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This 1s My Grandma!

by Justina Schlund

When | was 10, my grandmother came to live
in the bedroom next to mine. She smelled like
a lot of Chinese grandmothers did, slightly
medicinal like that tiny green bottle of herbal
potion that Chinese people think cures
everything.

She was not the kind of grandmother you see
in American movies -- none of the affectionate
hugs, or bread-baking, or handing out sweets
and goodies. She was the type of grandmother
who would fall asleep at a dinner table if the
conversation bored her. And the kind who

purse then very satisfyingly said, “Free!”

reprimanding her adult children for trying to
mother her. But sometimes, especially around
her grandchildren, she would break out into
the widest happiest grin.

To many people, she probably seemed like
someone to overlook, someone who wasn’t
too important to the conversation, someone
weak and frail. And if you thought this about
my grandmother, you would have grossly
underestimated her strength.

A few years ago, | sat my grandmother down
and asked her to tell me her life story. And
although my mother just shared some of this
with you, I'm going to retell it the way | heard
it with my favorite parts, and in the hopes that
my children will one day tell their children the
story of the kind of person she was, which has
helped make us all the kind of people we get to
be.

shoved free bread from restaurants into her (i

She was often stoic and quiet, except when |i
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Born in Mauritius, Africa to Chinese
merchants who’d set up shop in the small
island nation, she told me of the happiness in
the first few years of her life. She loved playing
with the family next door, who took her in and
taught her French. When her father got
tuberculosis, the neighbors offered to adopt
her but her mother refused. Instead, she
traveled back to Guangdong, China, where her
father died shortly after.

She began school at around age 8, loved to
learn and wanted to be an elementary teacher.
But after her brother shipped out to fight in
World War I, her mother withdrew her from
middle school to help out with the family. At
21, an aunt invited her to travel to Taiwan. The
boat ride was free, which was enough to
convince her mother.

There, she discovered bananas for the first time
in her life. Excited by the delicious new fruit,
she gobbled several at a time for dinners, not
knowing to peel them first.

Sometime during her visit, the Communist
Revolution began in China, launching decades
of cold war and political strife, severing her
from her entire family for the rest of their lives.
Now a refugee alone in Taiwan, my
grandmother found work as a clerk in a bus
station in the port city of Kaohsiung. Her
manager was seven years her elder, and had
social capital as third-generation Taiwanese.

They fellin love, and when he was transferred
to his hometown of Keelung, she went with
him and they were married about six months
later. After the wedding, she moved into his
mother’s home, a four-room structure with
holes in between all of the rooms to share the
light from a single bulb. Along with a tailor who
rented one of the rooms, the space housed her

husband’s two younger brothers and their
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wives and children -- 17 people in total.
Because she wasn’t Taiwanese or skilled at
housework, my grandmother was often
berated and physically beaten by her new
family.

She was responsible for cooking all of the
meals, which meant gathering and cutting the
firewood, going to market, and making the fire
on the stove. She told me all the men would
eat first, and there was never any meat
leftover for her.

When her husbhand got lung cancer, the
army hospital in town wouldn’t take him in,
saying they were out of room. My five-foot tall
grandmother, who was about the age | am
now, walked around pointing out rooms that
she spotted with empty beds.

My mother remembers her screaming; my
grandmother says she demanded to talk to
supervisors, threatened to sue, tried to
leverage her husband’s high ranking position
with the city’s bus service. In the end, the
hospital agreed to take him, and there she
stayed with him for a month until he died.

Widowed with five children, my grandmother
tried unsuccessfully to find a job. Finally, she
went directly to the mayor’s office and refused
to leave. With the same gumption she had in
the hospital, she told them her husband was a
city official, that she didn’t have any money,
that her kids needed to eat and go to school,
and that she would not go until they gave her
ajob.

They gave her the night shifts selling bus
tickets, and later, some clerical work in the
office. With her salary, she eventually moved
her family into their own home. She insisted on
all of her children finishing school, and later
college - fulfilling a dream she never got to
achieve herself. When my mother wanted to

come to America to chase a boy and get a
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degree, my grandmother pulled from her own
meager savings and shoved it into my mom’s
belongings, nonchalantly telling her it was
money my mom has earned from her post
office job.

Many years later, my grandmother would
also immigrate to America, becoming a fixture
in my childhood. In our shared bathroom, I'd
be annoyed to find out she would sometimes
use my toothbrush because when you've
escaped the Communists and shared a single
lightbulb with 17 people, you can’'t be
bothered by figuring out

grandmother she was.

But unlike any grandmother | knew, | would

watch her study English for hours every day, f

with her reading glasses, a yellow pencil, an
English workbook and her most prized
possession — the " 4 F # " (The Golden
Dictionary). Once, | gave her a child’s book of
nursery rhymes and she spent hours looking up
every word in her dictionary, and writing them
into the book in her neat handwriting. Often,
when we were out she would grab my arm, and
ask what an English word meant, then stop
whatever we were doing to find a pencil and
her notebook to write it down. She’d also do
this to complete strangers.

And after a little while, she got pretty
confident with her English - and with no sense
of embarrassment, she’d beckon waiters at
American restaurants and demand “hot
water.” And when they inevitably brought back
lukewarm water, she’d point to the cup and
say clearly “NOT hot.” And then, she’d
probably steal all of the free saltine packages
off the table. This is why she called America
“paradise.”

toothbrush "
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Years later, when | had children, my
grandmother did strangely sort of become the
type of great grandmother you see in American
movies - she gave them hugs and played
Blackjack with Cole. And she didn’t bake but she
cooked them pots of Loo Dang, and instead of

sweets and goodies she showered them with
the Chinese grandma specialty: cold, hard cash.

And so, this is the type of grandmother I'll
remember: A lifelong student who loved to
learn. A mother and wife who would stand up
to any authority who stood in the way of their
well-being. A survivor who would persist
through war, poverty, illness, loss of loved
ones, and a pandemic, and who would even
persist more than a year past when the doctors
said we should say our last good-byes.

And I'll remember her as my grandmother,
who built a life so that her daughter could go
to America, so that my education was never a
question, so that my children’s lives were filled
with hugs and laughter and all of the bananas
that they could ever want.
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