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prefaceSANTA FE, THE CITY DIFFERENT

I come from Santa Fe.

Known as “the City Different,” Santa Fe was founded in 1610 as a Spanish colony. It has a long and complex history that remains visible and visceral today. Santa Fe is the oldest state capital in America and has a wealth of knowledge and traditions from several cultures. The art, the churn, and the identity tensions of Santa Fe in the 1970s and 1980s defined my youth. This was a time of new challenges between forces of history and gentrification. Ralph Lauren’s Santa Fe Collection hit worldwide fashion runways during this era, shining a spotlight on a city that is more than four hundred years old.

As I reflect on my childhood years, what surfaces for me so powerfully are the historic adobes, the desert vistas, the vendors of native jewelry in front of the Palace of the Governors, and the lone flamenco dancer practicing footwork on a side street. In the midst of my own cultural and sexual confusion, and the experiences of day-to-day prejudice and poverty, there was also the rich leavening of paintings, and possibilities. My life was beautifully sculpted here in a confluence of dance and visual arts.

Santa Fe informed the start of my artistic journey, one that has taken me all over the world from my current home base of Washington, DC. I’ll tell you all about it.
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oneORIGINS

My Korean great-grandparents and grandmother arrived together at the Waialua Sugar Company plantation on Oahu, Hawaii, January 13, 1903, among the first Korean immigrants to what was then an American territory. They were fleeing starvation in Seoul, a city under a failing monarchy that seven years later would be annexed by Japan. The RMS Gaelic, owned by the Occidental and Oriental Shipping Company, carried 102 Koreans on that trip, all bound for Hawaiian plantations: fifty-six men, twenty-one women, and twenty-five children. Methodist missionaries acted as brokers—intermediaries between God and plantation—who promised safe passage to a new life. The indentured worker families signed contracts that bound most of them powerlessly to the owners of sugar and pineapple plantations of Hawaii for generations. These were much like miner contracts that tied workers to a controlled economy that made it virtually impossible to pay off debts, let alone save money. They and other workers picked sugar cane and pineapples, oversaw the counts of pineapple shipping crates sent to the mainland, cooked for fieldworkers, and did laundry.

My grandfather, Soon Kuen Kang, arrived in 1904 on the SS Manchuria when he was nine years old. He taught himself English, a skill that led to him being promoted to a coveted position as plantation foreman. He was granted the use of a brown horse and proudly rode through the fields checking on the crops and productivity. Only five of his seven children reached adulthood. Not having access to simple medical facilities, one died of appendicitis and another of influenza. My grandfather’s ingenuity and thrift allowed him to fracture what seemed an unbreakable bondage. When he was fifty-eight and the plantation system was dismantled, he was able to purchase a home for his family on Royal Palm Drive. This road is part of the original winding driveway that once led to the Del Monte Plantation Estate. The house still stands, under the original towering palm trees, and my uncle Marvin lives there with his wife Joyce, a Japanese Nisei (a second-generation Japanese American). In the backyard there stands a giant old lychee tree that my grandmother planted; it is surrounded by the remains of a lush lily garden from which she long ago nurtured and then sold two-foot stems each Easter and Memorial Day to augment the family income.

From the time I was a toddler to the age of thirteen when I attended my grandfather’s funeral, I made a handful of summer visits to Hawaii. I loved to visit with my grandmother, Hio Voon Kang. I remember Grandma in her late seventies and early eighties. She was under five feet tall with muscular brown arms and legs leathered from a life spent under the unrelenting plantation sun, her face framed by thick tortoise shell glasses and haloed by short gray hair in a perm. I often studied her bow-legged arthritic steps as she descended the back stairs (backward, so as not to fall) to her garden where she would squat deeply down to tend lettuce and pull up turnips. She was blind in her right eye, and I learned that for me to be seen at all, I had to stand on the left side of her field of vision. As a three-year-old child on the RMS Gaelic, Grandma had been savagely attacked by a teenage boy; he hit her face with a metal tobacco pipe and severed the muscles in her eye. I felt that Grandma and I were connected by a mutual sense of traumatic displacement, each born into a harsh world of bullies in the midst of cultural calamity, one that made us rely on sensation over words for survival. But as much as that, I think, I was always closely noting the deliberate calibrations of her movement on those steps; the distinct gestures, slow and sure; the many coordinated steps that were unmistakably hers—a body language clearer than words. Hers were among the first steps that registered with me as the potential of what movement alone could signify. Grandma’s dance.

Grandma didn’t speak much, only Hawaiian pidgin: a mishmash of the languages that circulated among plantation workers—Hawaiian, English, Portuguese, Korean, Chinese, and Japanese. She called me Tai Soon, my given Korean name, which means “great serenity of the family.” “Tai Soon, help Halmeoni [Grandma in Korean], chop da daikon [turnip in Japanese], make kimchi, mahwah [hot and spicy in Korean].” I enjoyed deciphering her words and swiftly learned her gestural language. A quick flutter of her fingertips pointing downward combined with an up and down head nod meant “come here for a hug.” A gentle all-over caress of my head meant that she was intrigued by the shifting layers of color in my biracial hair with its deep red highlights that shone in the Hawaiian rays. A quick horizontal flash of her forefinger and thumb to the palm of the other hand meant she wanted me to thread a sewing needle so she could resume work on the finishing touches of one of her muumuus made from large tropical flower print yardages. Grandma’s hugs held no pretense or hesitation, and they were often accompanied by a surprise gift that she would pull down from a shelf above her sewing machine: a green-eyed Korean dancing doll dressed in yellow silk, an Antonio y Cleopatra cigar box filled with hundreds of old buttons, a handmade pouch containing a gogok (a smooth Korean jade stone in the shape of an animal claw). From Grandma I learned that we all can translate the language of touch and gesture. Universal expressions of the body transcend spoken and written communication.

My mother, Anna Kang, attended a single room schoolhouse, barefoot, with twenty other children until she went to a high school outside of the plantation. She has told me that up to that time, the only child in shoes was the son of the Japanese schoolteacher because they lived in the paved city, Honolulu. Each Christmas, every plantation childworker was given one gift, out of the “beneficence”—as they were reminded—of the plantation owners. Once Mom received a Shirley Temple doll—its painted eyes, golden ringlets, and cherub-cheeked waxen Caucasian features in the likeness of that Hollywood child movie star—and another year a little beaded purse that now, completely tattered, sits in her jewelry box as a memento of a past that she survived.

