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David Suzuki, born in Vancouver in 1936, is a writer, educator, journalist, TV and radio host, and a 
worldrenowned geneticist. He appears regularly in the popular CBC television series The Nature of 
Things. He has been an active spokesperson on social and environmental issues. This excerpt comes 
from his book Metamorphosis: Stages in a Life, published in 1987. 

A

M y genes can be traced in a direct line to Japan. I am a pure‐ blooded member of the Japanese 
race.  And  whenever  I  go  there,  I  am  always  astonished  to  see  the  power  of  that  biological 
connection.  In  subways  in  Tokyo,  I  catch  familiar  glimpses  of  the  eyes,  hairline  or  smile  of my 
Japanese  relatives.  Yet  when  those  same  people  open  their  mouths  to  communicate,  the  vast 
cultural gulf that separates them from me becomes obvious: English is my language, Shakespeare is 
my 
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literature, British history is what I learned and Beethoven is my music. 

For those who believe that in people, just as in animals, genes are the primary determinant of 
behaviour, a look at second‐ and third‐ generation immigrants to Canada gives powerful evidence 
to the contrary. The overriding influence is environmental. We make a great mistake by associating 
the inheritance of physical characteristics with far more complex traits of human personality and 
behaviour. 

Each  time  I  visit  Japan,  I  am  reminded  of  how  Canadian  I  am  and  how  little  the  racial 
connection matters. I first visited Japan in 1968 to attend the International Congress of Genetics in 
Tokyo.  For  the  first  time  in my  life,  I was  surrounded  by  people who  all  looked  like me. While 
sitting in a train and looking at the reflections in the window, I found that it was hard to pick out 
my  own  image  in  the  crowd.  I  had  grown  up  in  a  Caucasian  society  in  which  I  was  a minority 
member. My whole sense of self had developed with that perspective of  looking different. All my 
life  I  had wanted  large  eyes  and  brown  hair  so  I  could  be  like  everyone  else.  Yet  on  that  train, 
where I did fit in, I didn't like it. 

On this first visit to Japan I had asked my grandparents to contact relatives and let them know I 
was coming.  I was the  first  in the Suzuki clan  in Canada to visit  them. The closest relative on my 
father's side was my grandmother's younger brother, and we arranged to meet in a seaside resort 
near  his  home.  He  came  to my  hotel  room with  two  of  his  daughters.  None  of  them  spoke  any 
English,  while  my  Japanese  was  so  primitive  as  to  be  useless.  In  typical  Japanese  fashion,  they 
showered me with gifts,  the most  important being a package of what  looked  like wood carved in 
the shape of bananas! I had no idea what it was. (Later I learned the package contained dried tuna 
fish from which slivers are shaved off to flavour soup. This is considered a highly prized gift.) We 
sat in stiff silence and embarrassment, each of us struggling to dredge up a common word or two to 
break  the quiet.  It was excruciating! My great uncle  later wrote my grandmother  to  tell her how 
pain icate ful it had been to sit with her grandson and yet be unable to commun a word. 

To people in Japan, all non‐Japanese—black, white or yellow— are gaijin or foreigners. While 
gaijin is not derogatory, I find that its use is harsh because I sense doors clanging shut on me when 
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I'm called one. The Japanese do have a hell of a time with me because I look like them and can say 
in  perfect  Japanese,  "I'm  a  foreigner  and  I  can't  speak  Japanese."  Their  reactions  are  usually 
complete  incomprehension  followed  by  a  sputtering,  "What  do  you  mean?  You're  speaking 
Japanese." And finally a pejorative, "Oh, a gaijin!" 

Once when my wife, Tara, who  is English,  and  I went  to  Japan we asked  a man at  the  travel 
bureau at the airport to book a ryokan—a traditional Japanese inn—for us in Tokyo. He found one 
and booked it for "Suzukisari' and off we went. When we arrived at the inn and I entered the foyer, 
the owner was confused by my terrible Japanese. When Tara entered, the shock was obvious in his 
face.  Because  of  my  name,  they  had  expected  a  "real"  Japanese.  Instead,  I  was  a gaijin  and  the 
owner  told  us he wouldn't  take us.  I was  furious  and we  stomped off  to  a phone booth where  I 
called the agent at the airport. He was astonished and came all the way into town to plead our case 
with  the  innkeeper.  But  the  innkeeper  stood  firm  and  denied  us  a  room.  Apparently  he  had 
accepted gaijin in the past with terrible consequences. 

