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For Yaqing —
my companion across continents, cultures, hardships, songs, quiet mornings, and ordinary days.

For Daniel and Alana —
your strength, loyalty, patience, and love changed the course of my life in more ways than words can fully express.

And for all those — family, friends, teachers, travelers, and strangers alike —
who entered these pages simply by being kind along the way.

“For the peoples of China and Canada,
and for the friendships that live between them.”
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What began as daily notes during my years in China slowly became a record of people, places, and moments that stayed with me — At the Gates of Tsinghua. My journal captured many vibrant remembrances and chapters of my life, along with the unforgettable people, journeys, and experiences that shaped my time in China from 2001 to 2025.

These pages reflect not only my personal experiences, but also aspects of Canadian–Chinese history and the evolving relationship between Chinese and Canadian lives, cultures, and friendships. As I wrote about my daily experiences, memories were awakened within me — memories of joy, discovery, hardship, learning, and the deepening connection between cultures.

This memoir is a testament to developing relationships through understanding. It is also a testament to the power of travel, curiosity, humility, and the human inquiring mind. I have written it in simple, understandable English so that it may also be meaningful to Chinese students and readers who wish to experience the natural language, thoughts, and reflections of an English-speaking Canadian.

At its heart, this is a memoir of inclusiveness — a value I came to recognize as deeply present in the Chinese people and in the friendships that welcomed me across the years. May these memories inspire readers to embrace new experiences with open arms, steady character, and an open heart. These pages were never meant to be perfect. They were meant to be remembered. They began as daily notes, ordinary moments, and small records of a life being lived between Canada and China. Over time, they became something more — a memoir of friendship, family, endurance, discovery, and the quiet lessons that remain after the journey has passed.

Never think yourself unwise simply because you have not written your story. Some of the wisest people in human history have never written a single word.

Stay not focussed on the mistakes within this book (there are many) but in the greater message that it sends”.
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By Michael Liu and Jamin Jiang
Friends, scholars, and companions in China
The writer brings to these pages the steady insight of someone shaped not only by time, but by thoughtful reflection upon it. With a life marked by travel, cultural discovery, family devotion, and personal endurance, the author writes from a place of authenticity rather than ornament. There is a quiet confidence in the narrative voice — observant, grounded, and sincere — allowing readers to move naturally alongside each experience. Moments are not hurried past, but carefully considered, revealing how even the most ordinary days can carry the lessons that ultimately define a life. What begins as the story of one person gradually opens into something far more universal: a meditation on belonging, identity, and the evolving meaning of home.

At the heart of this memoir lies a profound exploration of resilience and becoming. The writer does not shy away from hardship, nor is it overstated. Instead, adversity is understood as one of life’s most faithful teachers. Throughout the journey, family remains both anchor and compass, guiding the author through seasons of challenge and renewal. Encounters across cultures deepen not only perspective, but compassion, suggesting that wisdom often appears where humility and experience meet. Readers will quickly sense they are in the presence of someone who has learned to pause, to listen, and to grow.

Reflective without sentimentality and philosophical without distance, the author achieves a rare balance — thoughtful yet accessible, personal yet widely relatable. The memoir is framed by philosophical lessons and reflections from both Western and Eastern thinkers, revealing the common values shared by people across cultures. These pages are written with the clarity of one who looks back not in regret, but in understanding, gathering meaning from the road already traveled while honouring the uncertainty of what lies ahead.

Many readers will recognize their own questions within this story: the search for purpose, the shaping power of relationships, and the quiet hope that every chapter of life is preparing us for the next. This is more than a recounting of events; it is an invitation to consider how a life is formed — step by deliberate step — and how strength often emerges in ways we least expect.

“It is always more constructive to light a candle in the dark than to curse the darkness.” - Socrates 

“Allow the word “light” to symbolize our pursuits of understanding and knowledge and the word “darkness” to symbolize the surrender to indifference or the notion that you “think” you have arrived.”
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A Cross-Cultural Beginning: Understanding the Journey 

The Early Years

I came into the world to be part of a very large family—thirteen children in total. My mother had suffered the loss of two sets of twins, which would have brought the number of total children to seventeen. There were seven boys and six girls. In post-war Canada, especially in Catholic homes during the 1940s and 1950s, large families were common, even expected. I was born in the middle of that era, the eleventh child, in the heart of the 1950s. Life was difficult from the very beginning. Our family lived under the heavy burden of poverty, and with so many children to care for, the struggle was relentless. For some, coping with the weight of daily life becomes overwhelming, and peace remains out of reach. Alcohol and addiction often become the escape—offering momentary relief but creating even deeper wounds. As my parents turned increasingly toward drinking and were mostly absent so we children were left to look after one another. I have only very vague memories of my mother and father. I have more memories of my older three sisters than of anyone else. My older siblings tried their best, but we were often hungry, unsupervised, and neglected. The decline of our family didn’t go unnoticed. Neighbors, relatives, and friends began to speak up. One of my uncles later told me that we children would often only have flour and water to eat. He said that he would often bring over anything he could to help feed us. Eventually, the Provincial Government Department of Child Welfare was contacted by one of my uncles and aunts and in 1954 the seven younger children were taken into the custody of the Government. The Department of Social Services would decide that I would be kept together with my sister who was 2 years older than I and together we would pass through five different foster homes in the next two years. Our other siblings were scattered into foster care homes across the Province in various cities and towns. One of the family’s that I remember so well was in a small city called Moose Jaw. I was 4 years old and my sister was 6 years old. This family wanted to adopt us but they were not of the same religious faith as was marked on my Social Services file papers. In those days religion was a huge determining factor regarding the placement of children for adoptive care. They did not want Catholic and Protestant children placed in homes outside the religious faiths of their family of origin. This family that we were being sent to be ready, able and willing to adopt us and we would then have a permanent home and even though we were happy with them in that home we would be removed because we were not the right religious faith. I have very warm and fond memories of this family, I even recall their names. In 1956 more adoptive families became available, and my sister and I were separated and each placed into a new home in different towns. We had no way of knowing where our other siblings had gone. It would be fifteen long years before we would reconnect and see one another again.  

