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Preface
M

s. BiLan Liao was one of the most outstanding
students I have taught in China in 1992, and we have
remained good friends over these many years. She is
blessed with a variety of artistic talents, and she is also an
art educator. She was born and grow up in China. She and
her family have experienced many reform movements
under the Mao Zedong dictatorship. The movement most
know in the West was China’s Cultural Revolution, the
worst tragedy in human history.
Not knowing how to speak English when BiLan
immigrated to the United States in 1999, she started as a
child would to learn a new language and customs. In nine
years, she received her two master’s degrees in art (MA
and MFA), and she became an art professor at an America
college. During that time, BiLan painted the story of her
and her family’s hardships under the Mao Zedong regime,
and she has written her book, Diary of the Dragon’s
Daughter. Her series of paintings and the book follow her
family’s journey, telling the truth of Chinese history. Her
hope is that we will learn from history, and not repeat
such a tragedy again.
People often say, “A wealth of experiences makes you rich.”
BiLan is a person of great “wealth.” Although she
experienced a very difficult life during the Cultural
Revolution when she was young, she never gave up her
dream for freedom and an art career. She has extraordinary courage and stamina when producing works of art.
She dares to travel alone in the high mountains of the
Qingzang Plateau, and she dares to float in Zijiang River
by herself in pursuit of her inspiration and her art. Over
the years, her footprints have spread over many places in
China and overseas.
BiLan has a special perception that sparks with inspiration
revealed in her daily pursuit of art. When you are viewing
her work, it seems as if you were going back to nature,
and different moods and feelings may arise within you.
Her photographs and paintings are made more colorful
with an exceptional use of lighting. Artists like BiLan love
art because they love nature and enjoy life, and they can
transform their spiritual feelings through the paint brush
on to the canvas. Bilan integrates her artistic talents into
both painting and photography. Art is her soul. When
reading BiLan’s works you will enjoy the beauty of
poetry and the joy of love as well. Twenty years ago, I
wrote a preface for another of her books, stating, “She
is like a shining pearl no matter with sunshine or not.”
Today, I still present these two sentences to Ms. Bilan Liao,
who well deserves it!
Li Zhensheng
New York, January 8, 2019

(Li Zhensheng is a Chinese photojournalist who captured many of the
most telling images from the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution)
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Preface
BiLan Liao is a contemporary Chinese artist, educator,

and motivational speaker. She was born and raised in
China. She and her family experienced the many reforms
under Mao Ze Dong from 1949 to 1976. The most
common reform is known in the West as the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, which would become the modern
world’s greatest tragedy. Most people do not know that
historians agree that the number of people who died
during these reforms was far greater than under Hitler
during WWII. The Diary of Anne Frank helped to expose
the personal events so that people could have a deeper
understanding of this great injustice. BiLan has painted
the story of her journey, and written her book, Diary of the
Dragon’s Daughter, to bring to light the truth that all great
nations have a dark period in their history. Her greatest
wish is to paint her very best in hopes that it will help to
avoid similar disasters in the future. She also paints to
express her deepest feelings, to enhance her mental health,
and to encourage others to “Never Give Up Their Dreams.”
BiLan was born in 1954 during the 100-year flood of the
Changsha Xiangjiang river. Though Mao Ze Dong had
declared that people would have a great life under his
many reform programs and be surrounded by flowers, the
flood foretold the disaster that was about to befall the
Chinese people. BiLan’s father was a physician, and along
with other professionals, educators, and business owners,
he and his family lost everything and were sent to work in
the factories and on farms. Many went to prison as well.
BiLan’s father was “labeled a Capitalist,” and he went to
prison three times while BiLan along with her mother,
grandmother, sister and brother went hungry along with
millions of Chinese. At the age of fourteen, BiLan went
to work as a welder to help support her family. When she
was fifteen, her job required her to leave home to work at
another factory where the only lodging was an old morgue.
Each night BiLan was afraid as she slept with the fear of
ghosts at her window. During this time BiLan was
fortunate to have educators working alongside her who
helped her continue to study in hiding. With the
encouragement of these “Capitalist-Educators,” BiLan
learned at an early age to never give up her dream of
freedom. She endured many hardships, discrimination, an
abusive husband, and much more through these dark times

with the dream of finally coming to America. Under the
political system, BiLan was not allowed to paint what she
wanted to paint. As an artist, BiLan dreamed of painting
what she felt from the depths of her heart and soul, and to
paint the story of her family’s journey. During her journey
there were many setbacks, and each time BiLan vowed to
herself and her daughter that she would never give up her
dream.
While still in China in 1999, she was granted a U.S.
permanent residency visa under the “Alien of Extraordinary Abilities” category. At the age of forty-five, she gave
up an established career and the financial security she had
finally gained as a successful artist in China to come to
America. Although BiLan had studied English in school,
she hardly spoke it at all when she arrived in the United
States. But she was as determined in her efforts to learn
it as she was with everything else she pursued--painting,
photography, fashion design, sculpture, journalism and
teaching. During the nine years she has lived in America,
she worked her way up from a lowly dishwasher in the
cafeteria at Purdue University while she spent much of her
time learning English and the customs of her new homeland. BiLan also earned two master’s degrees in painting,
and she studied art in Italy. She taught at the Herron
School of Art and Design for five years, and for eight years
she led the painting program at Paducah School of Art &
Design, where she built the BiLan Liao Gallery. On March
15, 2016 BiLan was married, thus fulfilling her dream of a
romantic and loving marriage. She has now retired as an
Associate Professor to concentrate on her artwork, public
speaking tours, museum special events featuring her work,
a documentary, and a feature film. Her paintings were so
moving to Maestro Juan Ramirez (violin) of the Atlanta
Symphony Orchestra that he has composed several
pieces in her honor. BiLan has become a beacon of hope
and freedom for people around the world to face their
fears, express their deepest feelings and, find the courage to
stand up against injustice.
Ken Scroggs LCSW, LPC, LMFT, CEAP, BC-TMH
President/CEO, Health Works Solutions and EAP Works
Psychotherapist, Certified Employee Assistance Professional, Board
Certified TeleMental Health Professional

Introduction
This book is my invitation for readers to join my life’s

journey as told through my artwork and diary. We begin
with my dream for the freedom to come to the United
States. The next steps take us through the dark period
known as the Chinese Cultural Revolution, which
devastated the economy and caused the deaths of millions
of people. We then travel through my life experiences that
occurred during a period of great economic mobilization
in major Chinese cities to my goal of finally living my
American Dream. All these events are true, although some
have yet to be officially acknowledged by the Chinese
government.
I changed all the names to protect the identity of my loved
ones who still live in China. This book is a labor of love
through my many works of art, as well as my struggle to
keep and translate into English a diary that provides a very
personal window into an artist’s heart as I find my place in
the world. Throughout history, paintings have been a visual
narrative for religious and social stories. Paintings,
combined with writing, can provide a kaleidoscope of
emotions, meanings, and at times catharsis and closure.
The combined modes of visual and verbal expression are
the most effective ways for me to tell my story and speak
my truth. As an artist, I feel compelled to tell my story
through a series of paintings that act as familial record,
historical accounting, therapy, persuasive storytelling, and
perhaps even a social and economic expression. As the
spark of my creative process was ignited, I often found
myself incorporating romanticism as well as styles of
realism, expressionism, and surrealism to communicate
the events and my deepest emotions onto the canvas.
My purpose is not only to create aesthetically pleasing
paintings, but also to tell the story of the birth of freedom
within me, and in my homeland. Our leaders throughout
history have made great mistakes during dark and
difficult times. All countries have such periods, when there
is political and economic imbalance that often leads to civil
unrest. This is true in Europe, America, and, yes, China.
America continues to struggle with such important issues
as violence and racism, while China chafes under political
oppression during an unprecedented, worldwide
technological evolution that makes “freedom of speech”
more accessible to the average citizen. I paint to tell my
story in a way that I hope will encourage my readers be
true to their own journeys as well. I am not involved in

politics, and this book is not intended as a political
statement. It is simply a true account of my life experience.
I hope my paintings will be a window for the viewer to
look into my world as well as a window into his or her
search for meaning, purpose, love, and acceptance.
The book includes three series of artwork. Painting as a
Window into Chinese History is about the five generations
of women in my family who experienced discrimination,
abuse, and neglect, as well as the death of my father, all told
in over forty-four paintings and five sculptures. Coming
into Tibet is my attempt to capture the vastness of the
landscapes and the beauty of the Tibetan people as
depicted in twelve paintings. The Return series is a
compilation of seven paintings about the impact of war on
women everywhere.
My paintings and my story are not intended to be political
or make any political statements. Like Anne Frank writing
her diary about Hitler during WWII, I wish only to tell
the truth about what happened in China in hopes that it
does not happen in other countries. Millions died at the
hands of Mao and his leaders, who knowingly imposed
their self-serving policies, which resulted in the deaths of
millions of their own people. They also systematically
imprisoned and put to death millions of people who
opposed them. Today’s leaders in North Korea, Syria,
Russia, and other countries use these same principles to
attempt to control their people. Fortunately, technology
and social media make it more difficult, though not
impossible, for such leaders to control millions of people.
The war in the Middle East, starting around 2010, has
caused the largest mass migration of people in the history
of the planet. As a result, many nations have begun to fear
the onslaught of immigrants crossing their borders and
overburdening their economies. The result of this fear is
the desire to return to the past and the hope that a strong
leader will save them with simple answers to complicated
issues. Unfortunately, the democratic alliances forged after
World War II are now in decline, and nations that were
once champions of the Free World and beacons of
democracy are now in serious jeopardy, as seen in the
elections in Hungry, Poland, Britain, the Netherlands, and
even America. Yet the light of hope for freedom will shine
forever bright in the hearts and minds of people
everywhere.

Dedication
T

his book is dedicated to my mother and grandmother, who sacrificed so much so that I could have
a chance in life. It is also dedicated to those “Capitalist” educators who lit my path through the dark
period so that I could have the chance to succeed. Finally, I dedicate this book to my daughter, who
lit the fire within me before she was born to thrive so that she could be proud and have her freedom
to succeed.
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The book Diary of the Dragon’s Daughter is divided into three parts:

Part one
(pages 14–77)

Life in Chinese Communist Mao Era: 1954 – 1976

Part two

(pages 78–178)

Life in Chinese Communist New Era: 1977 – 1999

Part three

(pages 179–253)

Life in America: 1999 – 2018
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FAMILY THREE

The maps are designed to help the reader better understand the book.

• Changsha, Hunan Province – I was born in 1954 and lived in Changsha until 1991.
• My father owned the Guanhuan hotel where he practiced medicine.
• Pingxiang, Jiangxi – This is the where my mother and aunt were born.
• Fengcheng, Jiangxi – At my age 14 I began to study welding, at my age 15 I worked here as a welder in a factory.
At my age 16 I came back to Changsha to work at a Chinese government factory.
• Bole, Xingjiang – My father escaped to Xinjiang to live in hiding with my aunt.
• I made three trips to region of Tibet:
Ganzi in Gansu area (1985)
Tibet Lhasa (1992)
Kauding Sichuan (1992)
• I lived in Baoan and Longgang
Shenzhen from 1991 through1999.

MAPS 17

Timeline of Chinese History
The Last Emperor
Puyi (1906–1967) was the

last Emperor of China and the
twelfth and final ruler of the
Qing dynasty. While still
a child, he ruled as the
Xuantong Emperor from
1908 until his abdication on
February 12, 1912 after
the successful Xinhai Revolution. From July 1 to July 12,
1917, he was briefly restored to the throne as a nominal
emperor by the warlord Zhang Xun.
In 1932, after the occupation of Manchuria and
Manchukuo by Japan, the Japanese chose him to be the
Chief Executive of the new state, using the era name of
Datong. In 1934, the Empire of Japan declared him the
Kangde Emperor of the puppet state of Manchukuo, and
he ruled until the end of the Second Sino-Japanese War in
1945. After the ascension of the People’s Republic of

China in 1949, Puyi was imprisoned as a war criminal for
ten years, and upon completing his memoirs he died in
1967.

Rebuilding China
Liang Qichao (1837–1929)
was a Chinese scholar,
journalist, philosopher, and
reformist who lived during
the late Qing dynasty and
early Republic. He inspired
Chinese scholars with his
writings and reform
movements.

Republic of China (ROC) Era (1912–1949)
Sun Yat-sen (1866–1925) was a

Chinese revolutionary, first
president and founding father of
the Republic of China, and a
medical practitioner. As the
foremost pioneer of the Republic
of China, Sun is referred to as
the “Father of the Nation” in the
Republic of China (ROC), and the
“forerunner of democratic
revolution” in the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

Chiang Kai-shek (1887–1975) was a Chinese political and
military leader who served as the leader of the Republic of
China between 1928 and 1975. He was an influential
member of the Kuomintang (KMT), the Chinese
Nationalist Party, and was a close ally of Sun Yat-sen. He
became the Commandant of the Kuomintang’s Whampoa
Military Academy and took Sun’s place as leader of the
KMT when Sun died in 1925. In 1926, Chiang led the
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Northern Expedition to unify the country, becoming
China’s nominal leader. He was an
anti-communist leader of China before
the New China movement under Mao.
Mao’s army forced Chiang Kai-shek to
retreat in defeat to Taiwan. In 1949, the
ROC government relocated to Taipei
(Taiwan), followed by 1.2 million
people from mainland China. In 1954,
the ROC-US Mutual Defense Treaty
was signed in Washington, D.C.

T

he first president under the
constitution was Chiang Kai-shek.
Tsai Ing-wen (photo: left) succeeded
Ma Ying-jeou on May 20, 2016 as the
first female president in the nation’s
history.
View the Taiwan history at the website:
http://www.taiwan.gov.tw

Communist Mao Era (1949–1976)
Mao Zedong (1893–1976),

referred to as Chairman Mao,
was a Chinese Communist
revolutionary and the founding
father of the People’s Republic
of China. He was the leader of
the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP), from 1935 until his
death in 1976. It is
difficult to estimate the millions of Chinese people who
died under Mao’s many political movements that were
constantly mandated from 1949 to 1976. During the Great
Leap Forward, “at least 45 million people were worked,
starved or beaten to death in China over these four years
(1958–1962),” according to Frank Dikötter, in his book
Mao’s Great Famine: The Story of China’s Most Devastating
Catastrophe. Mao qualifies as the greatest mass murderer
in history. Additionally, the number of deaths during the
Cultural Revolution is usually estimated in the tens of
millions. “Estimates range from 500,000 to eight million
dead, according to a 2011 paper by Song Yongyi, a scholar
of the Cultural Revolution” (Austin Ramzy, “Cultural
Revolution Explained,” New York Times, May 5, 2016,
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/15/world/asia/china-cultural-revolution-explainer.html).

L

iu Shaoqi (1898–1969) was a
Chinese revolutionary, statesman,
and theorist. He was Chairman of the
National People’s Congress Standing
Committee from 1954 to 1959 and
President of the People’s Republic
of China, China’s head of state from
Communist Mao Era from 1959 to
1968. During that time, he implemented policies of economic reconstruction in China.
Initially groomed to be the successor to Chairman Mao,
Liu criticized Mao and himself for their mistaken policies
that cost millions of Chinese to die of starvation during the
years 1960 to 1962. After Liu began to open the Free
Market to save the Chinese economies, Deng Xiaoping
became a member of Liu’s leadership. Mao worried that
Liu would gain too much political power, giving rise to
Mao’s launching the Cultural Revolution. He used the naive college students to block Liu’s political power and
labeled him a traitor to the revolution. These gangs of
young people, known as the Red Guard, were encouraged
to destroy schools, churches, and museums. They would
break into the homes to take anything of value from any
families thought to be “class enemies,” as well as publicly
humiliate, torture, and even commit murder. Liu died
because of harsh treatment in late 1969.

Communist New Era (1976–Present)
Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) was

the leader of China from 1978 until
his retirement in 1992. After Mao
Zedong’s death, Deng led China
through far-reaching market-economy
reforms. While Deng never held office
as the head of state, head of government, or General Secretary (that is, the
leader of the Communist Party), he
nonetheless was considered the “paramount leader” of the
People’s Republic of China from December 1978 to 1992.

S

henzhen, established in 1979, is a highly developed city
in Guangdong Province, China. Situated immediately
north of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region,
the area became China’s first and one of the most
successful Special Economic Zones (SEZ). It currently
holds sub-provincial administrative status, with powers
slightly less than a province.

Hong Kong (1898–1997) became a British colony with
the perpetual cession of Hong Kong Island, followed by

Kowloon Peninsula in 1860 and a ninety-nine-year lease of
the New Territories in 1898. In 1997, Hong Kong was
officially recognized as the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China,
an autonomous territory on the southern coast of China at
the Pearl River Estuary and the South China Sea. It is one
of the world’s most densely
populated regions.

Xi Jinping is the current President

of the People’s Republic of China
beginning in 2013. He was born
1953, and became a Vice
President from 2008 to 2013, and
Vice Chairman of the Central
Military Commission from 2010
to 2012. As of the writing of this
book, the CCP has approved Xi-Jingping to extend his
presidencies for his lifetime. Today Xi is considered the
most powerful leader since the late Mao Zedong.
TIMELINE OF CHINESE HISTORY
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My Journey, 72 x 84 inches, oil on canvas

T

here are six figures (self-portraits) in My
Journey. The one in the foreground is of
me as I am painting my story at my studio
in Paducah, Kentucky, with my memories
around me. The one on the ground expresses the hardships and humiliations I
endured. The one kneeling on the right side
expresses my feelings of hope. The one on
the left, flying into the sky and looking up
for hope, represents my desire to escape to
America. The small figure in the back of
a door on the left represents my exit to a
new life. The small figure on the far right
represents me coming home to Changsha
from the factory in Jiangxi where I lived at
the temple among the graves. I was sixteen
when I began to work in a church that had
been turned into a factory. The broken and
never-ending welding lines surrounding
me represent bondage to the work. These
lines also lead into the light as I seek my
life in the brightness. The hook on the left
represents my ill-fated marriage from which
there was no release. The many posters in
the painting represent political slogans at
that time. These experiences had a very
negative impact on me, but they drove me
to yearn for a better life. I resurrected these
memories in my attempt to capture more
than just an account of the events. I also
wanted to capture a sense of the intense
emotional and personal impact these events
had.
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The Window
We artists allow others to see through our windows
–Robert Genn, artist

The Window is the introductory piece to my series of over

a dozen paintings about the Chinese culture and Chinese
Cultural Revolution. The self-portrait begins my series,
and my journey out of chaos and into the clarity of my
American dream. I am standing in front of the window
of my small second-floor apartment on Heritage Hill in
Grand Rapids, Michigan. At the time I was working on my
Master of Fine Arts degree at Kendall College of Art and

Design of Ferris State University. The images surrounding
the window and me are photographs of my mother, my
father, my grandmother, my brother and me, two
younger sisters, my aunt, my uncle’s children, and my
mother’s half-brothers. On the table is an open book with
the photographs of Chairman Mao and Vice Chairman
Lin Biao, who betrayed Mao during the Chinese Cultural
Revolution.