As  an  example  of  the  problem,  Japanese  always  take  their  shoes  off when  entering  a ryokan 
because the straw mats (tatami) are quickly frayed. To a Japanese, clomping into a room with shoes 
on would be comparable  to someone entering our homes and spitting on  the  floor. Similarly,  the 
ofuro,  or  traditional  tub,  has  hot  clean  water  that  all  bathers  use.  So  one  must  first  enter  the 
bathroom, wash carefully and rinse off before entering the tub. Time in the ofuro is for relaxing and 
soak r uing. Again, Westerne s who lather up in the t b are committing a terrible desecration. 

To  many  Canadians  today,  the  word  "Jap"  seems  like  a  natural  abbreviation  for  Japanese. 
Certainly for newspaper headlines it would seem to make sense. So people are often shocked to see 
me bristle when they have used the word Jap innocently. To Japanese‐ Canadians, Jap or Nip (from 
"Nippon") were epithets used generously during the pre‐war and war years. They conjure up all of 
the hatred and bigotry of those times. While a person using the term today may be unaware of its 
past use, every Japanese‐Canadian remembers. 

The thin thread of Japanese culture that does link me to Japan was spun out of the poverty and 
desperation of my ancestors. My grandparents came to a Canadian province openly hostile to their 
strange appearance and different ways. There were  severe  restrictions on how much and where 
they could buy property. Their children, who were born and raised in Canada, couldn't vote until 
1948  and  encountered  many  barriers  to  professional  training  and  property  ownership.  Asians, 
regardless  of  birthplace,  were  third‐class  citizens.  That  is  the  reality  of  the  Japanese‐Canadian 
experience  and  the  historical  cultural  legacy  that  came  down  to  the  third  and  fourth 
generations—to me and my children. 

The first Japanese immigrants came to Canada to make their fortunes so they could return to 
Japan as people of wealth. The vast majority was uneducated and impoverished. But in the century 
spanning my grandparents' births and  the present,  Japan has  leapt  from an agrarian society  to a 
technological and economic giant. 

Now, the Japanese I meet  in Japan or as recent  immigrants to Canada come with far different 
cultural  roots.  Present‐day  Japanese  are  highly  educated,  upper‐middle  class  and  proud  of  their 
heritage. In Canada they encounter respect, envy and curiosity in sharp contrast to the hostility and 
bigotry met by my grandparents. 

Japanese  immigrants to North America have names that signify the number of generations  in 
the new  land  (or  just as  significantly,  that  count  the generational distance away  from  Japan). My 
grandparents are Issei, meaning the first generation in Canada. Most Issei never learned more than 
a rudimentary knowledge of English. Nisei, like my parents, are the second generation here and the 
first native‐ born group. While growing up they first spoke Japanese in the home and then learned 
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English from playmates and teachers. Before the Second World War, many Issei sent their children 
to be educated in Japan. When they returned to Canada, they were called Kika nisei (or Kibei in the 
United States). Most have remained bilingual, but many of the younger Nisei now speak Japanese with 
difficulty because English is their native tongue. My sisters and I are Sansei (third generation); our 
children  are Yonsei.  These  generations,  and  especially Yonsei,  are  growing  up  in  homes  where 
English is the only spoken language, so they are far more likely to speak school‐taught French as 
their second language than Japanese. 

Most Sansei,  like me, do not speak Japanese. To us, the Issei are mysteries. They came from a 
cultural  tradition  that  is  a hundred years old. Unlike people  in present‐day  Japan,  the Issei  clung 
tightly to the culture they remembered and froze that culture into a static museum piece like a relic 
of the past. Not being able to speak each other's language, Issei and Sansei were cut off  from each 
other. My parents dutifully  visited my grandparents  and we  children would be  trotted out  to be 
lectured at or displayed. These visits were excruciating, because we children didn't understand the 
old culture, and didn't have the slightest interest—we were Canadians. 

My father's mother died in 1978 at the age of ninety‐one. She was the last of the Issei  in our 
family.  The  final  months  of  her  life,  after  a  left‐hemisphere  stroke,  were  spent  in  that  terrible 
twilight— crippled, still aware, but unable to communicate. She  lived the terminal months of her 
life,  comprehending  but  mute,  in  a  ward  with  Caucasian  strangers.  For  over  thirty  years  I  had 
listened to her psychologically blackmailing my father by warning him of her imminent death. Yet 
in the end, she hung on long after there was reason to. When she died, I was astonished at my own 
reaction, a great sense of sadness and regret at the cleavage of my last link with the source of my 
genes. I had never been able to ask what made her and others of her generation come to Canada, 
what they felt when they arrived, what their hopes and dreams had been, and whether it was worth 
it.  And  I wanted  to  thank  her,  to  show her  that  I was  grateful  that,  through  them,  I was  born  a 
Canadian. 

