  
    Three Years in Penghu

    
    
  
  After we reached Penghu and left Magong harbour, the unit sent a vehicle to meet us. Mr Zhang, a classmate of my husband's, came along in the same car. He took us into town first for breakfast, then to the village where they lived, called Dongwei Li.

Before we moved, we had written asking him to help find a house, so when we arrived we moved straight into the place. It was the end unit of a three-wing courtyard house. The room was tiny, about two and a half ping. After putting in one bed, the only space left was for a dining table. Cooking had to be done under the eaves by the door.

We managed there for half a month, looking for a house every day. Later we found an empty room behind the Lü family's three-wing house, about five ping, square, built of coral stone from the Penghu seabed. Two thirds of the space was a shared sleeping platform; the remaining third held a cupboard for bowls that could also serve as a dining table.

On the right-hand wall as you entered there was a window. Outside was a pigsty, so we often heard pigs. There was nothing for it; you got used to the noise. Penghu folk of the older generation were reluctant to rent to women about to give birth. Mrs Wang, seven months pregnant, moved in; the next day the landlord began asking her to find another place. I heard they would rather rent to someone near death than to someone about to have a baby—a strange idea. They explained that if a tenant gave birth in the house, the landlord's fortune would be split and luck would turn bad. With the landlord saying so, Mr Wang had to look elsewhere.

They found nothing in Dongwei Li or Shiquan Li. In a third village, Cailiao, someone finally was not superstitious and would rent to the Wang family. In her third month in Cailiao Mrs Wang gave birth to their third child, a boy; mother and baby were fine.

When the baby was seven or eight months old the Wangs found a way to move back to Dongwei Li and live near us, because commuting from Dongwei Li to the Gongbeishan unit was much shorter than from Cailiao. Once things were settled my husband wrote to my father in Lukang, saying our family was safe and our grandson was already over two, asking the old man not to worry.

Father was delighted to get the letter. He wrote back and sent a parcel of food for the child. I wept, moved, knowing Father still loved and cared for us. In the 1950s, apart from electric lights on Magong's main streets, every other village used kerosene lamps.

We had used kerosene lamps on Dadu Mountain too, so it was nothing new. But Penghu summers sometimes brought drought with no rain. When the wells ran dry, people in Shiquan Li and Cailiao had to go to Dongwei Li to fetch water; occasionally they even fought over it. I went after lunch, when others were resting. By then the well was nearly dry; only in the deepest crack in the stone lining did spring water trickle out like a tap.

We tied a rope to the bucket, lowered it to catch water, and when it was full hauled it up and poured it into a larger tub. Two full tubs and we carried them home. That hard work came only in the rainless summers. On ordinary days the well had water and you could fetch any time without queuing. In the photograph, the house with a door at the back is the place we rented. This picture of our son was also taken at our doorway. People on Penghu island were warm to us and looked after newcomers well.

I thought buying a sewing machine and taking in dressmaking might be a good way to earn. My husband agreed. We went together to Magong town, spent six hundred dollars on a machine, and bought two pattern-cutting guides.

I had only sewn from ready-cut pieces before and could not cut patterns. With those two books I studied the instructions hard. They explained many styles of flat-pattern cutting clearly and in detail; I understood quickly.

Back at home I studied the books again, asked others for old newspapers, drew measured sizes on the paper in red pencil, cut the patterns slowly, laid the paper on cloth, traced with tailor's chalk, checked carefully, and cut the fabric. I started with trial shirts and trousers for my son. When those worked I made my own dresses, narrow skirts, and western-style trousers—all successfully.

Those two books gave me confidence. From then on I ran a small home tailoring business. That sewing machine and the two guides stayed with me from 1953 to 1980. In 1969, two days after our second child graduated from nursing school, she started work. In 1978 our eldest son married and set up his own home; after that the eldest and second son took over the family finances.

Though the third, fourth, and fifth were still at university, I no longer had to struggle so hard.

So the sewing machine and the two books retired with me.

My husband and I went to Taipei in 1981 to dote on grandchildren.



  
    Returning to My Parents' Home

    
    
  
  Towards the end of 1954, a few days before the lunar new year, a parcel arrived in Magong from my father in Lukang. Inside were sausage, new-year rice cake, and other gifts for his grandson. The letter was full of how much he missed our family. I missed Father too, and Grandmother—especially Grandmother. Since I married I had not seen her again. The happiness I have today is because she urged me to find courage and reach for it; I will never forget her kindness. I discussed it with my husband and said I wanted to take our child back to Lukang to see Father, Grandmother, my uncle and aunt, and Third Sister.

My husband understood and agreed at once to arrange the trip. A colleague told him we could apply for a military flight, so he gladly went to complete the paperwork. We waited until the end of March 1955 before the approval came through.

The round trip was planned for one month: fly from Magong to Tainan, train to Changhua, then transfer to Lukang. As the day drew near I was excited and nervous—soon I would see Father, Grandmother, and so many others; I could show everyone my lovely son and let them see what these years had brought me. I wished departure would hurry up. The day before the flight I packed our bags. I told my son, "Mama is taking you to Lukang to see Grandpa and many other people." He understood only that we would fly, and was happy.

When the time came my husband saw us to the airport, reminding me along the way to be careful everywhere and come back safely.

It was my first time on a military aircraft and I was nervous, but in half an hour we were at Tainan airport. Everything went smoothly; by dusk we were home in Lukang.

Inside I found only my stepmother; Father was not there.

She said Father had not yet come back from work.

We talked a while. I heard Father calling at the back door. I hurried out to open it. His first words were, "About the gifts I sent your son—did you tell your mother?" I said, "No. I had just arrived and we had not got to the gifts yet." He breathed easier and told me, "The money for what I sent—I told your stepmother your eldest sister gave me the cash to post on her behalf. If I had not lied, she would be furious and the house would not be peaceful." My stepmother had always been stingy with us sisters. I understood Father's difficulty and comforted him: "Don't worry. I've only been back a short while and we haven't said much yet, so nothing will come of it." Only then did he relax and come inside with me.

Father had been later than us because he wanted to see his grandson and had gone straight from work by train to Changhua to meet us—only to find we were already home. Grandfather and Grandmother found their grandson sweet, sensible, and unafraid of strangers. He called "Grandpa" and "Grandma" in a honeyed voice. Grandfather was pleased and gave a red envelope as a meeting gift.

We settled in. By day I took my son around Lukang to visit kin and friends, and to Sifang Hospital to see the landlady. I told her my son was conceived in that house. She was glad and said, "Children born in our house grow up to do well." The day after we left her place I went with Grandmother to Auntie's home. Auntie was delighted to see the lovely boy and asked, "How many years have you been married?" I said four. The old lady said, "Do you still remember your sixth uncle-by-marriage said that if you married a mainlander and lasted three years, he would cut off his ears for you to cast as divination blocks? The three years are more than a year past—you can go ask him for his ears!" Everyone laughed.

Auntie's memory was remarkable; she still remembered things from so long ago. After half a month in Lukang, uncle and aunt could see from me and the child that our family was getting on all right. The elders were reassured that I had not married the wrong man. Half the month was gone; I said goodbye to Grandmother, Father, my younger brother and sister, and took my son to Changhua and Hemei to find Third Sister.

We reached Third Sister's at noon. Brother-in-law came out to meet us. Seeing the lovely boy with me he asked, "How old is the little fellow?" I said three. He could hardly believe it, because my son looked older than his age. Third Sister envied me for having a son on the first try; she had married two years before me and had three daughters in a row, and longed for a boy.

She asked, "The child is three—why not have another?" I told her, "After the miscarriage in Tainan there has been nothing. I want another child too, but if it won't happen, it won't." She said, "Stay with us a few days; I'll take you to a doctor." I followed her plan and went to an obstetrics clinic in town. The doctor smiled after the examination and said, "No problem. I'll prescribe medicine; go home and wait for good news." Later I went to Taichung to see Cousin, her husband, and another cousin. Everyone was glad to meet; we had endless talk.

Cousin suggested we visit Taichung Park. My son and I had a fine time; we even took a commemorative photo at the park's landmark pavilion. The month flew by.

With my son I said reluctant goodbyes all round.

We took the train to Tainan, then on to the airport. At the gate my husband's nephew Guangxian was waiting for us. Meeting for the first time, he was delighted when the little boy called him Big Brother.

At noon he treated us to a full table of dishes—only two adults and one child; we could never finish it. Looking at the laden table was a pity.

We said goodbye to Guangxian and boarded. Half an hour later we were at Magong airport. My husband was already there.

The child was overjoyed to see Papa. My husband held him, took my arm, and we went home to Dongwei Li—ending a happy visit to my parents' home.



  
    Birth of Our Eldest Daughter

    
    
  
  Not long after we returned from Lukang to Penghu I found I was pregnant again and was quietly glad. Our son was already over three; I had long wanted a daughter.

Through the pregnancy I still took in dressmaking and sometimes took my son to Magong for films. I remember one called The Legend of Mazu, with a six-year-old Chang Ai-ling as young Mazu and many veteran stars such as Li Li-hua. I had been a film fan since childhood, so however busy I was, when a new picture arrived I found a way to see it. Servicemen and dependants could buy half-price tickets, so films did not cost much.

After I became pregnant we moved house for the third time in Penghu.

Mrs Tong from our Tainan dependants' village had lost her eldest daughter to acute otitis media after a week of high fever. She had just given birth to her second child and was in confinement. The eldest was only three. After such a blow, more than two years later Mrs Tong's mind was still clouded, near collapse. Mr Tong was desperate and arranged a transfer to Penghu to leave that painful place in Tainan.

When Mr Tong was looking for a house in Dongwei, Penghu, he discussed with us renting a larger place together—two families under one roof—to keep his wife company and help her recover her former healthy, cheerful self. We agreed to help, and moved again.

The new landlord Mr Zhuang and his wife were very kind. They had six children. To make ends meet they rented both main bedrooms to us; their family of eight squeezed into the side wings. The two families had no kitchen and had to put a stove on each side of the sitting room.

So in one large sitting room, with the Zhuang ancestors' tablet in the centre, my sewing machine for dressmaking on one side and a stove at each bedroom doorway serving as a tiny kitchen, our two families, the landlord's family, and his brother's family—nearly twenty people—lived together in lively bustle. We shared one water jar; whoever noticed it running low hurried to fetch more, and the next person who saw would compete to carry water too.

Four households in a small three-wing courtyard got on harmoniously, laughing and joking. Mrs Tong's spirits slowly improved and we could see her smile again.

Days passed amid the cinema, the sewing machine, and everyone's laughter.

When I had our first child I had no experience. Now, expecting our second, I prepared everything early and waited calmly for the birth.

On 14 February 1956 (the second day of the lunar new year), pains began in the afternoon. I felt the baby was coming. My husband and his colleagues were playing mahjong in the sitting room. I went over and whispered that I might be in labour and asked him to fetch the midwife.

With the first birth behind me I was no longer afraid. Encouraged by the midwife, I bore the pain until after midnight, when the baby cried at last—a girl. Sister Chunmei, the midwife, said, "Your wish came true—congratulations!" As she bathed the infant she added, "A child born at this hour will have a very good life." I thought if my daughter's fate was good, my hardship would be worth it. The baby was adorable; my husband was glad to have a daughter.

After her full-month celebration, for some reason she began to cry as soon as it grew dark and would cry until dawn.

She slept by day and cried by night, loudly. I rocked her in my arms; when she slept I laid her gently on the bed and she woke at once and cried louder. My husband and I took turns holding her. Sometimes she still cried in our arms loudly enough for the neighbours to hear. We were worn out. My husband worked day and night shifts; without enough sleep his work would suffer, so we were desperate.

The kind landlady and the wives of colleagues offered advice: imitate locals and worship the "bed mother" (in Taiwanese); imitate mainlanders and cover the child with Father's clothes and shoes turned inside out (these had to be done while the child slept). We tried everything; she still cried. Days passed; she was three months old and nothing was solved.

One day Mrs Liu Quancheng—she was from the north—taught us another method: "Write a short charm and paste it on a roadside telegraph pole or wall. Passers-by who read it aloud help; the more who read, the better. Try it." This was the charm she gave us: "Heaven so bright, earth so bright, our home has a crying child; gentlemen passing by, chant it thrice, and sleep till broad daylight." My husband was embarrassed to post by day; when it was quiet at night he went out with the written charm and pasted it here and there, hoping this time it would work.

Not long after the charms went up our daughter reached four months. Whether the charm worked or, as some say, crying stops naturally at four months, from then on she no longer cried through the night. I was grateful to friends for every suggestion that helped us through those exhausting days.