Roots and Reflections – Growing Up Canadian

One day I found myself going to a new home. It was a Catholic home. My sister, who had been with me for those first five years of my life, was no longer beside me. I remember going into that strange new home that day. I was 5 years old. I felt lonely, and I cried myself to sleep that first night. The loneliness felt unbearable. I was not offered much of an explanation in the coming days other than, “You can call me Mom, and you can call him Dad, and this is your brother Brian.” I knew they were not my mother or father and that this young lad was not my brother. Those years were confusing for me, and the wounds they left ran deep. My sister, who I would meet, again many years later, would struggle with her personal issues, and those scars would mark all of her life—and tragically, in time, they would overtake her, and she would take her own life. Canada has always had a rich cultural fabric, but even so, our country has sometimes struggled to truly understand and embrace it. It took me many years—and many life experiences—to begin to understand the intricacies of cultural differences and how people live together across those divide. After such early instability, I suddenly found myself in a new life that felt—at least on the surface—safe. I had warm meals, clean clothes, a soft bed, and a new older brother. It all felt so different, so unfamiliar, and yet comforting. I had vague recollections of my own family, my brothers, and my sisters, and one thing I knew was that these adults were not my mom and dad, and Brian was not really my brother I knew my family of origins last name and my own full name but I was forbidden from ever mentioning it. My sense of trust had been deeply shaken, and despite the comfort, I remained cautious. It was the summer of 1956, and I would turn 6 on June 28th and begin to settle into this new world before starting elementary school, Grade 1 in two months. That early structure of school and the introduction to religion would soon become a major influence in my life. Religious practices became part of my daily rhythm, shaping how I saw the world and how I understood myself, but even then, something inside me quietly questioned it all. A child who has been through too many hands too soon becomes highly attuned to their environment, and for me, observing wasn’t just a habit—it was a necessity and a survival skill. It helped me make sense of unfamiliar people and situations, and I quietly noticed everything. As a little boy, I often felt I had been betrayed, and I often doubted what I was told because mostly it didn’t match what I saw or felt. I had the instinct to question because of that although I would rarely voice those doubts. In small-town Saskatchewan, I grew up within a family whose business was rooted in religious values and tradition. Generally speaking, I came to discover that this town also had its biases—about race, culture, and anything unfamiliar. I had little real exposure to other cultures. The Chinese community was present but seen from a distance, often through the lens of prejudice. Behind our dry-cleaning shop, just a short walk away, was a Chinese-run restaurant, confectionery and rooming house. It sat in the back and to the right of our home. Our family lived in a two-story building, with our living quarters on the upper floor, and I could look from my bedroom window across the way and into the backyard of the Chinese business next door. I would watch, quietly and curiously, as life unfolded in their backyard. I often visited there as well to what we called “the Chinese store” bringing pop bottles to trade for candy. The grandfather, who ran the shop, was known in town as “Sam the Chinaman”—a nickname that felt strange, even to a child’s ears. Sam was an imposing figure—tall, heavyset, with a loud, booming voice. He often looked gruff or irritated, and I remember wondering what his life had been like as somewhere I had attained the information that he was from China. His wife, whom we all called “Granny,” often, had a scowling, standoffish presence. Together they raised their grandson, whose name was Archie, who would become my close friend. He was two years younger than I was. Sam and Granny had come from Hong Kong, leaving behind their son and daughter-in-law, who would later join them in Canada. When they finally reunited in Canada about eight years later, they began to run the family business right beside Sam and Granny, carving out a life in a town that never truly saw them. One Saturday morning, I was standing on the top step of the back stairway. As I looked across the backyard and into the restaurant backyard, I became totally astonished at what my eyes beheld. In that backyard was a very large maple tree. A young seven-year-old Archie, with his hands tied together over his head was tied to a branch and dangling from the tree with his feet off the ground. Old Sam was pelting Archie with a makeshift whip and striking him on his back and legs. Apparently, Archie had done something bad enough to warrant the rage and anger of old Sam and Granny. Archie was hanging there, struggling while being beaten, in tears and crying loudly. I don’t think old Sam ever thought or cared about who could peer in over the fence and look into the yard to see what was going on. It was a shocking sight to me. Violence in a family setting was not new to me, as my step- father and mother were not afraid to use violence as a method to control me. This sight though was a bit much for me. I immediately called my father, who came to where I was standing and stood beside me. I remember looking up at him and saying very clearly, “Dad, we have to go help Archie!” My father looked down at me and said, “It’s none of our business.” Being eager to help this young boy, I replied, “I’m going to go cut Archie down.” My father again looked down at me and said, “You will do nothing of the sort unless you want me to tie you up like that... just get inside.” I remember the feeling of helplessness and sadness as I headed back inside. That sight of a young seven-year-old boy tied to a tree stayed with me and still haunts me to this very day. This was my first real-world experience of what I believed to be a normal Chinese parenting practice. I was really scared of old Sam even before that experience and even more so after it. Archie would remain my friend, but I became more nervous around old Sam and Granny. I would also have more exposure to how my own family and others in my community voiced their prejudices toward those who were different from them. I began to learn firsthand, from my own step-family and community, how the virus of prejudice and racial discrimination spreads. In my community, it did not spread publicly but mainly through conversations held in the home between adults, quietly and with prejudice. It would also present itself to me later as teenage life began and peer bonding started to develop. This is the environment in which children learn “attitudes” and then grow up thinking its normal. For some reason, I did not, and I would hold this view for the rest of my life.