T

his painting, among others
in the series portrayed and
explained in the book, is meant
to represent windows to the
past. They depict various events
and conditions experienced by
members of my family,
particularly the women. Within
this book, often a painting is
offered first, and then captions
explaining the painting. The
text in the chapter following
the painting is the whispered
narrative that inspired me to be
an artist who first tells her story
through the paintings and then
offers the context in the book.
Together, they offer a
multidimensional story.

The Window (Abstraction)
14 x 11 inches, acrylic on
canvas

The Window, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

My American Dream

A

pril 27, 1999 was my first trip to America on a United
Airlines flight from Beijing to Detroit! The vibrations of
the plane penetrated my entire body as I sat nervously on
the flight from Beijing that took off at 5:35 PM. It was April
27, 1999. I was forty-five years old, and I had experienced
numerous setbacks on this treacherous journey to
America. I had overcome them all, at least as far as this
moment of awaiting takeoff. Each obstacle seemed
insurmountable at the time. Yet within each of these trying
times, there was a split second, a precious moment, in
which I found deep within myself a passion to express the
soul of my artwork and an even deeper yearning for
freedom for me and my daughter.
I had persevered through the arduous process of
applying to immigrate to the United States, and received
my Chinese passport. Then the United States finally
granted me permanent residency under the category “Alien
of Extraordinary Abilities.” Although acknowledgment of
my artwork as “extraordinary” provided me initial entry to
America, this trip had another important purpose. I was
also paving the way for my daughter to obtain a visa for her
freedom. The timing of our immigration was very stressful
because the delays continued as my daughter neared her
twenty-first birthday. Our hopes hung on the possibility
that she would simply immigrate with me as my child
because she would be a minor before her birthday. After
her birthday she’d have to apply as an adult, which was a
much more difficult process. As her birthday approached,
our fears mounted and our hopes seemed to balance on
the edge of a high cliff from which we could tumble into
the depths of despair if we could not obtain her passport
as a minor. What complicated things even further was
the fact that she felt alone while she was waiting for me to
return to China to bring her to America. Though we were
unable to obtain her passport as a minor, we never gave up,
and eventually obtained a student visa. My daughter and
I swore to each other that we’d never give up our dream of
coming to America.
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I’ll never forget April 5, 1999, the day I had my interview
with the U.S. consulate. I was forty-five years old, and did
not speak English, though I could read a little English
and understood a few words. The first question the consulate asked my interpreter to translate to me was “who
is the president of the United States?” I understood this
one question, and before the translator could interpret
the question I immediately spoke up, “Bill Clinton!” as
though I knew him well. The consulate then ceremoniously
stamped the visa granting me permanent residency. I will
be forever thankful to President Clinton, and I’ll always
remember the day we finally met on October 21, 2014 in
Paducah, KY.
It had been a struggle. For more than thirty years, I had
worked very hard to advance myself, from lowly factory
welder to well-known artist, fashion designer,
photographer, and painter in China after the Chinese
Cultural Revolution. Coming to America was my second
life, but it meant giving up my status and the financial
security I had gained as an adult in China. Starting anew, I
would be like a child: learning a new language and strange
customs. As I walked out of the Detroit airport, the
moment my feet touched the soil of the promised land,
I wept tears of joy that finally my American dream had
come true! I still could not believe I was in America at
last. No words can express my feelings of excitement. I
forgot my anxiety for a moment. I could not wait to see
the landscape, the city, and the people in my dreamland.
Once in the car, I felt as though I were indeed in a dream
as I watched the flashing scenery of the landscapes and the
people floating by through the car window. The roots of my
American dream, planted in me from the time I was a little
girl, were growing deeper by the moment.
My American Dream, 24 x 48 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting I conceived contains the following images: Mao is
on the left, a red Chinese flag with the Chinese words “Control,”
and the Chinese words “Go to America” in the top center. On
the right is the Statue of Liberty. She is welcoming me, and in the
background is part of the map of the world.
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Born in the “New China”
Photo: Mao Zedong,
Chairman of the
Central People’s
Government, solemnly
proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
on October 1, 1949 in
Beijing’s Tiananmen
Square.

The People’s Republic of China (New China) is often

divided into the “Mao era” from the founding of the
People’s Republic on October 1, 1949, to Mao’s death in
1976, and the period of economic recovery that began
around 1978 when Deng Xiaoping came into power. Mao
also referred to his many reforms as the New China. Such
reforms included the Land Reform campaign, in which all
land was forcibly taken from landowners (who were often
murdered) and given to poor peasants. Another campaign
that directly affected my family was called the Three-Anti
(1951) and the Five-Anti (1952), which targeted business
owners, who were robbed of their companies and homes
and were often raided in the middle of the night for
anything that might be of value.
Another movement called the Campaign to Suppress
Counterrevolutionaries helped to consolidate the
Communist Party. This movement helped the Communists suppress the opposition made up of business leaders,
educators, and intellectuals who were former Kuomintang
supporters (Kuomintang, abbreviated to KMT, was a major
political Chinese nationalist party in China before 1949. It
has been the largest party in Taiwan since 1949).
Those accused of being counter-revolutionaries were
denounced in mass trials, and many were sentenced into
forced labor or executed. It is estimated that 700,000 to
2 million people were executed. The campaign called the
Great Leap Forward prohibited private farming, labeled
those engaged in it as counter-revolutionaries, and
persecuted many like my father.
The Cultural Revolution campaign, one of the best known,
took place from 1966 through 1976. Again, Mao said his
goal was to enforce communism by removing Capitalist,
traditional, and cultural elements such as schools, temples,
and museums, where the government destroyed books
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and artwork to impose control over its many enemies. The
revolution marked the return of Mao Zedong to a position
of power after the failed Great Leap Forward.
The movement paralyzed China politically and
significantly affected the country economically and
socially. To maintain control over his New China, Mao
used these many campaigns to consistently keep an
ongoing “struggle of class at the center” of his reforms. In
the west this political maneuver is often referred to with
the phrase “divide and conquer.”
Like many political leaders, Mao was subject to the
overwhelming allure of power. Most notably quoted on this
subject is John Emerich Edward Dalberg Acton, who
famously said, “Power corrupts, and absolute power
corrupts absolutely.” Mao followed the principles of Stalin
and other dictators to protect his position by suppressing
any and all criticism, advancing a self-serving nationalist
agenda over collaboration with allies, using propaganda to
control the masses, and promoting individual leaders to
positions of power until they became a threat to him. To
dispose of such threats, Mao used “re-education” or hard
labor, as well as assassination when he deemed it necessary.
Again, in such matters Mao followed Stalin, who once said,
“Death solves all problems. No man, no problem.”
Mao proclaimed that sunshine and flowers would surround
those born to the New China. As it happened, I was born
surrounded by clouds and mud. The Xiang River, a branch
of the Yangtze River, ran through my hometown of
Changsha and flooded every year. Changsha, the capital of
Hunan Province in south-central China, was important
throughout Chinese history.

Delivered by My Father
When I came into this world in 1954 the Xiang River

flood was known as the “hundred-year flood.” Generations
of Chinese people living in Changsha at the time had never
seen or even imagined such a flood. My mother gave birth
to me as muddy water flowed through our house. I was
delivered by my father, one of the few times in life we were
lucky he was a doctor.
My family owned a two-story house on XiFu Road in
Changsha. During the time of flooding, my parents, my
older sister, Tao, my brother, Qiang, and my grandmother

Born in the “New China”
Relief (sculpture),
18 x 12 x 4 inches

I

sculpted the relief of myself
born as a baby. Surrounded
in a cloth folded as a flower, I
am softly held in my mother’s
hands. Those hands and the
cloth are symbolic of my family
supporting me with love when I
came into the muddy world.

all had to move and live on the second floor because the
floodwaters completely covered the first floor. Even so, my
brother and sister would have so much fun playing in the
water. For transportation my father made a raft by
removing the front door of our house and attaching an
inner tube from a tire to the door. Then he used the
makeshift raft to go out and shop for food and water. No
flower was welcoming me to the New China when I was
born: instead I was just trapped at home by the flood.

My Childhood
My family was poor after the Chinese government began

surveillance of my father. I had no children’s toys, except
for an occasional one, household objects, or items that we

would find outside with which to play. When I was about
a year old my grandmother made a doll from a towel for
me. I liked to carry the towel doll as I ran up and down the
stairs in the house. At the end of the stairs was a kitchen
stove with many kitchen items around it. My mother
warned me not to run up the dangerously steep stairs, but
I would not listen. One day, when I was carrying my doll
and was in a hurry on the stairs, I fell from the top of the
stairs vertically to the floor below. My face hit a sharp pan,
I cried out loudly in pain, and blood covered my face. My
father and my grandmother were not at home at the time,
and Tao was at school. My mother was so shocked that
she immediately picked me up and carried me at a run to
the local hospital. My brother was very afraid for me and
BORN IN THE “NEW CHINA”
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ran with my mother to the hospital. Later Quiang told me
that my mother did not want the doctor to sew my wound
because she worried it would cause me more pain. The left
side of my face still has the scar from that accident.
During my early childhood, I remember how much I loved
Tao. She was five years older than I. My father loved her
very much, too. She was a beautiful girl. Qiang, who was
three years older than I, was a very quiet boy. All of us
lived a very simple life. Tao had a talent for singing and
dancing, which we enjoyed very much, and my mother
taught us to read aloud the traditional Chinese poetry.
Although we had little material wealth, I received love
and enjoyed a peaceful life within our home. While I was
growing up, my mother said that she had noticed that my
personality was different from that of my brother and
sisters; I was more of an adventurer, which occasionally
would cause me trouble.

Ironically, my family’s hunger and strife during the
hundred-year flood (just four years before China’s Great
Famine) was in part due to drought. Mao’s “Great Leap
Forward” failed to produce the sunshine and flowers he
promised for the New China. Similarly, I failed to conform.
Still, perhaps because my parents and grandmother were
determined to provide us a loving home with hopes that
were not tied to the New China, I allowed myself to yearn
for a better life.
As it was, the first days of my existence were indeed
muddy. My mother could not breastfeed me because she
was weak from years of malnutrition and hard labor that
had damaged her health. My grandmother, who lived with
us, fed me by cooking rice until it was very soft. She put
the rice into a small cloth bag and shaped it, fashioning a
breast to feed me.

The Voice of Freedom
I was fortunate that my father

was a doctor. My father’s name
was Shijun Liao, and he was
born in 1921. When he was
fifteen years old, my grandfather sent him to study to
be a doctor under a famous
Chinese doctor, Lu Shiqi. My
grandfather died when my
Photo: My father at thirty
father was twenty. During that
time my grandmother and my father owned the second
floor of the Guanhuan Hotel in Changsha, and on that
floor he maintained his doctor’s office, while my grandmother operated a Chinese medicinal, herbal store much
like an American pharmacy. In 1947 my father was
twenty-six. Through the proper introductions, he met and
married my mother. My mother’s name was He Yunlin,
and she was four years younger than my father.
My father practiced medicine in his office, and my mother
helped my grandmother provide the medicinal herbals.
Business was good at first, but finally my family had to
close their hotel businesses because of the civil war
between Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai-shek. During that
war, wounded soldiers would fill the hotel, and my parents spent all of their financial resources in treating their
wounds and feeding them. At the time, my father believed
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that the Communist
Army had to be
better than KMT
because the Kuomintang officials
ordered Changsha
be set on fire in 1938
during the Second
Sino-Japanese War to
Photo: Changsha fire
keep its wealth from
the Japanese. The result of this
fire made Changsha one of the most damaged cities during
World War II.
After the New China had risen, my father, with the help of
a friend, built a new business establishing a wholesale steel
supply company in 1950. The business prospered along
with my father’s career as a physician. But the Chinese
government controlled all news media, and anyone who
was caught listening to an unauthorized radio station or
reading unapproved newspapers was severely punished.
My father loved to listen to the radio station Voice of
America ever since it began broadcasting to China in 1942.
I can remember when I was a very little girl that my father
would listen to the radio following the news on Voice of
(continued on page 26).

The Voices of Freedom
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

I

painted twice on two different canvas compositions. The first canvas was 48 x 36 inch, and I
was too focused on the characterization of the
figures in that composition. During the painting
process I stopped and stared at a new canvas 48
x 24 inches. The reason for the new composition
was to capture a deeper understanding of the
meaning and emotions of the story. People find
it interesting that to get my concepts on canvas,
I paint for hours at a time while I’m standing up,
rather than sitting, over many months.
It is hard work and takes time. Also, finding the
correct models for my human figures can be
very challenging. Often I used one head from
this model on the body from another model,
and adjusted the faces from my memory. This
is part of my process of bringing my truth from
the darkness of concept, emotion, and even confusion to the light of clarity and beauty.
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America. When I began to grow into an adult, I realized
my American dream was due to the seeds planted in me
by my father. Voice of America was his only lifeline to
hope and to the possibilities that, one day, freedom and
opportunity would return to our homeland. My father
had to hide under a blanket with his radio to adjust the
position of its antennae to locate the signal of the radio
station. When I was a child, it looked to me as if he were
playing a game with the radio antennae as he moved
about under the blanket. It was funny to see my dad
kneeling beside his bed, a blanket thrown over his head,
antennae and arms struggling under the blanket and then
sometimes outside of it, almost as if he were assembling
a tent. I was four, and I wanted to join in the fun. But
my grandmother held me close to her as I sat on her lap
in one of our few chairs. My mother was standing next
to the window and carefully listening to any movement
outside in case a nosy neighbor might discover what my
father was doing, and report us to the authorities. This
sight of my mother and grandmother so watchful seemed
to turn them to stone, as their faces were so serious. The
air was frozen in the room. Their muffled whispers and
furtive glances at each other seemed to suck the air out
of the room along with any of my childish fun. In the
cacophony of swirling antennae and the crackling and
buzzing of radio waves colliding with geophysical
properties, finally the antennae found their target. I could
hear a person speaking through the tiny box my father
held in his hand.
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Anticipation joined fear and hope as they all sneaked into
the room with the radio programs on Voice of America.
When the radio program would crackle to life, it would
electrify each of us, but with vastly different results. My
dad was risking everything to experience the moments of
hope the voices could provide. To him, they were tangible
evidence that there was some fairness in the world. For
my brother, who stood as a sentinel at the door, they were
the voices of the enemy. He grew tired of keeping guard
for so long, and he was very sleepy. He was not happy
watching my father “play” the radio, because he knew the
Chinese government would not allow such defiant
behavior. My brother’s body and mind got stuck between
the doors of the old world and this new world. Here in
this new world, he thought that if our father was
uneducated and poor our life would be better. At his age,
he could not distinguish between what was right and
wrong in this new world. But he loved my family, and he
would do what my mother told him to do. My mother
and grandmother knew the risk if we were caught
listening to Voice of America. At the very least it would
mean prison for my father, leaving them to provide for
the family with little chances of survival. At the most it
meant dishonor and death for my father. The voices
resonated differently in me. They were calling me. I
wanted to go toward them, to the life they promised to
the kind of life my father dreamed would one day be ours
once again.

Father’s First Descent
into Prison, 1955
China began the “San Fan and Wu Fan” movement

against the Capitalism that existed in China since 1953.
The “San Fan,” or Three-Anti Campaign, was launched by
Mao Zedong in 1951 a few years after the founding of the
People’s Republic of China. The three targets of this
campaign were corruption, waste, and bureaucracy
problems. However, instead of ridding Chinese cities of
corruption, this movement turned into a series of
campaigns that consolidated Mao’s power base by
targeting political opponents and Capitalists, especially
wealthy Capitalists. Citizens were encouraged to spy on
their neighbors, write incriminating letters, and go to the
police to accuse any person who owned land or a business
as a “San Fan.” The police would arrest the owner, put him
or her in jail, and confiscate the property or business. Tens
of thousands were humiliated, imprisoned, and tortured to
confess they had “embezzled” their property that belonged
to the state. Hundreds of thousands committed suicide.
The “Wu Fan,” or Five-Anti Campaign, was a similar
movement against bribery, theft of state property, tax
evasion, cheating on government contracts, and stealing
state economic information. Launched in January 1952, it
was designed to target the Capitalist class. The Communist
party set a very vague guideline of who
could be charged, and it became an all-out
war against the bourgeoisie in China. Deng
Xiaoping warned the people “not to be
corrupted by Capitalist thinking.”

was too young to understand all the changes in our lives
after my father went to prison. He had some idea of what
his imprisonment would mean for his family, but he could
not have imagined just how hard a time my mother with
three young children and my grandmother would have
after he was taken away
Father’s Descent into Prison,
48 x 36 inches, oil on canvas (page 28)
The painting uses a closed composition, especially with respect
to the figures. My concept in this painting is to view an unfortunate event that happened in my family at a moment depicting
each figure’s emotion and activity. Sunlight comes into the building, but it still has a feeling of coldness, despair, and melancholy.
Out of the sky the dark clouds symbolize a storm coming. Two
banners are on the door, translated into English as “Happiness
and perfection are coming” (left) and “Long itinerary of good
fortune and spring forever” (right). The banners have a satiric
meaning about the idealistic life of Chinese communism.
My father (left in front) holds his head in his hands, knowing
many hardships will happen to his family after he leaves for
prison. It also depicts my mother’s sadness as she very slowly
packs my father’s clothes. The face of my sister Tao (in the background), appears in pain as she grieves over my father’s forced
departure while she is looking at my parents. My grandmother
(right, front) tries to calm herself and be strong for her son. I am
only a year old, and cannot not understand what is happening
in our family. My brother is slightly older and may understand a
little as he carefully peeks at our father.