Our daughter grew very lovely. The flaw was that she knew people too well: only Mama would do. If anyone else tried to hold her she wailed at once. In the end only Mrs Tong could mind her; no one else might even touch her.



  
    From Penghu to Qiao'ai Village

    
    
  
  In 1956 the government finished the second batch of dependants' villages built after coming to Taiwan, at Songshu Jiao near Daxi in Taoyuan, close to Bade, named Qiao'ai New Village.

I heard it was built with donations from overseas Chinese worldwide, at Madame Chiang's call, for the families of the three services.

Our Penghu unit was also allotted houses. The unit announced that anyone willing to move to Qiao'ai should register. Nine families signed up. Like me, these dependants were willing to bring their children to Taiwan themselves so their husbands could work without worry, and so husbands would not wear themselves out helping with children and housework.

After we decided, the unit told us to be ready: whenever a morale troupe flew to Penghu and the return flight was empty, it might carry us to Taiwan.

One day in August 1956 my husband came home from work and said that in three days a plane would take us back to Taiwan and we should start packing the next day.

My feelings were mixed. We had only just been reunited in Penghu for more than three years; now we would part again, with no knowing when we could be together.

For my husband's peace at work I gritted my teeth and accepted separation once more.

On departure day we caused a scene at the airport.

Life was hard for everyone then; everything at home was treasure. Some people even bundled their cooking stove and firewood to load on the plane.

Baggage was stowed but we had not yet boarded when the pilot climbed up, took one look, and came storming down to confront the officer who had let our luggage aboard without weighing it.

He roared at him, "Sacrifice my one life if you must—but there are nine families here; can you answer for them all?" The officer flushed, said nothing, and hurried to remove the less important items to send on a later flight.

Goodbye to Penghu, to Dongwei Li, after more than three years.

From take-off to landing at Taoyuan airport was forty minutes.

On the plane everyone was tense. When the announcement said we had landed safely, hearts eased and we happily boarded army lorries with our children straight to Qiao'ai New Village.

This was my second new life in a dependants' village.



  
    Qiao'ai Village, All Women and Children

    
    
  
  After we reached Qiao'ai New Village the lorry took us to our new homes and everyone was pleased.

The husbands fetched keys from the management office. When they opened the doors, the size of the houses was nothing like the "homes with Japanese-style rooms" reported in Xinsheng Bao. We were all a little disappointed, but we had moved; we had to accept it.

Each house was only three and a half ping; the kitchen half a ping, room for one person. There was tap water at the back; two rows of twenty households shared two taps. Toilets were communal and a long walk away.

Houses came in types A and B. Families with more than three children mostly took the larger bedroom unit.

So when our nine families arrived we were split between two areas, not all together.

At first it was chaos. Only the grocery at the far end of the village sold daily necessities.

Vegetables, fish, and meat came at fixed times in a small van to the village gate. Later management settled down; the village gained a clinic, a management centre, and even a barber. Half a year later US aid relief began entering Taiwan—soybeans, flour, cornmeal, soybean oil, and the like.

The management committee chairman was a general officer assigned by higher authority. He cared about dependants' daily life. In every home the husband worked away; only the mother raised the children. When we had difficulties we went to the chairman and he helped solve them.

The committee set up a volunteer mothers' team. Early each morning they ground soya milk free for breakfast; from about six o'clock people could collect it, everyone lining up with pots. With more than six hundred households in the village, you can imagine how long one waited for a pot of milk.

Madame Chiang cared deeply about the lives of dependants of the three services.

She arranged for garment factories under the Combined Logistics Command to give dependants contract work on simpler service uniforms and sleeping trousers to supplement income. If you had a sewing machine and could sew, you could register.

After a trial piece passed, you could take work home.

Pay was two dollars and fifty cents per set. The shirt-style top was harder; trousers were simpler.

I was slow. After housework and minding the children, the time left barely allowed seven sets a day.

By then I was pregnant with our third child. Our second was just over one and had only recently learnt to walk; the eldest was over five and could play alone, so I was somewhat reassured. There was also handicraft contract work; once you learnt, under the Women's Federation most families added a little income to help with expenses.

I remember one summer I was concentrating on sewing when I heard many people outside shouting that a child playing by the river had drowned and was being rescued—whose child? I thought of the eldest not at home; they said a boy of five or six. I was frantic, slung the second on my back, and ran toward the river calling my son's name.

Many parents were searching for their children; it was chaos. After calling a long while the eldest finally ran out of the crowd, took my hand, and said, "Mama! I'm here!" I nearly cried. I set his sister down and told him, "Don't go to the river again. If anything happened, how could I face your father? I would die of worry." After that he never went to the river again.

Sometimes he stayed home with his sister so Mama could work.



  
    Welcoming the Second Daughter

    
    
  
  After we moved to Qiao'ai Village in 1957, I became pregnant with our third child the following year. During that time I brought garments home from the clothing factory every day to sew.

As the baby in my womb grew day by day, my movements grew clumsier. Whenever I finished a batch of clothes and stood up from the sewing machine, my feet would be swollen. Neighbouring friends told me it was probably because the foetus was pressing on my kidneys.

The days passed, and my due date drew near. When my husband came home on leave, I discussed it with him: “If I go into labour and you are not beside me, I will not know what to do alone with two children.” He told me not to worry, because he could take a month’s paternity leave.

We worked out the timing so he would come home two days before the birth. Whether I had miscalculated the date I do not know, but more than ten days after he returned there was still no sign of the baby. If labour did not start soon, his leave would be used up and he would have to return to the unit.

In desperation I went to the obstetrics clinic and asked the doctor for help. He said that if the foetus was full term, I could have an induction injection.

After the examination the doctor told me, “We can give the injection, but you may suffer more.” I answered, “I can bear it. If my husband’s leave ends and he goes back to the unit, I will be worse off.” So I had the injection and went home to wait for the birth.

At a little past eleven on New Year’s Day, while we were having lunch, I felt several pains in succession and told my husband the child was coming.

There was no midwife in the dependants’ village. Fortunately Mrs Ma, a neighbour, introduced Mrs Yu, who helped women in the village deliver their babies.

After she had examined me she thought it was still early, went home first, and planned to come back later. In the evening she came and waited until midnight, but still nothing.

She told me to walk more. After I had settled the two children to sleep, my husband walked with me back and forth in the house—resting when it hurt, walking again when it eased. Seeing how exhausted he was, I told him to sleep and said I would call him if I needed him. He could hardly stay awake any longer and had to lie down on the bed. I kept walking alone, because if I stopped, the pains stopped too. I was afraid that would be dangerous. As I walked I kept telling myself to be brave and to bring the child safely into the world.

The minutes and seconds ticked by. Mrs Yu had gone home and come back a third time. When she looked at the clock it was already past six on the morning of the second day of the new year. At last the baby was born—a girl. After a day and a night of struggle, all had gone safely and smoothly.

Mrs Qi next door, seeing that we had finished and were resting, said happily, “Congratulations on your third child—a daughter. You have had a hard time!”

Everything had seemed to go well, but on the third day I myself ran into trouble. My face and feet swelled up.

I had not felt it myself; several wives who came to the doorway to see me and the baby noticed.

By custom, while one is doing the month’s confinement after childbirth, others do not enter the house, so they stood at the door discussing my swelling. In the end they suggested that my husband take the three children, and Mrs Sun accompany me to the obstetrics clinic in Taoyuan to see the doctor who had given me the induction injection.

After the examination the doctor gave me an injection and said it was acute nephritis and the swelling would go down quickly.

The illness passed. I did not expect worse to follow. After the anti-inflammatory injection, the milk for the baby disappeared. I saw how serious it was, bought Chinese medicine and stewed pig’s trotters with peanuts to bring back my milk, ate until I had put on weight, and still had not a drop. The poor child had to be fed formula for the time being.

My husband’s month of leave ended on the tenth day after our third child was born. Before he reported back to Penghu he worried about my doing the month alone while caring for the children. I asked him not to worry, because the neighbourly sisters were all wives of old colleagues and classmates, like family. They wanted me to tell him to go back to work with an easy mind—they would look after our household in his place. Hearing that, he returned to the unit.



  
    When My Husband Was Away

    
    
  
  On the eleventh day after our third child was born, my husband went back to his unit in Penghu. The four of us—mother and children—were on our own again.

For the twenty days of confinement that followed, I relied entirely on Mrs Sun, Mrs Qi, and Mrs Chen in the same row to fetch water, buy food, and help with all sorts of things. Once my son was playing outside and forgot even mealtime; several mothers had to go looking for him to bring him home—what a bother for them.

Mrs Tong lived farther away, but every morning she took our second daughter 春蘭 to her house and brought her back at night, because the girl wanted only “A-ma-ma” (that was how 春蘭 addressed Mrs Tong) and would let no one else look after her.

That was how everyone helped me through confinement until the month was over. I was deeply grateful for such warm help in my hardest time—perhaps that is what people now call “dependants’ village culture.”

From the day our third daughter was born I had no breast milk for her. Though I tried every way to bring milk back, I failed, and in the end I made up my mind to buy formula. A pound of Lactogen cost about a third of my husband’s salary—a very heavy burden for a military dependant’s family. Fortunately the baby was good; after each feed she slept quietly in bed without needing to be held. So after confinement, besides housework, I could sew a few outfits to help pay for the milk.

Mr Sun from next door came to see the little girl. Learning that she drank Lactogen, he told me, “Our children all drink skim milk powder from American aid. You might try it. If she can take it, the burden will not be so heavy.” I took his advice and really did switch to skim milk powder.

The result was awful. Soon after drinking it she had diarrhoea, which turned into enteritis. I regretted it bitterly—trying to save money had made my daughter ill. I asked Mr Sun; he said his children were fine on it. I thought it must be constitution. After that I never used skim milk again and went back to Lactogen.

As the children grew day by day, the house felt smaller and smaller.

When the Qi family’s second daughter was five, she was helping her mother heat water in the kitchen and fanning the stove with a fan. She accidentally touched the pot; hot water sprayed out onto her back. She screamed with pain and frightened everyone. Mrs Qi rushed with her daughter to the clinic, and several of us wives went along to stay with her and comfort her.

Another time the Suns’ second son, Li-qun, also only five, was naughty and would not listen. His mother was so angry she was going to hit him. He ran too fast, hit the corner of the bamboo bed, and split his ear about a centimetre, bleeding heavily.

Mrs Sun hurried to the clinic with the child. After the doctor examined him he said, “Mrs Sun, do not worry. He is still young; wrap it with adhesive tape and in a week the wound will heal.” Only then did we relax and go home with her.

One day our eldest son 光華 was playing barefoot outside and stepped on a bamboo splinter. The sole of his foot became infected; for several days he could not walk. To use the toilet he needed me to support him while he hopped on one foot.

Sometimes the baby was crying and I had to carry her on my back while I helped him to the toilet until his foot healed. The toilet was far—twenty or thirty metres from our house, past eight households to the end of the village, then across a small road. My eldest son hopped like that for about ten days.

Besides, husbands on the offshore islands always worried about wives and children in Taiwan, and expenses on both sides were a problem.

So my husband and his classmate Mr Chen applied together for a transfer back to the First Squadron.

The First Squadron was at Fugui Cape in Shimen Township, Taipei County; the newly built dependants’ village had just been completed. After headquarters approved, they reported in and applied for housing, and were smoothly allotted one-and-a-half rooms per family.

Because we had three children, we could have the extra half room.

Mr Chen’s family had only two children and received one room only.

We agreed that both families would move together, settled every detail, chose a day, and waited for our husbands to take leave and come back to move.

There was no camera then. Nearly two years in Qiao'ai Village left not a single photograph—such a pity.



  
    Moving to Mingde Village

    
    
  
  In 1958, a few days after the Dragon Boat Festival, with help from Mr Zheng, a fellow townsman in the supply section of the First Squadron where my husband worked, the unit sent a military truck. Driver Mr Gan drove to Qiao'ai Village to fetch us.

Mrs Chen and I said reluctant goodbyes to everyone and boarded the truck, leaving the village we had lived in for nearly two years.

Because it was a military lorry, the cab was a little wider. All of us, driver included—eight people in all—crowded in.

Mr Gan sat in the driver’s seat. Mrs Chen carried one child on her back and held another on her lap in the middle. I carried our third child on my back and held our second in my arms by the door. Our eldest stood between Mrs Chen and me. My husband and Mr Chen found places among the luggage in the back.

That was how we went from Taoyuan to Mingde Village in Shimen Township, Taipei County. The Tamsui–Jinshan Highway had not yet been paved with asphalt; it was a two-lane gravel road. The truck could not go fast and shook badly. We reached the village after seven in the evening.