Family, prejudice, religion, and an early awakening to moral inconsistencies

My new family lived in a mainly Caucasian community with little other racial minority representation. Basically, there were 2 visible racial minorities in my community, which were the Aboriginal “Indians” and the Chinese. The “Indians,” as they were known here in Canada, were not the Indians from India. These people were the original inhabitants and owners of our Canadian lands, and they were more numerous in our community than the Chinese. A few participated in church and other community events but were also racially discriminated against. Of the Chinese in my community there were only three Chinese families or approximately 15-20 Chinese persons out of five thousand people in the whole community as I can recall. All three families ran the three main restaurants in those days. There were two or three other small, family, non-Chinese restaurants, but the Chinese ran the main three. The Chinese families basically stayed to themselves, and the adults did not mix with the general community in community events. The kids, who all went to school, did involve themselves in the general community activities and so we became childhood friends as they participated in school events. I knew and was friends with all three Chinese boys from three different Chinese families. I was one of only a few who knew and was friendly with all three Chinese families. All the Chinese families all knew me on a first-name basis. I was also the kind of kid who liked to wander about in the community, so I had friends right across the whole town. I was often warned by my parents to stay out of the back alleyways and to quit being a scavenger. I never listened to them about this because this was my main source of income at that early age, and how else could I find discarded items like empty pop and beer bottles? These were the items that would buy my candy, and I wasn’t about to give that up. Our town was fairly large, with around 4500 people. In Canada a town becomes a city when the population reaches 5,000. We had four major large schools, and there was always something to do and somewhere to go, especially for a kid like me who was full of energy. I was involved in many community activities and was well known to most people in the town. There were always adults around, it seemed, so it was important to be on our best behavior or risk being confronted by an adult. It always seemed to me that good behavior was expected from children toward adults, but not so much from adults toward children. Children were treated as property by most of the adults I knew, which meant they were able to do with them as they would. It is this way in most societies. This ideology has changed as people educate themselves on respecting others and on what it is we value if we want our children to succeed. Have we yet learned that there are major consequential differences between imposing physical punishment “upon a child” as opposed to instilling discipline “within the child”? This is a parental skill that still evades most cultures and most parents to this day across the globe. Within my new family were two other sons and one daughter. Of the three of us boys, I was seven years younger than my older brother and seven years older than my younger brother who was born one year or so after I arrived. I was informed years later that the older brother was adopted, as I was, but he was adopted while still a baby, around three months old. I had little involvement with the older sister, as she had married and left home by the time I arrived. She did live next door in an attached apartment but had moved with her children to another province when I was about eleven years old. I would be informed later on in my adulthood that both she and her husband completed their acts of suicide one after the other but months in between time-wise. I was not given any details of their reasons for doing so, but when people die by suicide it is usually for personal reasons. I would understand much more about the reasons for suicide later on in life when I myself became a social worker and care provider for families, youth, and communities in my province. When one is trained in suicide intervention, prevention and postvention strategies helping someone out of their destructive mindset is possible. Some statistics suggest up to 90% of people who contemplate suicide can be prevented from doing so. Once an individual receives this type of deep education they can never look through the eyes of a punishing perspective again. 

An Early Awakening to Moral Conflict

How do prejudices and discrimination actually form and develop? I know from my own life that I was deeply affected by them. Even as a child, I remember feeling uncomfortable with many of the things I heard and saw. I did not always understand why people spoke the way they did, but I knew that some of it did not feel right.

I was told to stay away from “Indians” because they were “dirty.” I was told to stay away from “Chinamen” because they were “yellow commies.” I also heard black people described in cruel and frightening ways. These were awful things to hear as a child, but they were part of the language and thinking that existed in some homes and communities at that time.

People often lived with ignorance, misinformation, and fear. Many of those views were passed down without being questioned. Parents and other adults were the main teachers, as they are in every society. Children watch, listen, and absorb far more than adults sometimes realize. Young eyes are always watching, and young ears are always listening. What adults say casually, especially behind closed doors, can become a major part of a child’s understanding of the world. 

I learned quickly after entering this new family that I was also being introduced into the world of the Roman Catholic religion, with its rituals, traditions, expectations, and rules of behaviour. I learned to follow along. I also learned that if I stepped out of line, there could be physical consequences—a hard slap, a sharp yank on the arm, or some other form of punishment. Because of that, I tried to be on my best behaviour in public places like church and school.

What I understood very clearly at that age was that I did not have many choices. I was told what to do, when to do it, and how to do it. I was watched carefully, and I learned to comply.

One example that stayed with me involved something as simple and natural as which hand I used. When I arrived in this new family, I was left-handed. It was my dominant hand. Today, we understand left-handedness as a normal human trait, connected largely to biology and genetics. It has nothing to do with morality, character, evil, or spiritual corruption. I know this personally as well, because several of my brothers and sisters from my family of origin, who were not adopted, are also left-handed.