Mao was able to harness a series of campaigns and control the media in order to
channel the great dissatisfaction and
frustration the people had about
political and corporate corruption. Like
many dictators before him, Mao manipulated the people’s hope for a better life to
consolidate his power base. The same
tactics may be observed in the 2016
election of the President of the United
States. In this midst of these campaigns, my
father was an example of a Capitalist, and
he was considered an enemy of the state
under Mao Zedong during the movement.
In 1955, the Chinese government imprisoned him for six years for being a
“Capitalist” and for “dissatisfying” the
Chinese Communist Party. It was a huge
disaster that befell my family, although I
FATHER’S DESCENT INTO PRISON
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Father’s Descent into Prison, 48 x 36 inches, oil on canvas

Father’s Descent into Prison (Abstraction)
14 x 11 inches, acrylic on canvas

Father’s Hopelessness (triptych),
48 x 24 inches each, oil and sand on canvas
(page 30–31)

I designed my painting about my father as a triptych

(page 26). A triptych is a work of art divided into three
sections on the three canvases or panels that are hinged
together and can be folded shut or displayed open. The
first painting describes my father’s imprisonment and
the darkness of his life beginning. There is a poster on
the wall that means “to admit guilt to Chinese people.”
High on the wall, a small window represents my father’s
lack of hope for escaping imprisonment, escaping his
powerlessness of providing for his family, escaping the
loss of his success as a doctor, and escaping the torment
of his loss of social status.
In the second painting, a large poster hangs from my
father’s neck with a paperboard cap on his head. He
stands on a stool outside while he is being punished as a
“Capitalist.” This was a common method of the times, to
publicly ridicule those who had offended Communism
by being “Capitalistic” or for committing other crimes
against the people during the Chinese Cultural
Revolution. This was done because the “Red”
Government and Red Guards wanted to show how
much they followed Mao’s directives by punishing
otherwise good people. A dark tornado rolls across the
sky in the second painting to symbolize the Chinese
Cultural
Revolution, and under a Red Sea of Red Guard.
During the Cultural Revolution, hundreds of millions
of students joined the Red Guards. They were politically
naive, unquestioningly following Mao’s ideology. Mao
used the inexperienced minds of young people and the
ignorant minds of the uneducated to achieve his
objectives and forge his power.
In the third and final painting, I wanted to design a
silent, hopeless, and melancholy environment. In the
corner of a room, a table has fallen to the floor. A noose
hangs from the ceiling with indications of my father’s
final ending. On the wall hangs a Chinese poem by the
famous Chinese poet, Wen Tianqiang, titled “Asking
God.”

Father’s Hopelessness, 14 x 11 inches, collage
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Father’s Hopelessness (triptych), 48 x 24 inches each, oil and sand on canvas

Chinese poet by Wen T
tianqiang, titled “Asking
God”
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Mother’s Burden
While I was growing up, my

mother said she had noticed
that my personality was
different from that of my
brother and sisters. I was
more of an adventurer, which
occasionally would cause me
trouble. No words can describe
my love for her. That love lit
the fire in me to fight for my
Photo: My mother’s final
daughter’s life. Her acceptance
photo before she went to
and often pride in my
heaven
adventurous spirit as a child
aided me in the attainment of my American dream as
much as the Voice of America did. My mother received
only small rewards for her kindness and charity. More than
anyone, she tried her best to walk the tightrope between
the traditional and modern cultures. My mother was an
elegant woman, with two natural dimples that made it
seem she always had a smile on her face. Although she was
from an upper-middle-class family in Xiangyin, Hunan
Province, despite her promising origins, war and social
turmoil filled her childhood. She was a very kind, conservative, and traditional Chinese woman who suffered
much distress throughout her entire life. Yet she offered
her love and her heart to her family and her children.
My father’s Capitalist accusation resulted in discrimination
against my family in multiple ways. My mother needed
to take care of my grandmother, Tao, Qiang, and me, and
I don’t now how she withstood the stress. I was scarcely
more than a baby at the time of my father’s first imprisonment. Because the Chinese government taught the mantra
that Capitalists were very bad, my family endured much
social persecution. My mother and my grandmother had
to sell almost everything we had to obtain food for us.
Worse still, in our city, my father’s criminal status as a
Capitalist meant that no one wanted to hire my mother.
She finally got a job transporting building materials by
using a hand-drawn wagon. I still have the strong image
of my mother suffering as she toiled away at pulling full
wagon-loads of the construction materials from a storage
building to the builders on the construction site.
The distance from the storage building to the construction
site was about one mile. On the way, however, was a steep
hill of about one quarter-mile in length called the Tiangxin
Ge. Many times that my mother could not pull the wagon
up the hill. It seemed such a hopeless and unending
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situation. My brother and I would wait after school for my
mother to come up the Tiangxin Ge hill. When we saw her
approaching, we would run to her and try to help her up
the hill by using the force of our very small bodies to help
push the wagon up the hill.
All through these difficult times my mother would come
home with a happy face and a positive attitude because
she loved her family and did not want us to share in her
misery. Many times I saw my mother crying secretly in the
bedroom. I was so sad for her, and I just hoped that I could
help her. From her I learned to have willpower, which has
been very useful during my life. Unfortunately, willpower
alone couldn’t save my mother: she died in 1988 at a
relatively young age.

My Aunt Yun
T

he stories about my family
would be incomplete without
including my aunt Yun. Yun
was two years younger than
my mother, and she loved my
mother very much. She told me
how my mother had helped to
raise her after my grandmother
died. Yun was only six years
old, and my mother was age
eight. My grandfather did not Photo: My aunt
take care of his two daughters,
and left them to suffer torture
from their grandmother, my “three-inch feet” great-grandmother. I remember my aunt telling me many times that
her sister, my mother, was more like a mother to her than a
sister. My mother did not talk about her childhood, but my
aunt talked about how my great-grandmother had treated
both of the girls terribly and how my mother tried to
protect my aunt from the “old witch,” as Yun often called
her grandmother. In my next painting I will tell the story
of my cold-blooded, three-inch-feet great grandmother.
My mother and her little sister did not have a nurturing
family life when they were young, so my mother showed
her little sister lots of love. My aunt Yun was a beautiful
woman, a charming young lady, outgoing, passionate,
active, and culturally liberal. My mother said my
personality was in many ways like that of my aunt. My
mother was patient, quiet, and less adventurous. When my
mother married my father, my aunt told her family that

she wanted to live with my mother in Changsha. My father
and my grandmother understood why Yun did not want
to stay, so she came to Changsha and moved in with my
parents.

Forced Army Marriage
My aunt yearned for more in the New China and was

chosen to be part of a performance group called Xinjiang
Production and Construction Corps (XPCC), founded in
1954. The XPCC was a semi-military governmental
organization closely connected with the Chinese Army,
and much like the American USO. The recruiters lied to
my aunt and many other young women by telling them
they would travel north to entertain soldiers at the Russian
border. The long trip began in Southern China and went to
the North by truck, but they had to take the last hundred
miles on foot across a desert, where some of the young
women died along the way.
The secret that my aunt had never imagined was that the
Communist party wanted the XPCC women as brides to
be forced into marriage with soldiers at group wedding
ceremonies. When my aunt found out about the army’s
plans, she wrote a letter to my mother, complaining about
the situation. My aunt found out that the army had
arranged a marriage between her and the army officer,
Min, for whom she worked.
The army held a collective army wedding for all those
involved in the arranged marriages to the men chosen by
the army. She and the other young women finally received
the army orders for their arranged marriages. The orders
contained the date for the group wedding. She went on to
say that, after the women received their orders, weeping
filled the women’s quarters. My aunt told me that many of
those women had miserable marriages throughout their
lives.
Luckily for my aunt at that time, she was in her twenties.
Unfortunately, many of the others were much younger.
Some of them were only high school or even middleschool age. The women and girls were very sad and angry,
but they knew that they could not disobey the army’s
orders. Their only choice was to submit to the marriages
or commit suicide. On the night before the big collective
army wedding, many of them did take their own lives
rather than be married to men they didn’t know. My aunt
knew one of the women very well who killed herself before
the wedding. Another woman who refused to participate
in the marriage ceremony was shot. My aunt was lucky that
Min was a good man and very nice to her. He also had a

very gentle personality. Min eventually worked as a leader
in the business department of the local government in Xinjiang. Most of the soldiers, including Min, were from poor
backgrounds and were uneducated and illiterate. My aunt
eventually taught Min to read and write. She also tried very
hard to help him in his career.
During my family’s difficult times, my aunt and my uncle
gave my family help financially and in spirit. My aunt
helped my father to hide at their home by using Min’s high
status. They had three children, one girl and two boys. My
aunt died the year after my mother passed away.
Forced Marriage (page 35)
36 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting: My aunt Yum (tall figure) and other young
women and girls are walking through the Xingjian desert. They
are so tired, and they begin to feel their future is hopeless. Some
women died on this part of the journey. My aunt’s story is part of
the Chinese “hidden history,” told only by these women’s family
members, such as my aunt. There is little public documentation
or information online because the Chinese government did not
want the truth of this historical event disclosed.

Mother’s Burden (page 34)
30 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting: My mother’s experience pulling the wagon was
the inspiration for my painting Mother’s Burden. In the summer
of 2009 my friends Matt and Vance traveled to China with me to
attend a series of my lectures given at my college in Yiyang City.
We visited Tiangxin Ge in Changsha, and I asked Vance to take a
picture of me as my mother pulling a wagon.
When I returned to America, I visited my daughter, who was
living in a very small apartment in Connecticut. During the visit,
I had a desire to begin work on this painting, and I bought a
24 x 30 inches canvas, oil colors, and brushes. I set the canvas on
the chair in the kitchen. I was able to paint very quickly because I
had the fire in my heart and the image in my mind. I exaggerated
the construction materials as too heavy, and the hill too high,
to create a hopelessness and unending situation of physical
and emotional struggle. The poster in the painting translated
means “Cheers to the Mao’s Red World,” meaning “Life Is Good.”
However, Mao’s new order was good only for a few who were in
power. Life was not good for millions of people who were
starving and who died.
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Mother’s Burden, 30 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

34

MOTHER‘S BURDEN

Forced Marriage, 36 x 24 inches, oil on canvas
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“Three-inch” Feet Step-Great-Grandmother

Painting: “Three-inch” Feet Step-Great-Grandmother,
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (page 38)

In order to paint HeShi, my step-great-grandmother, on

May 27, 2009, I traveled back from China to Tianxin for a
personal interview with my step-aunt, Si, about my
mother’s family history. My aunt was my friend when I was
a young woman, but we had not seen each other for more
than twenty-three years. My aunt and uncles helped by
recounting their memories of my step-great-grandmother
and my mother’s family.
My step-great-grandmother had her feet broken and
bound at the age of three because her parents followed the
Chinese tradition among the wealthy. HeShi’s three-inch
feet caused her great pain, especially when she attempted
to walk even short distances while she was aided by others.
Perhaps because of her pain and the fact she had the extra
burden of providing for my grandmother, my mother, and
my aunt, she was ill tempered and often abusive to others.
In contrast, my grandmother and mother were extraordinarily kind and loving to their children and to other
people. My grandmother died when my mother was a little
girl, and I benefited greatly from the loving kindness they
gave our family and me. The combination of these very
different societal interpretations of how to treat family
members gave me a unique perspective of my culture and
its shift during the Cultural Revolution.
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My mother’s step-grandmother, my step-great-grandmother, was born sometime in the late nineteenth century
into a wealthy family in Jiangxi Province, the province just
east of Hunan Province, where I was born. For simplicity I
will just call her my great-grandmother, which she was for
all practical family matters. HeShi’s family owned a great
deal of land where she was born in Pingxiang in Jiangxi
Province. When she was three, her parents began the
painful process of breaking the bones in her feet and
binding them. Eventually, the foot binding inflicted by her
parents restricted her feet to a length of three inches,
considered the perfect length for a woman’s foot. A
three-inch foot was referred to as “lotus foot,” the ideal in
beauty.
As a result of her foot binding, HeShi would never be able
to walk normally because of the destruction of the bones
in her feet. During the binding process, the bones are
actually broken repeatedly. This practice caused her, as it
did many wealthy girls of high culture in China, to become
disabled. In addition, for many girls and women, including HeShi, foot binding was an extremely painful process,
causing emotional and psychological scars for many of
them for the remainder of their lives. For her entire life, my
great-grandmother could walk only very short distances
within her own house, either with the aid of a chair as a
walker or with the aid of one of the many servants within
the household. It was obvious to me, even as a young child,
that walking was a painful endeavor for her.
The reason for foot binding was that it was a wealthy
family’s symbol of high culture. It was imperative for an
upper-class family to have their daughter’s feet bound. If
they weren’t, her prospects for marriage within the upper
class would have been severely limited. My great-grandmother learned from her mother that an upper-class
woman’s lotus feet symbolized richness, culture, and

“THREE INCH” FEET STEP-GREAT-GRANDMOTHER

beauty, and that a “good” man (that is, upper-class man)
would find much beauty in a woman’s three-inch lotus feet.
In reality, it was a very sick ideology, but still today many
Chinese men think that women who have small feet are
more sensual.
So to be able to marry a good man depended on the
three-inch feet. Eventually, HeShi’s ideal feet helped her in
obtaining an arranged marriage. She married into a very
wealthy upper-class family and moved to live with her new
husband in Xiangyin. Unfortunately, I have little information about the man, except that he was much older than
my step-great-grandmother. Shortly after her marriage,
when my great-grandmother was just sixteen years old, her
husband died, leaving her childless. Because of the social
rules of the time she was not allowed to marry or to date a
man for the rest of her life.
I recall she was known by the name “He Liu Shi” (Mrs. He
Liu). She kept her so-called widow’s chastity, and she never
married again, even shunning any company with other
men. This side of my family is very complicated, but I hope
the following will help to simplify it for the reader. I refer
to HeShi as my “step” great-grandmother because, after her
husband died, she had no children of her own. Eventually,
she adopted a boy from her late husband’s family, a
younger cousin of her late husband. That boy was destined
to be my grandfather.
The boy whom HeShi adopted was born about 1907 and
was named Zi. He studied to be an engineer, and worked
with the Chinese railroad system. My great-grandmother
adopted him primarily because the boy was from her late
husband’s family, and according to the old Chinese traditions, she could make him the heir to her late husband’s
property, keeping the property under the He family name.
He became my grandfather because HeShi arranged for
him to marry one of the household servant girls. This was a
common practice during that time. After my great-grandmother’s adopted son and the servant girl were married,
they had three children, including a daughter who was
destined to become my mother.
My grandfather lived and worked in Tiangxin, and he only
occasionally visited his family . He did not love his wife,
and did not pay any attention to his two girls. He knew
his stepmother treated his wife, my mother, and my aunt
very harshly. However, after my grandmother died at a
very young age, I have no further information about my
grandmother except that she was about the same age as
my great-grandmother. My mother took over the responsibilities after her mother died, and with the help of my
aunt they did all of the housework, cleaning, cooking,

and serving their younger brother and HeShi. Also, my
great-grandmother required my mother to sleep with her
after Grandmother died so that my mother’s small body
warmed HeShi’s disabled feet. While sleeping, my mother
was not allowed to move whatsoever. If she did, HeShi
used her long, sharp nails to pinch my mother’s hands or
her legs.

My Cruel Step-Great-Grandmother
Years later, when my mother was sick in the hospital

near her death, she showed me her hands where HeShi
had pinched her and dug her fingernails into her small
hands so severely that it left scars. My aunt told me that
my great-grandmother did not allow her or my mother
to eat much food. Many times she used a needle to stick
my mother or my aunt when they tried to get food from
the table. HeShi told them that they needed to wait until
she and my uncle finished eating before they could eat the
leftovers. Many times not much food was left for them, and
the two sisters had to endure their hunger together.
After my grandmother died, my grandfather married
again, but his new wife lived with him in Tianxin. Grandfather’s new wife, my new step-grandmother, was a nurse.
She was much nicer to my mother and aunt than HeShi
had been. When my grandparents came to Xiangyin, they
saw the poor conditions in which my mother and aunt
were living. They looked thin and sick, so my grandfather
and new step-grandmother decided they should take my
mother, aunt, and uncle to go live with them in Tianxin.
Bless my new step-grandmother for taking my mother and
aunt out of such a bad situation.

Photo: My grandfather is an engineer (middle),
teaching mechanical skills to his students at a
factory
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“Three-inch” Feet
Great Grandmother
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting depicts HeShi, my stepgreat-grandmother. The feelings I tried
to evoke in this painting are limitation,
isolation, and loneliness. All of her life
HeShi was limited to her home. Because
of her unnaturally small feet, she needed
help to walk, often holding onto a chair
as she moved painfully from room to
room. Most of the time, she sat in
meditation, praying to Buddha. The
Chinese traditional culture destroyed her
humaneness and feelings of compassion
for others. She could have chosen to love,
but she chose to be a hateful woman who
transferred her own sorrow and pain
onto her granddaughters.
Rather than choosing to show her as she
was mistreating her family members, I
chose a composition to portray HeShi
in sorrow, counting her Buddhist rosary
and praying to Buddha on her lonely bed
in a very sad and hopeless situation. Her
beautiful three-inch shoes sit on a small
stool next to the bed in shadow. The chair
in the room is a further reminder of her
inability to walk unaided. On the window is still glued the character “Happy”
from her wedding ceremony, a blessing
that was not bestowed on her. The point
of view of the figure and objects is from
above in a stark room with only one
small window. It symbolizes her environment as a prison cell.
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“Big Feet” Grandmother
Photo: My grandmother always wore
a hat to hide her long beautiful hair

M

y father’s mother lived her life
on her terms, and I was fortunate
to have my “Big Feet” grandmother live with us. While most
young women were forced to follow the cultural traditions, she did
not. Instead, she managed to live
an extraordinary life when it came
to following her mind and her career before the “New
China.” I heard many amazing stories about my grandmother. She was also very knowledgeable about Chinese
herbal medicines, and she was so accurate at measuring
the herbal ingredients for the medicines that she used
only her hands without the use of a scale. Throughout my
life, people often referred to me as being brave, and this is
because of my grandmother with unbound feet.
My grandmother was born in 1900, and her parents were
strong enough to reject the tradition of foot binding.
Thus I call that grandmother “Big Feet.” After her parents
died, she left home to escape her drunken first husband
(through an arranged marriage) to find a better life. Such
behavior was unacceptable in those days. She was always
kind to me even when she corrected me as a child, and I
believe my grandmother gave me courage in my later life.
Chinese women’s feet held great symbolism in Chinese
society for centuries: the three-inch feet showed the family
status (wealth), and were considered more beautiful in the
more traditional culture, whereas “big feet” (normal-sized
feet) meant that the family was poor, “wild,” and not part
of the traditional culture. In the lower socioeconomic status, a wife with big feet was thought to be difficult for her
husband to control. In the traditional Chinese culture,
when a woman married a man, the purpose of her life
was only to follow the man for her entire life. Even if
her husband died very young, the man’s wife was not to
marry again or be with another man, as was the case in
great-grandmother’s life. There were many strict rules
about how a woman’s life was to be controlled.
My grandmother’s parent’s families were middle class and
educated, and they had my grandmother very late in life.
She was their only child. They loved my grandmother very
much. When my grandmother’s parents tried binding their
daughter’s feet, however, my grandmother cried and cried
in pain. Because my great-grandmother had experienced

the terrible pain from the tradition of feet binding, when
my grandmother cried so much, my great-grandmother
then decided to forgo the bindings and let her daughter’s
feet grow naturally. My great-grandfather loved his daughter very much, so he went along with his wife’s wishes. He
also provided my grandmother with the same education
as a son would have received, in defiance of the Chinese
culture of the time. Back then, if a woman received such
an education, she was perceived as being less virtuous, and
not as easily controlled by a man.
When my grandmother was sixteen years old, my
great-grandfather began to worry about his daughter’s
prospects for marriage. In the traditional culture, it was
the father who had total control over every aspect of his
daughter’s marriage. The process of arranging a marriage
was called “Tiqing” (matchmaking), but no one would
come to his house for the purpose of arranging a marriage
for my grandmother, because she had acquired the bad
reputation of having “big feet.”
It was a great shame on a family’s household if a girl never
married or even if she married late in life. Finally, my
great-grandfather found a lonely man whose parents had
died when he was very young, and brought him to come to
live in my great-grandparent’s home. The man was from a
noble family, but he inherited no wealth. Perhaps he’d been
cheated out of his fortune at a young age. My great-grandparents owned a small farm, but the man did not know
how to work on a farm. Soon they realized that he was lazy,
and he became a drunkard. There is a Chinese saying, “A
man takes a drink, the drink takes a drink, and the drink
takes the man!” My grandmother did not like the man and
did not want to marry him. However, if she did not marry
him, she would dishonor my grandmother’s family. My
grandmother felt she had to marry him to preserve her
parents’ honor. So she married him when she was
seventeen.
My grandmother’s parents had to help their daughter and
the lazy son-in-law to make a living. Life was not easy for
my grandmother and her parents, and my grandmother
was not happy with the man she married. Consequently, my great-grandfather was very sad about his daughter’s unhappiness and poor prospects for the future. My
great-grandfather died shortly after my grandmother was
married and my great-grandmother followed her
husband in death shortly thereafter.