 

 
T O P I C S   F O R   E X P L O R A T I O N  

1. Why  does  David  Suzuki  question  the  validity  of  the  "biological  connection"  in  determining 
individual identity? How does environment override genes? 

2. Although  Suzuki  resembles  them  physically,  he  cannot  communicate  with  his  relatives  in 
Japan. He is a gaijin (a foreigner). How does being a gaijin exclude Suzuki? Why is he rejected 
at a ryokan (a traditional Japanese inn)? 

3. What are some cultural practices of  Japan  that Westerners misunderstand? Find examples  in 
this account of mutual incomprehension based on cultural differences. 

4. How have the different generations of Japanese‐Canadians responded to the experience of the 
new  land?  How  do  people  of  Suzuki's  generation  (Sansei)  view  their  immigrant  ancestors 
(Issei)? Why are the hopes and motives of Issei still a "mystery" to Suzuki? 

5. Why does Suzuki feel caught between two cultures when, as a Canadian, he visits Japan? 

6. Suzuki takes a pragmatic stance on the question of immigrants' adaptation to life in their new 
country. Do you agree  that Suzuki's  assimilation—which might be  called  cutting off  the  "link 
with the source of one's genes"—is part of his process of becoming "Canadian"? How typical is 
the model represented by Suzuki's family?
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Anne Jew is an English graduate of the University ofBritish Columbia. She has publishedfiction and 
criticism in many journals, anthologies and newspapers. Her film work has been produced by the 
National Film Board and she is currently writing her first novel. 

 

Everyone Talked Loudly in Chinatown 

Lately I have been walking home from school in the sunshine with Todd. It's October and the leaves 
have turned, though the temperature hasn't changed since the end of August. My father says the reason 
for this is there were two Junes in the Chinese calendar this year. I wonder if that makes this year 
thirteen months long or if one month is left out to fit it into the regular calendar. But I don't ask. He 
would launch into a long, boring explanation of the history of the Chinese calendar and say it was 
superior to the Western calendar. If it was anyone else, I would probably ask. 

Todd is very good looking. All the girls at school think so, and it makes me feel good when they turn 
to look at us walk down the hall together. Sometimes on our walk home we stop at the park to sit on the 
swings and talk. Actually Todd talks a lot and I listen. He usually describes his daily visit to the vice 
principal, the cars he wants, and the bands he likes. There is a Led Zeppelin logo drawn onto the back of 
his jean jacket in black felt pen which kind of bothers me. 

"Have you ever really listened to their lyrics? They just make so much sense." It's his favourite 
band. 

I try hard to stay interested in what he says and ask him questions, but mostly I end up nodding my 
head and saying, "Uh huh, uh huh." 11c doesn't seem to mind my quietness though. His eyes are clear 
blue, almost like glass, and it's hard to describe the feeling I get when he looks at me. My whole body 
feels like it's melting to the ground, and I'm always surprised to see that it hasn't. 

Today Todd walks me to the beginning of my block as usual and then crosses the street to go on. My 
mother would start to ask questions if she saw us together. 

As I enter the house, I pass my grandmother's room to go upstairs. She is lying in there dying. I 
throw my bag into my room and head into the kitchen. I take out a bag of chips from the cupboard and 
pour a glass of orange juice and join my brother in the living room where he is watching a rerun of "The 
Brady Bunch." It's the one where Jan refuses to wear her glasses and smashes into the family portrait 
with her bike. After a while I forget about the Bradys and start to daydream about Todd. 

The next thing I know, my mother is waking me up to feed my grandmother, whose hands shake all 
the time so she can't do it herself. My brother and I take turns every night. 

I stand by the window in the kitchen waiting for my mother to put the food onto the dinner tray. I 
draw hearts encircling Todd's initials and mine on the steamed glass. 

"Hey, what are you doing?" she asks. I quickly wipe away the evidence. 

"Nothing." 

Her dinner is basically the same every night—soup, rice with water, steamed vegetables, salted fish 
and a thermos of tea. When I go into the room, she is sleeping with the quilt drawn up to her chin, which 
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is usually how I find her now. Before, my mother would move her to an armchair by the window where 
she could watch people walk by or she would watch the new television set my father bought for her. Her 
favourite shows were "The Roadrunner" and "The Beverly Hillbillies," both which I couldn't stand. She 
would point and laugh and mumble something in Chinese. She didn't understand them, but I think she 
liked their movements. Now she stays in bed, too weak to get up. 