Only a few families had moved in then. Warm-hearted Mrs Yang, seeing that I needed to make milk for the children, hurried home to boil a kettle of water for us.

We were allotted one-and-a-half rooms in the third row. The sound of our voices as we entered startled Mrs Huang next door.

She was doing her month’s confinement after childbirth and could not come out. From her room she called loudly for Mr Huang to draw water for our family. A stranger as a new neighbour, yet so kind on first meeting—I felt very fortunate.

In the new surroundings I began to get to know the neighbours.

Mrs Huang next door already had five children and was in confinement. Out of courtesy we visited her the next day and asked her to teach me what I did not know; she gladly agreed.

She said that if I had difficulties later I should come to her and she would help as best she could.

When we moved to Mingde Village our second daughter was nearly six months old and needed more and more formula. After her month was over Mrs Huang came to chat and saw me feeding the baby milk. She suggested that after seven months I could grind rice into gruel and alternate it gradually with milk.

I followed Mrs Huang’s advice. After seven months I switched to thin rice porridge, feeding her twice a day. The porridge was cooked with broth from pork ribs until very soft, then fed with a small spoon until she was a year and a half old and could eat normally with the rest of us.

I felt guilty that my daughter had no mother’s milk and that, with our finances tight, I could not keep her on Lactogen until one year and had to use supplementary food instead.

Of five children, only she had nursed at my breast—and only for three days.

To borrow the stone mill for rice flour, Mrs Huang took me to Aunt A-tiao’s house on Laomei Street. To ask to borrow something the first time we met was embarrassing, but the whole family, including the daughter Zheng Li-xue and son Zheng Geng-shen, were very courteous. Aunt A-tiao told me, “If you need help later, just ask—do not stand on ceremony.” I was deeply touched.

Once when household money ran short I asked Mrs Huang for help. She at once took me to Li-xue’s to see her mother. I pawned a ring and borrowed a hundred dollars, promising to repay in a month; Aunt A-tiao agreed immediately.

In the more than twenty years I lived in Laomei, Li-xue remained my closest friend.

On 1 September that year, our eldest 光華 entered Laomei Elementary School in first grade. Seeing him come home from school with his satchel calling “Mama,” I was truly happy.

There were thirty dependants’ houses in all—ten per row, numbers up to thirty. We were number twenty-nine; the Huangs were thirty. The last row had two houses split into three units: the middle one divided in half, half a unit per family—hence “one and a half rooms.”

The first two rows were one main room plus a small kitchen per household. Whoever designed it did not plan well: the front-row kitchens faced the back-row living rooms, so cooking smoke from the front often blew into the back. After the village filled up, some people even quarrelled over smoke drifting into their homes.

Between numbers twenty-one and twenty-four there was an open plot with a well for everyone. At first you tied a rope to a bucket, lowered it, drew water, filled two buckets, and carried them home to pour into the water jar.

At dusk when people came for water, the well was lively. Two years later a hand pump was installed and we no longer had to draw water the hard way.



  
    Quilts and Dumplings

    
    
  
  Between about 1959 and 1961, Mingde Village gained several newlywed couples. There were not enough houses, so the unit built ten more to the left of the village gate. Each of those families had three or four children; at the busiest time, not counting adults, there were more than a hundred children in the whole village—very lively.

To return to our story: in the second year after we moved to Mingde Village, a week after the Dragon Boat Festival, I gave birth to our fourth child—a boy.

Our third and fourth were only a year and a half apart. The third had just learned to walk when the fourth was born. I grew busier; there was never an end to the work. Fortunately our seven-year-old eldest, in first grade, could help—tying our daughter on his back with a carrying strap and going outside to watch children his age play marbles and spin bottle caps. Because he was carrying his sister he could only stand and watch others play. I was sad he could not join in and could only comfort myself: the eldest brother always has to bear a little more.

Winters by the sea are very cold. When a cold snap comes, the quilts at home are not enough; we were one quilt short. Warm-hearted Mrs Li, a stout Shandong woman, cared about us. She knew my husband’s income was modest and that children kept arriving one after another; she did not know where money for expenses beyond daily living was to come from.

The winter I bore our fourth child, Mrs Li came to teach me to lay cotton and make padded jackets and trousers for the third and fourth. She found our quilts thin and said, “It is so cold—you should buy another quilt or the children will catch cold.” I knew she was right, but a six-jin quilt cost two hundred and ten dollars, about a third of my husband’s monthly pay; we truly could not scrape the money together. She thought a moment and said, “Do not worry—I will find a way.” Then she went home.

On the third day Control Officer Mr Luo came to our house, chatted politely, and slowly turned the conversation to money.

He told me gently, “Mrs Li says you need a quilt but you are too embarrassed to borrow from her. Here is what we will do: seven of us will join a club—you as the organiser, thirty dollars each, two hundred and ten in all, enough for one quilt. Each month we draw lots; whoever wins takes the pot, no interest. Can you accept that?” I was moved by his sincerity and could only nod and thank him. For a long time afterwards Mr Luo kept helping us with money, asking his pilot comrades to bring clothes and trousers for me to alter so I could earn a little more.

Mrs Li from Shandong was warm-hearted, especially fond of me and caring, treating me like a niece.

Whenever she had time she came to see if anything needed doing. As the children grew day by day their energy and appetites grew too; preparing three meals every day took great ingenuity. Flour from American aid was distributed through the church; we received a lot, but as a native Taiwanese I had never made wheat foods at all.

Mrs Li was patient. Every day she spared a little time to teach me: cat’s-ear pasta, dumplings, hand-pulled noodles, pan-fried leek cakes, dough-drop soup, steamed buns, mantou, and many other kinds.

From mixing flour to rolling dumpling skins and wrapping, she showed me bit by bit. Before I had learned she did it for me until I could do it alone. While she was teaching me she had to run between two houses.

She also had to cook at her own.

She lived at number twenty-four; we at twenty-nine. Watching her run back and forth, I felt awful.

But when making dumplings I really needed her help. Our children’s appetites kept growing; one batch was more than a hundred. Without Mrs Li, even if I worked half a day I could not finish in time for them to eat. I was unspeakably grateful.

So every Saturday and Sunday when the children were home we made wheat foods. The children were delighted and all thanked Mrs Li for her help.



  
    The Children and Measles

    
    
  
  In 1960 my husband was ordered to Kinmen. Less than three months after he left, news came that my sixth younger sister was to marry.

I was glad to receive the invitation and prepared to take the children back to Changhua for the wedding.

The night before we left, Mrs Li came to see whether my things were ready. “Alone with four children—train and bus—take care all the way,” she said.

As we talked she noticed our second daughter 春蘭 sitting on a small stool, leaning on the bed by the door on the left as you enter our house. Mrs Li called her; 春蘭 lifted her head. Mrs Li said, “Something is wrong—this child seems ill, her face is so red, as if she has a fever.” She felt 春蘭’s forehead and lifted her clothes. Good heavens—red spots covered the upper half of her back, like measles. I was stunned. Normally fever lasts two or three days before the rash appears—how could the rash come out as soon as she was feverish?

Measles is contagious; I had to expect the other three children at home might catch it.

I thanked Mrs Li for her care; finding it early had saved us from worse. Missing my sister’s wedding was a pity, but the children mattered more.

Medicine has advanced; babies now receive many vaccines in their first months, measles among them, so young people today may never have heard of measles. Older people spoke of “the measles gate”: from catching measles until the fever subsides and the rash fades takes about a month.

The worst is the first week, when the child runs a fever.

If all goes well the rash spreads from the mouth to the whole body and needs very careful nursing so the fever does not burn too high and damage some part of the body.

A friend’s nose bridge, and the chin of my Penghu landlady’s younger sister, were both badly harmed because measles fever at age three was not treated in time. Even my husband, born in Sichuan—his elder sister and younger brother died of measles as children. If fever lasts too long, bone can suppurate and become chronic; in the end the rotten bone must be removed. Often the illness is cured and life saved, but a once pretty face is changed.

The landlady’s sister, because the family was poor, could not afford plastic surgery—a lifelong regret. My friend fell ill at three in 1944, when the war against Japan was fiercest; people hid from air raids every day and doctors could not be found—hence how she is now.

Whenever she speaks of it she tells everyone, “When little children get a rash you must take great care—do not end up like me, regretting it for life.”

Remembering her warning, I was all the more careful.

To bring down the heat we used the old method of pulling “five-root grass” and mm grass roots from the seaside, boiling them with winter-melon sugar to drink.

春蘭 drank this several times a day until the fever broke. Only after the rash had fully faded did we give light food, lest greasy things cause diarrhoea.

When 春蘭’s rash was nearly gone, our third daughter began to run a fever. By then I was prepared—the fourth might be next. Alone I could not nurse several children with measles, so I told Village Chief Uncle Yang our difficulty.

Uncle Yang was kind. He promised to report to the unit and help my husband get a week’s leave. After the squadron leader approved, a telegram was sent to my husband on the offshore island. He completed the leave formalities, then waited six days for a flight before he could reach home.

When he returned, our second daughter’s rash was nearly over; our third was covered; our fourth had begun to fever. Seeing him back, I breathed easier. Measles looks frightening, but with careful care, keeping fever from running too high, children can come through safely.

Our eldest stayed well throughout. I wanted him to catch it while his younger siblings were ill so we would not worry about him later. I gave him food our daughter had eaten, hoping to infect him quickly and tend them together. Perhaps his immunity was too strong—even now, nearing sixty, I have never seen him break out with measles.



  
    The Beauty

    
    
  
  During the summer holiday when our fourth child was in fourth grade, two or three men who said they were from a film company came to the village to see the chief. They were to shoot exteriors at Baishawan in Shimen Township and needed many extras; they asked Mingde Village to help find people.

The company people said, “Report at seven in the morning, finish at five-thirty, forty dollars a day, about ten working days—who will join?”

In those days a woman weeding in the fields earned only thirty-five dollars a day. Being an extra took longer but was much easier, and cash was paid daily, so Laomei Village, Fuqi Village, and Mingde Village together had forty or fifty sign up. Three uncles also went to help keep order.

The location was Baishawan beach. The company was Union Film, founded by the Hong Kong director Li Han-hsiang.

He had come to Taiwan to film The Beauty, with exteriors at Baishawan. The story was King Goujian of Yue, confined three years in Wu then released to return home; Yue people learning their king had safely reached the border went to the seaside to welcome him. We played Yue women. Hundreds of men were needed, so Director Li borrowed a battalion of armoured troops through connections—the scale was huge.

Every morning at half past six the women extras gathered at the bus stop outside Mingde Village. The company borrowed large army trucks to take us to work. A full load of people, we reached the site, signed in, and I was responsible for issuing costumes and handing them out. We changed wherever we could and waited under the trees for the director’s orders.

On the first day people from the company came with us.

Among the village sisters, whenever something needed coordinating they looked to me—I understood both Mandarin and Taiwanese and could communicate clearly—so the company appointed me each morning to issue costumes and each afternoon after we got off the truck to pay everyone forty dollars wages. That was work beyond being an extra, and voluntary.

Our eldest daughter was happiest: every noon she took her younger sister and two brothers on the bus to bring me lunch and watch the bustle. The children had a fine time, but we adults in the shoot were all sunburned until the skin peeled—I did not know then to buy sunscreen.

On the eighth morning the person in charge came to ask whether I could find a thin seven-year-old boy.

A scene needed three children and two mothers: fishermen returning at dawn from the open sea with full nets, slowly entering harbour; wives with sons and daughters happily welcoming husbands and fathers home from the sea.

So my son and I, with the company’s bearded man, his wife, and their son and daughter, agreed to meet at Jinshan beach for sunrise.

On the ninth night at half past two I woke our fourth child and hurried to the stop for the bus.

On board, he slept on my lap. We reached Jinshan near four. The company had borrowed the Jinshan Youth Activity Centre to shoot.

As soon as we got off, everyone rushed to make up.

Our fourth child and the bearded man’s two children put on ancient fisher-boy clothes and hats first and sat aside while the bearded man’s wife and I were made up.

When all was ready and dawn was near, we extras were excited and nervous.

Just as everyone was about to go to the beach to start, several men from the coastal defence unit told the director, “Your company wants to film on the beach without applying to coastal defence first—you may not shoot.” A moment’s oversight by the staff meant all the actors and we extras had worked for nothing. Everyone was disappointed; we removed makeup and went home.

On the way back the person in charge paid every extra, adult or child, twenty dollars regardless. It had been forty, but because the scene was not shot, wages were halved. So much time on makeup for nothing—such a pity.

Those years were still martial law; cross-strait relations were tense; filming on the beach could not be done casually.