“BIG FEET” GRANDMOTHER
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Grandmother Runs Away
from Her Husband

Sad as it was losing her parents, their deaths provided my

grandmother with the opportunity to free herself from
her husband because at that time there was no way for
a woman to divorce her husband. The day came that my
grandmother decided to leave her husband and her home,
and she secretly ran away from her hometown in order to
search for her own life and happiness. In preparation for
her escape, my grandmother covered her face with grime
from the stove to camouflage her face and to hide her
beauty. It was very dangerous for a young woman
(page 41) to walk alone. She traveled far on foot, day after
day, and month after month. Through those long months,
she begged for food and slept in temples along the way.
She traveled as far as she could from her hometown so that
no one would know her history when she found her new
home.
After several months traveling, she was very hungry and
thirsty when she walked into the village of Liao in Hunan
Province. She knocked on the door of the village leader,
Liao Yitang, to beg for food and water from him. He
invited my grandmother into his house, and after she had
eaten and drunk he gave my grandmother water to clean
her hands and her face. As she washed her face, her beauty
began to appear from under her disguise of soot from the
stove.
As my grandmother’s beauty was slowly unveiled to Liao
Yitang, he was very attracted to her, and he was interested
to know about her. He was a highly cultured man, but he
did not agree to the torturous foot-binding tradition. At
first, he asked my grandmother to work for him as a housekeeper, as his wife had recently died. My grandmother
accepted his offer because of his kindness, and because she
also saw an opportunity to cease her burdensome traveling
and live relatively comfortably for that time. After a while,
Liao Yitang asked my grandmother to marry him, and thus
he became my grandfather. They married when my grandmother was about nineteen. I never knew my grandfather,
but I have heard stories about him being an upper-middle-class farmer who was honored and respected by the
people of the Village of the Liao. My grandfather was born
in 1890, and I have no information about the year he died.
My grandmother died in April 1970 at the age of seventy.

Sister Tao Goes to Heaven
M

y sister Tao, who was born in 1949, was five years older
than I. She died in 1958, when she was only nine. My
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sister’s death had an enormous impact on our family. I
remember that my brother and I held each other in
confusion and emotional pain while we watched my
mother and my grandmother crying very sadly. My father
was so overwhelmed with grief that he cried like a crazy
man. He had recently come home because he fell ill while
in prison, and also to see his youngest daughter, Jin, born
shortly before Tao died. The morning of Tao’s death, my
father walked with her out the door on her way to school.
Before she left, she said goodbye to my parents for what
was to be their final farewell. She and her classmates died
while they were performing manual labor considered a
part of their learning at school. The school and Chinese
government refused to take responsibility for my sister’s
death. Nor could my parents afford the luxury of voicing their anger at the injustice of how my sister and her
classmates were treated, because my father was considered
a “prisoner.” Finally, the Chinese government gave seven
Chinese dollars (about ninety cents U.S.) to my parents for
the cremation of my sister’s body.
After Tao’s death my family did not want to talk about her,
because it was too painful. Tao had been in the second
grade, and she was very talented at music and dancing.
My mother told me that one day Tao would teach to me to
dance and sing. Since she was the oldest sister, she helped
my parents with the housework. At the same time, school
children learned by doing manual labor, which they
performed when they had breaks from their class work.
One day, during their class break, my sister and her
classmates sat along a wall outside their school. Behind
that wall was an enormous pile of coal dust from the coal
factory next to the school. The students used their small
hands to form balls of coal for heating the school. I want to
remember Tao, and I want others to know about her and
the “accident.” I wanted to create a painting about my sister
to keep her memory alive and to tell her story. In 2006, I
visited Changsha try to find information about it from our
local government, but I could find nothing there. Finally, I
visited a woman, Li Aijie, who lived next to the school and
was one of the witnesses to my sister’s death. Li Aijie was
eighty years old in 2006 and still lived in the neighborhood
where the school was once located. According to her, the
pile of coal suddenly shifted against the wall, collapsing
the stone wall, and covering the children with stone and
coal dust. First, the school staff and Chinese police pulled
my sister and others out of the rubble. They put Tao, who
was still alive, in a classroom on a desk but forgot her. My
sister bled to death on that desk. As I write, I shed tears
again for sweet little Tao, one of many who did not survive.
I preserve my beloved sister’s memory in this book and on
canvas, so that she, her classmates, and others like them
throughout China may not be forgotten.
Sister Tao Goes to Heaven, 48 x 24 inches,
oil on canvas (page 43)

“Big Feet” Grandmother

48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

his painting shows my grandmother leaving her
lazy, drunkard of a first husband and her house to
secretly run away
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The Feast of the Tiny Mouse (details),
40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas (page 47)

Sister Tao Goes to Heaven (Abstraction)
11 x 14 inches, acrylic on canvas

The Feast of the Tiny Mouse (Abstraction)
14 x 11 inches, acrylic on canvas

oil on canvas (page 45)
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The Secret Egg Exchange (detail), 30 x 40 inches,

Sister Tao Goes to Heaven
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting about my sister Tao
was a very difficult process for
me, and I designed a number of
compositions for it. I started with
a design of the classroom where
she died on a desk. Outside the
classroom her soul goes to heaven.
The painting’s concept was that in
heaven she finds happiness after
her death. However, when I painted
the rough draft of this composition,
I felt it communicated too much
pain. This seemed in opposition to
my goal of depicting positive hope
for her and achievement of her
final paradise.
Next, I designed an abstract style
of my sister flying in the sky with
lovely flowers and angels surrounding her. I found a beautiful girl to
pose as a model but I changed my
mind, because I decided to keep
my series of paintings in a similar
style. I sketched many compositions and wrote many ideas for the
painting but finally composed the
painting in which my sister says
goodbye to my parents and walks
out of the door for the final time.
There are four posters inside the
room, and outside on the wall. On
the left is Mao Zedong’s picture of
his speech in 1949 at the beginning
of new China. The poster on the
right wall is a picture of a student
studying. Outdoors on the left
poster is writing that means “Long
live of the people’s commune.” Outdoors on the right is a poster that
means “Head for Communism’s
Utopia.” The empty chair in the
painting is always waiting for my
sister to come back home.

The Secret Egg Exchange
T

ao’s death was still a shadow over my family when my
father returned to prison. My family had experienced
many political movements since Mao’s New China. In
1958 Mao Zedong led the Great Leap Forward campaign,
and it aimed to quickly transform the country from an
agrarian economy into a socialist society through rapid
industrialization and collectivization.
Chief changes in the lives of rural Chinese included the
introduction of incremental but mandatory agricultural
collectivization. All private farming was prohibited, and
those engaged in it were labeled as counter-revolutionaries and persecuted. Restrictions on rural people were
enforced through public humiliation sessions, and social
pressure as well as people subjected to forced labor.
The Chinese government limited city residents in purchasing rice with forced ration tickets. The government
expected farmers to follow new ways of farming connected
to the Soviet tenets of collectivization. These methods of
farming combined with government quotas of grain yields
and unusually dry weather that left no rice for the people
to eat. It’s not that there wasn’t any rice, but that the rice
was mostly reserved as a kind of tax to be returned to the
government. Thus rice rations were a more important
currency than any other food.
My grandmother told me that even the farmers did not
have enough rice to eat, and some tried to raise chickens
and hid their eggs in exchange for rice tickets from residents in the city. My grandmother was desperate to collect
ration tickets to trade for rice. My cousin and her son had
eggs that were perfectly acceptable for eating. Since the
rice kept the Communist government off her family’s back,
my cousin would try to sell her eggs in order to gain the
rice tickets. Her son hungered to eat the eggs, but instead
spent his days at his mother’s side in trying to exchange
them for rice tickets.
The Secret Egg Exchange

30 x 40 inches, oil on canvas (page 45)

T

he Secret Egg Exchange (next page) depicts a strong memory
of my grandmother’s account of that event. I designed the woman in the composition from the memory of my distantly related
cousin; the boy is her son. The boy’s face looks very tired
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and hungry. He wishes he had an egg to eat, but his mother
needed to exchange the eggs for some rice ration tickets both to
feed her family and to fulfill their annual rice obligation to the
Chinese government. The painting includes five banners. The
banner in the foreground reads, “Cut the tail of Capitalism.” The
banner located slightly left of center encourages farmers to farm
in accordance with a legend in which a unit of land was able to
produce much more grain than thought possible. This unattainable expectation was applied to farms assigned to produce for
the state, and it meant there was very little left over for families
to eat. The poster on the pole on the left reads, “Focus on Grain.”
The long white poster reads, “Long life to the success of the
Chinese Cultural Revolution.” The long red poster at the top
means, “Hold high the flag of Mao Zedong’s ideology.”

The Secret Egg Exchange (Abstraction), 14 x 11 inches,
acrylic on canvas

Girl wearing Red Cloth, 24 x 20 inches, oil on canvas.
The girl was my first model for Tao’s painting.
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The Great Leap Forward started in 1958, and caused the

Great Chinese Famine, which ended in 1962. According to
Frank Dikötter, in his book Mao’s Great Famine: The Story
of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe, “at least 45 million
people were worked, starved or beaten to death in China
over these four years (1958–1962),” and he asserts,
“Coercion, terror, and systematic violence were the very
foundation of the Great Leap Forward” and it “. . . motivated one of the deadliest mass killings of human history.”
My grandmother often called the Great Chinese Famine
the “Three Bitter Years” for Chinese peasants. My family
and millions of other families experienced terrible hunger
during these years. However, my grandmother was adept at
finding ways to feed us. By 1960, when the “Great Chinese
Famine” was at its worst, millions of Chinese died from
starvation. The natural disaster was compounded by Mao’s
insistence on collectivization (a Stalinist theory of industrialization that forced peasant farmers from individually
owned farms to join large collective state-owned farms
focused on production for the greater industrial good, but
it often led to shortages of consumer goods). People would
go for months without meat or any kind of fat for cooking.
My grandmother and mother often went without food so
that my brother and I could have what little there was to
eat. This was not an uncommon story among the Chinese
people. Nevertheless, my grandmother’s humor and my
mother’s unending commitment to a peaceful home still
stood out.
After one particularly long stretch of meals without meat,
my brother and I sat down to a bowl of cooked food. And
miracle upon miracle, the bowl was not just rice, but also
had meat! We ate with great intensity. After finishing my
helping of the deliciously smoked meat that tasted like bits
of bacon, I stretched out my bowl toward my grandmother
and asked for a second helping. She told us there was no
more. “Why isn’t there anymore, grandmother?” I asked.
With a wry smile on her face my grandmother replied,
“Because I only caught one mouse!”
My grandmother was so lucky she found a mouse after the
Chinese campaign led by Mao Zedong against the “Four
Pests.” Mao identified the need to exterminate mosquitoes,
flies, rats, and sparrows before the Three Bitter Years. My
brother told me that he made a slingshot, and he had much
fun with his young partners by shooting sparrows after
school. The masses of China were mobilized to eradicate
the birds by banging pots and pans or beating drums to
scare the birds from landing, forcing them to fly until
they fell from the sky in exhaustion. Sparrow nests were
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torn down, eggs were broken, and nestlings were killed.
Sparrows and other birds were shot down from the sky,
resulting in the near-extinction of the birds in many parts
of China.
My family was fortunate to live in the city, as we had a little
rice to eat. My grandmother told me farmers had a very
terrible life, and she tried her best to help the people who
came from Liao village to visit our home. We did not have
much food, but my grandmother always tried to prepare
some food to give them. One story was about a mother
who told her daughter to eat her mother’s heart after she
died. My grandmother and my mother cried when they
heard of this story. The two women were very wise, and
kept their silence as the best way of protecting our family.
The Feast of the Tiny Mouse,

40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas, (next page)

I

n The Feast of the Tiny Mouse painting (next page) my grandmother is sewing while my brother licks his bowl, and I ask
my grandmother for more food. My mother is shown in the
background, hanging a poster that says “Peace” on the wall in
the kitchen. This was the time when my father, a doctor and
Capitalist before the New China, was in prison for having naively
offered a suggestion when government officials asked for ideas
to improve the economy. Their request for suggestions was their
way of identifying and punishing anyone who did not blindly
follow their orders. The banner represents my mother’s quiet
battle to maintain the concept of peace while we were surrounded by Maoist government banners. Phrases on the banners on
the wall around the door include “Communism Is Chinese
Ideal Heaven” (to the right of the door), “Determined to Follow
Socialism” (to the left), and “Rich Food and Rich Clothes” (above
the door).

T

his abstraction painting of The Feast of the Tiny Mouse (page
42) is one example in which I began with a photographed image
of the Feast, and then modified specific images such as the table,
chair, and bowls by altering their realistic representation. Using
Photoshop, I modified these forms by duplicating one bowl
and making it larger, showing its emptiness, and then warping
figures, banners, and walls to show them twisting as if they were
being pulled into the center. I severely warped the ceiling and
surrounding walls to create a dark vortex in the center of the
painting. In this way the realistic ceiling and surrounding walls
were warped out of recognition to represent something other
than their original meaning and context. The warping of these
elements into a drain or black hole symbolizes pulling everything into an abstracted vortex of chaos and confusion the same
way the Chinese Cultural Revolution drained Chinese society
of its productive citizens, sucking them destructively into the
black hole of its backward ideology, attempting to crush out of
existence the best that China had to offer.

The Feast of the Tiny Mouse, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas
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Selling Beans on the Street
My father was first sentenced to six years in prison. An

additional year was added because he had a bad dream and
was yelling, “A flood is coming, a flood is coming!” This
shout caused unrest among his fellow inmates, especially
because he was held in high regard as the prison doctor.
The prison was run by poor people without any experience. My mother told me there were many sick prisoners
and pregnant women without enough doctors. Fortunately
for them, my father volunteered his services as a physician,
and delivered a number of babies. I remember one of my
father’s friends telling me that he was a very good doctor,
and well liked by his patients because he quickly diagnosed
the illness in order to stabilize their condition faster. In
1962 my father was finally released to come home. My
youngest sister, Lin, was born, and he was so happy to
see his new baby. However, it was also very painful for
my father when he saw how impoverished his family had
become. He heard the news about economic reforms led
by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. Liu, who was from our
Province, and whose home was not far from our city, was
publicly acknowledged as Mao’s chosen successor in 1961.
Despite the promise of the reforms, my father saw the
necessity of finding new opportunities to keep his
family alive and contacted his old business partners to
reopen his Chinese herbs business.
He traveled to Guangzhou and other cities to purchase
Chinese medicine. I remember there were many large jars
filled with the Chinese herbs in our back yard, but my
father’s business did not last for long. Mao distrusted Liu,
and Liu lost his power because it was decided that free
trade was wrong. I was too young to understand what was
happening and I remember only my mother and grandmother in a panic and how horrified they were when two
policemen took my father from our home. The regime
again punished him as a Capitalist, and trader as an herbal
speculator. When I grew up to study Chinese history and
Mao’s New China, I was able to grasp some understanding
of the political struggles and the complexity of his ability to
manipulate people to maintain control. He was as ruthless
as many of the Chinese emperors in our earlier history.
My father went to prison again, but I could not locate any
information on how long he was in the prison this second
time.
My brother and I experienced a little of the “Capitalist”
experience that my father had. Besides catching mice,
my grandmother was ingenious when trying to feed her
grandchildren, if not always successful. When my father
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was jailed a second time, our family was without any
income. The country was at the end of the Great Chinese
Famine and my baby sister had just arrived. In order to
fortify my mother and feed my siblings and me, my
grandmother borrowed some broad beans from our
neighbors and cooked them. Instead of eating them, she
sent my brother and me to sell them in hopes of getting
money to buy enough rice rations to feed us all. Before
we left she warned us to be secretive because selling was
considered free enterprise and under the Maoist regime
that was illegal.
My brother held the beans in a bamboo shoot, and we
tentatively asked people if they wanted to buy them. I
remember being scared to ask anyone to buy the beans
because we knew from seeing our father taken away by
police that selling was dangerous and illegal. As we walked
through the streets of the city we tried to use our cute little
faces to sell to the people we met along the way. The
humiliation and the fear of this search for the right buyer
were so overwhelming we did not see the men in armbands coming toward us. They were called the Red Guard.
We tried to run, but it was too late. They grabbed us, and
our beans scattered into the crowd. The men pulled us by
our arms into a very large room, where we saw many other
people who had been caught practicing Capitalism. We
were there for many hours, but because we were so young,
they just lectured us to stay away from Capitalists. They
told us that if they caught us selling again, they would send
us to jail.
When we got home we were still panicked, especially my
brother, who seemed to have a better understanding of
what had happened. My grandmother was stricken with
fear, regret, and anger that we had to bear political pressure
at such a young age. After that, she never asked us to sell
anything ever again. Even now when I try to sell my
paintings I remember those times. I am very uncomfortable when I try to sell my work or anything else!
Selling Beans on the Street
30 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (next page)