She looks really old. I think she's almost eighty-four, but no one knows for sure. They didn't have 
birth certificates in China then, and she had to lie about her age when she came over to Canada. Her skin 
is bunched up like fabric and it just kind of hangs from her cheekbones. But it feels thin and soft. I 
touched it once when she was asleep. Her hair is grey and white and oily. It's combed back, making her 
forehead look like a shiny grapefruit. The lobes of her ears have been stretched by the weight of gold 
earrings I have never seen her take off. She is hardly moving. She almost looks as if she were dead 
already. 

"Grandmother, it's time to eat rice." 

She briefly opens her eyes and then closes them again. 

"Grandmother, it's time to eat rice," I repeat a little louder. 

She opens her eyes again, and I bring the tray closer for her to see. She starts to sit up, and I put 
down the tray to help her. After I prop her up onto some pillows, I tuck a paper napkin into the neck of 
her pyjamas and begin to feed her. I really hate doing it and I always want it to be over as soon as 
possible. Luckily she has been eating less and less. I have been begging my mother to do it instead, but 
so far she hasn't given in. 

"You're not the one who has to bathe her and change the sheets. Don't be so bad. You are the only 
one she has treated well. She is going to die soon anyway." 

My mother can't wait for my grandmother to die. She is always telling my brother and me how she 
was treated like a slave by Grandmother when she first married my father. 

"Why didn't you stand up for yourself?" I ask. 

"Oh, you don't know what it was like then." 

We start with the soup. The spoon makes a clanging noise as it knocks against her teeth, sending a 
shiver through me. She still has all of them, which is amazing since my mother already has false front 
teeth. She doesn't chew the food very much though. It stays in her mouth a while, and then she makes a 
great effort to swallow. I try to show her how to chew by making exaggerated movements with my 
mouth, but she just ignores me. She finishes the soup, and we start on the rice in water. Some of it 
dribbles out of her mouth, so I have to scrape it off her chin and spoon it back in like I'm feeding a baby. 
I feel disgusted and guilty and I don't know why. I also feel guilty for not spending more time with her 
and for not wanting to spend more time with her. Todd would die if he knew I had to do this. 

She is a grown-up who has always taken care of me, but now I have to take care of her. It bothers 
me. She used to be different. 

When I was little, she would take me to Chinatown every weekend. We would go to a small pastry 
shop at the corner of Pender and Gore. I would have a Coke and a coconut bun while she had tea with 
the owners. I had to call them Uncle and Auntie although they weren't related to us. They spoke to each 
other about the people they knew: who was dying, who was dead, whose daughter-in-law was lazy. 
They drew out their words into sighs and shook their heads at the misfortunes of others. Sometimes 
they would comment on me, looking at me as if I couldn't see or hear them. 

"Look at that high nose. She doesn't look Chinese." 

"She is such a shy cute girl." 
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I usually watched the customers, the bell tinkling above the door as they came and went. Most were 
short, chubby women with unmade faces and hair. They always looked tired and reminded me of my 
mother. They carried plastic shopping bags with different shop logos on them in Chinese characters, 
and their children would run around them as they tried to order. They would scream out their orders 
and at their children at the same time. 

There were also old stooping men with brown spots on their faces and the odd gold front tooth, and 
old women with straight grey hair pinned back over their ears. The old people were always buried 
under layers of clothing no matter what season it was. 

Each time we left, the owners would give me a box of barbecued pork buns to take home. 

"Lin, thank Uncle and Auntie." 

"Thank you Uncle and Auntie." 

"What a cute girl." 

My grandmother was very popular in Chinatown. While we shopped we would be stopped every 
few feet by her acquaintances. Everyone talked loudly and waved their arms. I couldn't understand why 
they had to be so loud. It seemed uncivilized. She also took me to visit her friends and I would occupy 
myself with extra game pieces while they played mah-jong. 

But as I started to grow up, I stopped going to Chinatown with her, where it was too loud, and then I 
stopped spending time with her altogether. I started to play with friends who weren't loud and who 
weren't Chinese. This upset my mother. She was suspicious of all other cultures. My best friend for a 
long time was a German girl who lived up the block. Everything was neat and orderly at her house, and 
her mother was a quiet, pleasant woman who offered me green apples from their tree. My mother only 
bought red ones in Chinatown. 

Grandmother eats the rest of the rice and some vegetables and then motions me to stop. I wipe her 
mouth and chin and help her to lie down again. She closes her eyes, and I turn out the light and climb 
the stairs to my own dinner. 

