JANET WU

HoMEWARD BOUND

Janet Wu (b. 1966), a reporter for Boston television, was twelve years
old when she first met her Chinese grandmother. Wu's father had escaped
China during the communist revolution at the end of World II, and for
the next twenty-five years, because of strained relations between the two
countries, Chinese Americans were not allowed to return to their home-
land. “Homeward Bound,” first published in the New York Times Mag-
azine in 1999, is about Wu'’s visits with an ancestor she did not know
she had. In this essay, Wu looks at the vast differences between two
cultures through a single, extended example—the ancient practice, now
outlawed, of breaking and binding the feet of young, upper-class Chinese
girls. These “lotus feet” were a symbol of status and beauty.

PISTIT VLTI IS TRIIIIIIINIIII IS IO N OO P N S S e e

My grandmother has bound feet. Cruelly tethered since her birth,
they are like bonsai trees, miniature versions of what should have
been. She is a relic even in China, where foot binding was first banned
more than 80 years ago when the country could no longer afford a pop-
ulation that had to be carried. Her slow, delicate hobble betrays her age
and the status she held and lost.

My own size 5 feet are huge in comparison. The marks and cal-
louses they bear come from running and jumping, neither of which my
grandmother has ever done. The difference between our feet reminds me
of the incredible history we hold between us like living bookends. We
stand like sentries on either side of a vast gulf.

For most of my childhood, I didn’t even know she existed. My father
was a young man when he left his family’s village in northern China, dis-
appearing into the chaos of the Japanese invasion and the Communist rev-
olution that followed. He fled to Taiwan and eventually made his way to
America, alone. To me, his second child, it seemed he had no family or his-
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tory other than his American-born wife and four children. I didn’t know
that he had been writing years of unanswered letters to China.

[ was still a young girl when he finally got a response, and with it
the news that his father and six of his seven siblings had died in those
years of war and revolution. But the letter also contained an unexpected
blessing: somehow his mother had survived. So 30 years after he left
home, and in the wake of President Nixon’s visit, my father gathered us
up and we rushed to China to find her.

I saw my grandmother for the very first time when I was 12. She
was almost 80, surprisingly alien and shockingly small. I searched her
wrinkled face for something familiar, some physical proof that we
belonged to each other. She stared at me the same way. Did she feel
cheated, I wondered, by the distance, by the time we had not spent
together? I did. With too many lost years to reclaim, we had everything
and nothing to say. She politely listened as I struggled with scraps of
formal Chinese and smiled as I fell back on “Wo bu dong” (“I don'’t
understand you”). And yet we communicated something strange and
beautiful. T found it easy to love this person I had barely met.

The second time I saw her I was 23, arriving in China on an indul-
gent post-graduate-school adventure, with a Caucasian boyfriend in tow.
My grandmother sat on my hotel bed, shrunken and wise, looking as if
she belonged in a museum case. She stroked my asymmetrically cropped
hair. T touched her feet, and her face contorted with the memory of her
childhood pain. “You are lucky,” she said. We both understood that she
was thinking of far more than the bindings that long ago made her cry.
I wanted to share even the smallest part of her life’s journey, but I could
not conceive of surviving a dynasty and a revolution, just as she could
not imagine my life in a country she had never seen. In our mutual
isolation of language and experience, we could only gaze in wonder, mys-
tified that we had come to be sitting together.

I last saw her almost five years ago. At 95, she was even smaller,
and her frailty frightened me. I was painfully aware that I probably would
never see her again, that I would soon lose this person I never really had.
So I mentally logged every second we spent together and jockeyed with
my siblings for the chance to hold her hand or touch her shoulder. Our
departure date loomed like some kind of sentence. And when it came,
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she broke down, her face bowed into her gnarled hands. I went home,
and with resignation awaited the inevitable news that she was gone.

But two months after that trip, it was my father who died. For me,
his loss was doubly cruel: his death deprived me of both my foundation
and the bridge to my faraway grandmother. For her, it was the second
time she had lost him. For the 30 years they were separated, she had
feared her son was dead. This time, there was no ambiguity, no hope.
When she heard the news, my uncle later wrote us, she wept quietly.

When I hear friends complain about having to visit their nearby
relatives, I think of how far away my grandmother is and how untouched
our relationship remains by the modern age. My brief handwritten notes
are agonizingly slow to reach her. When they do arrive, she cannot read
them. I cannot call her. I cannot see, hear or touch her.

But last month my mother called to tell me to brush up on my
Chinese. Refusing to let go of our tenuous connection to my father’s
family, she has decided to take us all back to China in October for my
grandmother’s 100th birthday. And so every night, I sit at my desk and
study, thinking of her tiny doll-like feet, of the miles and differences that
separate us, of the moments we'll share when we meet one last time. And
I beg her to hold on until I get there.

XEREEIILBNEY FOR DISCUSSION KA AANEEEAKS

1. Janet Wu's feet are calloused from exercise. What does this difference between
her feet and her grandmother’s show about the differences in their lives?

2. Why does Wu touch her grandmother’s feet in paragraph 6?7 What is her
grandmother’s response? What has happened to the “vast gulf” between them
(2)?

3. What is the CONCRETE EXAMPLE Wu's essay 1s organized around? How does
this example illustrate the differences between her and her grandmother, and
their connection as family? Refer to particular passages in her essay to explain
your answer.

OSSN STRATEGIES AND STRUCTURES AEREIERRRRRALAEL

1. Where does Wu mention her grandmother’s feet for the last time in her essay?
How does it serve as an EXAMPLE of bridging two disparate thoughts?
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