For this painting I used an old photo of my brother, Qiang, and

me, and placed us in the streets of the market, where we tried
to sell beans to get enough food for our mother and new baby
sister. Individual free enterprise was illegal in the New China,
which is represented in the poster on the wall behind us. It reads,
“Destroy the Free Market.”
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Discrimination
Because of My Father

My mother and my grandmother were very good friends,

as was not the case in many Chinese families. Most such
relationships between the mother-in-law and her daughterin-law were in conflict because the mother-in-law sternly
ruled the household, ordering around the daughter-in-law
like a servant. In contrast, ours was a very loving home
where both women worked in harmony to provide as best
they could. I don’t know how the two women managed for
the four children to have enough food and warm clothes.
I received a great benefit from observing my grandmother
and mother, and learning the importance of changing the
negative experiences that came our way into positive ones.
All of us experienced discrimination from our poor-family
classmates at school. They called us “Pups of the Five Black
Categories,” after the five groups that Mao Zedong
considered enemies of the Revolution. These groups
included landlords, rich farmers, anti-revolutionists, bad
influences, and rightists. On the other hand, Mao categorized groups of people such as members of the Communist
Party of China, poor and lower-middle peasants, workers,
revolutionary soldiers, revolutionary cadres, and revolutionary martyrs (meaning their dependents) as the Five
Red Categories. This new Red/Black class distinction was
used to create a status society. People in the Five Black
Categories were separated out for re-education, humiliation, beatings, and persecution. Mao believed that
victimizing these people, as well as other groups of citizens
such as teachers, educated intellectuals, and enemies of the
Communist Party, was a necessary component of initiating
the changes he thought necessary in the Chinese culture.
He believed that those who were victimized either
deserved it or became better citizens as a result of it.
According to a speech by Jiang Qing, Mao’s wife and Party
leader, “If good people beat bad people, it serves them
right; if bad people beat good people, the good people
achieve glory; if good people beat good people, it is a
misunderstanding; without beatings, you do not get
acquainted and then no longer need to beat them.”
Sometimes Red Guard were very mean and verbally
abusive toward us. For example, they forced me to clean
our public bathroom even when I was sick, but my grandmother always helped me to change my grievances into
positives. She taught that my working hard would bring
a happy life into my future. I am also very thankful to Ze,
my sports teacher, and Cu, my language teacher. They were
very kind to me, and Cu opened opportunities for me to
show off my dancing and singing talent at factory per50
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formances. She also allowed me to read banned books in
secret during my school break. Later I studied violin from
Ze. I also found out his father had been a priest at a Christian church in Changsha and had committed suicide. Cu’s
mother found a way to immigrate to America years later.
My mother, who saw I longed to read and learn everything
I could, gave me two cents a week to rent a banned book
from a bookstore next to her work. I still remember the
book, Red Building. At the time my mother worked as a
cashier at a small market. I don’t know how she had saved
the two cents for me every week. Lucky, my aunt saved
some money from their limited income, and sent it to us to
help buy food. Their generosity to us helped enormously
because we had so little and we were often cold and
hungry.
My father finally came home from prison when I was ten
years old, but there was another storm cloud hanging over
our family. The local Chinese government ordered my
father and the entire family to move to a farm. My mother
was very bold in response to these orders, and she went
to our local government to apply for a divorce from my
father, and to have custody of all us children. She told the
government that her father and her sister were members
of the Communist party, and she was from a “Red” family.
She was successful in getting the orders changed without
having to proceed with the divorce, and the local
government also let my father stay in Changsha.

My One-Dollar Dream
Once again my father tried to make money and provide

for his family. He found work washing dirty machine rags.
He secured the job by promising a quick turnaround for
the clean rags, which had to be washed and dried within
one day. To meet his deadlines, he enlisted the help of the
whole family. He, my mother, and the neighbors would
boil the rags in water with a very caustic soap, similar to
lye soap. Then my brother and I would rinse the rags in
the river while my sister and grandmother would guard
the rags as they dried in the sun. My brother and I really
had the easiest part. Washing the rags in the harsh soap in
the heat of the kitchen was grueling work. The toughest
job was that of my sister and grandmother because thieves
would push them around and sometimes beat them in an
attempt to steal the rags as they lay drying on rocks by the
river.
To keep myself from being too scared for my sister and
grandmother, I would try to keep my mind occupied. As I
rinsed the rags and beat them with a mallet, I would dream
of finding money hidden long ago under someone’s bed
or tucked inside a folded rag. One day as I was rinsing the

My One-Dollar Dream, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

51

rags I saw a paper floating toward me on the river. As the
paper drifted closer, I saw that it was a dollar! My heart
nearly stopped, and I could not breathe. Could I be lost
in one of my dreams and imagining it? No! It was a real
dollar! I thought if I could only reach this dollar, then I
could buy anything I ever wanted in the entire world. I
swiftly but gingerly walked out into the river and then
carefully reached out with a stick to close the space between my dream and me. With the precision of a surgeon,
I extracted my prize from the river before anyone noticed.
I hid the dollar in my pocket, checking on it often. Usually
after a long day’s work, I was exhausted and hungry, but
on that night I was not, because I had a dollar and an idea.
I decided that I would not tell anyone about the money,
because it was “found money,” which meant it belonged to
the government. I didn’t want any more guards coming to
the house or my father going to prison again. This is what
I told myself to justify what I did with the money. The next
day, I made my excuses and went to the store alone and
spent the whole dollar on candy that I ate in secret.
Immediately afterwards, I felt very guilty that I hadn’t
shared my candy with my hungry family. My brother, sister
and I often did our best to help our family with what little
work they were able to obtain.
My One-Dollar Dream, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas (page 51)

T

he painting My One-Dollar Dream is a realistic painting of me
at the river, rinsing rags for a local machine factory and finding a
surprise floating by me. A dollar!

My Brother Joins the Red
Army and My Father Escapes
to the Xinjiang Desert
W

hen Mao launched the Chinese Cultural Revolution in
May 1966 I was twelve years old. Mao ordered the closing
of schools and universities, and encouraged students to
destroy old schools, temples, and museums, and to attack
their teachers. Mao used the Chinese young people who
lacked political experience in order to achieve his purpose,
which was to begin a purge of the Chinese Communist
party of his political enemies, including the highest levels
of government. Many esteemed leaders died as a result of
physical and mental suffering. One such leader was Liu
Shaoqi. My older brother, Qiang, was fifteen years old.
Along with many other young people, he was very excited
about the revolution. Qiang had been hurt emotionally as
a result of social discrimination, isolation from his
classmates, and verbal abuse. He told me many times that
he hated our father when the family went into hiding for
him so he could listen to the “Voice of America.” He
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wanted to separate from my father, so Qiang joined the
Red Guard to go on a free trip with his group to Beijing,
and he did not ask my parents’ permission. My mother
found out about his plans to leave home through Qiang’s
traveling partner’s mother, but our mother did not stop
him.
My father found machinery that made hemp rope, and
he started a processing business. He wanted to help our
family and our neighbor to make money, so he created
a small factory at our home and in our backyard. Such a
business, however, must be under the name of a member
of Communist leadership. Our district office sent a man to
take charge of my father’s business. The man’s family name
was Wei. He received his pay as a manager while my father
did all of the work, including the finances, but Wei had a
key to the cash box. My sister Jin was eight years old, and
we learned to use the old hemp rope machine by moving
our feet and hands to make the ropes. We worked all day
with no time to play because we had to meet the deadlines.
My mother worked every day and into in the evenings. I
remember she appeared to ride on a big scissor-cutting
machine that was very strenuous. My grandmother took
care of my youngest sister, Lin, and did all the cooking.
My father had figured out how to operate the machines
without any instruction or a manual, and then he taught
everyone how to operate the machines.
One morning my father went to get money to pay the
people who completed a big project. To his surprise, there
was no money in the cash box. My father and Wei were the
only ones who had a key to the box. My father
immediately knew who took the money, but he did not
have a right to appeal, because he would go back to prison.
He came home to discuss the situation with my mother.
With my mother’s support, he escaped by running away
to Xinjiang, where my aunt lived. I don’t know how my
mother faced the investigators when they came to our
house about my father. My mother had the appearance of
a weak woman, but she had a very strong mind when it
came to such an important event.
Qiang came back from his free trip traveling by train along
with many other young people involved in the revolution.
He was tired and hungry, but no longer interested in being
a part of the movement. He recounted events about how
badly people behaved, and how there was chaos everywhere he traveled. He finally gave up because of the cruelty
he witnessed, and he missed our family. Then he found out
our father had gone into hiding to escape going to prison. Only my mother knew of our father’s secret location,
as they were willing to do anything possible to avoid his
return to prison.

My Father Goes to for Prison
the Third Time
Unfortunately, two investigators from Changsha were

assigned to the case of looking for my father. During the
course of their investigation they visited my aunt in
Xinjiang to question her about my father. My aunt had
a very strong personality, and her husband, Min, held a
leadership position. She used Min’s status in an attempt to
ward off the investigators. Min was considered very “Red”
in his status. He also loved my aunt very much, as she was
his only family. My aunt told the investigators that she had
not seen my father and that as far as she knew, he was not
in Xinjiang.
After some time in hiding, my father found work as a
doctor for the Xinjiang Production and Construction
Corps, which was stationed close to the Soviet Union. He
made the mistake of sending a letter to my mother, asking
her to move our family to Xinjiang. The Changsha
investigators intercepted my father’s letter, and they found
him from the return address that he had used on the letter.
He was then apprehended and sent to prison the third
time. I had a half-brother, Dong, the son of my father’s
first wife, who had died when she gave birth to Dong. My
half-brother moved to Xingjian when my father went to
prison his first time in 1955. After this all happened to my
father in Xinjiang, the local government then found out
Dong’s true family status as a “Capitalist.” Because he was
the son of a convicted Capitalist, the local government
started treating him and his wife very badly. Finally, they
could take it no longer, and Dong and his wife moved back
to Changsha because in Xinjiang they could not withstand their treatment, which included discrimination at
work. Such leaders treated them like second-class citizens, calling them “Blacks,” as in America some years ago,
when negroes were commonly called “niggers” in a harsh,
cruel, demeaning way. “Blacks” were “shunned,” as some
cultures do to isolate people. Neglect is often considered
worse than abuse by some sociologists.

Sister-in-Law Goes to Jail
Finally, my father was released from his third prison

sentence. As Wei became very sick to the point of death,
he told our local government that he’d stolen the money.
During the Cultural Revolution, my father incurred
harassment for being a “Capitalist” and a convict. One
night the police came to our home to take my father to the
police department. Right after they left, my half-brother,
Dong, came to our home in a hurry. He told us that the
police had just taken his wife, Qiu, to the police
department. One of the policeman told Dong that his
wife was a member of the counter-revolutionaries. They
had received a report from one of her coworkers that Qiu
had spoken badly about one of our leaders, Vice Chairman Lin. The story was that Qiu and a female coworker
had been lingering in Wuyi Square after their work in
the afternoon. There was a huge portrait painting of Vice
Chairman Lin that hung in Wuyi Square. Qiu had told her
friend that in the portrait Vice Chairman Lin looked like a
monk.
Afterward, Qiu’s friend reported Qiu’s “counter-revolutionary words” to the local police department. The head of
the police then assumed Qiu was a member of the counter-revolutionaries, and that my father had influenced her
into her counter-revolutionary behavior. My father had a
police record as an undesirable Capitalist and the police
knew that my father had just come back from prison. My
mother was shocked! My half-brother hurried to look for
an attorney to help save Qiu’s life. I then became responsible for bringing food to my father and Dong’s wife while
they were being detained at the police department for the
few days before they went to court. The Red Guard, the
rebel organizations, and other political groups came to our
home frequently to search for “Capitalistic” items. In other
words, many groups had the right to forcibly enter our
home at any hour to steal whatever they wanted.

Photo: Bole, Xingjiang, where my aunt lived and my father
escaped to Bole Xinjiang from Changsha, Hunan (map)
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Mao’s Execution of Formal Education
M

y parents told us to be very careful about what we said outside our home. In 1968,
Mao encouraged Chinese students to desire a “natural education” from poor farmers.
From 1966 to 1976 most colleges, middle schools, and high schools were closed or
destroyed. Mao motivated high school students dissatisfied with the college
examination system to rebel against their teachers. Students felt they had the power to
torture their teachers, burn books, and destroy classrooms to further the purposes of the
Revolution. My brother, Qiang, applied to be “educated” at a “natural farm,” seeking to
get away from our discrimination and mistreatment. In doing so, he thought that his life
would be better on a farm very far from our persecuted, professional family.
Unfortunately, on the farm my brother found himself enduring the terrible hardships of
hunger and continued persecutions. Qiang and many young people’s worlds
were destroyed by these “natural education” hard labor camps.
Schoolgirls who went to these farms often had more terrible lives than
schoolboys. According a Chinese government report by the Chinese State
Council of Educated Youth in 1973, seventy percent of schoolgirls sent to the
“natural farms” were raped during the Cultural Revolution. Thank God, Qiang
advised me to stay home with my mother, and he took my place when it would have
been my turn to go to a farm. So I was not required to get a “natural education” on
a farm. His experiences are an example of what most Chinese boys his age had to
endure, resulting in many subsequent hardships that haunted them for the remainder
of their lives.
Mao’s Execution of Formal Education, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

The concept for this painting (page 45 ) begins with a ransacked classroom. Chinese

textbooks (language, mathematics, physics, chemistry, art, etc.) and classroom
furniture have been thrown around the room by the classroom’s own students in
protest against the school. The students now follow Mao Zedong’s new movement, the
Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966 and encouraged students to overthrow their
own schools because the schools were considered breeding grounds for Capitalism. In
the left corner of this painting we see Mao’s picture inciting the students for the Chinese
Cultural Revolution. Six banners are seen throughout the room, translated as
“Determined to follow Chairman Mao” (left on window), “To accept farmers’ education”
(right on window), “Farming is the youth world” (under the picture of Mao), “Break the
old world” (on the globe), “Confucius, go to Hell” (on the bookshelf), “Reading books has
no value” (on the desk), and “Destroy Capitalism” (right on the desk). All of these phrases
were often used during the Chinese Cultural Revolution.
Outside the window is a farm where a few youth are being “educated” (working) in the field;
one poster says, “Learn from poor farmers.” During this period banners and posters such as
these, as well as many pictures of Mao, were seen everywhere in China. One youth standing in
the field holds his head in anguish over the obliteration of his future by being sent to the farm.
Photos: Li Zhengsheng; taken during the Chinese Cultural Revolution (middle and below)
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Mao Execution of Formal Education, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas
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My Welder Journey at Age Fourteen
In 1968 I turned fourteen. When my

Photo: BiLan at age fourteen

brother left home in hopes of escaping
mistreatment as the son of a Capitalist,
he went to one of the farms for his
education. I was the oldest child
after my brother left, and according to Chinese culture, it was my
duty to take on more responsibilities to help my family.
I had great respect for my
father because he boldly
persisted in exploring new
careers to provide for us. He had
changed greatly by the third time he’d
been in prison. Though he talked less at home,
at night I would hear him tell my mother that he
wanted me to study welding to become a technology
worker. He knew I would never become a professional
under the new system. He also told me that any
government would always need technology workers, and
that I would always be able to earn my living as a welder.
He worried that I would have the same trouble he had. My
brother told me that I was more like my father: I was
intelligent and had the spirit of adventure. My father
influenced me to be bold and explore new things, even
though he did not want me to pursue a professional path.
But I would never be happy working as a welder for the
rest of my life. I had my dream because the books I’d read
influenced me to look for a more scholarly life. I was
young, and I loved books and learning new ideas. Though I
was too young to really understand much about a “career,”
I knew I wanted to get more education and go to school.
Photo: BiLan at age fourteen (right)

Red Rebels Break an
Agreement with My Father
Unfortunately, my age and gender within the Chinese

culture as well as the Cultural Revolution all meshed to
limit my choice of career. So I felt my only option was to
follow my father’s guidance. My father started a new
company, and he hired two highly skilled employees. One
man was a welder, and another man was an iron builder.
My father taught himself an entirely new vocation by
reading mechanical engineering drawings. These three
men were from upper-class families, so they had been
labeled “Capitalist.” My father was a very good
businessman, and very skilled socially. He got two
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companies to make
an oral agreement to
accept his work. One was
from a chemical factory in
Changsha, and the other was
a chemical factory in Yueyan
City. Both factories required
contracts to be signed. My father
was not allowed to sign any
contracts, because he was labeled as a member of the
“Five Black” category. So my father worked out a deal
by going through a Red rebel group organized by a young
couple. The leader provided a letter for my father. He
would receive some percentage after projects were
completed.
During the revolution, workers discontinued many of
their jobs so that they could work for the revolution. They
organized many different kinds of Red rebel groups, and
there was often fighting among the groups. Every day we
heard news about deaths and buildings being burned by
these competing ideological groups. The world we lived in
was not safe.

Red Rebels with Guns Surround
Our Home
One weekend I came home from work to find many

armed men with guns surrounding our house. They were
from one of the Red Rebel groups. I walked into the house,
and my grandmother told me they wanted money for an
uncompleted project at the factory. My mother secretly told me to wait on the street to stop my father from
coming home. In fact, my father had come home before
me, but when he saw our house was surrounded he walked
away. My father did not come home for three days, but
wrote a letter to the leader to explain that when he
received the money he would pay the men. Finally, my
father borrowed some money to pay them, and they left.
After this experience with the Red rebel group, he knew he
could not continue with any future agreements with these
rogue bandits.