On our walk home from school the next day, Todd asks me to see a movie with him. I lie to my 
parents and tell them I am going with my girlfriend Sandra. She swears not to say anything to anyone. 
Todd pays for the movie and popcorn, and we sit in the back row of the theatre. He puts one arm 
around me, balances the bucket of popcorn on his knee, holds his drink between his legs, and eats and 
drinks with his other hand. I am impressed. I usually gorge myself on popcorn, but I feel compelled to 
eat one kernel at a time. 

Halfway through The Great Santini and after we've finished the popcorn, Todd offers me a Certs. 
Then after a while he turns to me and kisses me on the lips. He opens his mouth on mine, and not 
knowing what to do, I open my mouth. I feel his tongue moving around in my mouth, so I move my 
tongue around in his. He still tastes faintly of popcorn under the flavour of the Certs. Just as I'm 
becoming used to the new sensation, he stops and kisses me on the lips and turns back to the movie. I 
can feel saliva clinging to the edges of my mouth, and not wanting to wipe it away with my hand, I press 
my face into his shoulder, hoping his shirt will absorb the moisture. It works. 

As we leave the theatre, Todd takes hold of my hand. I am quickly beginning to fall in love. 

"Now that was a great movie. That Robert Duvall guy is one harsh dude. What'd you think? Did you 
like it?" 

"Yeah, I thought it was quite good." 

"Yeah, it was great." 

My hand feels good in his, but his strides are twice as long as mine, so our mismatched rhythms 
make us bounce along instead of walk. By now I am truly in love and I let him take me all the way home. 
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Only the living room light is on, so we sit in the darkness of the carport in the back. Todd kisses me 
again and we move our tongues around. I am lost in the kissing until a car's headlights shine at us as it 
pulls into the driveway. 

"Oh my God! It's my mother!" 

I grab Todd's arm, and we run to the front of the house. 

"Go! Hurry up!" He quickly kisses me and runs up the block. I stand around debating whether to go 
inside or escape to Sandra's house. I finally decide to go in. My mother and father are standing in the 
living room. 

"How can you be so fearless! Going out with a white boy!" screams my mother. 

My father walks up to me, his eyes wide with anger, and slaps me on the face. Automatically, I slap 
him back. He is stunned and I take the opportunity to run into my room. I expect him to come charging 
after me, but I am left alone for the rest of the night. It is only when the last light is turned out that I 
start to cry. 

When I wake up hours later, my eyelashes are clumped together with dried tears. I didn't draw the 
curtains, so the moon shines into my room. Everything looks calm and quiet covered in moonlight. It 
comforts me. Todd, my father—it seemed to happen so long ago. 

Only the hum of the fridge can be heard as I creep out into the hallway. I slowly climb down the 
stairs to my grandmother's bedroom. 

I imagine the sound of movement as I enter, but I stop and there is nothing. It is dark, so I feel my way 
over to the window and draw the curtains back a little. She is so still in the moonlight. I go to her and 
touch her face. It is soft, but cool. The shadows make it look almost ghostly. I take her hand, bony and 
fragile, and find she has no pulse. I drop it instantly and stand back to look at her. She is dead, I think. I 
stare at her face expecting it to move, but somehow it looks peaceful. I take her hand again, kneel beside 
the bed, and rest my head against her. Soon I am asleep. 

 

T O P I C S  F O R  E X P L O R A T I O N  

1. Characterize the narrator's relationship with Todd. Why do they feel they have to keep it a secret 
from her parents? 

2. How does Lin (the narrator) describe her grandmother? What is her mother's attitude toward the 
grandmother? Why does Lin feel "disgusted and guilty" while feeding her grandmother? 

3. What does Lin remember of her visits to Chinatown as a young girl? How close was she to her 
grandmother at that time? How has Lin's attitude toward her culture changed as she started to 
grow up? 

4. What takes place during Lin's date with Todd? What happens between them that triggers a family 
crisis at home? Why does her father slap her? Why does she slap him back? 

5. Why does Lin go to her grandmother's room after the fight with her parents? 

6. Discuss different gender roles represented by the characters in the story. How important are 
cultural and generational differences in understanding specific gender roles assumed by the 
daughter, mother, father, grandmother, and the daughter's boyfriend in the story? 
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Garry Engkent 

Garry Engkent was born in Sun Wui county of the Chinese province Guangdong, and immigrated to 
Canada in the 1950s. He completed his Ph.D. in English at the University of Toronto, where he now 
teaches creative writing and English literature. He is also working on a novel to be called A. 
Chinaman's Chance. "Why My Mother Can't Speak English" was first published in the anthology of 
Chinese-Canadian writing Many- Mouthed Birds in 1991. 