The bearded man was a real actor; he was kind to us and much of our work came through him.

Back from Jinshan I sent our fourth child home to rest and went with them to the main location. The bearded man asked whether I would take the better costumes home to wash—the pay was good. After I agreed to take on the laundry they sent a car to take me home.

On the tenth day I sorted the costumes and took them to the beach. The seawater had turned red.

I learned the last day was a battle scene in which Yue was defeated with terrible casualties; many “dead” lay in the water and actors had to play corpses in the sea. That shot was gruelling—everyone soaked through. By the time I arrived that scene was finished; I was glad to have missed it.



  
    Our Eldest Takes the High School Exam

    
    
  
  At the end of August 1967 my husband took our eldest son to enrol at Cheng Kung High School in Taipei and asked whether there was a dormitory nearby. The kind instructor, seeing that my husband was military and not high in rank, knew the family must be poor. He at once directed them to apply for lodging at Taipei Academy and gave them an application form. Father and son were glad and thanked him for the guidance.

Taipei Academy was planned when Mr Chiang Ching-kuo headed the China Youth Corps. One day at Taipei Main Station he saw a high-school student asleep with his satchel and asked him why. The student said he was from out of town, had been admitted to a Taipei school, but the family was too poor to rent a room, so at night he used the station as a dormitory. Mr Chiang went back and soon organised a proper student hostel called “Taipei Academy” for poor students from outside Taipei—rent very cheap. Except for our second child, all four of our children lived at Taipei Academy while studying. 

Near the end of the first high-school term, one Sunday I went to Taipei to find my cousin and asked her to take me to my son’s homeroom teacher. My cousin’s husband had moved from teaching at Cheng Kung High School to the provincial symphony orchestra, so he and my son’s teacher had been colleagues and were good neighbours.

Through his introduction I reached the teacher’s home smoothly.

I asked, “The first term is nearly over—are there things we parents should watch for with the boy?” The teacher thought and asked, “Does he have a girlfriend?” I said no. He thought again and said, “He is tall and sits at the back, talks little, as if something is on his mind. His grades are fair—only English is a bit weak. Near your home, men doing military service who are university students—you might find someone to tutor him in English over the summer.” I thanked him. As we left he walked my cousin and me to the door and said, “Mrs Tang, I admire you—busy as you are, coming so far to care how your son is doing at school, and not wanting him to know.” I was embarrassed, said goodbye to him and my cousin, and returned to Laomei by five in the afternoon.

At home I altered clothes; many conscripts brought new uniforms for me to adjust, so I became friends with the young soldiers.

After Taipei I seized chances to chat with those who often came to the house and asked them to find a conscript officer—a university graduate—willing to tutor my son in English twice a week, one hour each time, fee whatever he asked, for I did not know the rate.

Everyone was glad to help. In the end we found a reserve officer serving as guidance officer in the anti-aircraft battery. He agreed to come after supper each evening he was off duty.

Through the two summer months he taught our son English. He told me he would tutor free and take no money: “You have so many children in school—the expenses are heavy. This little help is nothing—please do not take it to heart.” I was so moved I nearly cried.

He reported to his company commander, who allowed him two evenings each week during the holiday, seven-thirty to eight-thirty, to come to the Tangs’ to tutor the first-year boy in English. The commander approved and said, “You are so willing—I certainly allow it, but when time is up you must hurry back for evening roll call.”

We called the reserve officer who came to tutor “Teacher.” To show my thanks, each time he came I prepared some fruit and asked our eldest to eat with him after the lesson. When fruit was finished it was nearly nine; Teacher said goodbye and hurried back for roll call.

Seeing their elder brother eat fruit with Teacher, the two older sisters were grown and said nothing, but the two younger brothers were envious. I saw it and felt sad—I truly could not afford fruit for everyone.

Later this kind reserve officer became my eldest’s senior at university—they attended the same school. The year our eldest graduated from university, he had just finished graduate school. The turns of life are hard to fathom.



  
    The Eldest Son Goes to University

    
    
  
  The next summer (1968, Minguo 57), in the summer after his second year of senior high, the eldest son came back from Taipei. He left his luggage in the living room and went out to chat with friends. Out of habit I helped him unpack. In his suitcase I found a letter returned by the post office. The address was Lukang, Changhua, stamped “addressee unknown”. I did not read the letter. When he came back I asked him what it was about. Only then did he tell me: once, after taking five hundred dollars in living expenses from home back to the Taipei study hall, he got off the bus and met a young man in slippers about his own age, seventeen. The man came over and struck up a conversation, saying he needed to get back to Changhua but had no fare, and asking whether he could borrow some money—he would send it back as soon as he got home. My son felt a sense of kinship when he heard Changhua; after all, his mother is from Changhua too. He gave him the five hundred dollars. The other man wrote down his home address and handed it to my son. They said goodbye, and the young man boarded a bus and left.

My son told me: “I waited a week with no word, so I wrote asking for the money. I never expected the letter to come back.”

That month my son had no money for meals and did not dare ask home for more. I asked how he had got through the month. He said: “I usually save a little each month, so I lived on toast every day until the second month when I came home and Mum gave me money.” I felt so sorry for him and told him: “It is fine to do a good deed, but only within what you can afford—otherwise you might make yourself ill from hunger.” He said: “I know. I will be more careful from now on.”

Time passed quickly. My son finished senior high; on 1 and 2 July he would sit the joint entrance exams for colleges and universities. The evening before, I went with him to Taipei. I stayed at my good friend Mrs Chen’s home; my son stayed in Uncle Qiu’s dorm—Mr Qiu was a classmate of my husband’s. Early the next morning the eldest daughter hurried from home to meet us at the exam site. Mr Qiu and we accompanied my son to the hall. The exams ran two days straight; we stayed with him throughout, and lunch was arranged thanks to Mr Qiu. My husband stayed home, working and looking after the three younger children.

After the exams we went home to wait for the results. A few days after the score sheet arrived, television announced each university’s admission cut-off. We had no TV at home, so we stood at the Li family’s doorway and peered in, just in time to see my son’s score line up with National Chengchi University, Department of Political Science. The great stone in my heart finally dropped. My son had not let me down; at last I could give my husband an account. That night lying in bed, tears ran without stopping. My husband is not good at putting feelings into words, but he was very happy too.

Early the next morning, Uncle Qi bought strings of firecrackers and came to the door to congratulate us: “Old Tang, congratulations—your son got into a national university.” He lit them; they crackled and popped. Next came Uncle Huang next door, Uncle Yang, and several other uncles, all setting off firecrackers. Even Uncle Zhang from Laomei Street came, and a good friend who worked at the First Nuclear Power Plant—an engineer who had long cared about our children’s schooling. In our little lane so many firecrackers went off that the cost must have been about three hundred dollars. When the noise died down, congratulations poured in. Everyone was glad because the eldest son was the first child in the dependants’ village to enter a national university; they hoped every family’s children would follow his example.



  
    Struggling to Make a Living

    
    
  
  In the decades since our marriage, while the children were in school, I was often struggling to make a living, worrying where the money would come from.

My husband’s rank was master sergeant. When the children needed money most for their studies, his pay was only enough for seven mouths to live on.

Our children were all good students. Every term they brought home certificates for their father and mother.

Seeing them recognised at school comforted both my husband and me. I told the children: as long as you study hard and can get into public schools, I will find a way to see you through. I cared deeply about education because I was one year short of finishing primary school when, near the end of the War of Resistance, the whole family fled into the mountains and everyone caught malaria. With no doctor, it was my eldest sister’s husband who hired a lorry and brought the whole family down from the hills to his home and found a doctor for us.

In that chaos I could not continue my schooling—the regret and pain of a lifetime. I did not want that loss to happen to my children. I kept reminding myself: whatever the difficulty, they must have the best education I could give them. They were all capable students; I only had to find ways to earn money. My husband and I divided the labour. His shifts were not long—six hours a day.

Early, middle, and day and night shifts rotated. After a night shift he could rest a full day.

On night shift his days were free, so he had more time for housework. We agreed: he would shop and cook; I would look after the children, do laundry, and carry water. In the eyes of the neighbour wives, Mr Tang was the model good husband. They often teased me: “How come the husband shops and cooks while the wife only plays with the children?” I felt wronged, because I was slow at chores—you could not do childcare and marketing and cooking all at once. Their father did not want to mind the babies; minding infants left no time to rest, so he preferred the kitchen.

At first I altered uniforms for servicemen, with no fixed income.

When the youngest started primary school and the eldest sat the senior high entrance exam, yearly expenses grew and we would not survive unless we found something more.

Laomei Catholic church opened a kindergarten because Laomei Primary’s attached kindergarten rooms had been given to new Year One classes and there was no spare space. After discussion with the priest, the church took in the little ones.

The church had begun with a temporary nursery—half-day fees and snack money fifteen dollars a month per child. It improved gradually; years later the nursery became a registered kindergarten and half-day became full day.

To put the eldest through senior high, I became a nursery worker at the church, five hundred dollars a month. When the youngest was in Year One of primary, classes were only half a day—one week mornings, one week afternoons. I worked mornings at the church kindergarten and was off in the afternoon, but I got home around eleven thirty. The child needed lunch and had to be at school by half past twelve. Afraid he would be late, I talked it over with my youngest son: “Mum will teach you to wash rice and cook. Use the rice cup in the electric cooker—one cup of rice, rinse three times, one cup of water in the inner pot, a small notch of water in the outer pot, plug it in. I will cook the vegetables when I get back so you will not be late. Father and I work, your brother and sisters are at school—you stay home quietly till Mum returns, all right?” He was very good; he was only six. When his father left for the early shift, the little boy was alone at home.

He managed better than I had imagined. I was only trying to bring in a little more, and had to ask the youngest to bear it. One day Mrs Feng, the neighbour I was closest to, came to see me. She said the public toilets had no one cleaning them; the two of us could take the job—half an hour a day, one carrying water, one scrubbing, done quickly. Four hundred a month, two hundred each—“good money.” I hesitated and asked whether it would be embarrassing if people saw us cleaning toilets. Mrs Feng’s husband had been posted to an officers’ course in Pingtung for two years and money was tighter, so she wanted extra income. Hearing my worry, she said: “At noon everyone naps. We work while they sleep—half an hour and nobody will know.” I thought, two hundred a month is not bad, and agreed.

At noon the village was quiet. We started work. I forget how long we had been at it when the welfare officer spotted us.

He saw us—one with a broom, one with buckets—heading for the toilets and followed curiously. Mrs Feng asked nervously what to do. I said: “Never mind—tell him straight we are earning on the side.” After he heard us, he smiled and said: “That is really hard work.” Once he knew, we finished that month, then found someone outside the village to take over the toilet cleaning, as something we owed the village head.

In 1968 our dependants’ village got piped water. On the first day the new taps were turned on and water came at once; everyone was delighted—no more carrying water.

The supply came from two wells dug on the beach behind Laomei—one for the Fu Gui Cape radar station, one for Mingde Village households. Motors in the wells were switched on and off; the person in charge shut the motor off at nine every night and turned it on at six every morning, rain or shine, for two hundred dollars a month.

At first the new village head Mr Gu’s wife did the job. She was very brave—by nine at night households by the sea had shut their doors and the road was empty, yet she would go alone to the motor shed by the shore.

After a while she found it too hard and asked me whether I wanted to take it. She knew we needed side income. My husband and I discussed it. He asked: “If I am on night shift, will you dare go to the shore alone at nine to shut the motor?” I said I would ask the daughters whether they would go with me; if they agreed, we would take the job—two hundred a month still helped the household. The girls were very good; the second and third daughters agreed at once to accompany me at nine to the seaside to shut the motor—I was deeply moved. For a little more income we had to ask the children to bear it. We only did the switching when he was on nights, every four days, which was not so bad.

But after a few months orders came to post my husband to the Zhuzishan radar station—four days on the mountain, two days home, back on the third day. When he was away I had to handle the water. At five in the morning I dared go alone; at night I would not go unless the children came.

Two daughters had been enough, but leaving the two younger boys at home worried me, so all four came with me.

Summer was tolerable; rain or winter cold fronts were miserable, yet I still dragged them out to switch the motor. For two hundred dollars the whole family mobilised—blame my timidity; I dared not go out alone after dark. There was a reason: as a child I lived with my grandfather in our old Lukang house for more than a year. Cousins and our own siblings—more than a dozen children of similar age.

At night Grandfather gathered all the grandchildren and told ghost stories from Strange Tales—weird and marvellous. In the dim light he told them vividly; we listened wide-eyed, thrilled and frightened, as if ghosts were right beside us.