Art Enlightenment
My father arranged for me to learn to be a welder from a

welder he hired. I called him Teacher Wan, and his family
lived on a farm. My father told me Wan was a very talented

welder even though he was only sixteen. The Chinese
government had punished him for being a rightist because
he’d spoken too freely. I studied with him in the evenings
and on weekends. He was a very kind man, and he tried
his best to teach me. After a few months, he told my father
I was a fast learner and ready to start my welding career.
I could weld flat, vertical, and different angles. Though I
had just turned fourteen, my father pushed me to work
as a full-time welder, and soon I was working without
needing supervision from Wan. I worked at the project in
Changsha while Wang worked in Yueyan. While working
at the factory in Changsha, I met two men who were twin
brothers, and both were artists. They worked as graphic
designers and inspired me to study art, which further
fueled my desire for an education. I talked to my father
about my dream, but he was not happy. I was surprised
when he told me that I had too much Capitalist thinking
for such a young girl. I was too young to understand that
he was trying to protect me. I had my first disagreement
with my father, and he forced me to stop having any
relationship with the twins. Then he had me transferred
to work in Yueyan. I could come home only on the weekends by boat. But the youngest twin, Qian, and I met in
secret when I arrived in Changsha. My relationship with
my father was no longer the same after our fight, and there
was now a distance between us we’d never had before.

Away from Home
for Survival

By chance my father met an engineer named Chen at the

Jiangxi Fengcheng Steel Factory in Jiangxi Province. The
factory had a demand for more work. They agreed that my
father would train more skilled workers. My father went to
his home village, Liao, to meet with his childhood friend
Liu, who was a leader of the community. My father then
persuaded Liu to open a company for training these
ironworkers. My father would train the Liao village
farmers to learn the skills necessary to work in the factory.
Because he was concerned about the poor conditions of
the local farmers, Liu agreed to collaborate with my father.
My father chose ten men and one woman from the village
to learn the trade and go to Jiangxi. My teacher, Wan, and
I also traveled to Jiangxi for the welding work. My father
stayed only a short time before he went back to Changsha
to build the training center. After their training was
completed my father would send them to the factory to
work with us. I had my fifteenth birthday in Jiangxi, and
celebrated it alone. My mother was too busy with her
job to come visit, and she was also taking care of my two
younger sisters with the help of my grandmother. My
mother was a traditional Chinese wife, and my father was
the master of everything regarding our family.

People told me I looked more mature than my age. The life
far away from home forced me to take on the responsibilities of an adult. I worked primarily at night because there
was more electricity available then. Every day I walked
miles to the factory from the hotel where I stayed. I taught
the factory president’s daughter how to weld as a part of
my father’s contract. She was only a few years older than
I, and we developed a friendship that we celebrated with
a picture of us taken together at the local photo gallery.
Every week my friend Qian continued to write me letters
encouraging me to go to school. I did not understand
about love, but his letters were very important for me to
reduce my loneliness, as I was far away from my mother.

Father Discovers My Secret Letters
Unfortunately, my father found out about my letters from

Qian, and he made a special trip to Fengcheng, Jiangxi. I
knew I was in big trouble the moment he handed me one
of Qian’s letters. I never before saw my father in such a
rage. He reminded me that Qian was ten years older. He
said that if I did not stop all contact with Qian, he would
contact Qian’s boss. I knew what serious trouble this would
be for Qian, so I was forced to write Qian and ask that he
stop the correspondence. For a long time, I hated my father
and blamed him for my feelings of loneliness and isolation.
When I became a mother, I understood better about my
father’s worry for me, and his need to protect me.
My teacher Wan was like a father to me during this time.
One of his students named Tan told me that Wan had
talked with my father, reminding him that I was just a
teenage girl, and that my father had been too stern with me
about the letters. In addition, I learned so many welding
skills from Wan, including how to climb to great heights to
weld the most dangerous projects. As a person who loves
challenges, I had fun when I was thirty feet up in the air
like a spider-woman working on a special project.

Photo: (Right) The Jiangxi Fengcheng Steel Factory president’s
daughter (right) studied welding under me in 1969
Photo: Fengcheng Steel Factory water tower. So many times I
climbed the water tower as training for my welding work.
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My “Crazy” Music Teacher
During this time, I lived in a hotel, and across the hall

lived a “crazy man” named Bo who was also a musician.
The hotel officer warned me about him. Later, I learned
that he did not really have any mental problem. Bo had
been a famous composer in the Chinese Navy. He and his
wife were sent to the factory because they were educated.
When the Chinese Cultural Revolution began, the Red
Guards punished him and his wife as “Capitalists.” Bo and
his wife were sent to Jiangxi Province by his naval force
unit and then were separated. She was sent to work at a
tractor factory in Nanchang, while Bo was sent to a farm in
the countryside close to Fengcheng. Bo’s job was to watch
over the cows on the communal farm as they grazed. Bo
acted like a madman, singing all day. Farmers’ children
threw stones at him, and gave him trouble when he was
watching cows in the countryside. Many times the cows
ran away because he chased them away.
The farmers worried about Bo because it appeared he had
mental issues. The farmers’ chief went to the Fengcheng
City’s administrative office to complain about him, but he
was lucky because the administrative office was looking for
a musician to write songs for the Fengcheng Steel Factory. The farmers’ chief was happy that Bo would be gone,
and the administrative officer was happy to have the right
person for the job.
So Bo lived at the hotel, and his new job was to write songs
to be sung about the factory’s achievements. The factory
had recently been honored with the title “Red Star Steel
Factory” in Jiangxi Province. The Fengcheng City leader
wanted to promote the honor. So Bo slept during the
daytime and worked overnight. Often, he would sing his
songs in the middle of the night and wake people up.
For that reason many who lived there did not like him. I
worked the overnight shift for a few months when I first
began there and lived at the hotel, so I did not notice Bo’s
eccentricities.
After a few months, my schedule changed to daytime work.
One day I awoke up to Bo making noise early in the
morning. The next day when Bo was sleeping I saw a drum
outside Bo’s door. So I picked up the drumstick, beat the
drum loudly several times, and ran away to work. When
I came back to my room from work, Bo stopped me. I
thought maybe he was angry with me, but he was very
much the gentleman and introduced himself. He asked me
to join his singing and dance group. I was
interested because I loved singing and dancing. The
dancers were workers from the factory. Bo told me that the
dancers were not good at dancing or singing, but he could
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not complain to them or to his boss about them because of
his status.
I met his wife when she visited him in Fengcheng. She was
a very sweet and elegant woman. Bo commented about me
to his wife, telling her that I was mature for fifteen and that
he believed that there was more than being a welder in my
future. I was fortunate to have friends like Bo after losing
Qian. Later, Bo gave me a photo of himself and his wife to
remember them. Unfortunately, somewhere along the way,
the photo was lost, but I will always remember him and his
wife from that very important time in my life. Bo’s songs
are still part of my mind.

Father Forced to Work at
Government Factory
Teacher Wan returned to the farm in Changsha to avoid

political trouble in 1970. My father also received orders
from the Changsha local government to work at a new
street factory as an engineer, and to provide technical
training for a group of poor uneducated villain workers,
who were Red Rebels. After Mao’s enemy, Liu Shaoqi, died
by using the Red Guards and Red Rebels, Mao sent many
Red Guard members to farms because they could not be
controlled due to their being uneducated and considered
hoodlums. My father did not want to work for the factory,
but he did not have his own choice. Later years he had so
much trouble at this factory.

Living in a Morgue
My father arranged for me to work on a final project with

five men from the Liao village while we built large steel
containers out in the countryside. My father had hired a
new young welder, Ye, and at our first meeting he made fun
of me. He taunted me with “Oh, you’re our child laborer, and you are your father’s moneymaker.” I just smiled
politely to him. During that time I was not outgoing, and I
trusted only teacher Wan and the musician Bo. My
father always warned me our troubles came from our own
mouths. In fact, he had gone to prison for speaking out,
and my sister-in-law almost went to prison because of her
“loose lips.”
I found out that this final job would not be at the factory.
Instead I would work in a wasteland in the countryside
very far away from the factory and the hotel where I lived,
and I had to find another place to live. All the men who
worked there lived in a large tent close to where the
containers were being made. The men would take turns
cooking meals, and I would have meals with them. There

Unforgettable, 48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (art statement on page 60)
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was no bathroom or place for a bath, and men just bathed
in a small river. Because there were no hotels or even a
farmhouse where I could be close to work, the factory
arranged for me to stay at an abandoned temple that had
been used as a morgue. It was now a dilapidated building
surrounded by many graves. The temple had once been
used to keep coffins inside as a temporary shelter before
they were buried in the ground, and it had also been
used for cremations. There were two rooms in the temple
building. A middle -aged woman who had come to work
as a surveyor lived in the larger room. My room was much
smaller, with one window located close to the ceiling, and
covered with old newspaper, with a simple, single wooden
bed next to the wall under the window. There was a gas
lantern that sat on a small old desk. There was no water or
bathroom even outside of the building. I was not typically a
fearful girl, but my courage was tested each night as I lay in
bed with the icy fingers of cold air flowing over my young
body, knowing I was surrounded by graves. Every night I
listened to the wind whistling between the gravestones and
by my window. I could also hear the time crier hit his bell
and shout out the time in the darkness. Finally, I would
fall asleep in the middle of the night. My roommate and I
would always wake each other when we had to get up to go
to the “bathroom” that was between two graves close to the
building. It was always very late when she got off work and
got back to the temple. She would have a male colleague
walk her back to our building.

My Grandmother Dies
Life was already difficult enough at the temple when I

received a notice from my family that my grandmother had
died. I felt very sad at the loss of my lovely grandmother.
I could not leave work to go home and attend the funeral,
since I did not have the money for the train ride there. I
worked for my father for two years, and he never paid me.
His excuse was that our family was so poor that I had to
help support them. Qiang also sent me a letter telling me
that his life on the farm was hopeless. Qiang and I were
close, and I cried for him and over the loss of my grandmother. I also missed my mother and my home in Changsha very much. It had been almost a year since I left my
home in Changsha. I wrote a truthful letter to my mother
about my life at the factory, that I wanted to come home
and I was afraid to live there. She was heartbroken when
she read my letter, and she influenced my father to allow
me to return home. I soon received her letter urging me to
immediately come home to Changsha from Jiangxi. The
welder, Ye, also received a letter from my father to confirm
that I could leave the factory, and there was an allocation
of money to buy a train ticket home. The next day, when
I went to the train station to go to Changsha, I saw Bo as
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he was traveling to Nanchang to visit his wife. We had not
seen each other since I moved out of the hotel. When I
told Bo I was going back to Changsha and would not be
working there anymore, he was very happy for me. He sang
a song right there at the train station to say goodbye to me.
So many people were surprised as they were looking at Bo
and me. I was so happy to go home and delighted to see Bo
that I did not care what they thought.
Unforgettable
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (page 59)

I

n 1969, I was fifteen and worked as a welder at the Fengcheng
Steel Factory, where I lived in the factory hotel. Like any child
away from home, I missed my family very much, but I was
fortunate to be among other workers who encouraged me to
continue my studies in secret and practice my music. After a
short time, I was told to move again, as my welding skills were
needed on another project. This project was located out in the
countryside far away from the factory and the hotel where I
lived. All the men who worked there lived in a large tent close to
the containers we were constructing. I was the only woman on
my work team, and I had to find another place to live. Finally, the
factory arranged for me to stay at an abandoned temple that had
been used as a morgue.
I designed the painting Unforgettable as a composition with three
visions that would incorporate the present, the past, and one of
the many reasons for my fears. The image of me playing the
piano begins my flashback to my experience of living in the
morgue, where my courage was tested. I was not typically a
fearful girl, but each night I lay in bed, cold with terror, able
to think only about being surrounded by the many graves and
ghosts. As darkness fell, I looked up at the window in fear and
listened to the wind whistling between the gravestones and by
my window. The long dark shadow behind me brings an
ominous sense of terror into the painting.
In the top left of the painting is another unforgettable part of my
journey. In 1985 when I was painting at the village of Kham, our
translator led us to an area that had been totally destroyed during
the Communist invasion of Tibet. He told us that when the
Chinese army bombed the village, the people ran outside to see
the airplane because they had never seen a plane before. They
had no idea the plane was dropping bombs, and that many of
them were about to be killed. Where a village had once stood
there were now only ruins with an ominous feeling of terror
hanging like a dark cloud over the deserted area. As we walked
through the remains, it was clear that the people in the area were
afraid of us. For many years I could not get the fear on the face of
the people off my mind. Their faces and my fears haunted me.
I continued to be afraid of the dark, and have bad dreams for
many years. Once again, I have found that painting about my
journey has helped me face my fears. For a long time, I was not
able to paint this part of my life, but I finally put my “fears” on
the canvas to release the tricks my mind had played on me to be
afraid. Painting and playing the piano are my therapy, and help

Coming Home
Photo: BiLan at age sixteen

My young sister Jin was waiting for me when I walked

out of the Changsha train station. She looked much more
mature than when I last saw her only a year earlier,
although she had just turned twelve. She had experienced
many stressful events when authorities identified our
father as a Capitalist. She told me that while I was away in
Jiangxi our family had to move into a small house in a poor
region.
We needed to walk about forty minutes to our “new”
home. While I was in Jiangxi, my mother never told me
why our family had moved from Xifu Road, where I was
born, to Yunong Street, a bad neighborhood. I had learned
that my parents did not want us to ask what was going on
in our family. We were to quietly trust them and to respect
their silence on certain subjects. On the way Jin led me
onto an old street called Yunong Street that was not very
wide. It was not designed for cars. On both sides of the
street there were many old buildings that stood next to
each other. All of the doors faced the street, and from the
buildings to the street the sidewalks were only about two
feet wide. However, there was no space for us to walk on
the sidewalk because the people who lived along Yunong
Street used the sidewalks to store their furniture. Many
families put tables and chairs on the sidewalk next to their
doors, using the sidewalk as a “dining room” space.

New Home on Slum Street
As we got closer to our new home, I began to notice a foul

odor in the air. It got stronger as we approached. I tried to
hold my breath and asked Jin about the origin of the smell.
She pointed to a building on the right side of the street. It
was an “excrement” station, where residents and city
workers came to dispose of feces. I saw many excrement
wagons parked along the street. Next to the excrement
station was a public bathroom, and my sister told me that
was the bathroom that our family used because it was
only a block from our home. She also told me that I would
become accustomed to the bad smell.

blocked our front door. Jin
led me around the corner
and then down an alley to
our home. The alley was
very narrow, and only wide
enough for one person to
walk through at a time. We
entered our house from the
alley. Finally, we were home. The building was a duplex,
and we lived in part of the building, with another family
living in the other part. We had a downstairs and an
upstairs for our living accommodations. My parents lived
on the first floor. There was a corridor used for cooking
and as a dining room.
My sister led me upstairs, where there was an open loft.
A paper wall divided two rooms, and there was no door
between the two rooms. Jin and our younger sister, Lin,
slept in the back room. The other room was for me. It had
been my grandmother’s room, before she had died while I
had been away in Jiangxi. My room had a door facing the
water station and had a very small balcony above the water
station. My family used the balcony to dry our laundry.
There were two windows in the house. My parents’ room
had a very small window next to the ceiling, but the light
was blocked by the building next to ours. There was also
a small window in the corridor. When it was a sunny day,
some light came through the window, but most of our
home was very dark, so we needed to turn the lights on
even during the daytime. Because there were no windows
in the loft, we opened the door almost all of the time. Jin
told me that the excrement station was very noisy early in
the morning every day, and the water station was busy all
of the time from six in the morning to later in the
afternoon. We did not have enough space to have a night
stool at home, so everyone had to go to the public
bathroom, even little Lin. I remembered my mother going
to work every day, and that my father traveled to Yuanjiang
to see Qiang at the farm. I felt overwhelmed by the changes
my family endured the year I was away, but I was so happy
be with my family again.

Our home was on the left side of the street on the
corner, but there was a water station against our house that
(continued from page 60) me to face my fears. I hope this painting will also help other people to
face their fears, and to be free to follow their dreams for freedom.
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Sister Jin the “Super Worker”
Jin had a lot of stress as a little girl trying to deal with the

effects of my father’s issues. All of us had a lot of pressure
on us, and we experienced many difficult times because of
the wrongs of Chinese culture and society, and Communist
Party politics. Jin told me she was not happy about her life,
and I felt sorry for her. I understood all too well what we
were going through during those difficult years. We were
too young to deal with the pressures, even though my
mother and my grandmother tried their best to protect us.
They gave their love to us as best they could.
Jin told me she lived in fear because government officials
could come to our home in search of Capitalist items and
contraband, and for any excuse to inquire about our father.
She said they had taken away almost everything of value, even a hand-warming plate because they thought the
copper kettle was a Capitalist item. Jin was only seven years
old, and she began to get a great deal of pressure from her
classmates because of the harassment of our family. She
was always afraid, and she often ran to hide, as people
would often come into our home to search it to confiscate
our possessions. Jin’s fear led her to choose the status of a
“Worker” because they had the greatest social respect and
honor. Educated people were considered to be “Capitalists”
and were oppressed. When I was in Jiangxi, she was about
twelve. She decided to begin the process of attaining the
status of a “worker.” My mother could not stop her, and she
did not speak with my mother for about a month.
My mother told me that she was very sad, and she did not
know what she could do. Soon Jin obtained employment
as a manual laborer at a building construction group. Her
job was to carry very heavy loads of dirt and stones on her
small shoulders, to be used to form building foundations.
Many times she would pass out on the road from hunger
and exhaustion. After regaining consciousness, however,
she would continue her work because she wanted the
designated honor of a “good worker.” She never went back
to school again, and any future opportunities were totally
and forever lost. When I spoke with my mother about my
concerns, she said that she and Jin had become very distant
for the first time. Jin would not discuss anything with her
for as much as a month at a time. This was the first time
my mother had ever complained to me about one of my
siblings.
Millions of Chinese shared distressing experiences like
those my family endured during the Cultural Revolution.
Many lost the opportunities to gain skills or education
that could help them later in life. This is the reason that so
many Chinese people my age worked so hard to help their
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children obtain the highest quality of education possible,
and to strongly encourage their children to take advantage
of educational opportunities. Painful memories of the
Cultural Revolution accompany us throughout our lives to
this day.
The Cultural Revolution was pulling my family apart! The
painting of my sister Jin illustrates how children had to
forego a formal education and the hope for a better life.
The painting depicts one person in the context of the
Chinese Cultural Revolution.
My inspiration for this painting is to describe her as a
poster child for children from the past and those present
who succumb to social pressures that made them forego
their formal education, along with the hope for a better
future. Even though this painting depicts one person, my
sister Jin, in the context of one event, the Chinese Cultural
Revolution should be understood on a grander scale.
Pressures are pressures regardless of how the pressure
arose. From the subjective depiction of my sister, we see
children and young adults often pressured to discontinue
their education for some other life pursuit. This work
represents the sacrifices made by many young people in
order to provide child labor in support of Mao’s Cultural
Revolution. While the elite leadership of the Cultural
Revolutionaries ate well while promoting communistic
equality, millions of Chinese children worked hard labor
for long hours with little to eat.
When I interviewed Jin, she told me about her very painful
experience during her younger years. At first she made me
promise not to write about her hard work at the
construction company. She cried so much from the
overwhelming pain inflicted many years ago, and she had
to stop telling me about it because the memory was so
painful. So she now carries her wound deeply buried in her
heart and soul.
I hope she will find the loving support and courage to
express her feelings toward healing from these past
experiences. She also reminded me that my mother retired
early, so Jin could take over her job as a cashier in a store.
Jin began working at the store at twenty-one, but she was
laid off at thirty-seven because of the bad Chinese
economy. Although she is a very honest and loving woman,
she did not have the confidence to face a new challenge. So
she stayed at home, happy to be with her family, and her
dreams disappeared. I am so pleased she married a man
who could support her and her family. She has a wonderful
son who is an intelligent and well-educated young man.