When Mom was eleven, she saw plumes of smoke rise from Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and dodged the bullets of low-flying Japanese Zeros—the white planes of Kamikazes that wielded iconic insignias of the rising sun on their wings. After the bombing, Mom would live under martial law and carry a gas mask to school. In the evenings the family would close their black-out curtains and my mom and her sisters would pass their lockdown by playing a Korean card game called Hwatu or “battle of the flowers.” In the fields from age thirteen to eighteen, Mom picked pineapples under the blinding sun and carried fifty-pound bags of the jagged-skin spiky fruits out of the fields on her back. Only her scarred, gnarled hands tell her distant past. Of her hands, she told me, “The leaves of pineapples are knives that can cut through a glove or blind the uncovered eye.” To this day, Mom doesn’t eat pineapple.

When not in the fields, she worked with her sisters, Alice and Annie, for their mother’s laundry business. Mom stirred fabrics in giant vats of soapy water and then lifted and wrung out each water-heavy garment to dry. She then steamed, ironed, and starched them. She told me that once, she lost her balance and fell headfirst into a deep full vat. My auntie Annie pulled her out. Auntie Alice came running to assist and pounded her back, forcing water from her lungs until she could breathe again. She has never mentioned any regrets or remorse over a childhood subsumed by physical labor. The Kang sisters are themselves the remnants of a bygone era.

In high school, Mom revealed an inclination toward art, drawing island fauna and turning clay pots on a wheel. The ability to see and pursue beauty even in the midst of hardship defines her. Encouraged by a scholarship, she pursued a degree in art at the University of Hawaii. She was the first in the Kang family to receive a bachelor’s degree, and then also a master’s degree in studio art. In 1950, Mom became the first in her family to reach the American mainland because she was one of four Asian American women from Hawaii to attend the prestigious Cranbrook Academy of Art in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. She submitted a simple portfolio, —photos of her ceramics, sketches, and paintings. Her sisters pooled their funds to pay for her graduate tuition and expenses because her father didn’t believe that women needed a formal degree, let alone two. Cranbrook was then an anomaly, an experimental 319-acre incubator of midcentury modernism and American abstract expressionism. Founded in 1922, Cranbrook was the outgrowth of the curricular vision of Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen and his wife, textile designer Loja Saarinen. Cranbrook produced unencumbered designers with a craftsman’s ability to create across media, from ceramics and painting to weaving and architecture. It begat an American art movement in which my mother was wholly immersed. The Hawaiian cadre included Anna Kang, Alice Kagawa, and Ernestine Murai, all textile designers, and ceramicist Toshiko Takaezu. Sadly, Ernestine passed away in her twenties from liver cancer.

Now ninety-two, Anna Kang Burgess is among the last survivors of the harsh Hawaiian corporate plantations. To this day, she maintains an upright figure of elegance and grace. I continue to emulate her posture and to consider it an inherited family trait. She also continues to make ink drawings and paper collages every day. She is deeply private in her creative process, obsessive, and often spends hours standing over her art table to piece together abstract forms that serve as anagrams to her interiority. I have inherited this genetic predisposition to obsessive creativity. She is my muse.

My father, Joseph James Burgess Jr., was the son of an Irish father and German mother, both from immigrant families who lived in Albany, New York. Their marriage ended in divorce within a year. In childhood, he flourished in painting classes. Dad received his undergraduate degree from Hamilton College in Clinton, New York, and then during WWII was trained by the Navy as an intelligence officer with a specialty in Chinese language. He attended the Military Language Intelligence Center in Colorado and was stationed in Washington, DC, during the war as one of a handful of officers able to translate messages from Chinese intelligence. This skill added to his portfolio of fluency in German, French, and English. Only after his death did I more fully understand the importance of his military assignments, the translation and decoding of secret Chinese messages for the United States.

After the war he attended Yale University on the GI Bill receiving a master’s degree in what was then called Oriental Studies. There he was recruited to be a US intelligence agent. He told me that during that time he received a phone call from his former kindergarten teacher, quite out of the blue, to let him know several “G-Men” had visited her, in an exhaustive background check seeking to learn what sort of youngster he had been back then. Dad declined the invitation to join the clandestine ranks. He knew his life would never be his own if he accepted. Instead, he attended Pratt Institute of Design in Brooklyn, New York, earning credits that he transferred to Cranbrook Academy of Art for a second master’s degree in studio art. There he met Mom. They married in 1959 in a Unitarian Church in Michigan that supported their interracial marriage. At the time he was director of the DeWaters Art Center in Flint, Michigan. My elder brother, Ian, was born in Flint in 1961.

My parents decided to explore the United States through their art, not worrying about long-term plans or settling down. They worked at the Cleveland Institute of Art for a year, then headed west. While teaching at Arizona State University, my father learned that academia and art making don’t always mix. Academics often lock horns in dysfunctional turf wars in the pursuit of tenure. In his words, “Academia wages the biggest battles for the smallest fiefdoms.” Soon enough, Mom and Dad left university teaching for good. When I asked Mom if moving so often in her life was a hardship, she said, “We were a team, so we would just pack up and go when he deeply felt it was time.” Mom and Dad next exchanged landlocked academia for Carmel Valley, California, where they were entranced by the landscape and inspired to produce and sell their art at their own small gallery. They found a spot on Del Fino Place and opened their gallery, which they called Origins. They spent a lifelong journey of artmaking together until his death at the age of ninety in 2014.




twoMONARCHS

I was born in Carmel, California, on February 26, 1968. The innocence of America was serially shredded that year with the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert F. Kennedy, as well as the daily images on the evening news of the body bags being unloaded at airports, American soldiers killed in Vietnam. It was a time of sorrow and anger, protest and peace signs. But by Christmas Eve, NASA’s Apollo 8, the first crewed spacecraft to orbit the moon, drew our collective thoughts beyond the gravity of troubles on Earth.