When he finished and went to bed, no one dared walk alone. Hand in hand we said good night and ran to our rooms, shut the door tight, and hid under the quilt. My third sister and I had to hold each other before we could sleep. I was the most timid yet loved ghost stories most, and remained a coward for life.

Though I had borne so many children, before bed I still asked my husband to walk with me to the public toilet—he was used to it. After more than a year on the mountain a sub-unit was set up near our home and he was transferred back.

After that the water job was only every few days again; the children no longer had to be woken from sleep every night to follow me to the shore. Not long after he returned, technology improved—the motor got an automatic switch. We only had to oil it weekly and change rubber rings on the bolts.

The work became much lighter; mother and children suffered less. We kept the job until 1981, when a grandson was born and we resigned. From 1958 to 1981—more than twenty years—it was the hardest, most grinding period for us as a couple, always racing the clock.

Switching water and cleaning toilets were spare-time earnings.

My real work was altering servicemen’s clothes and working as a nursery teacher at the church kindergarten. After work, when house chores were done, I sewed; time was limited, so my husband pitched in too. Besides his shifts, whenever he was free at home he helped me rip seams or hem trousers—life had made him handy with needle and thread.

From the 1960s Taiwan’s economy took off and electrical goods became very popular. The government encouraged hire purchase; in Mingde Village neighbours gradually bought refrigerators, televisions, and washing machines. We were the last household in the village to buy a refrigerator.

I remember the night it was installed—my husband and I lay listening to the motor hum, too excited to sleep.

At last we had saved the deposit; when Chun-lan brought ice cream home, there would be somewhere to keep it. Television and washing machine—we bought those last in the village too.

I worked at the kindergarten fourteen years. Pay rose from five hundred to seven hundred, nine hundred, fourteen hundred, to thirty-six hundred in January 1981; that June I handed in my resignation, and my husband and I moved to Taipei to be grandfather and grandmother.



  
    Festivals in Mingde Village

    
    
  
  Mingde Village was a small dependants’ settlement—only forty households. As soon as day broke and doors opened, you could see every home busy.

At that time (the late 1960s) the oldest children in the village were only in junior high; most were still in primary school or the kindergarten attached to the primary school. Some couples had younger children still in swaddling clothes.

We wives on the third row were among the older ones, a bit like elder sisters looking after the younger wives. In time we felt like one family, without standing on ceremony. For anything—including the three big festivals each year—we discussed and helped one another.

From a month before the Lunar New Year everyone began preparing sausage and cured meat. Only the mothers from other provinces knew how; we several Taiwanese wives learned from them—Mrs Xie from Hunan, Mrs Ma from Beijing, and Mrs Li from Shandong. They were all enthusiastic; curing meat and making wheat foods were their specialties.

For the Lantern Festival we made tangyuan. Each household put in money for one or two jin of rice; someone was sent to buy glutinous rice. I washed the rice clean and soaked it overnight in a pot. The next day I took the soaked rice and a clean flour sack to Sister-in-law Chen’s place outside the village to borrow their stone mill; we ground the rice into slurry, put it in the sack, and used their press to squeeze it dry—you could not take it back until past three in the afternoon.

I cooked a small piece of the pressed slurry in the pot and kneaded it into glutinous rice flour, working hard until the dough was springy and chewy—that meant success. The sisters who joined in were delighted, crowding into my house; we divided the dough fairly on the scales and each carried her share home happily to make tangyuan.

On Lantern Festival evening the children carried lanterns in a procession halfway up the hill by the sea. Older brothers and sisters led younger ones—ten or twenty children, each with a lantern on the dark hillside path, very lively; the little ones had a wonderful time. Leading the fun then were my eldest son and several children in Year Four or Five from the Li and Fan families; the smallest were only five or six.

For the Dragon Boat Festival, only two or three mothers knew how to wrap zongzi, so those who wanted to learn prepared materials and learned alongside the women who could wrap.

At Mid-Autumn we went to Tamsui to buy mooncakes. Families with many children could not afford good cakes and had to buy cheap ones with sweet potato filling instead of red bean—two dollars each.

Each household needed perhaps forty or fifty, because the children ate heartily, so everyone brought a flour sack to carry the cakes.

The squadron leader understood us dependants living in a remote area; at every festival he sent a large lorry to the village so the wives could shop in Tamsui. Everyone was grateful to him.

At Mid-Autumn we went to Tamsui for mooncakes, pomelos, and fruit—one person per family and the lorry was full. Riding on the big truck, everyone chatted and laughed all the way—such fun.

In those days there was no large market in rural Laomei for ready-made food, so for New Year and festivals, tangyuan and zongzi were not something you could buy if you had money—you had to cooperate, buy ingredients, and make them yourselves. Troublesome and tiring, but the joy is something people today cannot taste.



  
    An Unforgettable Children’s Day

    
    
  
  While the fifth child, Guang-yi, was in primary school, his father and mother were doing everything they could to earn money so the older brothers and sisters could study in Taipei. Though young, he was very sensible; he discussed things with his brother two and a half years older and rarely bothered his mother.

I worked by day and altered clothes at night, often not resting until eleven or twelve. The children saw that and seldom troubled me. I knew I was not doing my duty as a mother and felt ashamed. For the five children’s futures I had to short-change the younger ones; the little brother did not grow up cupped in the palm like other families’ youngest.

Before the last Children’s Day of the fourth child Guang-de’s Year Six in primary, I had a sudden idea—to give the fourth and fifth a Children’s Day unlike any before. The eldest, Guang-hua, was already in his first year at university. When he came home on leave I discussed it with him: “Next time, could you set a day to take the two younger brothers to the Taipei Children’s Amusement Park and the zoo? This year is your second brother’s last Children’s Day—next year he goes to junior high. Do you think Mum’s plan is all right? Do you have time?”

The eldest strongly agreed, but neither younger brother had travelled far before. We fixed the next Sunday. The eldest would leave from Chengchi University, ride more than two hours on the Zhinan Route 2 coach to Tamsui railway station, and wait for his brothers. I sent the fourth and fifth to Laomei bus stop on the Highway Bureau Tamsui–Jinshan line, with one hundred dollars I had scraped together with difficulty in my pocket. I told them: “When you see your big brother, give him the hundred dollars so he can take you out.” As they boarded they said, “Mum, see you tonight.” The fourth added, “Mum, don’t worry—we will be careful and come back safely.” So the Year Six brother set off with his Year Three brother.

Watching the brothers leave so happily, this mother’s heart went with them. All day I was somewhat distracted until the sky darkened in the afternoon and the two children returned safely.

“Brother took us to the zoo all day, and at the Children’s Amusement Park he played every ride with us.”

The fourth was delighted. He also told me: “Brother borrowed a camera from a classmate and took lots of photos of me and my brother. When he comes home next time he will bring the pictures.

And Mum—I’ll tell you: when Brother put us on the bus he told me to remember to get off at Laomei stop and not ride past it. My brother and I were so tired; once the bus moved it rocked us and we wanted to sleep. We agreed to take turns sleeping so one of us could watch the stop signs outside. My brother slept first; I counted how many bridges from Tamsui, because the piers are numbered. In the morning I had noted that before Mingde Village was Bridge No. 22, so on the way back we only had to recognise the numbers to know we were nearly home. Sometimes I dozed off and jerked awake, afraid we had missed our stop. Sleeping and waking like that, we finally got home.”

When he finished, he and his brother talked happily about how their brother had played with them. Hearing them so glad, I was comforted.

The eldest had fulfilled a wish for his mother and made up for the regret that she could not look after the little brothers properly in ordinary days.
It was the brothers’ first trip far from home alone, and they came back safe and smooth—I give sincere thanks to God for keeping them safe.



  
    The Eldest Daughter Enters Nursing School

    
    
  
  One day in 1971 (Minguo 60), the second daughter Chun-lan told me she had decided to attend senior high night classes, working while studying to lighten the burden at home. I was deeply moved.

When both daughters were in junior high, a capable young Mrs Cui in the village brought back various silk threads from an export agent in Taipei and taught everyone to crochet garments for pay. The patterns were many and beautiful—said to be for export to America.

People from outside the village came to learn too; once you learned you took thread home to crochet. The work helped many households earn a good deal.

My two daughters—one in Year Three of junior high, one in Year One—whenever they had time would go to Mrs Cui for thread and crochet at home for pocket money. Later I realised I had overlooked that the second was already in Year Three and told her to study hard and stop busying herself earning money.

She was quiet by nature and, as she wished, passed the entrance exam for Taipei Municipal Commercial Night School.

When her homeroom teacher learned of this, he quickly found her a job near the commercial school. While the second daughter waited at home for term to start, Father Ba—a Belgian priest, forthright, warm-hearted, and caring—came to ask how her exams had gone. I told him she had decided on night school and work-study to ease the family’s finances. He shook his head and said to her: “Night school is harder for a girl. Here is what I suggest: try for Kengsin Nursing School. Kengsin Hospital is Catholic; they are opening a nursing school this year. Children of church members get reduced fees; I will help you apply for a scholarship so your parents’ burden will not be too heavy. After nursing school you will have work at once—think it over and tell me in two days.” He spoke earnestly; then we bowed our heads and prayed the Rosary, asking the Blessed Virgin Mary to guide my daughter on the path she should take.

After the priest left, my husband and I discussed it, then asked the second daughter’s view and let her decide. In the end she chose Kengsin Nursing School—it was the first intake of the new school, so the teachers should be good.

So my daughter gave up commerce and entered nursing school.

We told the priest our decision. He was pleased and soon went to the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart in Taipei to apply for the church staff children’s scholarship; for one semester at Kengsin Nursing School the church subsidised fourteen hundred dollars.

Kengsin Nursing School also required an extra year of midwifery, so graduation took four years.

Nursing school was arduous; from the second semester of Year Two students were posted to large hospitals for clinical practice. Still, boarding and daily life at school were quite good. I am grateful to Father Ba for his warm help solving Chun-lan’s schooling.

Through four years of nursing school Chun-lan practised and attended classes; busy days flew by and graduation was near. She came home happily to tell us: “The teacher has arranged a job for me at St Joseph’s Hospital—I can start as soon as I graduate. And good news: I passed the national nursing licence exam.” Everyone was glad.

The month after she started work, on leave she bought many ice lollies for the neighbourhood children.

She also gave half her salary (more than two thousand dollars) to her mother. She said: “From now on every month I will bring money home to help with household expenses, because my brother and younger brother and sister are still in school.”

I took her money, deeply moved, thinking that from now on with my daughter’s help the family finances would ease a lot. After struggling so long, the children had finally grown up—how good.



  
    The Fourth Son Hospitalised in Junior High

    
    
  
  Shimen Township in Taipei County is Taiwan’s northernmost township; in the 1960s and 1970s transport was very inconvenient. If you fell ill, there was only one doctor at the health station; serious cases had to go to Tamsui or Taipei.

The fourth child Guang-de, in his first year of junior high, developed a skin condition—many pus-filled blisters on his calves, with red swelling around them. I took him to a Chinese medicine shop on Laomei Street. The proprietor was an elderly gentleman; he looked at the blisters on the boy’s legs, gave a small packet of powder, and told me to get a piece of leaf lard from the butcher and mix it with the powder and apply it to the sores—the illness would heal.

I followed his instructions; after the child bathed in the evening I applied the medicine carefully to the sores and the swollen areas.

The next afternoon the swelling had gone down—it really did heal quickly. While I was quietly pleased, something terrible happened. On the fourth afternoon after applying the medicine Guang-de came home from school and said: “Mum, why is my urine red?”

I was terrified and asked him to urinate in a basin so I could see—it really was red. I was frantic. It was past four in the afternoon. I told the eldest daughter: “Watch your younger brother and sister, and tell Father when he comes off work.”

I hurried with the fourth child to pharmacist Mr Pan’s home on the street to consult him.

Mr Pan had served at the health station for many years and was very experienced; villagers went to him for minor ailments. I described in detail how the leg blisters had been treated and how the urine had turned red. Mr Pan said: “Take the child to Tamsui to see a doctor at once—the blister bacteria may have reached the kidneys. You should not have applied medicine to the child carelessly.”

I felt awful. After thanking Mr Pan I rushed home and told my husband everything.

It was too late that day; we could only wait until the next day to ask the school for sick leave and have Father take him to Tamsui First Surgical Hospital for outpatient care. After careful examination the doctor said acute nephritis and that hospitalisation was needed. My husband said: “I will go home to discuss with my wife and then bring him back to be admitted.”

At home my husband told me how serious it was. After we talked we decided to send the fourth child to Taipei Air Force General Hospital at once. But how to get there?