But in the generation in which I was raised, left-handedness was sometimes viewed with suspicion. In some religious and cultural settings, it was connected with old ideas about sin, wrongness, or even evil. Not everyone believed this formally, and not every Catholic person or teacher held these views, but those ideas existed strongly enough that they affected children like me.

The religious framework I was taught often emphasized a sharp division between good and evil, right and wrong, God and the Devil. In real life, however, human behaviour is often much more complicated than that. Most of life is lived in the grey areas. Children are not born evil because of the hand they use. They are simply children. Human beings develop, learn, adapt, and respond to their environment and so are babies. 

At some point, it was decided that I had to stop using my left hand and learn to use my right hand instead. This was not a gentle process. I was punished when I used my left hand. I was rapped on the knuckles and yelled at until, over time, I made the change. It was not easy, and it was not necessary. It was simply one of the ways old beliefs were enforced upon a child.

The school I attended was a Roman Catholic school. The beliefs, traditions, and curriculum of the Church shaped much of the environment. Teachers, nuns, and priests were central figures in the school system from grades one through twelve. The nuns and teachers did not need to be told that I was left-handed; they could see it. I am sure it was also mentioned. In grades one and two I was taught by Nuns o the faith and  I was often rapped on the knuckles for using my left hand.

As I grew older, I began to question many of the teachings and traditions I had been given. Later in life, I studied the Bible and even attended Bible College because I wanted to understand the history of early Christianity and the beliefs that shaped the world I had grown up in. It was the wrong place to learn early theistic history. It was a place to learn the interpreted meaning of what was already written. They began to interpret what I was allowed to read. I also became interested in how different religions make claims of truth, meaning, authority, and divine guidance. This College was not the place for this type of learning. I would attend another Institution for this type of learning. It was called the University and it was a much higher level of learning with a more holistic tradition regarding a well-rounded education process might include.

What I found was that many religious traditions, including Judaism and Islam, Hinduism and Christianity all contain beliefs and practices that were passed down over centuries. Some are rooted in faith, some in culture, some in history, and some in older traditions that people may no longer fully understand. I do not say this to attack anyone’s faith. I know many sincere, kind, and deeply compassionate people who belong to religious traditions. But I also believe it is fair to examine how certain beliefs were used, especially when they affected children, families, schools, and laws.

The belief that left-handedness was somehow wrong or connected to evil is one example of how inherited ideas can become harmful when they are not questioned. What may have once been accepted as “truth” can later be understood as fear, superstition, or misunderstanding. Science, psychology, and human development have helped us see many things more clearly today.

In Canada, I am grateful that freedom of religion is protected. People have the right to practice their beliefs, and people also have the right to be free from religious belief. That freedom matters. At the same time, problems arise when any belief system—religious or otherwise—is used to control children, exclude others, or justify harm. That is not a statement of malice. It is simply my observation from my own life, my studies, and the experiences of many others.

I understand that some readers, especially those from faith traditions or family backgrounds connected to these experiences, may feel uncomfortable with this part of my story. I do not write it out of anger or to condemn anyone personally. I write it as my witness. These were the conditions I experienced, and they shaped me. They also shaped the way I came to understand authority, fear, punishment, belief, and the need for compassion.

By the time I was ten or twelve years old, I was becoming more difficult to manage. Looking back now, I can see that much of my behaviour came from confusion. I was hearing one set of values but often seeing another. I was being taught about goodness, kindness, and morality, but the actions around me did not always match those teachings. Practiced one day of the week or whenever in church or public but then lost within an hour of family interactions. Not always but more often than not.

In my home, conflict was often handled through force. There was not much patience, kindness, love, or understanding. If I stepped out of line, correction often came through punishment coercion and delivered in anger. The more violence was used against me, the more I resisted. Something inside me knew that what was happening was wrong.

I remember the use of physical force very clearly. It was often the main way a point was made. It was almost like an exclamation mark at the end of a sentence. Sometimes parents of that generation believed a child needed a slap, a stern word, or a harsh correction. Many people truly believed this as the best form of parenting practice as they were parenting the only way they knew how. But yet many families and parents did not use this method. I have come to understand that many adults from those generations simply did not have many tools in their parenting toolbox and passed on those tools to their children. 

But there is a difference between discipline and violence. There is a difference between correction and humiliation. A hammer should not be used for every job when a gentler tool would do. Many people did not see physical punishment as violence or assault. They saw it as training. They believed children had to be shaped through force and control.

Yet if someone took a belt to a neighbour’s child, society would see it differently. That question has stayed with me. Why an action is considered abuse when done to someone else’s child, but called discipline when done inside one’s own home?

Then one day, I was beaten so badly that I could hardly move. 