It is the often-repeated story that as a baby I cried inconsolably, as if I knew the world into which I had just been born held no security. Right before my Baek-il—a Korean celebration of an infant’s one hundredth day of life—my exhausted mother took me to the doctor and insisted that I had colic. The Baek-il traditionally celebrates an infant’s ability to overcome the earliest hurdles of sickness. But because I cried instead of slept and clung insatiably to her, she worried about how needful I was. In desperation for even a short break, she would resort to just placing me on the floor to fend for myself for brief intervals. I was too much for her then, and perhaps I sensed that and tested it. She was thirty-nine years old and faced the responsibilities of a surprise newborn who had arrived seven years after his brother. The pediatrician assured Mom that I didn’t have colic, but that I was hungry and needed more breast-feeding and touch. So ever after she traced gentle strokes on my back with her fingers, as if it was a canvas, and rubbed my feet, as if I were her clay on the potter’s wheel. She willed, molded, and coaxed me into an early independence. She had me crawling at five months, standing at eight months, and walking by my tenth, well ahead of the average child.

Mother would take me outside to the patio in front of their rented red wood cottage, unlatch me from her body, and have me hold onto the lip of a large circular planter abloom with wildflowers. In this way, I could do wobbly laps by myself until exhausted. When I at last wearily plopped to the ground, my mom would return from somewhere beyond my line of sight and gently scoop me up and place me on the floor next to her weaving loom in her studio. Content, I would doze off to the rhythm of a shuttle and beater. Some infants had mobiles. My mother’s six-foot loom towering over me was mine.

Although only five feet tall and ninety pounds, my mother’s ability to throttle a rug into existence on that loom, before my eyes, was magical, powerful. Years later I came to think of her as the beautiful mythical Arachne, the spiderlike weaver with jet black hair in a bun, high cheekbones, cat glasses that accentuated her eye shape, and translucent pale skin. I can still remember how I longed for her attention, but I knew it would come and even when: at the point that she felt she had arrived at a creative stopping point. I took my toddler security from this, confident that her full attention would be mine soon. Mom, at her loom, and me, with her. This was my story. From lengths of yarn evolved full rugs and wall hangings that she would then adorn by hand with feathers and found objects, readying them for sale in the gallery. And those finished textiles did indeed sell, and the money was used to pay the rent.

My father, now a painter, was at their gallery during the day and my brother, Ian, was at school. My craving for movement and growing confidence and self-sufficiency, my appetites for attention and companionship and stimulation, so deeply sated in this one-on-one luxurious unique engagement with and witnessing of my mother, ultimately allowed me to sleep through the nights. My body grew stronger, and my unstable steps steadied.

My earliest memory of happiness is of an event that occurred when I was two years old. I had mastered doing my heel, toe, step, heel, toe, step toddle around the planter and could let go of its round rim to peer inside, with full focus on the wildflowers. My mother left me outside with the family rescue mongrel, Liliuokalani. Lili, as we called her, was a Border Collie mix who had but one family member—me—to herd. There at the planter, I spied a single monarch butterfly as it landed on a purple cone flower. This orange and black creature tentatively tip-toed, like me, stepping and then gliding over the petals, barely bouncing, wings softly waving up and down, nose probing, into each bloom. It appeared so fragile that I held my breath so as not to blow or startle this gentle—what was it?—this living silent other. I didn’t even reach out to touch it. I just stared. I briefly looked up at the sky and was startled to see many more butterflies, just like this one, circling and hovering in the air, each floating on its flapping wings in an erratic path but not bumping into one another. They too descended upon the cosmos, daisies, and lavender, gently caressing them.

They were oblivious to enormous me. Much later I would learn that this was their coaxing of the nourishment they took from their sweet nectar. Our planter was a smorgasbord. The air filled with more monarchs, a dozen; a dozen became hundreds. I toppled over from the weight of my own head on my young neck, cocked back at the sky, —but I did not injure myself and I did not cry. Far from it. I righted myself and sat on the red bricks in the midst of the annual migration south of the monarch butterflies, in brilliant show, flashes of orange and black capes. Squinting upward, the sun was covered in moving silhouettes, and in my memory even now, decades later, I am able to see all this again, to feel the impact, as if it were yesterday, the small, winged creatures flashing mini eclipses against the sun. The sky filled with thousands of butterflies, fluttering valiantly, playfully, they surrounded me, dancing in the air, suspended and then landing on my hair, arms, and clothes like inquisitive fairies. They tickled and teased, clung to me, kissing me, exploring me as they had the flowers. I was rapturous in a pure infant’s ecstasy. I propped myself up, came to standing, and tried to emulate the darting, the lifts, the gestures of flight by extending my arms and spreading my fingertips toward the sky and twirling my diapered toddler body through air. I wanted them to see that I was one of them, that I understood the invitation to play. Small wings tickled my face as I began to push off the surface of the patio pumping my legs and feet while desperately flapping my arms in vain. I jumped higher and higher until, breathless and exhausted, I crumpled to the ground. I lay my head back on the cool brick slabs and stared at the sky as the monarchs began a unified departure, continuing their journey without me. I laughed big peels of joy. They were my friends. When my mother returned and witnessed the very end of their visit, I remember her saying that they looked like orange and black snowflakes.

After their visit, when I spent time on the patio, I flapped my arms and leapt back and forth, wondering how the monarchs got up, up, up. And what was a snowflake? Both were great mysteries. What I did understand even at two years of age was that the monarchs were compelled to come here, that they would visit me, and then they had to go somewhere else. It wasn’t a choice, it was a being called, a summoning, to each faraway place. My mom said, “All butterflies know when it’s time to leave and where to go without thinking about it. A feeling in their heart guides them.” I played with the idea that was “migration” for a long time.

Months later, now an avid walker and runner, I buttoned a windbreaker around my neck and charged across the open patio. Rounding past the planter, I would speed up and sense my fabric wings billowing. I would then return to the planter, clamber up its side, posing on the rim and jump off swinging my arms hard over and over. Another time, undaunted, I took my father’s umbrella, opened it, and realized that if I did a deep squat before jumping off the planter, I could feel a fleeting moment of glorious air hang. Flight was so close, and yet … I had been left behind, by mistake, trapped in a corporal confusion without my own set of wings. This was perhaps some oversight of nature. Or more likely I had not yet sprouted my own pair. I was completely sure that I was something quite peculiar. I asked my mother where butterflies came from—she remembers this, too—and when she showed me a picture of a ravenous chunky green caterpillar on a spiky milk thistle plant, I understood that the awkward pudgy body I inhabited would transform just like that one did. And it did.