We asked Village Head Mr Yang to telephone the unit for a vehicle. The unit, knowing our dependants’ village was on a remote shore, would send a car for serious illness to Air Force General Hospital. Mr Yang was also very kind, so the unit’s car came quickly—a medium jeep seating eight.

The driver was “Uncle Xiao Chen”—a good man and a fellow Sichuan native of my husband’s, my own age, only a teenager when he came to Taiwan. Uncle Xiao Chen liked our children and often took them out when he was off duty.

Hearing Guang-de was ill, he was worried too; after the order, within fifteen minutes the vehicle was at the village gate. I hurriedly packed what was needed for hospitalisation; Father and our son got in.

After I saw them off I went home. It was past three in the afternoon. I sat in the living room, thinking how my ignorance and lack of medical knowledge had made the fourth child suffer so—I regretted it deeply.

My husband took Guang-de to Air Force General Hospital; after thorough examination they arranged admission and treatment at once.

The doctor said: “Fortunately the illness is still acute—control the bacteria immediately and health can slowly return, but he may need a month’s sick leave and proper treatment in hospital.”

My husband completed admission formalities. At thirteen the child was a little old for the children’s ward and a little young for the adult ward—placing him was awkward.

Later they found a five-bed room where a colleague of my husband’s, Mr Wang, was staying; a colleague sent by the unit to care for him was Mr Chen, also a good friend of my husband’s. Father asked the hospital to put the fourth child in Mr Wang’s room and asked this older Uncle Chen to help look after him.

Once arrangements were made the child stayed in hospital; my husband shuttled between home and hospital for several days before it was settled that a month in hospital was needed.

Neither Father nor Mother could stay with the fourth child in hospital; fortunately Uncle Chen agreed to help us care for him—we were all grateful.

The child was also obedient and sensible, bravely accepting treatment in hospital.

We took turns visiting the fourth child; the eldest daughter was in nursing school in Taipei and also stayed with her brother on leave.

During hospitalisation we must also thank two student nurses on placement—one surnamed Lin, one Li. Both were caring; knowing Guang-de was in his first year of junior high and on leave during term, and seeing him often studying, they offered on their own to tutor him in mathematics and English.

Under the doctors’ and nurses’ careful care, after a month the fourth child was discharged safely.

Three days after he came home he returned to school to clear his leave and sat the monthly exams—English scored a full hundred and other subjects were good; hospitalisation had not hurt his grades. My husband and I were very glad and thanked the two nurses.

Guang-de soon regained his health and passed junior high peacefully.

He remained first in his class at school, yet in the senior high joint entrance exam, like his brother, he only gained admission to Chenggong Senior High night division.

His temperament was quiet; he attended classes at night and studied hard by day at a Taipei study hall. Three years later he was admitted to National Tsing Hua University, Department of Power Mechanical Engineering.

When the good news came, his junior high homeroom teacher Mr Wang Guozhi and former Taipei County Councillor Mr Lin (later the grandfather of our second son-in-law Yao-qin) came specially from Shimen to our home to congratulate.

Thanks to everyone’s care, the fourth child too had entered a national university.



  
    The Second Daughter Works Her Way Through University

    
    
  
  The third daughter Chun-fang was livelier; in the neighbours’ eyes she was easier to approach.

For senior high she too followed Father Ba’s advice and applied to Kuang Jen High School. Kuang Jen is run by the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart; staff children who meet the hardship criteria are exempt from tuition and pay only board and meals.

Our Laomei Catholic church belongs to the Sisters; besides mission work they run education. Kuang Jen runs from kindergarten through senior high with a high rate of advancement.

After discussion with my husband we accepted Father Ba’s kindness and let the third daughter attend Kuang Jen.

At that time the second daughter was in Year Three at Kengsin Nursing School, one year from graduation.

In the third daughter’s final year of senior high the fourth child Guang-de finished junior high; his senior high entrance result, like his eldest brother’s, placed him in Chenggong night division—but if the eldest could pass the college joint exam into a national university, we as parents believed the younger brother would likewise reach a good school.

When the fourth entered senior high, the fifth also left home for the junior section of Catholic Hsu Wei Middle School.

So many children studying at once brought household expenses to the point we could not hold on; scraping from here and there, we only breathed slightly easier after the second daughter graduated from nursing school and began to help.

When the third daughter was nearing the end of senior high I told her: “If you want university, there is only one way—enter night university and work your way through. I am sorry, but I truly cannot afford your tuition.”

The third daughter accepted her lot. Once she passed into night university she quickly found work at cousin Zhong-sheng’s trading company for more than a year. Then a teaching post opened at Laomei Catholic church kindergarten.

The priest knew Chun-fang was lively—since childhood she had placed in singing and dance competitions, liked small children, and was well suited to early education—so he asked her to return as a teacher.

Laomei kindergarten was also my workplace; mother and daughter became colleagues.

In the second semester of her second year at university Chun-fang quit the Taipei trading company and came back to the Catholic kindergarten by the Laomei shore.

Laomei was more than forty kilometres from her classes. She rented a small room in Tamsui; after night classes she took the Zhinan coach back to Tamsui after eleven at night, then caught the six-thirty bus the next morning to reach Laomei kindergarten in time.

Country parents brought children to the kindergarten very early, so teachers had to be there before seven.

At half past four in the afternoon classes ended and she had to hurry for the bus back to Taipei for her own lessons—exhausting.

Once after class in Taipei she took a bus to her Tamsui lodging and fell asleep on board. At the terminus the driver woke her and said: “Miss, this is the last bus—how will you get back?”

She woke terrified, not knowing what to do. After getting off, there was no one in sight.

The Zhinan coach terminus was near what is now Fisherman’s Wharf. In the late 1960s that area was undeveloped and desolate; deep at night not a soul was about.

The third daughter told me this only after she was safe. I was very anxious and kept asking how she had got back to her room in Tamsui.

She said: “I was urgent and frightened, nearly in tears, and had to walk back with my heart in my mouth. Before long I heard a motorcycle behind me. I turned—it was a young man, and I waved.

He stopped and asked what was wrong. Embarrassed, I told him: ‘I overslept on the bus; there is no transport back to Tamsui now—could you give me a lift? I would be very grateful.’

He looked like a conscript on leave, very kind, and agreed at once. I sat on the pillion and got back to my lodging in Tamsui safely.”

She has always been grateful to that kind young man.

Hearing this, as her mother I broke out in a cold sweat—at midnight to meet someone so good was real luck; it seems there are still more good people in the world.

After two years at the kindergarten one day my husband received a special-delivery letter from classmate Mr Wu, urgently telling him: “Our unit has a vacancy now; I hope Chun-fang can come. After she finishes university she can become a permanent staff member; after marriage she can work until retirement at sixty. Such a chance—you must seize it. Decide quickly and reply.”

Reading Mr Wu’s letter we were all touched, knowing he had long cared about our children. The whole family rejoiced for the third daughter.

We replied to Mr Wu and explained to the kindergarten head Mr Zhuang why she was leaving; with his understanding the third daughter left the early-education work she loved most and went to work in Taipei.

That was in her fourth year at university. We thank Mr Wu’s warm help in giving our daughter stable employment.



  
    Benefactors in Hard Times

    
    
  
  With the fifth son nearing the end of primary school, the junior high in our township had an ever-worse record for getting pupils on to further study. Parents who cared about their children’s futures tried every way they could to place them in private junior highs elsewhere, but the fees were steep.

The fifth son and his closest classmate, Cui Lezhong, came home on their form teacher’s advice to talk over what to do next. The Cui family were good neighbours of ours; on something this important we all sat down and went through it carefully.

The boys were still young. Any school far from home had to have a dormitory.

Later, on the suggestion of Father Zhuang Mingyang, who served our church, they sat the entrance exam for Xuhui Middle School in Luzhou. Both boys passed, and the parents and Teacher Lan were delighted.

The Cuis had no trouble with fees—Lezhong was their second child—but in our house Guangyi was the fifth, with two older brothers and two older sisters still in school. Sending the fifth son to a private junior high meant finding five thousand New Taiwan dollars for the first term. My husband and I racked our brains over that sum. Just when we did not know what to do, I thought of someone we could ask for help.

This Mr Yang lived in the south. During his military service he had been posted to my husband’s unit and had worked three years on the same shift as my husband, who was his team leader.

A few months before Mr Yang was due to be discharged, something urgent came up at home. His father wanted him back early. He was one night shift short of leave, but the family matter could not wait. He had no time to ask the observation chief for permission, so he asked his team leader first and begged my husband to find someone to cover his shift.

My husband told him, “Go home with an easy mind. I will watch your post for you.” Mr Yang thanked him again and again, then took the highway bus from Laomei back south.

That night, Lieutenant Colonel Zhang, the observation chief—who had never once checked the night shift—suddenly appeared in the work room. After a glance he asked, “Where is Yang? Why is he not on duty?”

My husband answered off the cuff, “Reporting, sir—Yang has gone to the lavatory.” The chief said, “Team Leader Tang, a man as honest and steady as you—how can you lie? Yang clearly skipped duty and went south, and you are covering for him. If anything goes wrong on the job, the team leader is responsible. Do you understand?” He scolded my husband harshly.

My husband explained, “Yang had an emergency at home. He was only one major night shift short. I promised to stand in for him. If anything happens, punish me.” The chief listened and left without another word.

After he had gone, the men on the shift had all seen Team Leader Tang take a dressing-down for Mr Yang’s sake and felt it was unfair. When Mr Yang came back from leave, someone told him, “Team Leader Tang suffered a great deal because of you.”

Mr Yang heard that and thanked my husband over and over. My husband comforted him: “It was not that serious. Do not brood on it; let it pass.” Not long after, Mr Yang was discharged and went home. Later we heard he was working in customs brokerage and doing well.

Three or four years after his discharge, one summer he drove his own car to Taipei on business and called on us to see the team leader he missed most.

We were all so glad to meet again; we had endless talk of army days, bit by bit.

He said his career was doing reasonably well. As he spoke, he put an arm round my husband’s shoulders and led him into the kitchen. I watched from the living room while the two of them talked there for a few minutes. When they came out, before long he said, “My girlfriend is waiting outside—I must go. Next time I am near, I will visit again. Goodbye!”

After he left I asked my husband, “What did Mr Yang say with his arm round you in the kitchen?” My husband said, “Mr Yang knows our children are at the age that costs the most. He wanted to help us. He said to tell him how much we needed and he would send money as soon as he got back. I thanked him but said we were managing for now, and if we ever truly could not carry on, I would certainly ask.” I was deeply moved. For a single favour my husband had done him, Mr Yang had carried it in his heart for years after leaving the army.

So every summer Mr Yang would come to find Team Leader Tang and ask whether we needed money. For about three years this went on. When the fifth son was due to enter Xuhui Middle School we really could not raise the cash, and at last we asked to borrow five thousand dollars. He gladly sent a cheque at once. We agreed that when our eldest daughter finished nursing school and started work, we would repay him.

Thanks to Mr Yang’s help, the fifth son could finally enrol at Xuhui Middle School.

The next year we had five thousand ready to return to Mr Yang, but when we posted it to the address he had left, it came back—addressee unknown.

After that Mr Yang never visited us again. We asked old army friends who had served with him; none knew where he had gone. May God keep him safe all his life and bless his work.



  
    The Fifth Son's Serious Illness

    
    
  
  Guangyi and Lezhong went to Xuhui Middle School in Luzhou, Taipei County. From Laomei they took the highway bus to Tamsui, then the ferry across the Tamsui River to Bali on the other bank, then a coach to school—a very long journey.

Every Saturday afternoon the two boys came home; every Sunday afternoon they went back to school.

At such a young age they kept up that exhausting commute for three years for the sake of their futures. When they sat the senior high entrance exams, the fifth son got into the night division of Taipei Municipal Jianguo Senior High; Lezhong got into the high school attached to National Taiwan Normal University. Nine years as classmates in the same class, and from then on their paths parted.

Guangyi passed the university entrance exam and entered the law department at Soochow University. In his first year he fell gravely ill.

One day, during the break after lunch, he went to the sports ground to play ball. For no reason he could name, sudden stomach pain left him unable to stand. Classmates quickly called a car and took him to National Taiwan University Hospital casualty; then they notified my second daughter Chunfang, who was working in Taipei.

Chunfang was frantic when she got the call. She immediately rang her eldest sister, married in Banqiao, and her eldest brother and sister-in-law at a newspaper office. The eldest sister came at once; the brother and sister-in-law were too busy and could only come after work. I was working at the Catholic church in Laomei. When my daughter called, I hurriedly handed my duties to a friend. My husband was on duty too and could not get to Taipei, so I went alone to NTU Hospital casualty.