I was beaten much like Archie was beaten, but I wasn’t hung up on a tree branch like Archie was—though if one had been available, I’m sure I would have been. I was beaten with a belt so badly that it left bruises and welts on my back, shoulders, behind, and on my legs, both front and back, and on my arms and chest too. Usually the bruising wouldn’t be so visible because of where I would get hit, but this time it was quite visible. With clothing on the bruising wasn’t visible.  I don’t even remember what this particular beating was for and that’s pretty remarkable in itself. When you get beaten so often and you can’t remember what it was for that’s an indication of how normal and occurring it was. What I do remember is that two days after the beating was that I was sent to church camp. Many families liked to send their children to camp during the summer months, during the summer school break. They were usually sent there not only for leisure purposes but also for the strict religious teachings. Some children, like me, were sent there simply so their parents could be rid of them for a couple of weeks, and for the strict religious teachings that would occur daily and with deep religious conviction. Aside from that the camp was a lot fun as we had many sporting activities such as archery and baseball and swimming. On my 2cd day at the camp we were all told it was swimming time. I remember quite vividly on the second day we were all going swimming. I knew I had bad bruising across my shoulders and back, and as I walked up to the water I kept my towel draped over my shoulders. The priest was standing beside the water, and I kept my front facing him, hoping he wouldn’t see the bruising on my front areas. I backed into the water facing him and thought he wouldn’t see, but he must have seen something and called me out of the water and said, “What happened to you?” I was really unprepared for that question and had to try to be quick on my feet so as not to raise suspicion. I quickly replied, “I was just running through the bushes.” I am sure he didn’t buy that story, but it was all I could think of. I was worried he would say something to my stepfather and I would get another beating for speaking to the priest. I knew that it wouldn’t matter if I denied it. What was it that made me loyal to this abusive stepfather? My loyalty had more to do with shame than actual loyalty. I would solve that question at some other time, but for the rest of the two weeks at that camp I was worried. I am positive none of the other children had that worry to contend with. At the end of the camp my stepfather came to pick me up, as all the other parents picked up their children as well. As I was packing my things into the car the priest came up to us and said to my stepfather, “Can I have a word with you?” I just knew he was going to say something and I sat in that car for twenty minutes with terribly high anxiety and in anticipation that I would be in deep trouble for letting the priest see my bruises. When my stepfather came back to the car, he was not happy, and I could read it all over his face. The funny thing is that on the way home my stepfather never spoke a single word for the whole forty-minute trip back. I could tell he was very angry and I rode back in the car not knowing what to expect. My step father was a very explosive person and was even described to me as a “bully” by others outside the community. I was pleasantly surprised and very relieved after that car trip that he never mentioned it at all but I could sure tell he was covertly very angry. I am sure the priest knew exactly what was going on in my family and had let my stepfather know that this was unacceptable. I was surprised the priest had actually intervened, as the priests back in our hometown would never do such a thing. It was the first time I really felt and knew that another adult had taken my side on anything. I remember that priest to this very day. My father would sometimes say, “I’ll send you to that dirty old Chinaman Sam—he’ll straighten you out.” After seeing what Sam did to Archie, I didn’t doubt it. That wasn’t a warning—it was the promise of a sentence of punishment and coercion if I didn’t measure up. For a child who had been abandoned and passed through at least 5 foster homes by age 5 and who had been adopted by these people this threat cut deep. It wasn’t just punishment—it was emotional blackmail. Parenting through “fear” learned because the parents were raised like this. I believe my step-parents did the best they could with what they had but this is no excuse.  Growing up in this family, I began to see how they wanted to be “publicly” seen in the public eye as respectful, honorable citizens of the community, as most families would like to be seen and to be fair they were in many ways. But what they DID in “private” in parenting practice on many occasions was much different. I also know for a fact this was quite normal, to varying degrees, in this “faith” community, but this family was on the high end of the spectrum. Even though I was impacted tremendously by being raised in this manner, I was never so bitter that I would hold hard fast grudges against these adopted family members. We are given a life with no choice as to who our parents are, where we are born, or what our hair or eye color will be. Where we are “geographically” born has the greatest influence into what type of education we will receive and into what religious training we will get. Our job is to live the life and the hand we are dealt into and to make the most of the circumstances we find ourselves in. I would find myself in many wide and varied circumstances throughout the years, as most people generally do. There would be funny situations as well as very unhappy situations, but the challenge is in  daily living is to find peace and happiness and to overcome obstacles. It is not the destination that matters...it is the “journey”. The obstacles within the journey will define your character and help you decide how you want to live your life.

Chapter Reflections

“Be tolerant with others and strict with yourself.” - Marcus Aurelius 

One must know their boundaries as a person but never become a doormat or a feather in the wind to be blown wherever the wind decides....it is you who must decide. We decide by holding strong to our inner foundations. We must become strong of self and show inner self-discipline achieved through personal introspection. The “learning to endure” under external pressures while showing a calm temperament and guide the measurement of a regulated action is a hard won thing.

“The noble person is firm, but not quarrelsome; tolerant, but not weak.” - Confucius 

One must never give up self-respect even when subjected to the disharmony of others. A person’s “nobleness” is the fortress against insult and pettiness and is the backbone of standing strong. It is created by the development of the sifting out of what will become inner value and that which should be discarded. A parent should have already reached this point before deciding to become a parent.
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The Chinese Connection

When I was a young lad, my friend Archie and I would sometimes play together, but mostly we did not have a lot of free time. I was busy with my family and the business of a childhood rigidly structured lifestyle, and Archie was also busy with his rigidly structured lifestyle. It wasn’t the tasks of being busy with different things, it was the workload as opposed to having free time. Archie and I both came from business families and were always busy working at something. I always thought much of my early years were child slavery. I often look back and see the lessons of a constructed lifestyle were there but it was also much too rigid. In my profession in the realm of self and personal development and behaviour work we often say “flexibility in thinking and learning and doing things is mental wellness and “rigidity in those capacities is “mental illness”.  I can tell you that during those days I often felt like a human “doing” rather than a human “being” but compared to my friend Archie, he was much more structured than even I.  Sometimes I would visit him, and when he was busy doing something in his backyard, I would stay outside the yard and peer through the fence and talk with him very quietly because if Old Sam saw or heard us, Archie would be in big trouble and get a beating. Both Archie and I came from similar parenting practices, which were total domination and rule with zero choice-making ability, and the use of violence to correct even very honest mistakes, often without explanation other than angry words such as “smarten up,” “how can you be so stupid,” and many, many more. I knew Archie was going through the same type of problem, as I often heard Old Sam hollering at Archie and on many occasions I saw Old Sam chase him into the back part of the restaurant, hitting him with whatever he had in his hands. Archie often saw the very same thing happening to me, and it seemed to have bonded us in a weird sort of way. I had a good friend in Archie, as we often walked partway to school together, but we would never speak of what was going on at home. We didn’t have to. We both knew.