Sister Jin the “Super Worker”
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

his painting’s concept revolves around
a depressing theme. My sister Jin is falling
to the floor as she is carrying her tools. She
wants to be a hard worker to gain respect
and honor, and she wants to break away
from my “Capitalist” family because of
the hardships she has to endure. A light
comes through the roof, but the illumination is one of encircling darkness. There
are seven banners in the sky. The right one
reads, “Long life of the working class.” The
second from the right reads, “Salute to
the working class.” The third to the right
reads, “Long live Chairman Mao.” The dark
clouds symbolize the darkness of the time.

Sister Jin the “Super Worker” (Abstraction)
14 x 11 inches, acrylic on canvas
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Church into Factory
I had just turned sixteen in 1970 when I began to work at

a factory that had been a church. The Chinese government
did not allow any private enterprise during the Cultural
Revolution, because all enterprises belonged to them.
Although my father tried to arrange for his private
company to be structured under the Liao Village County,
I found out later that he got into a lot of trouble from the
Communist government in Changsha for attempting this
arrangement. The local factory where I worked in our
region was the Industrial Ventilating Fan Factory. It had
a short history, and the building had previously been a
Christian church just within walking distance from my
home.
Changsha had historical distinction as a famous
educational and cultural district before Mao. Going back
three thousand years, Changsha was an important center
during the Southern Chu period. Changsha was established after the first emperor of Qin Dynasty, who unified
China in 331 BCE. During the nineteenth century many
missionaries came to Changsha. One such missionary was
Hudson Taylor. He was a great British Protestant Christian
missionary who spent fifty-one years in China. He had
a heart of compassion for the people of Changsha, and
he managed to set up a mission in Changsha. There were
many church schools established during that period. Taylor
died in Changsha in 1905, and his remains are buried there
to this day. It was a terrible shame that the Chinese
Communist government closed these schools and
destroyed an effective educational system because of its
western influence. Mao’s mission was to destroy the old
China in order to build a new China that he could control.
Mao’s concept of building China’s new future unfortunately
brought about a future of tyranny and violence.

Brain Washing
My family’s “Capitalist” status earned the label “Black”

(as opposed to a “Red” Communist), and my official status
as a “Worker.” As a new worker I was required to attend
a two-day workshop entitled “Recall the Bitter and Think
Sweet.” The purpose of the workshop was to thank Mao
for bringing us a “happy life” and to always remember that
our previous life had been a “bad life” before New China.
All such workshops were to brainwash us into believing
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that we were to always follow Mao and the Chinese
Communist Party. Mao was effective in controlling
all news media, and he was very effective at using
thought-control methods to keep himself in power. Many
of my young coworkers accepted the indoctrination. I did
not believe in Mao or the Party because my family’s
experiences led me to think on my own, and to use reason
to find the truth.

Uneducated Leaders to Lead
Educated “Workers”
I was the youngest worker at the factory, so they arranged

for me to work overnight with two young men who were
about ten years older than I. One was a welder named Du,
and his father had been killed as a counter-revolutionary
in the 1950s by the Chinese government. Another worker
named Li built fans, and he was from a rich family. We had
a production quota to meet each workday but we worked
as a good team; sometimes we finished our job early. Even
so, we’d have to stay a full eight hours, ending the day at
6:00 a.m. Both Du and Li brought their own books to read,
and soon I learned that most of the machine workers were
professors, teachers, and professionals. Also, many of the
young workers were being punished because their families
were educated, and their parents had the same status as
my father. Most of them were self-taught on the machines
and learned their work skills on the job. There were also
some women who painted the fans in the final process of
their construction. Our two managers were men from poor
families, and our highest-level boss, Hu, was a member of
the Communist party. He was under thirty. Our jobs were
simple and very boring, and my colleagues and I talked
very little because the loud sounds of the machines filled

the room. It was so interesting when I found out most of
my young colleagues played Chinese musical instruments.
I was excited to find out that Li, my sports teacher from
primary school, was a violinist because I wanted to study
the violin. I asked my mother to buy a violin for me and
she agreed. I did not know it would cost my two months’
pay for the purchase. My salary was about twenty Chinese Yuan ($2.50 U.S.) per month. My youngest step-aunt
helped me to select my violin for forty-two Yuan (about $5
U.S.) at her shop. I was so thankful that my mother
supported me, and my father did not disagree about
buying such a luxury. Violin in hand, I went to visit Li. He
had offered to teach me and another student for free at his
home in his father’s former church, where he lived with his
mother. His father had been a pastor but had committed
suicide when the Cultural Revolution began. Despite the
sorrows of his family and mine, I had fun learning to play
the violin, and joined a music group with another young
friend named Zhou.
Life at the factory involved many propaganda meetings on
the weekends and evenings, and even in the middle of the
night. Whenever Mao launched a new campaign, or felt
the need for more control, there would be a meeting to
celebrate or study. Most of the time we would hold up
Mao’s picture or a large poster while we were walking on
the street in celebration of Mao’s new slogans, such as
“Long Live Mao.” There was one man with the family name
Yao, who was always busy writing the posters for our
meetings. Yao had been a university professor, and he
appeared to be in his early thirties. He had been sent to
work at the factory because of his father’s political status.
Yao’s father had worked as a high official in finance for the
Kuomintang (KMT) during the Chinese civil war, until the
KMT lost and fell back to Taiwan. Yao’s father decided to
stay in Changsha because he trusted Mao’s propaganda. He
was shocked when the Chinese army searched his
property and found gold that he had hidden in his house.
The Chinese government took over his house, confiscated
all of his gold, and arranged for him and his family to live
in a tiny one-room apartment on the second floor in a very
poor neighbor area. Yao was removed from his post at the

Photo: Three textbooks that my teacher,
Yao’s father, wrote for me

university, and lived with his family as punishment. Yao’s
career was destroyed, as was my father’s and the careers
of many in my generation. My highest-level boss, Hu, was
able to use Yao to promote his political needs through
Yao’s art talent. One of my colleagues told me about Yao’s
situation, and also mentioned to me that Yao was very
unsociable.

My Coworkers Offer to Educate Me
I was very surprised one day when Yao stopped me as I

was leaving one of our mandatory meetings and he
offered to give me art lessons. I was very excited at such
an opportunity and quickly agreed. He taught me to write
Chinese posters for our factory. Soon I was Yao’s assistant,
writing posters and designing pieces for our factory’s
bulletin. Yao then asked me if I would be interested in
taking lessons in literature and Chinese poetry from his
father at his home. I told my mother that I was studying art
with Yao, and also about the invitation to study literature
with his father. She knew they were good people, and she
supported me in getting an education whenever it was
available. The day I arrived at the house of Yao’s father, I
was shocked to see their large family all living in a very
small room. Yao’s father was very excited to have a student.
Since they’d arrived in their cramped quarters they had
received no guest because the neighbors knew the local
government was watching them. Their neighbors treated
them very badly in the belief that the family was an enemy
of New China. Yet I found that Yao and his parents were
very kind and gentle people. Yao’s father seemed very
scholarly, and I was very surprised he took the time to
meticulously write two textbooks by hand from his
memory for me.
I was also shocked the day my boss Hu came to my home
to speak with my parents. He received word from Yao’s
neighbor that the Yao family was indoctrinating me to be a
Capitalist. My mother told Hu I was only taking art
lessons, and that she would continue to support me.
Thankfully, Hu was not like most of members of the
Chinese Communist party, and he did not stop me from
studying with Yao’s family. One day Hu even joked with
me, saying that I would become a scholar in the future. In
Chinese culture, women seldom received any education.
During these times, someone with the status of “Worker”
would never have such an opportunity. Yao not only taught
me the art of illustration and poster designs, but he also
taught me photography and how to use the darkroom.
I also continued to study violin from Li. My Capitalist
educators encouraged me to always look for a silver lining
around the dark clouds.
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not have feelings for him like before, but we still kept our
friendship. Liu invited me to one of the parties at his home
where other artists came to converse and share ideas.

Photo: I was so excited when I received my violin

Mao’s Red Book Is
“Spiritual Food for
the Soul” of the
Chinese
Photo: Mao’s Red Book cover

Stage Play and Dance
I enthusiastically studied art, which filled me with energy.

I became more outgoing and confident, showing my artwork as well as my dancing and acting whenever there was
an opportunity to do so. My boss Hu recommended me to
be in our south district’s performance team as a full-time
performer. Every day we practiced our program at the
local theater. At the time, we had many performance competitions in Changsha. Mostly we danced and sang the new
operas, called the “Revolution Operas,” that Mao’s wife,
Jiang Qing, arranged in order to reform our traditional
operas. I excelled with our team, and especially enjoyed
performing my solo dance, a new ballet called the “White
Hair Girl.” I learned to perform stage plays from my
partner, who had been a music teacher in middle school. I
also enjoyed opportunities to host the entire performance.
I was thus beginning to find my way as an artist and
performer, though I could not reconcile the fact that my
talents were being used to support Mao and the
destruction of much of our culture and education.
One day an old friend, Liu, arrived to take photographs of
our performance. I had known Liu many years earlier,
as we had developed a friendship through our local
newspaper at which he was a journalist. He was my first
male friend. In later years, Qian visited me at my factory,
and he told me I had changed and matured so much. I did

During these years, our entire

nation was studying Mao’s Red
Book as though it were a Chinese “Bible”. I was shocked
along with most Chinese to hear the news that Lin Biao,
Mao’s best friend, had fled the country and died in a Mongolia in a plane crash on September 13, 1971. It was Lin
Biao’s idea that all people must read Mao’s Red Book , and
treat it as their soul inspiration. Mao also selected him as
the next Chinese president after Mao.
In 1973 our factory established an extension to the Five
Star Fruit Farm located in a beautiful but remote region.
The factory sent some of my young colleagues to the fruit
farm along with Yao and me to guard the building
materials. It was a pleasant experience, as I greatly enjoyed
the beauty of the countryside, and I learned to catch fish. I
also had time to make my own Chinese violin, an Erfu, using a big snake-skin that my colleague gave me. Every day
my colleagues and I played music together. That was a very
relaxed year, even though it was very far from the farm to
Changsha City, with no public transportation. I had to ride
a bicycle to visit my family. I made the trip about twice a
month, and also continued my lessons at Yao’s home. After
a year the construction on the factory was completed, and
we moved the operations out of the old church into the
new factory.
My boss Hu was still in charge of the factory, but we now
had a “Red” leader, Zhang, who led all of the workers in
studying Mao’s book and its doctrines. We met almost
every day after work for these boring classes that were a
waste of our time. We were encouraged to participate by
declaring our loyalty and sharing the experiences we had
as faithful followers of Mao. Most of us were silent, but
some would fake speeches just to appease our leader.
Photo: Qiang, and my step-uncles holding Mao’s Red Book
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I borrowed some art books from the journalist Liu to study
in secret, but one day I decided to study during a meeting.
While I was lost in thought, the book was suddenly taken
out of my hand, and my Red leader Zhang scolded me,
“How could you be looking at nude pictures while we’re
studying the great Mao?” Without thinking, I grabbed my
book and quickly ran out of the room. I knew I would have
trouble. So I went to Hu to ask for help. He told me to visit
Zhang’s home to apologize to him, and explain that I was
studying art.
I went to Zhang’s home that night, and he warned me to
not study any art books with nude pictures. The artistic study of the nude figure has long been a tradition in
Western art, as it has been used to express ideals of male
and female beauty, and other profound human qualities.
However, Zhang considered any books that displayed the
natural human figure to have a demoralizing influence,
and that I was being negatively affected by my study and
my drawings of the human form. We were allowed to study
only Mao’s Book, for it was to be our “Spiritual Food for
the Soul.” It was fortunate that I was not severely punished.

From Welder to
Graphic Designer
In 1974, an opportunity arose that I might move back

home when I learned that Zhong, the second leader in
charge at my factory, was being transferred to the
Changsha Printing Company. The company was
actually located on the same street as the home of my
family. I asked Zhong to hire me as his graphic designer.
He was my father’s age and knew I was studying art, and
he agreed. So began my career as an artist in 1974. Before
I left the farm, I went to see Yao to say goodbye to him. He
was very sad to see me go, and for the first time he told me
that he was in love with me. I was surprised, as I was still
at the crossroads of adolescence to womanhood. Also, the
Chinese culture had no sex education, and parents were
embarrassed to speak to their children about such matters. We actually believed that if a man touched a woman’s
breast she’d become pregnant! So we bound our breasts
tightly against our chest under our clothing. I did not
yet understand a man’s love at that time, and felt he was
committing a sin to feel such love for a young girl like me.
So I stopped studying with him and taking lessons from
his father. Looking back years later, I could appreciate his
affection, and better understand how much he helped me
begin my journey as an artist. Many years ago I tried to
locate him to thank him, but I was unable to do so. I wish
him well and hope he found his true love.

My new job at the printing factory entailed designing
logos and making screen printing panels. Fellow workers
would then print the work onto the product boxes. My
boss Zhong arranged for me to study silk printing from
a colleague who worked at our factory for many years. I
soon learned that his technique was a very old method of
silk painting that caused it to easily break, and we needed
to fix it almost daily. Zhong agreed to have me study silk
printing at the Changsha Handkerchief Factory, where
they had the best silk printing technique. Zhong wanted
the best quality printings, as it reflected well on his position as a new leader. When I returned, my colleague left his
design job, and I was promoted to be the only designer at
the factory, where I worked very hard at my job, for which
I received myriad compliments.

My College Dream

In 1958 many teachers were sent to the countryside to be

“re-educated,” and millions died of starvation. Our school
closed at the beginning of the Culture Revolution in 1966.
My dream of a college education was always on my mind.
In June 27, 1970, the CCP Central Committee circulated
a petition report on enrollment of Peking University and
Tsinghua University. The report proposed that the workers,
peasants, and soldiers should be enrolled in accordance
with the recommendation of the masses, the combination
of leadership approval and school review. Peking
University recruited more than 10,000 people.
Unfortunately, many young people, including me, were not
on the list for college because our parents were members
of the former professional class that the Communists
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wanted to ignore and demean. We were treated as
second-class citizens in our own country. Only workers,

His music teacher was reluctant to critique him and had
to continue the student’s instruction because of his “Red”
status. His wife told him that I wanted to study violin. The
world in which I lived was in chaos, but I would wait and
continue to hope for a better life.

In 1971, a colleague who was formerly a high school math
teacher told me that he believed China would recover our
education system in the future. He encouraged me to begin
preparing for my college entrance exam. One day I shared
that dream with a woman in the personnel department,
and she suggested I visit her husband, who was a political
science professor at Hunan University. The Chinese
government policy permitted only those who had
acceptable status as a “Red” Worker, or a Farmer/Soldier to
attend college. Their only requirement for entry was a
recommendation from their supervisor, and they did not
need to pass an examination. My status was as a “Capitalist” or “Black” made it almost impossible for me to go
to college. When I met with the political science teacher,
he gave me a tour of the campus and some classrooms.
We stopped at the one music classroom, and someone we
heard practicing the violin was playing very badly. The
professor told me the student was a farmer, and he was
unlikely to improve because he could not grasp the concept
of reading music and his fingers were too rough and stiff.

BiLan Studying in Secret, 48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

poor farmers, soldiers, and Red leaders’ children could go to
college, and this privilege was granted only when recommended
by a factory, a company, or a government leader.
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he concept for this painting is about me as a young student,
studying in secret at home. There are four textbooks on the floor.
The book on the left is Mao Zedong’s book used in the school
as a student textbook. On the right are three textbooks that my
teachers wrote for me. There are two posters in the sky. The top
poster reads, “Long life of Chinese Cultural Revolution” and
under it is written, “Destroy consciousness of Capitalist.” The
dark clouds surrounding the posters symbolize the darkness
of the time. The strong sunlight shining through symbolizes
hope for us all. Many Chinese would identify with the Chinese
Cultural Revolution symbolized by dark clouds, and our hope
symbolized by sunlight.
The three paintings including BiJin, BiTao and BiLan that I
designed as a triptych, 24 × 48 inches (each), oil on canvas. I
painted this triptych to depict various events that my two sisters
and I experienced. All three paintings include some aspect of our
educational experiences in China during that time.

BiLan Studying in Secret (Abstraction)
14 x 11 inches, acrylic on canvas

BiLan Studying in Secret
48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas
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“Education” Is Hard Labor

Mao Execution of Formal Education, 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas (page 55)

My brother, Qiang,

came home to
Changsha for his
short vacation. A
few years had passed
since he’d been
transferred to Liao
village to be
“educated” on one of
the farms. We were
very happy to see
each other, and we
both had changed a
lot because of the hard life we’d endured. He broke down
when he told me about his experience and great
disappointment with his “education” on the farm. What
he’d hoped would be an escape from the discrimination
and mistreatment in Changsha by going to the farm turned
out to be even worse than imaginable. On the farm my
father’s status followed him, and the farmers, poor families,
and Communist leaders treated Qiang very badly. For him
the farm “education” was nothing more than a hard labor
camp.
He had often been cold and hungry. At one point most all
of his “classmates” were from “Red” families of poor
farmers and workers who were able to leave their
“education” to go back to the city or to join the army. This
desertion left my brother to be subjected to even more
work and further punishment. At times he was afraid for
his life. He told me that once he’d escaped in the night to
run home to get food and clothes, and quickly run back
before the next morning so he would not be discovered
missing. My mother was heartbroken when she saw her
son so malnourished and without proper clothes to survive
the cold weather. He prayed for World War III, hoping to
be rescued from what felt like imprisonment on the farm,
and for revenge against those who had so mistreated him.