When the two daughters saw their mother, their eyes were red. The eldest daughter told me, “Mama, younger brother has acute appendicitis. They are preparing to operate now.” I was desperately worried and thought, “How can this happen?” I could only pray and ask God to bless the operation and see him safely through.

We waited in casualty. One hour, two hours passed—still no word.

The sisters asked around. Someone told them, “You should go to the operating theatre to ask—not stay in casualty.” That reminder made us realise at once, and we hurried to the theatre to enquire.

The doctor told us, “The patient has a perforated stomach, not appendicitis. We could not find the family. In an emergency we operated straight away. He is in the recovery room now. When the anaesthetic wears off he will go to a ward; then you may see him.”

We were stunned by the doctor’s words—frightened and anxious. Later the doctor explained, “He is still young and growing. In time his stomach can recover like anyone else’s. If you look after him well for a while after discharge, a young person mends quickly. Do not worry.” The head nurse also comforted us again and again with counselling until I could slowly set my mind at ease.

During the fifth son’s ten days in hospital, the news shook Mingde Village. Many elders came one after another to NTU Hospital to visit. Every uncle and elder brother made the long trip from Laomei on the highway bus, then the train to Taipei, then a city bus to the hospital, carrying milk powder, fruit, and tonic foods. The care and love everyone showed the fifth son left us as parents unable to find words enough to thank each good neighbour and friend.

On the tenth day, after the stitches were removed, we brought him home to convalesce. The term was nearly at exam time; the fifth son could not sit the papers and would make them up next term when he was well.

The boy studied hard. When the new term opened he took the make-up exams and passed without failing a subject. From there he finished university peacefully and on course.

After graduation, because of the stomach operation he did not have to do military service. He devoted himself to books and prepared for several civil-service examinations. He stayed at his eldest brother’s home, close to National Chengchi University, and went to the university library every day.

The Chengchi library was open to the public; anyone could read freely until they wanted to stop. In that fine setting he studied hard alongside candidates from many schools. When tired they went to a nearby junior high to play basketball, day after day.

When the exams came, they sat together. Every year a few passed; those who did not kept reading until they did.

Some classmates from poorer homes, to save money, often climbed the thousand-odd stone steps up to Zhinan Temple together for free vegetarian meals. After they passed, they would come at once to fulfil their vows.

The fifth son studied hard into his third year and passed one higher examination and two special examinations at once. Two years of training later he entered the judiciary and has gone on smoothly and safely to this day.



  
    After the Children Grew Up

    
    
  
  While the fifth son was growing up, much changed at home. In his third year of senior high, the eldest son and eldest daughter married and set up their own homes within a year of each other.

So when he was in hospital he already had a sister-in-law and brothers-in-law.

Then both the sister-in-law and eldest sister were heavily pregnant, about to become mothers, yet they came to the hospital every day to see their younger brother.

The third daughter, Chunfang, had a very close boyfriend at the time—later our second son-in-law. After the younger brother’s operation he stayed with us and kept comforting me. The third daughter’s long courtship lasted until her husband had his master’s degree before they married.

The fourth son married a year before the third daughter. After demobilisation from service on an offshore island he passed the entrance exam for the Mechanical Research Institute under the Ministry of Economic Affairs in Hsinchu. Once his job was secure, he wed the girlfriend he had known since university. The second daughter-in-law had waited for him several years, so half a year after he started work we held the wedding and settled his marriage.

When the younger sons and daughters married, we had already moved to the eldest son’s home in Taipei. The eldest daughter-in-law was still working when she gave birth; I came to help her through the month after childbirth. I had meant to go back to Laomei and the Catholic kindergarten when the month was over, but for the dear grandson I decided to stay in Taipei with the baby.

The eldest son’s flat in Taipei had three bedrooms and two living rooms. The couple did not want their father to keep working at the high-risk nuclear plant and asked my husband to resign and live with them in Taipei.

They also suggested Chunfang move in and that we rent the flat upstairs as well, so the whole large family could fit.

At the end of 1981 our Tang household left Mingde Village, where we had lived twenty-three years, and everyone came to Taipei.

We still kept the dependants’ quarters in Mingde Village for nineteen more years; the eldest son even had them renovated.

All five children often went back to that small dependants’ house, took their own children swimming at the Laomei shore, climbed the dunes behind the village, looked for beautiful gaillardia and wild lilies, gazed at the place where their father had stood watch and at the lighthouse, and retold stories of their childhood.

Mingde Village was finally demolished in 2000.

Though in the Veterans Affairs Commission’s old-village rebuilding plan ours was the smallest dependants’ settlement—only forty households—with the help of our unit’s welfare officer, the village head, Mrs Cui, and Miss Huang from the township office, a second-generation villager, the whole village was able to relocate together.

From application to approval took nearly two years. At last the entire village moved to the demonstration community the Ministry of the Interior’s Construction and Planning Agency had just built in Tamsui New Town.

The new town was modelled on Singapore’s public housing: more than six hundred units and complete public facilities. My husband and I chose a good south-facing unit, paid the down payment, took ownership, and moved in.

It was the first property of our own since we married.

Because the whole village moved together, many old neighbours who had been living elsewhere for a time met again in this relocation. Good friends could live near each other once more, day and night—that made us very happy.

Still, after twenty-odd years apart we were all gentlemen and ladies in their seventies and eighties. Ah—time spares no one!

Yet now I have children and grandchildren in plenty. Every family gathering needs two or three tables.

What comforts me most is that all five children have happy marriages and smooth careers after wedding. All eleven grandchildren, ours and by marriage, have good schooling and prospects ahead.

Last summer my husband suffered a moderate stroke. Thanks to good medical care, full support from all five children, and the concern and encouragement of old neighbours in the dependants’ area—Mrs Cui, Meihua, Xiulan, and others—he recovered well.

The children also hired Ani from Indonesia to look after my husband and me. My husband and I cherish the health we still have, our children’s filial piety, and the warmth of the community.

This year I am eighty.

Since I married my husband at eighteen, the two of us have built our life by our own efforts.

Looking back, though we went through a spell of financial hardship, our spirits were light. The struggle we waged for the children was full of hope and sweetness.

Thanks be to God!



  
    Return to the Homeland and Travel on the Mainland

    
    
  
  After our two grandsons grew a little, my husband Benchang and I planned to return to our old home in Sichuan to see family.

While cross-strait mail was still forbidden, in 1983 my husband asked Mr Wu—the father of a friend of our eldest son—to carry a letter to his mother from Hong Kong to Longchang in Sichuan. The letter told her he had made a family in Taiwan and had five children. She was overjoyed to hear it. For a long time after posting, no reply came.

In 1984 we at last received a letter from cousin Chang Wan, telling my husband that his mother had passed away in 1979 and that his uncle, seventy-three, was still alive.

When my husband learned his mother was gone, he was grief-stricken. Night after night he wept under the quilt; I did not know how to comfort him.

On 1 December 1987 the government opened travel to the mainland for family visits. Poor retired veterans received a travel subsidy of twenty thousand dollars and were escorted to Hong Kong by staff. From 5 to 20 September 1988 my husband went home with Guangxian and Mr Lü. Guangxian was a distant nephew who had left home with my husband to sit the military academy entrance exam during the war.

The next year, 1991, my husband suggested I go with him to our old home. I gladly agreed.

He also invited Guangxian and his wife. Juhua, Guangxian’s wife, was delighted at the thought of returning to the mainland. A Mr and Mrs Zhang from Tainan were old fellow-townsmen who had left home for the academy together. Mr and Mrs Yang, Sichuan fellows from Taipei, joined as well.

This Chengdu tour was run by Yongli Travel Agency in Kaohsiung. The group stayed one night at Chengdu Hotel; the next day each person went home for ten days of family visits. Ten days later, thirty-six members met on time at Chengdu Shuangliu Airport.

The first time I went home with my husband I was both glad and nervous.

Three couples hired an eight-seater for six hundred yuan. Mr Zhang bought two television sets; Guangxian and my husband each bought one as gifts. We left at eight fifty in the morning and reached Shuangfeng Township, Longchang County at four thirty in the afternoon. At the Shuangfeng guest house, cousin Chang Wan and his wife Xiao Dongxian and their children, Chang Wan’s elder sister and brother-in-law, and three younger sisters and their husbands all came to welcome us.

Guangxian’s relatives did the same—all came to meet us.

Though we were meeting hometown kin for the first time, there was no strangeness; everyone was warm. After a simple dinner on Shuangfeng Street we set out for Chang Wan’s home. By then it was dark. Three kilometres of field paths led there. The ridges were narrow; three or four people had to share one torch. We followed whoever carried the light in front—quite an adventure. We reached the old home near nine o’clock.

What moved me most was that the family treated me like a bride just through the door: the washbasin bore the red double-happiness character, the towels too. The bedroom prepared for us was like a bride’s room. My husband and I were deeply touched.

Guangxian’s home was the same. Day after day there was no end to old stories. The ten days flew by. We said reluctant goodbyes and took the train back to Chengdu to rejoin the tour.

On my first visit to my husband’s family, everyone received us warmly and took us to pay respects at my father-in-law and mother-in-law’s graves.

My husband’s father died when he was seven. His mother raised him alone.

At seventeen he left home for the military academy. He came back to see his mother after the war ended when he was twenty-two, then left again. In 1949, at twenty-four, he came to Taiwan with his unit; the next year he married me.

At my mother-in-law’s grave I told her how good it would have been if family visits had opened sooner—we could have met, and the grandchildren could have known their grandmother. The changes of the age and the tricks of fate—people can do nothing about them.

In late April 1993 my husband and I joined a tour from Muzha fellows to Hangzhou, Thousand-Islet Lake, Huangshan, the Three Gorges, Wuhan, and Chongqing. After the tour we left the group and went home for a week.

In mid-August 1997 we joined the first Taiwan compatriots’ tour of the Shandong Peninsula. When the tour ended we left the group and went home a third time for a week, then flew back to Taiwan via Macau. Our flight left at five in the afternoon. My husband and I hired a taxi for a thousand Taiwan dollars to see Macau’s sights and got back to Taipei safely that evening.

In mid-August 1999 we joined a Jiuzhaigou tour organised by friends from Muzha and Laomei. The schedule was too tight for another home visit, so we only arranged to meet Chang Wan, Dongxian, and Tang Ran, and asked Chang Wan to give the scholarship fund our son had donated for needy students in the old home to Mr Du for the schools to distribute. We talked less than half an hour and parted with reluctance.

In early March 2001 I joined a Guangdong tour and met niece Tang Ping in Shenzhen.

In late August 2002 my husband and I joined a Northeast three provinces tour from Muzha fellows without going home again. We also travelled to Korea and Phuket.

On every trip abroad, the five children, knowing their mother had no income, prepared travel money for me. My husband had his lifetime pension and did not need the children to pay his way. Their filial care moved my husband and me deeply.

Lastly, in 2006, for my husband’s eighty-first birthday, the children suggested he celebrate in the old home. Guanghua, Chunlan, and Chunfang all wanted to go with their parents. We invited Guangxian and his wife as well.

When the plane landed at Chengdu Shuangliu, seven of us took a nine-seater minibus on the Chengdu–Chongqing expressway straight to a hotel in Longchang.

The next day everyone visited Ancient Moon Lake and the chastity arch street, with a guide explaining along the way.

On the third day the car took us back to Shuangfeng. Many relatives were waiting. We were all delighted to meet—especially to see two nieces we had never met. Aunt Dongxian was so happy she hardly knew where to begin. Talk was endless until Guanghua reminded us, and we gathered ourselves to go to our grandparents’ graves and fulfil the wish of bringing the children to honour their ancestors.

After paying respects to his parents, Chang Wan and his wife led us along the field paths back to Shuangfeng Street. The party first went to my husband’s old school, Shuangfeng Primary,

and gave a modest gift to improve the classrooms—a small thank-you to his alma mater—

then to the restaurant cousin Qinxue had booked. Thirteen tables were laid for kin, friends, the township head, and Taiwan affairs staff. Besides thanks, we also celebrated my husband’s eightieth birthday. When the banquet ended, everyone returned happily to the Longchang hotel.

Early on the fourth day we set out in the travel agency’s nine-seater for four days of touring.

We first visited Zigong’s salt wells and dinosaur museum, then Leshan to see the Giant Buddha and Baoguo Temple, and stayed that night in a hotel in Emeishan City. The next day we toured Mount Emei. The scenery along the way was lovely and ancient temples many. The family climbed to the Golden Summit and saw the nearly finished Golden Summit Temple and the tall bronze Guanyin statue—very imposing.