After a year, I still had no success with flight. But there was another migration in store for me. One day, my father announced, “Ian and Dana, we are all going to have a big adventure! We are moving to Santa Fe, New Mexico … in six months!” The looming family migration forced me to make a vow to myself. I would craft my own metamorphosis in time for my family’s departure. As winter approached and rain and wind forced me into the house, I focused on exploring new personas that I could express through song and dance. I invented numbers and sets that I performed at the end of each day for my parents, brother, our dog, and two guinea pigs. Looking back, I identify this as a time when some deeply creative impulses were ignited in me, some synergy between my keen longing and this impatience at being defeated by gravity. Indoors, the neatly labeled cardboard moving boxes piled higher, and my determination intensified. I had made a creative connection between my own reality and how a caterpillar held within it the ultimate potential to appear one day as a magnificent butterfly.

All day, in my turns, my leaps, my struts, I planned my transformations from a pudgy knock-kneed kid to an entertainer extraordinaire. On our black-and-white TV with its wire coat-hanger antenna, I studied all those old Depression-era Busby Berkeley musicals—the ones with the big production numbers, dancers that kept on coming, with synchronized sashays and high kicks, high-heel tap shoes, platinum blondes and sparkling sequin-detailed dresses that floated like butterfly wings.

These—my earliest dances—I performed on an improvised set in our Carmel cottage. As ever, Mom was there to support my daring. Her best interior designs were born of economy. I remember sitting next to the pedal-pumped black Singer sewing machine as she turned an old Javanese Batik sarong into a curtain. She then meticulously suspended the curtain with large safety pins looped along a length of wire strung between two nails that she had hammered into the opposing upper frames of the doorsill. This curtain was now between the galley kitchen and the dining room: backstage and my audience. The kitchen was where I readied my props and costumes for the pre-dining performances.

The rhythmic rattle of the lid of mom’s rice cooker as the rice came to its boil and the smell of garlic pork and bok choy stir-fry cued that it was the turning point for my entrance. I had little time to make maximum impact on my hungry, seated, dinner-theater audience. My debut show began. With a silk scarf from my mom wrapped around my neck and head and sporting my powder blue Winnie-the-Pooh onesie from Sears, I threw back the curtain to offer original extemporized songs about flowers and flight, quick footwork, and hops that ended dramatically with a slide into splits as I outstretched my arms to the ceiling. My parents and brother laughed and applauded in hearty approval as I ceremoniously rose to my feet and took deep bows. These were my first audience affirmations. This exuberant and spontaneous cheering came from parents who were typically reticent. In fact, they frowned upon giving and receiving compliments. Each felt that there was an unseemliness to praise. There was, too, a superstition: the craving of praise, the expectation of it, as a currency, and self-congratulation—hubris, vanity—would bring only bad fortune. But their delight had been genuine and overwhelming, for them and for me. I saw that dance had tremendous power to bring forth joy for others, too.

I was inspired to begin a nightly performance series. After breakfast, I scoured the house for bright clothing, pillaging my parents’ closets, the coat closet, a storage nook, in search of plastic bangles and jewelry, hats and canes, all to raise my production value. And as I became overwhelmed by the strains of my Ziegfeld extravaganza and the churn of extra costumes and props, there appeared my imaginary collaborator, a backstage theatrical assistant that I named “Charlie” after a perfume I had seen advertised on television. Each day while my brother Ian was away at school, Charlie and I disappeared into our shared bedroom to discuss the dances. Charlie assisted me with costume decisions, oversaw my vocal repetitions, and critiqued rehearsals that took place in front of a small dressing mirror attached to the closet door. He even took the fall for me if I forgot a step or tune mid-rehearsal or performance. At a moment of blooper, I would scold Charlie for his incompetence—it had not been mine—and cry out in exasperation, “Take it from the top!” He always complied. And he had as much stamina as I did. Charlie supported my growing patience, and he taught me to be a prepared and infallible performer, to tenaciously continue until I was satisfied and the audience was won over. Charlie made my solo forays less solitary. Everyone should conjure a durable pal like Charlie.

Each evening that I threw open the sarong curtain, I filled the living room with song, hat-tipping, and leg kicks with my head held high. Always a keen critic, my mother describes these performances as having included bent-knee cabrioles and exotic port de bras, accompanied by nonsensical off-key songs that at the moment of a potential rhyme always fell short. She recently told me that she had been worried by Charlie’s abiding appearance, attributing his constancy to my loneliness at having no playmates. But she admitted that she sure cherished the free time that Charlie’s companionship added for her weaving.




threeMIGRATION

My father seemed to me to be a towering giant. He had dark hair with highlights of gray and white, thick black square oversized eyeglass frames, hip mutton-chop sideburns that cupped his face, and a moustache that was roof to his lips. He wore a blue painter’s smock when he stood in front of his easel coaxing tubes of paint into dollops that he strategically brushed onto canvas. Abstract images emerged in crimson, cerulean, and lime, the forms always at odds with one another. Dad was experiencing what he called “a real creative block.” Carmel Valley and family life—kids cost money, after all—had siphoned from them both energy, funds, and inspiration. Their original attraction to the beauty and affordability of Carmel Valley was overturned by rising prices and an impending recession economy. Every dime earned at Origins went back into art materials.

In 1972, my parents were searching for a new community and a landscape that could re-inspire my father’s painting as well as sustain our daily needs. So, they packed up our 1961 turquoise, white-topped Volkswagen bus and drove us across the Mojave Desert in a reconnaissance mission to Santa Fe. We drove at night and slept during the day to avoid the worst of the broiling temperatures that radiated along the desert. In our cheap roadside motels, I reveled in the mechanical beds—like grown-up tin toys—that provided ten minutes of vibrating “massage” for every nickel you put in the slot. As my muscles shook on this makeshift carnival ride, I watched cloth streamers attached to the grease-blackened air-conditioner vents flap and snap convulsively in the air flow. These were quite the come down from the delicate fluttering of butterfly wings. Mom inspected all motel surfaces. She didn’t allow any of us to walk barefoot on the filthy carpets. We had to wear our seullipeo—Korean house slippers. Nor did she permit us to sleep under the motel bed sheets and covers. She lay our own sheets over the comforters and pillows, closed the blinds to block out the midday light, and pushed a dresser against the front door to ensure our security.