I remember an early school memory that would stick with me throughout my life, and I would always have a fond memory of it. I was in Grade 3 or 4 and remember reading a story in my school social studies book. It was about the Yangtze River. The story depicted the life of a Chinese family living along the Yangtze and how their daily life unfolded. It somehow was of great interest to me, and I think this was probably because of my relationship with my friend Archie. After being so enticed by this story, I said to myself “One day I will go to the Yangtze River and see it for myself. I would keep this promise, and it would be much, much later in my life and in a way I could’ve never imagined! 

Early Chinese Canadian History – a brief history

The first wave of Chinese immigrants to what is now Canada arrived in 1778. They worked as skilled craftsmen and laborers for the British fur traders, and then a more significant influx of Chinese occurred during the gold rushes of the mid-19th century within British Columbia. Moving forward in time to the era of the late 19th and early 20th century, the Chinese had moved westward and became a thriving part of the Canadian cultural landscape. Many Chinese began arriving to work on the Canadian Pacific Railway system in the late 19th century. It is said that it would’ve taken another 100 years to complete the Railway without the labour of the Chinese people. The Chinese community lost many lives building that railway. After the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1885, the government started placing restrictions on the Chinese. The Chinese had a head tax imposed upon them in the amount of $50 per person, and as Chinese immigration continued, the price was doubled to $100 per person. The head tax and its increase were meant to be a deterrent to stop Chinese immigration, but even this did not stop the Chinese from entering Canada. Again in 1903, that head tax was increased to $500 per person, which in those days was equal to around two years’ wages for the average Chinese laborers. The Chinese head tax remained in place for another twenty years until 1923.

The head tax was finally removed, by the new laws in place which were meant to finally limit the immigration of Chinese. The new law was called the Chinese Immigration Law of 1923 and was often called the “Chinese Exclusion Act”. The new law literally banned all Chinese immigration and limited it to specific categories: diplomats and their families, who were not allowed to settle permanently; students, who were only allowed to study temporarily and were required to show enrollment documentation and were expected to leave after their studies were complete. This included merchants, who also had severe restrictions placed upon them. They had to follow strict documentation requirements and registration criteria, but small businesses and restaurant workers and laborers were usually excluded from strict restrictions. The merchants, though, as a group were highly policed, and many were denied entrance. Chinese persons born in Canada who left temporarily had to register and carry identification. Every Chinese person was required to register with the federal government of Canada.

The greatest restrictions at this time were that there could be no family reunification in Canada. Wives, children, or parents were strictly not allowed in, and there was no permanent settlement for residents of Chinese origin. Not only was this period ripe with economic opportunity, but there was also the ugliness of widespread racial discrimination. Restaurants and laundromats became the most readily available options for employment and business ownership. The Chinese restauranteurs became very creative in their cooking endeavours and came up with many Westernized versions of Chinese cuisine. Many early Chinese immigrants in Canada, particularly men, were barred from other professions due to racism and systemic barriers. Early Chinese restaurants often catered to Western palates, offering dishes like chop suey and other Westernized versions of Chinese food. This was a smart strategic adaptation to ensure the success of their businesses and to integrate into local communities. A good example was in the creation of the “fortune cookie” which was actually a Japanese tradition and then developed into the modern form in the United States by Japanese immigrants around the early 1900’s. It quickly spread into other Asian communities and became a favorite method of enticing restaurant customers to come back. 

Despite all of the challenges, Chinese Canadians displayed a strong entrepreneurial spirit, often starting small businesses and contributing to the economic vibrancy of their communities. In 1950s small-town Saskatchewan, the Chinese community was small but strong, and as we came to know one another in a thriving community, we also came to understand one another and our cultural differences. I had always felt that people are people and that they have the same aspirations as any other person from any cultural background. I think my relationship with Archie and my impression of Old Sam and Granny reinforced that belief. I could see many similarities between our families. I also felt the same with the people of the other cultural community. I had many interactions and involvements with the Aboriginal members of the community, mainly through the school system. Unlike the Chinese, the Aboriginal community was mainly Roman Catholic by faith, attending our church and school. The Aboriginal peoples had earlier had more intimate contact with the religions of faith because the churches and/or priests often moved into Aboriginal community proximity. The Church also became part of the government’s attempt to assimilate the Aboriginal peoples and to rid them of their identity. I often wondered why the Chinese never went to church. I never did ask Archie, but in time I would understand that cultures really are different, and that they are different deep into their core and their original beliefs.