Why My Mother Can't Speak English 

My mother is seventy years old. Widowed for five years now, she lives alone in her own house 

except for the occasions when I come home to tidy her household affairs. She has been in gum san, the 
golden mountain, for the past thirty years. She clings to the old- country ways so much so that today she 
astonishes me with this announcement: 

"I want to get my citizenship," she says as she slaps down the Dai Pao, "before they come and take 
away my house." 

"Nobody's going to do that. This is Canada." 

"So everyone says," she retorts, "but did you read what the Dai Pao said? Ah, you can't read 
Chinese. The government is cutting back on old-age pensions. Anybody who hasn't got citizenship will 
lose everything. Or worse." 

"The Dai Pao can't even typeset accurately," I tell her. Sometimes I worry about the information 
Mother receives from that biweekly community newspaper. "Don't worry—the Ministry of Immigration 
won't send you back to China." 

"Little you know," she snaps back. "I am old, helpless, and without citizenship. Reasons enough. 
Now, get me citizenship. Hurry!" 

"Mother, getting citizenship papers is not like going to the bank to cash in your pension cheque. 
First, you have to—" 

"Excuses, my son, excuses. When your father was alive—" 

"Oh, Mother, not again! You throw that at me every—" 

"—made excuses, too." Her jaw tightens. "If you can't do this little thing for your own mother, well, I 
will just have to go and beg your cousin to ..." 

Every time I try to explain about the ways of the fan gwei, she thinks I do not want to help her. 

"I'll do it, I'll do it, okay? Just give me some time." 

"That's easy for you," Mother snorts. "You're not seventy years old. You're not going to lose your 
pension. You're not going to lose your house. Now, how much lai-shi will this take?" 
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After all these years in gum san she cannot understand that you don't give government officials 
lai-shi., the traditional Chinese money gift to persons who do things for you. 

"That won't be necessary," I tell her. "And you needn't go to my cousin." 

Mother picks up the Dai Pao again and says: "Why should I beg at the door of a village cousin when I 
have a son who is a university graduate?" 

I wish my father were alive. Then he would be doing this. But he is not here, and as a dutiful son, I 
am responsible for the welfare of my widowed mother. So I take her to Citizenship Court. 

There are several people from the Chinese community waiting there. Mother knows a few of the 
Chinese women and she chats with them. My cousin is there, too. 

"I thought your mother already got her citizenship," he says to me. "Didn't your father—" 

"No, he didn't." 

He shakes his head sadly. "Still, better now than never. That's why I'm getting these people 
through." 

"So they've been reading the Dai Pao" 

He gives me a quizzical look, so I explain to him, and he laughs. 

"You are the new generation," he says. "You didn't live long enough in hon san, the sweet land, to 
understand the fears of the old. You can't expect the elderly to renounce all attachments to China for the 
ways of the fan gwei, white devils. How old is she, seventy now? Much harder." 

"She woke me up this morning at six, and Citizenship Court doesn't open until ten." 

The doors of the court finally open, and Mother motions me to hurry. We wait in line for a while. 

The clerk distributes applications and tells me the requirements. Mother wants to know what the 
clerk is saying, so half the time I translate for her. 

The clerk suggests that we see one of the liaison officers. 

"Your mother has been living in Canada for the past thirty years and she still can't speak English?" 

"It happens," I tell the liaison officer. 

"I find it hard to believe that—not one word?" 

"Well, she understands some restaurant English," I tell her. "You know, French fries, pork chops, 
soup, and so on. And she can say a few words." 

"But will she be able to understand the judge's questions? The interview with the judge, as you 
know, is an important part of the citizenship procedure. Can she read the booklet? What does she know 
about Canada?" 

"So you don't think my mother has a chance?" 

"The requirements are that the candidate must be able to speak either French or English, the two 
official languages of Canada. The candidate must be able to pass an oral interview with the citizenship 
judge, and then he or she must be able to recite the oath of allegiance—" 

"My mother needs to speak English," I conclude for her. 

"Look, I don't mean to be rude, but why didn't your mother learn English when she first came 
over?" 

I have not been translating this conversation, and Mother, annoyed and agitated, asks me what is 
going on. I tell her there is a slight problem. 
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"What problem?" Mother opens her purse, and I see her taking a small red envelope—lai-shi-—I 
quickly cover her hand. 

"What's going on?" the liaison officer demands. 

"Nothing," I say hurriedly. "Just a cultural misunderstanding. I assure you." 

My mother rattles off some indignant words, and I snap back in Chinese: "Put that away! The 
woman won't understand, and we'll be in a lot of trouble." 

The officer looks confused, and I realize that an explanation is needed. 