We drove under a star-filled sky past twenty-four-hour gas stations set into the desert sand with green AstroTurf facsimiles of suburban lawns. The air was so dry I couldn’t sweat. Instead, my skin turned red and hot to the touch and my feet and ankles swelled. I would lie back on the vinyl passenger seats, elevate my legs, and place my broad four-year-old bare feet on the van’s window glass to cool them; I stared out the window imagining the twinkling stars as celestial fingers tickling my toes. My mother said I had rice paddy feet, strong and wide, good for keeping my balance in flooded fields.

With his index finger, my brother drew an imaginary border between us down the back seat. His space was twice as large as mine. My penalty for crossing over was hard pinches and punches to my thighs. He would use his flashlight to read aloud from one of his issues of Fate magazine. These focused on thrilling paranormal phenomena, stories that set our hearts racing with fear of Sasquatches, the Loch Ness Monster, alien abductions, and battlefield hauntings. I loved the outsized drama of Ian’s reading, the entertainment of it all, in our edgy but cozy confinement. I was spellbound, too, fidgeting very little. Ian need not have feared my border trespasses. I was an audience who knew better than to do anything that might cause him to lose his place or prematurely end the show—a far more dreaded outcome than a pinch or shove.

Once we got to Santa Fe, we parked the van and took to exploring every narrow street, peering into trading posts filled with pawned jewelry and revolvers. And we poked around local art galleries, studied landscape paintings and portraits of cowboys and Indians, occasionally stopping so our parents could speak with artists in their studios. I was fascinated by the people who were blowing molten glass—how they pulled the glass from roaring fires to swiftly shape it into a vase or a dish before it cooled.

That day Dad allowed me to choose a tiny turquoise and silver ring with a stylized bear claw design, one I admired in a jewelry vendor’s display along the Santa Fe River just off the plaza. He paid five dollars to the jeweler: four crisp one dollar bills and four quarters. The expense made my eyes widen. I stared at my ring constantly, the inset stone the color of the southwestern sky. The ring was a commemoration of a moment. That day we committed ourselves; we moved from being visitors to residents. Mom and Dad had decided to rent a house on the outskirts of the city and signed a month-to-month lease.

My favorite part of Santa Fe on this trip was its cathedrals, chapels, and santuarios (sanctuaries). I had never been in a church. I was crazy about the altars. They were like a stage. Crudely hand carved and painted, they wordlessly expressed the emotions of devotion through shape and hues. At the center of each was the magnificence of Jesus, represented as a nearly naked, vulnerable man nailed to a cross.

After a week exploring our new city, we drove back to Carmel Valley, held a garage sale, bid goodbye to neighbors, packed up our essentials, and left California for good. We piled into the VW bus for a one-way trip back across the desert. Lili and our guinea pigs, Alexandra and Wilbur, traveled on the floormat in front of me, the latter in a small smelly crate. I wondered if they would die in the car. Lili panted, suffering in the heat. Wilbur didn’t make it past the second night. His desert funeral was delayed by my having to pour water on the crackled earth to soften it enough to make a small indentation into which I could ceremoniously place and then bury his little body. Would my brother and I survive this journey?



TORMENTO (TORMENT)

We moved into a small single-family adobe home on the outskirts of Santa Fe. The two-bedroom, two-bath home with a compact living room measured one thousand square feet. It was handcrafted and where the windowsills should have met the walls, there were holes where gentle breezes blew through. The landlord explained that after installing the new windows the young green wood had dried and shrunk, pulling away from the walls, but that these little holes would afford a young boy like me spy holes to see outside. Each afternoon a two-inch gap under the front door above the saddle let in a fine covering of sand to the foyer. The brick floor had been laid directly into the sand below; vacuuming was futile and would only suck more sand from the earth upward onto the bricks. My determined mother swept each evening only to be thwarted each next day.

The house suffered from assorted uninvited creatures. Bright orange and red centipedes, each six inches long, had their nests somewhere under those bricks, near the couch. Field mice casually dallied through, and furry brown and black bats flitted near the ceilings. Rattlesnakes and grasshoppers were frequent drop-ins. We shared the space with these original occupants of the house. It could be crowded. I was more curious than afraid, for the most part.

But those moths.

They were attracted to the light that emanated from our home on the dark edge of the city. At the peak of the moths’ bombarding, between ten and eleven o’clock each night, my mom, dad, and brother performed a ritual. First, they extinguished all the lights. Then they would do their assigned tasks. My mother would grab my brother’s flashlight, bring it into the middle of the living room, turn it on, and aim the beam up at the ceiling. Meanwhile, my father would arm himself with the long suction hose of the vacuum cleaner and stand next to her; positioned at the old metal vacuum canister, my brother switched the power to ON. The wings of thousands of moths collided in frenzied flight they made for the single elongated tower of light. Their bodies thudded loudly as they were drawn into the hose and into the chamber in which they would soon suffocate. The vacuum motor whined under the strain. Once the canister was full—you could hear that it was—we would stumble in the absolute dark to our beds, calling out “goodnights” as locators. I crawled under my sheets and covered my hands, toes, and hair so that any stray moths still in the house wouldn’t take revenge on me in my sleep. The moths craved moisture and minerals. My brother said moths were dung eaters so they would especially be attracted to me. I believed him. These were not the monarch butterflies of my old home. These were dull pale indelicate night monsters that clung to every part of the human body, leaving a glassy gray film of dust from their wings that couldn’t be brushed away. They were literally the monsters that go bump in the night.

I learned to navigate a land in which plagues swarmed in biblical proportions and sequence. When I turned five, the grasshoppers emerged in July and devoured every bit of green for miles. They jumped onto my clothes every time I stepped onto the open porch. I had to tear my pants off and shake them out to rid myself of them. They probed my skin with sharp feet. Grasshoppers have a dense body mass and when I pulled them, hard, off my skin, they resisted with tenacity far beyond their size. They were hideous creatures, muddy brown and puce, that angrily hummed by rubbing their angular legs together before hurling their bodies and latching on with a thump. They had the ability to jump great distances and fly with loud twitching wings. I would fight them off with sticks and stomp them under my sneakers. My brother occasionally joined my garrison. We were outnumbered and victory was hopeless. The grasshoppers were born starving in an environment that could not satiate them. As quickly as they had emerged, they disappeared back into the dry earth for another several years. The harsh desert delivered lessons.