My Early Adult and Mid-Adult Years

One day a man appeared in my home and my step-parents said that he was from the Government and that I would be required to speak with him. He told me he was from the Department of Social Services and that they were simply checking up on me to see how I was doing as I had been a previous ward of the Department. By this time my step parents knew that I also knew that I was a adopted from another family and that this was no longer a secret. I simply assumed that his visit with me made sense under those circumstances. He did not tell me that it was my step parents that called them and that they were petitioning the Government to have me removed from the home. I found this man to be very personable and caring. He would come and visit me on a weekly basis. As he was gaining my trust, little did I know he was also interviewing my neighbours and other members of the community such as Uncles and Aunts and anyone who knew the family in any way. I was still reluctant to tell this person the details of the abuse of many years and I also was unaware of i t’s psychological impact of how abuse bonds you to the abusers out of a sense of loyalty that is really undeserved. It is given out of a child’s need to be loved, accepted, and to please the adults, especially parents. This is part of the cyclical nature of the abusive family system. My main family rule was that no information was to be given out and no new information was to come in. I cannot remember ever once having one childhood friend come into my home to spend playtime or homework time with me. This is the nature of the closed family system that becomes the unspoken family rule.

When I was eight years old my step- father would sometimes appear after the workday, drunk and disorderly, screaming loudly, “Where is that little bastard?” I immediately knew that it was me he was looking for. My stepmother, in an unusual act of kindness, told me to go hide under the pile of clothes in the corner and not to move. I heard my stepfather enter the area saying, “Where is he? Where is that little bastard? ” He was very aggressive and loud and had a boisterous manner when he was in this condition. My stepmother somehow led him away from me as I was hidden under a pile of clothes in the work area and I was able to escape his wrath. I was too young to consider what she did an act of kindness but she probably knew his behaviour was way out of line and was wrong. This is also the nature of the addictive/co-dependent/enabler lifestyle. This was probably the only time she seemed to ever protect me on anything. My stepfather would soon after this event enter the hospital with cirrhosis of the liver from his alcoholism. I remember him being really drunk on several occasions. I later would wonder how his drinking went unnoticed by the Department of Social Services in placing me with this family during their assessment before placing me in this home.

Another thing I found odd was why I could never bring friends home. The only people allowed into the home were relatives, such as cousins, and the adult friends of the parents, but they were never allowed in the living quarters and only at Christmas dinner usually. On many other and multiple occasions they would often share drinks with these relatives right after a workday in a room in the basement, and we would have to wait for supper until they were “damn good and ready” to come upstairs and prepare supper. My job would be to set the table and clean up the dishes and sweep the floor. My major workload came from the dry cleaning shop itself with considerable daily tasks. I believe this is where my work ethic came from which is a good thing as I have always known. The work was intense and it was repetitive and it felt regimented like I was in the military.  With these rigid family rules in place for the many years I lived there, I did not realize it was abnormal. After seeing Old Sam beat and hang my friend Archie from the tree, I thought I was pretty lucky but I also learned that physical violence was normal and this is how you raise your children or how you get people to do things. I would be hit with boards, brooms, knitting needles, pots, frying pans, and anything they had in their hands—the weapon of choice. If you have ever been hit repeatedly by a “knitting needle” you will surely understand how painful it is. I remember my step-mother breaking a broom across my back in the kitchen and then said “I should make you pay for it”! This is called “social behavioural conditioning”. There are many factual “psychological and behavioural” theories that describe its effects on humans and animals.

An example of the rigid rules would go like this: I would be drying the dishes with a cloth, standing beside my stepmother at the kitchen sink. She would wash, and I would dry. She would place the wet dishes into the rack, and I would dry them and then put them away. If I didn’t pick up the dishes in the order she placed them in the rack, I would get hit and scolded. I was expected to keep track of every dish she placed in the dish rack as I wiped the dishes and put them away. This was but one seriously dysfunctional rule of a hundred rules they had for me.  I was a child with emotional issues given the fact that I had been in many, many homes before I came to this home which is natural for any child who has been through this. This leaves emotional scars and wounds upon any child. In children, these feelings of emotional pain, uncertainty, and repression often come out unconsciously, such as bedwetting and feeling of abandonment. I had emotional issues going on that I was not aware of and I simply had no control over nor did I have any conscious understanding or awareness of. The first time I “wet” the bed, I was given a serious loud and aggressive scolding over it and told that if I ever did it again, there would be serious consequences. I had no idea why this had happened. I was seven years old at the time. The next morning, I woke up and had done it again. My stepmother entered my room, as she did every morning, to pick out the clothes I would wear for the day. She could easily smell that I had wet the bed again. She became furious, threw back the covers, grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, and began to smother my face in the wet bed sheets, screaming at me, “This will teach you to pee the bed.” This went on quite regularly until I was twelve years old. One would think that any normal parent would catch on that what they were doing wasn’t working after five years and that there must be another way. Children who fear abandonment can be controlled into doing ANYTHING because this fear may be so great so I easily became a target for their coercions until I became angry enough to want to make it stop. This created negative distraction behaviour and also push back behaviours. 