"My mother was about to give you a money gift as a token of appreciation for what you are doing 
for us. I was afraid you might misconstrue it as a bribe. We have no intention of doing that." 

"I'm relieved to hear it." 

We conclude the interview, and I take Mother home. Still clutching the application, Mother scowls at 
me. 

"I didn't get my citizenship papers. Now I will lose my old-age pension. The government will ship 
me back to China. My old bones will lie there while your father's will be here. What will happen to me?" 

How can I teach her to speak the language when she is too old to learn, too old to want to learn? She 
resists anything that is fan gwei. She does everything the Chinese way. Mother spends much time 
staring blankly at the four walls of her house. She does not cry. She sighs and shakes her head. 
Sometimes she goes about the house touching her favourite things. 

"This is all your dead father's fault," she says quietly. She turns to the photograph of my father on 
the mantel. Daily, she burns incense, pours fresh cups of fragrant tea, and spreads dishes of his favourite 
fruits in front of the framed picture as is the custom. In memory of his passing, she treks two miles to 
the cemetery to place flowers by his headstone, to burn ceremonial paper money, and to talk to him. 
Regularly, rain or shine, or even snow, she does these things. Such love, such devotion, now such 
vehemence. Mother curses my father, her husband, in his grave. 

When my mother and I emigrated from China, she was forty years old, and I, five. My father was 
already a well-established restaurant owner. He put me in school and Mother in the restaurant kitchen, 
washing dishes and cooking strange foods like hot dogs, hamburgers, and French fries. She worked 
seven days a week from six in the morning until eleven at night. This lasted for twenty-five years, almost 
to the day of my father's death. 

The years were hard on her. The black-and-white photographs show a robust woman; now I see a 
withered, frail, white-haired old woman, angry, frustrated with the years, and scared of losing what 
little material wealth she has to show for the toil in gum san. 

"I begged him," Mother says. "But he would either ignore my pleas or say: 'What do you need to 
know English for? You're better off here in the kitchen. Here you can talk to the others in our own 
tongue. English is far too complicated for you. How old are you now? Too old to learn a new language. 
Let the young speak fan gwei. All you need is to understand the orders from the waitresses. Anyway, if 
you need to know something, the men will translate for you. I am here; I can do your talking for you.'" 

As a conscientious boss of the young male immigrants, my father would force them out of the 
kitchen and into the dining room. "The kitchen is no place for you to learn English. All you do is speak 
Chinese in here. To survive in gum san, you have to speak English, and the only way you can do that is 
to wait on tables and force yourselves to speak English with the customers. How can you get your 
families over here if you can't talk to the immigration officers in English?" 

A few of the husbands who had the good fortune to bring their wives over to Canada hired a retired 
school teacher to teach a bit of English to their wives. Father discouraged Mother from going to those 
once-a-week sessions. 
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"That old woman will get rich doing nothing. What have these women learned? Fan gwei 
ways—make-up, lipstick, smelly perfumes, fancy clothes—like whores. Once she gets through with 
them, they won't be Chinese women any more—and they certainly won't be white either." 

Some of the husbands heeded the words of the boss, for he was older than they, and he had been in 
the white devils' land longer. These wives stayed home and tended the children, or they worked in the 
restaurant kitchen, washing dishes and cooking fan gwei foods, and talking in Chinese about the land 
and the life they had been forced to leave behind. 

"He was afraid that I would leave him. I depended on him for everything. I could not go anywhere 
by myself. He drove me to work and he drove me home. He only taught me how to print my name so 
that I could sign anything he wanted me to, bank cheques, legal documents ..." 

Perhaps I am not Chinese enough any more to understand why my mother would want to take in 
the sorrow, the pain, and the anguish, and then to recount them every so often. 

Once, I was presumptuous enough to ask her why she would want to remember in such detail. She 
said that the memories didn't hurt any more. I did not tell her that her reminiscences cut me to the 
quick. Her only solace now is to be listened to. 

My father wanted more sons, but she was too old to give him more. One son was not enough 
security he needed for old age. "You smell of stale perfume," she would say to him after he had driven 
the waitresses home. Or, to me, she would say: "A second mother will not treat you so well, you know," 
and, "Would you like another mother at home?" Even at that tender age, I knew that in China a husband 
could take a second wife. I told her that I didn't need another mother, and she would nod her head. 

When my father died five years ago, she cried and cried. "Don't leave me in this world. Let me die 
with you." 