Along with the steady flapping of moth wings and chewing clicks and predations of grasshoppers, I learned to interpret many other auditory and sensory events and movements of my fellow domestic inhabitants. The squeaking from a rusted bathroom exhaust fan meant that another field mouse had climbed the adobe walls and accidentally fell fatally into its churn. It would be trapped on a compulsory exercise wheel until Dad could come open the grate cover, holding a paper bag over the opening. Once the mouse was inside the sack, Dad released it outdoors. As cute as the field mice were, they were known to actually carry the bubonic plague, a threat that had somehow survived the Spanish Inquisition in New Mexico. True.



LA IGLESIA

The Santa Fe of my childhood was not yet the Hollywood branded version that it was to become. The year 1973 marked the beginning of a financial recession. It was eight years before Ralph Lauren would launch his Santa Fe Style fashion and home décor line, a decade before actor Val Kilmer would begin popping up at restaurants, and twenty years before actress and best-selling memoirist Shirley MacLaine felt the radiating crystal energy of the land and chronicled sightings of UFOs from her Santa Fe house on a hill. Santa Fe was a gritty Southwestern town that was more like a sprawling pueblo. For lack of upkeep, flat roofs sagged on adobe homes, low-rider cars prowled dirt roads that branched off main streets, and tumbleweeds blew and fastened onto barbed wire fences where they would dry to a crisp.

Santa Fe was a city with little economy and the pressures of three prominent cultures that were sometimes at odds: Indigenous, Hispanic, and Caucasian. Their relationships to the land were also varied. Although Santa Feans spoke with pride about the tres visiónes—the three visions—as a braided community, in fact the city was built on hundreds of years of conquest and conflict, land disputes, and clashes of religion.

On the main plaza, I sometimes saw children mock the glottal sounds of the Native people’s language. I hid behind my mother when we walked downtown. I thought it better to not be seen, to be disregarded as interlopers until I understood this strange new terrain.

One early impression I had of the characters in my new hometown was that “The Church” was law in this Western outpost. The Catholic churches were packed each Sunday for mass with devout señoras mayores, old ladies dressed in black, wrinkled faces behind lace veils. They devoutly clutched Bibles and rosaries. These were the old crones who cast judgment on boisterous children, girls in miniskirts, women braless in low-cut blouses, and handsome dark men that leered and posed suggestively. The señoras mayores had no reservations about reprimanding strangers, a shaming as tough love that would ensure the streets remained safe and orderly.

When I turned six, I began attending Agua Fria Elementary, a bilingual Spanish and English public school. I jumped rope with the girls in complicated rhythmic sequences. We sang out in Spanish and our feet accented the downbeat in between swings of tattered ropes. “Osito, osito, ¿puedes saltar? Ayúdame, ayúdame a contar uno, dos, tres, quatro ….” I excelled and soon was jumping between not one but two ropes. Daily the ropes were whipped around faster and faster, to push me further, until at recess an audience of older students formed a group to watch my mastery. My skills and joy were absolute. Students of all ages and teachers marveled at my timing, footwork, and endurance. Older students often assumed me to be a girl. After all, I was playing with the girls, wasn’t I? Adding to their confusion were my gender-neutral name, my pageboy haircut, and a still high-pitched voice. What did I care? I was the main event. My skills were what mattered. I didn’t care or even think about gender, mine or anyone else’s. It was irrelevant.

Soon my performances would attract a new friend. A friend other than good old Charlie. A Spanish boy, Bobby Romero, with a lisp-like accent, sky blue eyes, and black hair resembling crow feathers was never far away, smiling any time I looked up, through lunch hour and at every recess. In class Bobby moved his large, red Big Chief tablet next to mine and gently bumped his knee against me as we practiced penmanship. We loved our writing pads, the covers with the illustrated profile of a Native American tribal chief in full headdress. Bobby and I believed it was Chief Iron Eyes Cody from the Keep America Beautiful antipollution campaign on TV. As an adult I would be disillusioned by both the discovery that the proud Indigenous face on the pad was unnamed, likely a generic rendering with no real model, and that the Keep America Beautiful “Chief” was actually an Italian American actor, Espera Oscar de Corti.

Bobby and all my classmates wore Roman Catholic scapulars around their necks: blessed small square images of Christ and the Virgin Mary. Not having a scapular drew a clear religious divide between a good Catholic child and me, a heretic with no formal religion.

But I did enjoy class field trips to the Santuario de Guadalupe and the San Miguel Chapel, the oldest church in America. Those held far more fascination and excitement among us impressionable children than our trips to the sterile and abstract Los Alamos Laboratories and the lifeless State Capitol Building. We wanted magic, animation, to hear of miracles, to light votive candles, and adorn the San Miguel Chapel bell with milagros: those tiny images of body parts and supplications pressed into alloy that were reminders to God of our prayers.

These field trips have provided endless material toward my dance vocabulary. I studied the postures and gestures of each retablo, bulto, and santo, special artforms in New Mexico that feature paintings and carvings of saints. Even then, I noticed the figurines’ contrapposto—the “counterpoise”—that suggested weight borne on one leg, which caused a subtle curve of spine that ended in the slightly tilted head of St. Francis or Archangel Michael. I registered that this pose led me, as viewer, to perceive that they strained to hear my respectful salutations. The rigidity of Our Lady of Sorrows’ black robes, and red bleeding heart with a silver dagger thrust into it, conveyed her eternal deep emotional agony. Her painted glass eyes, crystalline tears, and frown hinted at softness beneath. I copied the outstretched hands of Saint Joseph and mimicked the stances of multiple Virgins, seeking to unlock what each was saying with only their body language. There were stories within each pose that I yearned to understand, to mine, and to replicate.

On one field trip, while sitting in a pew holding hands with Bobby, it crossed my mind that a church was a monument to pain and suffering that in fact highlighted human sensuality and virility. Take Jesus on the crucifix. He was so handsome, with his flowing hair, defiant crown of thorns, and defined musculature. Although bloodied, Jesus’s abdominal six-pack, his lengthened sinuous biceps and deltoids, pumped pectorals, strong and well-defined thighs, and luscious long legs were absolutely beautiful. They were intended to be so. And no one ever seemed to talk about that. Why not? His was the perfect male body. I wondered why he wore a low-slung tattered garment around his hips that just barely covered his penis; was this the shameful flaw of his body, Bobby’s body, and mine as well? Jesus’s image stirred me physically on a deep level, one for which I as yet lacked words. Surely I could not be the only person to perceive and to appreciate these things in his holy male form. I sat with Bobby in the front row staring at the altar for what must have been about forty-five minutes until my teacher, Mrs. Baca, pulled us away from there and from each other. I knew no terrors of religion, nor of the shame of sexuality, to stop me from being lost in the wonder of the candle-lit images that emerged from shadows as Bobby and I intertwined our hands. Up to this time I had only seen my father’s stylized sketches of bodies and forms. This beatific experience, this potent blend of spiritual and physical arousal, was completely new and was my own. And had I known at age six what the tingling warmth was that I felt for Bobby, I would have called it puppy love. It was my first such attraction and it was to someone of my same gender.