It wasn’t all negative though because as I grew, I had two very important interests: sports and music. I loved to sing, and I loved to play hockey, baseball, and most hard-driving sports like football. I also became part of the town’s musical Band and learned to play the snare drum. My cousin Sharon who was also in the same classroom as me was also in the town band that I played music with. She was the band “Majorette” and would add flair style to the band with her marching leadership whenever we marched or publicly performed and we would see each other often. Her father whom I would know as “Uncle Eddy” was my favorite uncle and “Aunt Cec” was my favorite aunt and they always treated me so kind. I often wished I could live with them but kept that secret wish to myself. Their household was always warm, inviting and loving unlike my chaotic home. My step mother came from a large family and she had many brothers and sisters whom we visited but mainly at Christmas time. When we did visit us kids would sometimes played road hockey. It was a sport I simply loved to play and during the winter skating and hockey were my favorite activity. I became fairly good at most track and field sports as well. I think I worked harder at sports more than others for a few reasons, mainly because it would get me out of the chaos of my home and allow me to be with my friends. I wasn’t so good at schoolwork after the age of eleven. Up until that point, my grades were great, and I had zero issues with school work. It seemed that because of some fairly traumatic experiences to me that I began a slow deterioration in my temperament and my development. One event really stands out to me. At age eight, I learned a song my stepmother had prepared for me to sing in front of all the people at the big community Christmas party. It was a really big deal to my stepmother, whom I’d heard bragging to another about how good I could sing. At the party, I got up in front of everyone and sang my very best. I did not make any mistakes and thought I had done well. Something must have sounded off to my stepmother, because after the song was over and the people clapped and said, “Great” she yanked me aside by the arm and said, “You made a fool out of yourself up there singing like that...you should be ashamed of yourself.” Those words went through my eight-year-old brain like a hot knife through butter. Utterly disappointed, I sat down and never participated in any of the Christmas events. I believe my stepmother doing this to me, and her constant comparing anything I did with others, was the onset of my deteriorating self-esteem. As a result, it would take me decades to get over my fear of standing up in front of others in any regard, whether at school, in a group, or in public. 

Over the next year after the singing event, she would remind me of my poor showing regularly. I soon discovered that there was nothing I could do to please her. I swept the floors wrong, emptied the garbage wrong, brushed my teeth wrong, and took my baths wrong. From the day of that singing episode, she never showed me one grain of encouragement, and I would still try my best to please her. I still think that this incident was what really triggered my slow spiralling descent into an “I don’t care” attitude.  I felt uncared for and because I felt uncared for I started to “not care” as I was being taught. I was ignored and kept at “arm’s length” from most family events. I internalized the “you don’t care about me attitude to become the “I don’t care about you either” attitude and it would slowly pick away at me as I grew into my teens. It became more and more difficult to not react to both my parents’ anger and disappointment because of my reaction to their punitive parenting practices, which I intuitively knew were wrong. They would begin to lock me up in outside storage sheds for hours among the smell of stale old beer bottles and filth to think about what I had done regarding some misdemeanour behavior such as forgetting a chore or doing a poor job. Usually it was something trivial. They would often deliberately pawn me off to others whenever they went on a trip, leaving me feeling alone and not included as part of the “family” which occurred quite often. I felt excluded and isolated because they didn’t include me in many outings. I then began asking myself “What is wrong with me?” Their anger toward me and mine toward them would escalate over time. I would soon become an object of contempt to myself and do the job they were good at and that was in their roles of negating and criticizing me. Soon I wouldn’t need them to do it because I became good at doing that to myself. 

One day the Social Worker came to our residence and he would take me out to my friend Archie’s restaurant for a soft drink and we would have one of our regular chats. He had already interviewed many neighbours and relatives and had talked to the school teachers and others within the community to find out how they viewed me and my behaviour and their observations of any family interactions. I am sure no one would describe me as a bully but more of a mischievious friendly little fellow who got along well with all classmates except one. The school bully was in my classroom and he would often bully me and beat me up and be aggressive toward me. He knew he couldn’t do this to me on school property so he would mainly do it off of the school grounds. He was this way toward me because I gave him very stiff competition in skating and hockey and singing in the school programs. That was simply another issue for me to deal with and I would often be afraid of running into him on my way to and from home or after school. I am sure that the Social Worker also found out about this while interviewing community members and school teachers who also knew. While I was with the Social Worker on this day he would tell me that my family and I would have to go to a family court hearing because they had cause for concern of what was going on within the home and that this Family Court hearing would happen in two days. This is all he told me and I had no idea what this really meant. When I got home that day there was an unusual calm within the home and I knew the Social Worker had been there. We all never spoke one word about it until the morning of our day in Court. 

When we arrived at the Court Room two days later at 10:00 am the Social Worker had me sit behind him on one side of the room and my step-father and step-mother sit on the other side of the room. I was actually in a state of low anxiety, concerned but not too excited because I still didn’t really know what was going on. I now reason this out like this. If I had known what the Social Worker had in mind I would’ve been full of anxiety for my wait until Court day and he probably knew this and this is why he didn’t want me to know. I now understand why he did not want my step parents to know as well and what was going to happen to them either and it was much more than to have me removed from their home. I listened as the Court read my name and my step parents’ names describing that the Court was being petitioned by the step parents for an order of committal. This word was just a fancy way of saying “removal from the home”. But this Court hearing would not go exactly as the step-parents had planned. Their expectation was that I would be removed because I was a bad child and they couldn’t handle me anymore and that I was destroying the family reputation and that would be all there was to it.. They actually said that when it was their turn to speak to the Court. My step father spoke to the Court and said that I was too much of a rebellious child and that I couldn’t be “controlled” which was his basic remarks.  I sat there listening to him and was thinking to myself “what the heck is going on here”. It didn’t fully dawn on me that we were in a custody hearing as the Court would decide my fate. Then my stepmother was asked if she would like to speak to the Court and speak about her relationship with me. She told the Judge the same thing with a few extra embellishments.. She said: Judge, I can’t control him
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