Many workers from provinces all over carried stone up the mountain. Each trip they had to rest at least three times to earn five renminbi. I felt it deeply and thought of the days my husband and I had once known, and of now having children and grandchildren in plenty and still being able to travel.

We stayed one night on Emei, came down the next day, and went straight to Chengdu. We thanked the driver and guide Ms Kong for two days of devoted service that made the trip such a joy. Ms Kong was a descendant of Confucius and brought the historic sites vividly to life.

That day happened to be the Dragon Boat Festival—a day of great meaning for my husband.

He left home for the academy at seventeen on the Dragon Boat Festival. He came home after victory in the war on the Dragon Boat Festival. He left Guangzhou for Taiwan on the Dragon Boat Festival in 1949.

Mr Lin, the agency owner, treated us to a rich lunch; then we all rushed to Shuangliu Airport.

Nephew Tang Ran and niece Tang Xia were already at the airport waiting. We said goodbye with reluctance.

This time my husband could bring the children home to honour their roots and fulfil a wish held for years. He was very happy, and we all returned safely to Taiwan.

Taking the children back to the old home in Sichuan. (2006)

Taking the children to Sichuan to pay respects at their grandparents’ graves. (2006)



  
    Afterword

    
      唐光德（second son）

    
    
  
  I have loved hearing stories since I was small.

I remember at four often going with my paternal grandmother and my maternal grandmother to the cinema. Films had no sound then; someone narrated from start to finish beside the screen. It was fascinating.

From five or six I began borrowing whole sets of world-famous children’s tales from a classmate’s home: Grimm’s fairy tales, Cinderella, The Emperor’s New Clothes, Snow White, The Boy Who Cried Wolf, The Little Princess in the Tower, and many books whose names I have forgotten—all in Japanese. This classmate Ye’s father was a well-known doctor in Hemei Township. Whenever there was a good book he would buy it for his children, and so I too had the joy of reading fine books.

I spent a very long time with my paternal grandmother—until I married. Grandmother was a woman of the old days steeped in the Four Books and the Analects.

Grandmother’s cousin—my second great-aunt by marriage—when she married into our Tsai family, grandmother accompanied her. Two years later she and my grandfather consummated the marriage. Grandmother told us younger folk these things later.

Before her marriage into the Tsai family, grandmother studied the Four Books and the Analects with my grandfather’s second elder brother, who ran Wenkai Academy. Grandmother doted on her grandchildren. When she taught us how to behave she always used maxims. Grandfather’s work was assisting that second elder brother as a tutor in the Chinese classics school.

On quiet evenings he would call eight or nine of us, all in primary school, to his side and tell Liaozhai, Journey to the West, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, dynasties one after another—as if the stories would never end. Many vivid, moving scenes I have not forgotten to this day. Grandfather explained the lessons of conduct in the tales as he went. I absorbed a great deal of knowledge from those stories.

I was born under Japanese rule and had a Japanese education at primary school. When I rose to fifth year the times changed: Japan surrendered, my stepmother paid me no attention, and I left school.

I did not give up learning. Wherever there was a good book I would borrow or rent it. I remember in 1944, when the war against Japan was fiercest, the government ordered every household at night to keep lamplight from showing outside, lest American planes take it for a bombing target.

Every home put a black shade on the bulb. I often read secretly in that dim light until I finished, then slept.

If father caught me I pretended to sleep; when he left I read on. After retrocession, when I was fifteen, military instructors and the local government together ran a Mandarin cram class. Father, my cousin, and I enrolled.

Father was a policeman and badly needed Mandarin. We studied free for a year, every evening seven to nine, rain or shine. On graduation day there was a Mandarin speech contest. The teacher had me memorise a script and compete. The topic was equality between men and women; I came third. In the class I learned the fifty zhuyin symbols seriously. After that I read by zhuyin, counted strokes, looked up the dictionary; Japanese had already taught me some Chinese characters, and bit by bit I took in Chinese. Married early and with children, I often told myself I must broaden my knowledge so that when they grew up, finished their studies, and came home with wider horizons, I could keep up the conversation.

I had loved books from childhood. From Japanese to Chinese I found my own way: unknown characters I looked up or asked my husband. All along, whenever there was a good book—even without electric light, after I had lulled the eldest son to sleep I would read by kerosene lamp until my husband came off the night shift. From 1953 in the Tainan dependants’ quarter until our years in Laomei Mingde Village I could always read Today's World monthly—another source of knowledge.

Reading brings so much good. A fine book can open the mind of a mother standing at a crossroads, unsure how to decide her child’s future. After reading Mr Wang Shangyi’s experience in The Evening of the Wild Pigeons, I suddenly saw clearly and agreed that my eldest son need not go to teachers’ college but could follow the path to university he wanted.

I especially like personal memoirs: Feng Feng’s Dawn Light, Chow Yu’s Taiwan Auntie, the story of Acer founder Stan Shih’s mother, Sun Cui-feng’s The Patriarch’s Daughter, Tang Hua-hua’s Cheer Up, Ulunana, Chang Kuo-jui’s Ohara’s Guide Dog Diary, Dr Lin Jian-long’s Gangster Professor, Lai Tung-chin’s Son of a Beggar, and Chiung Yao’s novels. Whenever the newspaper advertised a book I liked, I asked my eldest daughter to buy it or borrowed it from the library where she volunteered—and I still do. Though I loved reading from childhood and usually read the papers, I seldom put pen to paper. This memoir I began under my children’s and grandchildren’s encouragement.

At first many characters I could not write; sometimes I asked my husband, sometimes the dictionary. When I finished each piece, the fourth son Guangde typed it into the computer and sent it to the children and grandchildren. They wrote or rang with their thoughts. Encouraged again and again, at roughly one chapter a week I finished in a year. I never thought I would have a book of my own—a small witness to the age I have lived through.



  
    Appendix I: American Films

    
      唐光德（second son）

    
    
  
  Mingde Village was a small dependants’ settlement of forty households beside Fugui Cape, yet as early as the 1960s this remotest little village often had the latest American films to watch—a singular experience.

Father’s unit was about twenty minutes on foot from the village. In our childhood a US Military Advisory Group had been stationed there. We heard the films the advisory group watched were fresh from America—new releases not yet even on first run in Taipei. Usually after the advisory group had seen them they lent them to the unit, which showed them in the open on the basketball court for the soldiers and dependants.

“Going to the pictures” was a big event in the village. After supper, adults and children who were going would take stools and torches and gather in the square at the village gate—often twenty or thirty people. They formed a column and set off along the uphill path to the left of the village towards the unit.

In winter it was already dark by then. A line of people with stools and torches filed through the path where trees met overhead and you could not see your hand—children excited and afraid at once. Coming up through the dark path to the plateau above, the stars filled the sky. Everyone arrived at the unit in high spirits.

Sometimes before the film started the children played basketball with the soldiers. Of course the soldiers spun us little sprouts in circles. Sometimes Americans joined in. To our eyes those foreigners were giants. Playing ball with giants, you could only get the ball when they let you.

When the film ran we sat row on row on long benches. The projector’s strong beam hit a huge cloth screen; when the wind moved the cloth, the people and scenery in the film rippled too.

The reels included James Bond, Snow White, Mickey Mouse cartoons, Fantastic Voyage, and other recent American pictures. Adults and children alike enjoyed them. Sorry to say—the films were American imports with no Chinese subtitles, so how much plot each person understood only heaven knew.

Postscript: 1. This piece was entered in Taipei City’s 2009 Military Dependants’ Village Culture Festival essay activity “See the Village, See You” and won an honourable mention. (Slightly revised afterwards.)


	The US Military Advisory Group was posted for about nine months. There were films every weekend. Mother still remembers seeing Leave Her to Heaven, Cleopatra, and others.





  
    Appendix II: New Year in Mingde Village

    
      唐光德（second son）

    
    
  
  In the seaside dependants’ village of Mingde in the 1960s, children on the brink of winter holiday looked forward to New Year—for chicken, duck, fish, and pork they seldom tasted, for new clothes and shoes and red envelopes, and even more for gambling and firecrackers.

When neighbours began stuffing sausages and curing bacon, the children knew New Year was near. Then under one eaves after another appeared strings of sausages and strips of bacon on bamboo poles. Before New Year’s Eve the adults hurried to buy holiday goods, steam New Year cakes, and cook festival dishes. Everyone welcomed the year in high spirits.

Usually we lived frugally; on New Year’s Eve the whole family could sit round a table heaped with chicken, duck, fish, and pork—a happiness hard to put in words. Our household’s usual dishes included pork hock, stir-fried three delicacies, lion’s head meatballs, egg dumplings, braised platter, red-braised fish, whole chicken soup, hot pot, and longevity greens.

Though we lived by the sea and sometimes had cheap fish, chicken, duck, and pork almost waited for New Year and festivals. A table of delicacies like this was surely once a year only. I remember one year before the reunion dinner was finished I saw my second sister, about eight, flushed red, lying on the lower bunk beside the table—she had unknowingly drunk too much sweet plum wine and was drunk.

We had no custom of staying up till midnight, and on New Year’s Eve nobody outside set off firecrackers, so after dinner and a little card play the children went to bed early. From the moment they lay down they waited for the red envelope that would appear under the pillow in the morning.

So the first thing at dawn was to lift the pillow and take out the envelope in excitement. Inside were usually two red ten-yuan notes—our stake for gambling those few days and money for firecrackers.

The first thing after the envelope was to get up, wish father and mother a happy New Year, then hurry through breakfast and put on new clothes and shoes. Father turned on the radio; festive New Year songs at once filled the air. Then he took a long string of firecrackers to the door, held them up on a bamboo pole, and set them off crackling. You could hear firecrackers at every corner of the village, one household after another—very lively.

After breakfast father and mother took the children from door to door among the neighbours to pay New Year calls. Some neighbours gave us sweets. After the calls the real show began—gambling.

In forty-household Mingde, not counting the adults’ mahjong tables, there were at least seven or eight gambling circles. Usually older children or adults banked while a crowd of big and little children bet together. Most often they played poker games like “ten and a half” and “three public cards”; some threw dice in “eighteen la”. Thus the Zhangs opened one table, the Lis another, and gambling spread everywhere.

I often moved from one household’s game to another to see where luck ran best. Once everyone was playing “three public cards” at Uncle Huang’s next door; my eldest sister, about ten, and I were both there.

I was timid and bet only one yuan each time. I noticed my sister also started at one yuan, but after losing she raised to two, then after losing again to four… however many losses and however high the stake, in the end she won a round, won back everything she had lost, and was one yuan ahead. I never thought my usually quiet, inward eldest sister could gamble so boldly—it made you see her in a new light.

Perhaps she had a gift for probability, knowing that however much you lost you would end one yuan up. Boys mostly loved firecrackers; a few bolder girls joined in.

We most often set off sky rockets, “mandarin ducks on water”, and throw-down crackers. I remember one New Year, kids from Laomei town and kids from our village stood about thirty metres apart at the road by the village gate and shot sky rockets at each other—with no protection at all. Thinking back, it was more dangerous than Yanshui bee-hive rockets.

Another game was to cover a small dragon cracker with an empty tin can, leave the fuse out, and light it. With a bang the can flew high, then clanged down from the sky—thrilling and fun. Once I played the hero, held the small dragon cracker in my left hand and lit it with incense in my right. Before I could throw it, it exploded in my hand. My left thumb hurt fiercely. I looked down: grey powder coated the skin and it swelled fast. It took days of ointment to heal. After that I never dared play with small dragon crackers again.

Something even more outrageous: one New Year I think I was in third year of junior high and my brother in first. On the empty ground beside Uncle Huang’s we test-fired a homemade rocket. I had collected gunpowder from firecrackers we picked up, stuffed it into a fountain-pen barrel, put in a fuse from a firecracker, sealed the powder with mud inside the barrel with a length of fuse showing, and made three legs from thin bamboo. I imagined that once lit the rocket would shoot skyward.

After we set it up we lit the fuse, excited and nervous. “Fizz—” then the rocket let out a earth-shaking “Boom—”. Smoke filled the air. Ten metres away at the neighbour’s we heard a loud clang—probably a wok falling from the kitchen shelf. Then the neighbour mother, mahjong half played, came out cursing in a thick accent: “Which damn kid is messing about…?” My brother and I knew trouble was brewing and dived into the screw-pine thicket. Only when it seemed safe did we come out to inspect. The pen barrel had shattered into pieces scattered everywhere. One shard had slit the left leg of my trousers near the outer knee—a crack about two centimetres long. Then I understood I had built not a “rocket” but a “bomb”.

(Note: Father and mother learned of this only decades later. By then beating and scolding were past any statute of limitations.)