My time at Agua Fria Elementary abruptly ended when my family had to relocate from rural Santa Fe to the Casa Solana neighborhood, just off West Alameda across from the Santa Fe River. We vacated the rental home on the outskirts of the city when the owner sold it to a family who bought it outright. On my last day at Agua Fria Elementary, I waited for my father to pick me up and take me home. Suddenly, Bobby approached. We looked at each other and he hugged me very tightly. I wordlessly reciprocated. Our embrace was abbreviated by the imminent departure of his school bus. We heard the engine turn over; Bobby whispered “goodbye” into my left ear, pulled away, bolted toward the impatient yellow bus, and clambered aboard and into the cacophony of our peers. The accordion door shut behind him, a suction seal capturing the belated passenger. I visually tracked Bobby through the windows as he made his way down its center aisle to a window seat in the back. I moved to a position in his sight lines. Once seated, Bobby searched for me, our eyes locked, we smiled wanly, and we waved at each other. As the bus began to pull away, I became acutely aware of a deep ache in my chest. I kept waving, trotting along just a few yards as well, until the bus was out of view, leaving only its tiny cloud of dirt and dust after a few stoplights beyond. For months afterward, I would think of Bobby. Always my heart ached. It does now, in fact. I have lost track of him all these decades later. Thank you, Bobby, wherever you are.



CLICKING HEELS

I tumbled into third grade at Gonzales Elementary School. Casa Solana was a new housing development, by Santa Fe standards, built in the 1950s directly over the Santa Fe Japanese Internment Camp of World War II. The school playground stood on the same land where from 1942–1945 a total 4,555 Japanese Americans had been incarcerated. When I found out at the age of seven that the Japanese had been interned here, I feared there was ignorance in the world that was so powerful and insidious that if I was not careful it would seek out my almond-shaped eyes and grab me and lock me away. It seemed to me that I was not wrong. Ignorance and hatred had fed the dirt and my classmates channeled its energy. This playground is where I experienced brutal and routine bullying. My peers nicknamed me “Chino”—a slur that meant Chinese or, really, of any indeterminate Asian heritage—and interchanged it with the feminine form “China” to further distinguish my effeminate soft nature.

I was no longer flying and diving like a monarch butterfly between jump ropes, but rather I was ever more clearly separate from other students by both my race and my emerging sexual preference. No one jumped rope at Gonzales Elementary. There were only hyper-masculine games of basketball played by boys on cement courts and rough football tossing and tackling in dirt fields. My father was never interested in sports and was older, already in his fifties, and so we never tossed a ball around in the way of so many fathers and sons. I knew none of the rules of sports. So, I did my best to make myself invisible and paced a small turf of schoolyard solo during recess.

But it was not in my nature to remain invisible for long.

Several weeks into the school year, I dressed up in all orange hand-me-downs from my cousin Norman: a pumpkin long-sleeved shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons and corduroy bell-bottom pants. Those pants were already so worn that they no longer made the scraping sound that corduroys make when thighs brush together. I also put on burgundy platform slip-on shoes.

I was a magnificent orange monarch.

That day in the schoolyard, I was targeted by a band of bullies who circled and taunted me, leaving no opening for escape. One asked why I was so dressed up for school. Another baited me, “Are you a niñita? Are you a little girl? Are you a “Chinita Niñita?” Then together they sang a chorus, “Chinese, Japanese, dirty knees, look at these.” They animated their abuses, pulling back and upward the skin around their eyes to create a narrow slanted look. They tugged outward at their T-shirts indicating breasts. I was imprisoned by their jeers until the alarm bell signaled that it was time to return to class. Two boys pushed me into the dirt before they ran back to class. I got up, dusted off my pants and shirt with bittersweet attention, and walked slowly to class, inspecting the shredded threads over my scuffed knees. Confused and embarrassed, I said nothing to my teachers about the assault. I wanted to put the whole situation behind me. But the day’s tribulations were not done. That evening at the dinner table my father said, “We were driving past your school today, and I recognized your orange clothes, I saw you on the playground with new friends.” I was horrified by this convergence of events. There would be no Bobby Romero’s smile and warm hand to be found here. I remained silent and eventually cleared my plate, retreating to my room to take stock of my colorful wardrobe. Pulling down each shirt and pant—blue, yellow, red, green, purple—I threw them into an old cardboard box and placed the carton on top of the waste-paper basket to be thrown out.

These bullies felt like those grasshoppers had felt in the old house, lurking and nipping. At the age of ten my classmates had morphed into swarms that could sense that something was different about me even beyond my unconventional name, my eyes, pudding-basin haircut, and effeminate gestures. Something to menace, to expel, to extinguish. A tightening seized my chest, like a flashback of being grabbed. I knew I had to come to terms with Gonzales Elementary as a place of danger for me.

In fourth grade both students and teachers spoke in “Spanglish,” a combination of Spanish Santa Fe idioms and English. I was jouncing between misunderstanding words in both languages. For survival, I mastered the sing-song cadence of Santa Fe that rather resembles a convivial parakeet, with the occasional diphthong and drawn-out vowels. It’s a unique accent that I have come to admire, and to this day I willingly, irresistibly fall back into whenever visiting my mom in Santa Fe. My parents were perplexed by my new pronunciation of words that accented the wrong “syl-lable.” I pronounced B as V. Problem became provlem, number became numver. I added ‘es’ in front of words starting with S. Stop became es-top, stove became es-tove. I was soon dispatched to the school speech therapist, a further mortification that would pull me from class three times a week. In those sessions I would practice a slow-motion enunciation of lines from comic books. But I clung to this accent as a way to stave off bullies, as if to say, “listen, I’m one of you, we speak the same language.”

