Thanks Grandma

Kathy Keyi Jia
May 2008

When my grandmother passed away in 1999, my woalsl shattered. She raised
me and had the most profound influence on me. ldediugo back to China to attend her
funeral at the time. In May 2005, it was first tilneent to visit her tomb. It was
overwhelming, yet | gained some inner peace froarttip. | believe that she is in a good
place. She will always be with me in spirit.

| was born in the far north of China, Bei Da Huattge Great Northern Wildness-
-or China’s version of Siberia. The temperaturel@aolnop to Celsius 50 degrees below
in winter and half of the year the land was froZ2eril947, the government decided to
cultivate the wild land. Across the country, hurdéref thousands of young people were
sent to the region. Many of them were from politicancorrect families; among them
my mother and father. In my mom’s case, my graméfatvorked closely with late
Chairman Mao Ze-dong in the Politburo. In mid 3@s0 accused my grandfather and
the governing body of the North East Region of h&in anti-communist circle. (My
grandfather was reinstated in the 80s with thertyegg of the historical Reform and
Open-up policy. His autobiography was publishedd07 in China). After mom

graduated from university, she was sent to Bei Dartd. My father’s family background



was not much better than my mom’s. His father washaand powerful warlord. When
the Liberation Army came, his father was taken prison and died years later. So there
they were in Bei Da Huang, being remolded. Togethtr many others, they were the
pioneers of Bei Da Huang and the founders of ancAiiural Science Research Institute.
Two of them met, fell in love, had me, and namedkagi (meaning the first child of the
Science Institute). This year, as the region celkelrits 61st anniversary of its
reclamation, my parents celebrate theff &0niversary.

In those days, a bad family background was vieveea genetic disease. A
person could be deemed to be correct or incorrent birth. For many years that
followed, their family backgrounds would affect rastly them but also us, the next
generation.

After | was born, my grandma came to join us soma¢her could continue to
work. Back in her hometown, grandma had raisedhree children by herself after my
grandfather was imprisoned. For the next 20 yesdus raised me and my brother. She
was the pillar of the family during the hard timead the light for all of us during the
dark days of the Cultural Revolution, one of thestrtarbulent times in China’s history.
Divided into different classes by late chairman Madeology, people fought with one
another. Many were killed or killed themselves, amthem, my best friend’s parents
and my beloved daycare teacher. When doing chorggrandma often prayed intensely
for my parents’ safe return at the end of the démank God we survived

I spent much of my school years receiving “reedoodt | worked on farms and
construction sites, dug trenches, practiced gutsshad searched for Russian spies in
the mountains-- that was my favourite. We neventbane.

When | graduated from high school, there was neearsity—all the universities
had been closed down during the Cultural Revolutievas sent to work at a railway
station transporting construction materials. Maekiwere not available and
everything—from heavy, 50 kilogram cement bagd¢elsand iron bars-- was carried to
and from the train by human labor. | was 16 ye#tsabthe time, thin as a pencil. When
the 120 pound cement bag was put on my shoulddirghéime, | lost my footing and
fell. I got up, asked to put it on my shoulder agaifell again. | got up and tried the third



time. | made my first step. A few months laterechme the head of the team. Then, |
began to suffer from severe back pain.

God must have been watching because an opportantg. The local radio
station needed a host and announcer; | went fanteesziew and got the job. One day, |
found a package in the mail. It was BBC Lingophuii records and textbooks. |
hardly studied any English at school but | knewansy that this would change my life
and take me far away. With nobody to help me witlglish at the small place, | taught
myself. | got up every morning at 4 o’clock, stutliél | had to go to work. I studied at
night till I could not keep my eyes open and felsteep with my day time clothes on. |
imitated the strange but pleasant sounds, follotvedstrong rhythms, and repeated the
phrases and sentences: “Stand up and fight”, “Wer&ethe world unite”!

After a year of study and preparation while workihgassed the national
university entrance exam and was accepted by adesiainiversity to study English as
my major. Universities had just restarted afterGdtural Revolution.