Grief-stricken, she would not eat for days. She was so weak from hunger that I feared she wouldn't 
be able to attend the funeral. At his grave side, she chanted over and over a dirge, commending his spirit 
to the next world and begging the goddess of mercy to be kind to him. By custom, she set his picture on 
the mantel and burned incense in front of it daily. And we would go to the cemetery often. There she 
would arrange fresh flowers and talk to him in the gentlest way. 

Often she would warn me: "The world of the golden mountain is so strange, fan gwei improprieties, 
and customs. The white devils will have you abandon your own aged mother to some old-age home to 
rot away and die unmourned. If you are here long enough, they will turn your head until you don't know 
who you are—Chinese." 

My mother would convert the months and the days into the Chinese lunar calendar. She would tell 
me about the seasons and the harvests and festivals in China. We did not celebrate any fan gwei 
holidays. 

My mother sits here at the table, fingering the booklet from the Citizenship Court. For thirty-some 
years, my mother did not learn the English language, not because she was not smart enough, not 
because she was too old to learn, and not because my father forbade her, but because she feared that 
learning English would change her Chinese soul. She only learned enough English to survive in the 
restaurant kitchen. 

Now, Mother wants gum san citizenship. 

"Is there no hope that I will be given it?" she asks. 

"There's always a chance," I tell her. "I'll hand in the application." 

"I should have given that person the lai-shi," Mother says obstinately. 

"Maybe I should teach you some English," I retort. "You have about six months before the oral 
interview." 
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"I am seventy years old," she says. "Lai-shi is definitely much easier." 

My brief glimpse into Mother's heart is over, and it has taken so long to come about. I do not know 
whether I understand my aged mother any better now. Despite my mother's constant instruction, there 
is too much fan gwei in me. 

The booklet from the Citizenship Court lies, unmoved, on the table, gathering dust for weeks. She 
has not mentioned citizenship again with the urgency of that particular time. Once in a while, she would 
say: "They have forgotten me. I told you they don't want old Chinese women as citizens." 

Finally, her interview date is set. I try to teach her some ready- made phrases, but she forgets them. 

"You should not sigh so much. It is bad for your health," Mother observes. 

On the day of her examination, I accompany her into the judge's chamber. I am more nervous than 
my mother. 

Staring at the judge, my mother remarks: "Noiyren." The judge shows interest in what my mother 
says, and I translate it: "She says you're a woman." 

The judge smiles. "Yes. Is that strange?" 

"If she is going to examine me," Mother tells me, "I might as well start packing for China. Sell my 
house. Dig up your father's bones, and I'll take them back with me." 

Without knowing what my mother said, the judge reassures her. "This is just a formality. Really. We 
know that you obviously want to be part of our Canadian society. Why else would you go through all 
this trouble? We want to welcome you as a new citizen, no matter what race, nationality, religion, or 
age. And we want you to be proud—as a new Canadian." 

Six weeks have passed since the interview with the judge. Mother receives a registered letter 
telling her to come in three weeks' time to take part in the oath of allegiance ceremony. 

With patient help from the same judge, my mother recites the oath and becomes a Canadian citizen 
after thirty years in gum san. 

"How does it feel to be a Canadian?" I ask. 

"In China, this is the eighth month, the season of harvest." Then she adds: "The Dai Pao says that 
the old-age pension cheques will be increased by nine dollars next month." 

As we walk home on this bright autumn morning, my mother clutches her piece of paper. 
Citizenship. She says she will go up to the cemetery and talk to my father this afternoon. She has some-
thing to tell him. 

 

 

T O P I C S  F O R  E X P L O R A T I O N  

1. Whom does Garry Engkent have in mind as his readers? What is his purpose in using Chinese words 
and expressions in a story written in English? Does the English-speaking reader feel left out? 

2. The narrator can't read Chinese; his mother can't speak or read English. How does this inhibit their 
ability to relate to each other? Characterize the narrator's attitude to his mother. 

3. In what way does the story illustrate that being cut off from the language of the other in the 
encounter between Canadians and Chinese immigrants may lead to cultural misunderstandings on 
both sides? How do the mother's old attitudes continue to colour her experience and expectations 
in Canada? 



Pens of Many Colours: A Canadian Reader, 2nd Ed., Eva C. Karpinski (editor) pg.134 

 

4. For what reasons has the narrators mother not learned English? Why did his father discourage her 
from doing so? Why does she fear that "learning English would change her Chinese soul"? 

5. Comment on the narrator's statement that he is "not Chinese enough any more" to justify both his 
father's double standards for men and women and his mother's stubborn refusal to learn English. 

6. What requirements are necessary in order to become a Canadian citizen? Are they valid? Does 
language, in the final analysis, act as a hindrance to citizenship for the narrator's mother? Why not? 
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