That year I also became very self-aware. I realized that I ran with small steps with my arms down to my sides. And in all my conversational exchanges I held my head in the natural saintly head tilt, an affectation I emulated from church iconography and that feminized and softened my gaze and signified my vulnerability. In a world of budding masculinity and its aggressive postures, mannerisms and gestures, its looks, its growls, and its presumptions, I experienced myself in the antithesis of all that.

Determined to lessen the bullying, I sought to alter some of my mannerisms. I retrained my run and I practiced protruding my chin to appear defiant and tough. As part of my body retraining, I watched the popular teen dance show American Bandstand every Saturday morning and then locked myself in my room for hours to practice gyrating my hips to my vinyl best-selling 45-rpm single—“YMCA,” a disco anthemperformed by the Village People—which I played on a portable record player until the grooves literally melted away.

Unfortunately, my awkwardness reached an apex at the dance that marked the end of fourth grade. I went dressed in new skin-tight black polyester pants with big bell bottoms, a proud new purchase from Montgomery Ward. I had begged my parents for them. I wore a tight T-shirt with the image of the Village People’s scantily clad Indian rock member. And I wore my signature platform heels. I took to the dance floor and showed off my best four-on-the-floor beat moves. I spun on my high heeled shoes and pointed my right index finger up and down in between circling my fists at the wrists à la John Travolta’s signature move from Saturday Night Fever. I repeatedly slammed into the half-splits from which I pushed into righting myself—without the use of my hands—to full standing. But my dreams of sudden popularity quickly faded as I looked into the uneasy glares from teachers and students alike. In a world where people were taught to not stand out from the crowd, I realized that I was shining too brightly.

My hope for acceptance was extinguished by the increased ridicule that I could not ignore. Each day after school I was harassed all the way home. The long walk past the Piggly Wiggly, the drive-through liquor store, the S & H Green Stamp redemption store, and down six—I counted each one, SIX—intersecting residential blocks became a painful survival trial. “Why do you carry your books like a Chinita?” “Are you going to cry like a girl?” “Look, China is wearing heels like a puta, a whore!” I never spoke to my family about these taunts. Instead, I came up with a coping strategy. I found ways to delay departure. I volunteered to be the new Gonzales Elementary flag boy. I would stay after school and carefully lower the American flag. I drew it down ceremoniously through a sequence of synchronized arm-over-arm movements on an old squeaky rope pulley. I never let it touch the ground. As the flag got closer to me, I disconnected it and folded it neatly, deliberately, straightening any imagined wrinkle until it was a perfect taut triangle in my hands. I then delivered the flag to Principal Castillo’s office, awaited his silent nodding approval of my new performance art, and then I walked safely home, unimpeded by tormentors. He likely suspected that the prolonged formal transaction after dismissal was in fact his gift to me.

In fifth grade my choir teacher asked me to join her Mexican folkloric and social dance club. It turned out that she had admired my talents at the school dance and knew that I was being bullied. For the next two years, after school and between classes, I had a safe place to be: the music room, where I would rehearse. The six of us, five girls of varying sizes ranging from stick thin to obese and now me (in mid-growth spurt) learned dance after dance. I was in heaven. We prepared these dances for holiday assemblies: La Cucaracha (the cockroach dance), salsa, cumbia, and merengue at fiestas celebrating Easter and Cinco de Mayo. Salsa’s mathematical steps gloriously crystalized with the rhythmic cycle 1, 2, 3, pause, 5, 6, 7, pause. The Mexican Hat Dance became my favorite, clicking heels on 1, 2, 3, and double clapping hands on count four. My singular sombrero, assigned from the school repository of costumes, with silver sequins against black velvet, made the hat most spectacular. I loved to throw it to the ground in a flourish and performed alternating stomps as I circled it. I had rediscovered joy. Joy had rediscovered me. Later in life my bilingual schooling and this earliest global dancing sampler would be enormous assets of familiarity while living and touring in Latin and South America.




fourCHINOS

Being Asian in Santa Fe was to be an anomaly. My nickname “Chino” continued to dismay because I am Korean American; mine was an uphill battle trying to explain the geographical and racial differences of vast Asia. I would tell classmates and teachers that I was Korean, but this was in vain. All Asians were simply Chinos. Their assertion, based on ignorance and incuriosity, was enough for them to deem it a fact.

It took adulthood and some distance for me to understand that Chino can actually be a term of familiarity, acceptance, and endearment, not estrangement. A Peruvian boyfriend in Lima, whose nickname was also “Chino,” would transform my association from hate to love. Chino is my nickname to this day among Spanish-speaking friends and feels now more comfortable from deliberate ownership than my given name. It encapsulates my unique journey and place in a Hispanic community. Dana, on the other hand, is a name that gave a kind of imposed shape to my sexual confusion for years. It is a name so unfamiliar to Santa Feans that my teachers often pronounced it Doña meaning “missus,” eliciting giggles and sneers from my classmates. After several years, I simply gave up correcting people. That, too, was a relief. After all, I was not named after any ancestor. My folks had simply liked the name when they saw it in a movie credit for the actor Dana Andrews. That got tiresome to explain also, “It’s Dana, DAY-nuh, you know, like the guy who plays a detective in black-and-white movies.” But even that etymology drew blank stares. I was not the namesake of a family member; shedding it was not some familial betrayal. It was as natural to shrug off as a butterfly chrysalis.

When I was growing up there were fewer than two dozen Asian families in Santa Fe in a population of forty thousand. We were all aware of one another. There was the family who owned the Vietnamese restaurant. There was the woman, Mrs. Kim-Taylor, who owned the Korean take-out stand serving up chop chae, bul-kogi, and kal-bi topped with kimchi. She was partially deaf and yelled at the cook and customers alike and scared business away. Her “Korean Tiger” food stand limped along until it became a taco stand by 1976. There was a small community of Tibetans who relocated to Santa Fe aided by Project Tibet to escape political persecution by China. They lived in one building on Canyon Road and in another on the outskirts of town next to a traditional Tibetan stupa, Kagyu Shenpen Kuchab, founded by His Eminence Kalu Rinponche. And there was a smattering of Japanese: the Fukudas who owned Shohko Café, the Japanese restaurant and sushi bar, and my classmate Abel Ortega who was Spanish and Japanese. Makio Nishida, who owned the Japanese karate dojo, would become a powerful influence in my life, as would my mother’s college friend Alice and their mutual friend, a half-Japanese woman, Ailes Gilmour. Ailes
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