After | graduated, | became a university teachacheng English. Then | wanted
to further my study in an English speaking counkfy.dream came true when the
University of Guelph offered me a scholarship foviaster’s degree in English Literature.
With the Tiananman massacre, | decided to stayama@a after | graduated from Guelph.

| started my new life as an immigrant, learned miiygs, did different jobs, and
gained some very valuable experiences. At the senee | missed my family, worried
about my parents, and particularly, my grandma, was in her 80s. Though she put her
three children through school, she herself nevdrtha opportunity to learn to read and
write. In her generation, women in general didiwttg school in China despite the fact
that she was from a well-to-do family and marriaich man. As she was losing her sight
and hearing, it became increasingly difficult foe o communicate with her. | was guilty
of not being able to look after her and feared &t would leave me one day when | was
in Canada.

My grandma was my role model, my angel. Despiteptiigical turmoil outside,
inside the home was a safe and warm haven thardeatolma. | always felt loved and
cared for; she was always there for me and my brofhuring the day, we did many

chores together after | came back from schooljgiitriwo of us shared the same “Kang”,



a brick, heated bed used in Northern China. Shdduell me stories and hum tunes of
Henan local plays. She admired such legendary eoeh as Mu Gui-ying, an army
chief, and Mu Lan, who joined army in place of Hieflather. My grandma was an
ordinary person; as a matter of fact, very few peepen knew her name was Liu Xi
Rong. But to me, she is, and will always be my hero

Every day she worked from morning till night, codkéree meals from scratch,
sewed our clothes, hand-washed them, fed chickethsliacks, among other things. On
her bound feet, she gathered dried leaves and bnaaithes that fell from the trees in the
fall, and carried them back in bundles to prepardlie winter. We needed them for
cooking and heating the house; many basic suppkes scarce those days.

Grandma was one of the most humble and kind pebptd have known. She
never raised her voice or quarreled with anyorige &ten gave food to the crippled
neighbor and those who had even less than us. &aleo very strong. When | was
very sick, with a high fever that continued for tweeks, the doctor suspected | had
leukemia. It was the first time | saw my father.drpeeded to be transferred to another
hospital. Before we left, my grandma came to seeShe brought me a plant bloomed
with beautiful red flowers. With a smile, she stidne, “Keyi, you don’t have cancer;
you will get through this”. Miraculously, my fevdropped on the way to another
hospital. Grandma must have been praying for me.

It was the Chinese New Year of 1999. | spoke toonethe phone from Canada.
She sounded well; as a matter of fact, she head/ng | said right away unlike
before when | had to repeat many times. She asleifl Iwvas married, something that
had been her main concern over the years. | knewvsls worried about my being alone
in a foreign country. To ease her mind, | lied tinse, “Yes”. | didn’t think she could
really hear me, but she did. “Why don’t you two ehback to see me”? She asked.
Surprised that she heard me, | didn’t know whagay, so | mumbled something like:
“We will go to see you soon”. | was grateful wheg oncle took over the phone from
my grandma.

The next day, | got a phone call from my dad “Yoargima passed away in her

sleep last night”!



That night | had a dream of her. She was flying wp.....| had never seen her so
free!

I met my future husband that year, got married saod two beautiful children
were born in the next few years. | wished Grandaddeen my family. Many a night |
woke up from a dream of her. Her image was vivit; $mile real. For 6 years, | held on
to the illusion that she was still alive.

In the spring of 2005, | went to visit her tombhier hometown. As the
firecrackers were lit to celebrate her life, pagehge | burned all the letters that | had
written to her after she passed away. After thecfackers stopped and the ash from the
papers settled, | saw in front of me a clear aridtdae colored circle in the air, moving
slowly and slowly toward the top of her tomb. | pd it out to my father. It was a
peaceful and sunny May day without a breeze. Biigeffluttered about. As the blue
airy circle landed and disappeared on grandma’'®tdknew my heart was understood.

It is time to celebrate her life and honor what stued for: her faith and strength,
her forbearing, kindness, and compassion. Todaygsessive world needs more people
like her. | have begun to feel centered and grodradgin. | have come a long way. It is
time to regain strength from the past and to laolwérd to the future. God has his plan
for me; grandma is illuminating my way; | will foegon.

Thanks grandma!