Father Rescues My Brother from
Farm “Education”
My father shared my mother’s deep concern for my

brother’s safety, and devised a plan for his escape. My
father got permission from the leader of Liao village to
accept my brother into the village. With this verbal
commitment my father devised a plan to go to the farm,
disguising himself as an official from the Qiang country
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government with the proper papers ordering my
brother’s release. My father had a letter forged, and enlisted
my half-brother, Dong, to be his secretary. With my father
in disguise as a leader from Liao village, and Dong as his
official secretary, they were off to free my brother from his
“education” on the farm. Dong later told me how afraid he
was to commit this crime by acting as my father’s secretary
while processing my brother off the farm. He knew that
had they been discovered, they’d both spend many years in
prison, and that Qiang would be in even worse trouble! I
was amazed at my father’s courage and bold plan.
I told my brother that when I was in Jiangxi, I had received
his letter in which he told me how poor and hopeless his
life was on the farm. I cried for him. I wanted to send some
money to him, but I never received any paychecks for my
work. My father used my salary to support our family. One
day I went to the hospital to sell my blood to make money
to send to my brother. While I was waiting in the line at
the hospital, my teacher Wang found out, and he hurried
to the hospital to drag me out off the waiting line. I will
always remember him telling me to never sell your blood
for money. He then gave his bankcard to me to get the
money I needed to send to my brother. I cried very hard,
and his “father’s” love warmed my heart. I did not want
to take money from my teacher Wang because he had to
support his wife, three children, and his very old mother.
God bless Wang for helping me and keeping my hope for a
better future alive.
During these dark times my family lost our home and
everything we owned, but thanks to my mother and father
as well as my grandmother, we always had our dignity and
courage to face any situation. My
country lost much of
our culture, education, economy, and
peace. A great trust
for our leaders was
lost, and perhaps
even worse an entire
generation lost hope
for an education and
a future.
Photo: Qiang and
BiLan at Changsha
park in 1975

Love Is Blind
M

y friend Liu was a
photojournalist at the Changsha
Night Newspaper. He
invited me to a brush party at
his apartment and introduced
me to Sou, who was an artist.
Sou was tall and rather handsome, and he was very eloquent
at the party. His knowledge of Photo: BiLan at age twenty
Eastern culture and Chinese
traditional art nurtured my hunger for literature and an
education. It also ignited a desire within me to become
such an artist. Sou began to correspond with me, sending
me poems that touched me deeply. Soon I began writing back to him. He also came to visit me at my factory.
I began to feel that my teacher Yao was disappointed at
the attention I was receiving. I paid little attention to his
concerns because I felt fortunate to have the opportunity to
meet so many creative people in the world of art.
The artist Sou invited me to visit one Saturday evening at
his apartment, a mere two blocks from my family, to show
me his Chinese paintings, and his collection of rare novels
banned by the government. When I looked for Sou’s
building number, I heard someone call my name. It was
another colleague of mine who was surprised to see that
I was visiting Sou. He pointed out a window across the
street, remarking that it was his residence for many years,
and said that he’d never known Sou to have a female visitor.
I took his comment to be a good reference for Sou, and
never considered it a warning about his character. Sou
lived near a local theater, and many of his neighbors were
actors. The room contained a single bed, a desk, and a
chair, as well as a bookcase that filled much of the room.
Sou said he worked at the theater for a few years as an
advertisement painter. At that time, he worked as a fashion
designer at the Changsha First Cloth Factory, but what he
most enjoyed was painting in the traditional Chinese style.
Soon I began to visit Sou frequently because he lent me
books and taught me one of the most beautiful and
eloquent traditional Chinese painting styles, called Gongbi.
I was focused on the study of art, but Sou thought we were
dating. I had no prior dating experience and no thought
of a romantic relationship. We never held hands or kissed,
and I thought that romantic love was just a hallucination in
the novels I had read. As a young girl, I found Sou’s
eloquence and knowledge of art attractive, and they
motivated me toward my goal of a more education. The
Chinese culture is very formal, and he was cautious about

our “dating.” He did not want people to know we were
dating, so we never went out for dinner at a restaurant, and
only once went to a movie when he got free tickets. Even
then, we walked separately to the theater. When Sou told
me he would help me with my dream of an education, I
was moved by his words.
I was twenty-one, and in the Chinese culture it was time to
begin dating and making arrangements for marriage. For
the past year there were a few women acting as
“matchmakers” with my parents to consider a future
husband for me. I told my mother I did not want to marry,
as I was too young and interested only in my education.
Sou wanted to marry me and, through my mother, arranged to meet my father. As tradition dictated, he presented my father a marriage gift and requested permission to
marry me. My father, however, did not like Sou at all, and
rejected his approach and gift. He considered Sou so thin
that he looked sickly to him.
After Sou left, my parents said that Sou was too old for me,
and they were concerned about his health. But I was too
young to understand about marriage, and my parent’s
concerns about a proper match. I became angry with my
father because he had interfered in my friendship with
Qian after intercepting our letters, so I told my father that
it was my life, and I would decide my own marriage. Then I
took Sou’s gift and stomped out to my room upstairs.
The next morning Sou and I went to the marriage
registration department and got our marriage certificate.
In the eyes of the government we were now officially
married. When I returned home my mother was not angry
with me, but she warned me that if I chose to marry Sou
he would be my man for the rest of my life. She reminded
me of an old Chinese saying, “When a woman marries
a monkey then she becomes a monkey, and when she
marries a chicken she becomes a chicken!” My mother
was a conservative, traditional woman, and I promised
her I would never divorce or bring a shame on our family.
My mother then asked me to wait for a year to have our
wedding so she could have time to prepare my marriage
gift. But Sou wanted to have the wedding sooner. He told
me he would prepare everything, and that he did not
need my family’s wedding gift. He did, however, ask me
to make a queen-size bed because I had been a welder. I
bought some iron and asked two of my former colleagues
to assist me in welding our bed at their factory. Sou chose
a wedding date just a few months away. I still lived at home
before the wedding, visiting Sou on the weekends. I would
come home before 9:00 p.m. because it was customary for
a young woman to return home before that time. Also,
before the wedding, the bride-to-be had to live at her own
home.
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I Pay Dearly for My Mistake
Although it was contrary to all custom, Sou asked me to

stay overnight with him before our wedding. I agreed, and
I lied to my mother, telling her that I was staying at the
home of one of my female friends . It was my first night of
sleeping with Sou since receiving our marriage certificate.
Neither Sou nor I had ever had a sexual experience, and we
had no knowledge about sex. All we knew was the nude art
studies we’d seen in books, and I had romantic ideas from
the banned novels I had read.
Unfortunately, we did not have the lovely and
romantic night of which I had dreamed. Instead the celebrated nuptials of love every bride hopes to experience on
her wedding night, and blissful memories to smile about
for the rest of her married
life, the worst possible thing
occurred. We awkwardly
fumbled in our attempt to
touch, kiss, and caress each
other. We were more like
two blind people stumbling
in the dark, bumping into
each other, becoming more frustrated and feeling more
distant as the night dragged on. I was more than disappointed, and Sou was unable to have an orgasm, causing
him to lose face and endure an insult to his manhood.
To make matters worse, the next morning I did not awake
with a blissful feeling and a Mona Lisa smile of which I’d
dreamed, or at the very least to an understanding husband.
Instead, Sou was very angry, and he shouted at me for the
slightest thing. It was because in the night Sou’s pillow had
fallen on the floor! I was totally shocked at his overreaction
of anger, and I cried, knowing that I’d made the biggest
mistake of my life. In addition to my dreams of a loving
marriage crumbling in the matter of one night, I now felt
totally alone and isolated from my parents for the first time
in my young life. I knew I could not tell them, especially
my mother, about this great mistake I’d made marrying
Sou. I wished I had told my mother and father the truth
about my pre-wedding night, and the way Sou had
verbally abused me. But I could not bear to tell them,
because I was ashamed. I felt I must keep my secret and
live with the decision.
They warned me and, on the day of the wedding ceremony,
my father even sent my half-brother to try to stop the
wedding. Had I the courage to tell my parents about Sou’s
lack of love and tenderness, they would have understood
and supported me in breaking off the relationship. But I
was a headstrong young woman determined to make my
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own decisions, and my desire to make my own choices
blinded me from seeing the magnitude of this lifelong
mistake. When the day of my wedding arrived, my father
did not attend the ceremony, in protest because he could
see there was something about Sou that was not right. I
had always been adventurous and strong willed, but this
time I had gone too far. My father was right and I paid
dearly for the mistake. The pursuit of my career as an artist
was almost ended with my tragic marriage.

Sou’s Father in Taiwan
Soon after the marriage, I learned more about Sou and his

family. Sou was from a rich, noble family, and he had three
sisters and a brother. They lived in Chengdu, Sichuan
Province before the new China. Sou was born in 1944,
and was ten years old than I. His father was a high general
in the KMT’s Air Force and a close friend with Chiang
Ching-kuo, the son of Chiang Kai-shek, who was the
president of Taiwan. When the KMT retreated to Taiwan
in 1949, Sou’s father begged his wife and all of their children to go with him. But Sou’s mother arrogantly refused,
not wanting to leave her big house and property. Sou’s
father waited for his family to join him in Taiwan until the
final moment before Mao’s army marched into the city, but
they still would not leave. Sou’s mother soon learned she
would be considered an enemy to the Chinese Communist
party because she was a general’s wife, and that she would
lose everything. After being forced
from her home, she sent her oldest
daughter to Beijing to live with her
husband’s sister. Then his mother
hurriedly escaped to Changsha,
bringing her remaining four
children, including Sou. Sou’s aunt
and uncle were both members of the Chinese Communist
party and they both supported Mao.
Sou’s mother found a job at the pharmaceutical factory in
Changsha. Quickly branded as an enemy of the state, she
was subsequently arrested. They sent her to a
re-education camp, where she was physically tortured.
She was also subject to such severe mental cruelty that she
lost her mind, becoming deeply confused and trusting no
one. Sou told me his mother would vent her anger and
pain on her children and often beat them. He was also
neglected when his mother was in the re-education camp
for months. He developed stomach problems and would
vomit blood. He struggled to find food to take care of his
two younger sisters and brother; they were all lucky to have
survived. He said he could not do any heavy work because
of his poor health. After I heard his story, I cried for him
and wanted so much to love him. I told my mother about
Sou’s family and she felt sorry for him. She tried to help

me, and sometimes she would send my brother to help
me to make coal balls for cooking when he came home
from the farm. It was shocking to me that Sou’s sisters and
brother were often cruel to one another. His mother, now
my mother-in-law, often told me her youngest son was the
enemy. The contrast between Sou’s family and my family
was as opposite as love and hate.

Sou’s “Good Wife”
After my wedding day I did all housework, cooking, and

washing, which I came to accept. Our life was going fine at
first except for one aspect of the marriage: I hated having
sex! I had known absolutely nothing about it before I met
Sou. In Chinese culture at that time, there was no sex
education, and access to literature on sex was extremely
limited. It was a taboo subject of conversation even
between a girl and her mother. Having no other
information about the subject, I did not enjoy sex as most
Chinese women did, because I did not feel love from Sou,
and he did not care about my feelings at all. I thought my
sex life was normal for a married woman: sex just for
procreation, not recreation. Sou had also changed in the
way he treated me. The respect he showed before was gone.
The only time I was happy was when we would paint the
Gongbi paintings together. One painting we completed
together was exhibited at the Hunan Museum in
Changsha. I continued to play the violin, and once a week
I went to Zhou’s home to practice violin. When Sou found
out Zhou’s father worked at his factory, he would not allow
me to play the violin anymore, and locked my violin in the
glass closet! I was heartbroken.
As I learned more about my husband, I realized that his
knowledge of Confucianism and Taoism helped him to
mentally structure a way of ordering his chaotic world. He
had many books on these subjects, and he misinterpreted
the Taoist philosophy about relationships by placing the
man in a superior position to the woman. However, the
true Taoist interpretation states that male energy, called
Yang, and female energy, or Yin, must be equal for there to
be a balance throughout the universe and everything
within it. In Traditional Chinese Medicine, based on
Taoism, whenever there is an illness, it is because the Yin
and Yang are not equally balanced. If the patient has a
fever, the heat (Yang energy) must be brought down with
cooling (Yin energy) treatments. Or if there is too much
moisture (Yin), the patient must be treated with a drying
(Yang) treatment. Nonetheless, in Sou’s mind Yang must be
greater than Yin, and the wife must serve the husband.
Sou especially used the Confucian philosophy in order
to enthrone himself as the master of his home, and me as
the wife who would serve him. Confucianism permeated
the thought process of rulers throughout Chinese history

to structure both the family and society. This philosophy
placed the emperor at the highest position supported by
the court, advisors, military, heads of households,
servants, and everyone else, as ordained by heaven. Sou
also believed that had his mother obeyed his father, his
family would have escaped to Taiwan, and avoided the
peril into which they had fallen. He tried to imbue me with
his ideas about Taoism and Confucianism, interpreting
them to mean that a woman should not have an education
if she was to be a good wife. Instead, a good wife should
have no desires of her own, and her only wish should be
to fulfill those of her husband. Sou broke his promise of
supporting me to get an education. He said only one
person could have a successful career within a marriage
and that was to be he. I would have to sacrifice all my
desires to support him, as he wanted me only to be a
housewife, and also make money for him.
Sou did not know me well enough to understand that my
journey to this point had forged my strong will like the
iron I had once welded. My early Capitalist educators had
taught me to think independently and to not relinquish my
ambition. I learned to focus my desire on a positive future
with patience and endurance, and to keep fueling the fire
in my heart. We fought often. It was not my nature to fight,
but he pushed me to do so. He had a very bad temper
every morning when he got up, and he would always speak
to me harshly, hurting my feelings. Later, when he came
home from work, he would act as if these morning angry
spells had never occurred. But his morning temper
tantrums would affect my mood and overshadow the
remainder of my day with feelings of sadness. He told me
that his depression was a genetic trait in his family and
informed me that he’d inherited it from his mother, and
that I would have to live with it. His illness was my
burden! Yet he always smiled and acted gentlemanly when
he was in social situations and communicating eloquently.
If I had not lived with him, I would have seen him only as
a talented scholar, which was everyone’s impression of him.
But he was totally self-centered and his ill temper totally
destroyed my love for him. I endured regular verbal abuse
and disappointments for many years.
However, my journey over the next several years finally led
me to attend the Hunan Art Education night school, where
I received my initial, formal art training in drawing and
painting. I worked night and day, and came home only to
sleep, avoiding Sou as much as possible.
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“Sleeping Lions”
of Chinese
A

lthough a prisoner in married life, I had to pay
attention to political events exploding around me.
Since people could not express themselves openly,
many Chinese used poems or art to describe their
experiences and how they felt. These artists were called
“Sleeping Lions,” waiting for the day when they would
awake to fight. They believed that their silence would end
someday and with roars like thunder, they could leap over
the barriers of oppression and fight for their rights..
On January 8, 1976 Premier Zhou Enlai, second in
command to Mao, died at age seventy-eight. Zhou had
served under Mao Zedong, who was the first Premier of
the People’s Republic of China. Zhou worked to formulate
a foreign policy and develop the Chinese economy. During
the Chinese Cultural Revolution, Mao eradicated many
of his political rivals, such as China’s Vice President, Liu
Shaoqi. Mao used the Red Guard to torment Liu to death.
Zhou was the only high leader Mao trusted at that point.
However, Zhou tried to protect as many good leaders as he
could, such as Deng Xiaoping. On April 5th, 1976, the day
traditionally set aside to honor the dead during the annual
Qing Ming Festival, thousands of protestors gathered in
Tiananmen Square to mourn the death of Prime Minister
Zhou Enlai, and also used the opportunity to raise a public
cry for democracy. This particular event would become an
ongoing symbol for the people’s cries for freedom. During
this time Mao’s wife, Jiang Qin, accrued substantial policy
power, but most of her decisions came from Mao. She led
the group called “Group of Four.” Jiang’s group condemned
the mourning of Zhou event as “counterrevolutionary
activity,” sent many of the participants to prison, and also
dismissed Deng from his job.

The Chinese Cultural Revolution
Ends with Mao’s Death
On September 9, 1976, I went to work as usual. Upon

arriving, I immediately noticed my coworkers wore black
armbands, and their faces were very serious and sad.
When I walked into our conference room, I saw many of
them crying in front of a memorial table. My boss gave me
a black armband to wear and pointed out a place for me to
stand near the back of the room. It was then that I learned
that Mao Zedong, the supreme leader of the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, had died at age eighty-two. There was
a picture of Mao hanging on the wall, surrounded by black
cloth and white flowers. On the wall there were two large
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posters, one proclaiming,
“We will remember our
great Chairman Mao
Forever,” and the other,
“We Are in Pain Mao Left
Us.” Many of my colleagues were sobbing over
the loss of the leader they
revered. I cried over my
unhappy marriage while
also shedding tears of joy with hope for a better life now
that Mao was dead and his Cultural Revolution would
come to an end.

I was happy to see, nevertheless, the Chinese government

make important changes a few years later. After Deng once
again ascended to office, he sent Jiang and her “Group
of Four” into prison. In 1978, Deng reinstated the “The
Mourning of Zhou” event, and declared that it was not a
counterrevolutionary activity. In 1981, the Group of Four
leaders went on trial, and all were convicted of anti-party
activities. Jiang committed suicide in the prison a few years
later.

Photo: Memorial of Mao by Li Zhensheng

Sculpture of Dictator Mao
Lord Acton said, “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power

corrupts absolutely,” Like Richard Nixon in America, Mao
initiated some positive reforms only to become blinded by the
power he had acquired. The Cultural Revolution gave Mao the
authority he needed to denounce those who opposed him, such
as Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, whom he labeled “Capitalist
Roader.” For example, after his arrest in 1967, Liu was beaten
regularly at public denunciation meetings. As an artist I must
seek the truth and attempt to share my vision with others
through my artwork. All great nations have their dark periods,
and many of these occur when leaders become desperate to
control their power base.

THE CHINESE CULTURAL REVOLUTION ENDED WITH MAO’S DEATH

Dictator Mao, 6 x 5.5 inches, clay
My sculpture of Mao is an attempt to render this inability of a
leader to see the error of his deeds. In my sculpture of Mao his
right eye is keenly watching his political opponents while his left
eyeball has fallen out, thereby blinding him from the sight of the
disasters that left millions of people starving, homeless, and lifeless by his misguided policies. With the passage of time, China
is gaining the strength to admit that its leaders are not perfect

or without human frailties. Winston Churchill often quoted,
“Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it,”
as wrote George Santayana, a philosopher, essayist, poet and
novelist (born December 1863 in Madrid, Spain; died September
26, 1952 in Rome, Italy). I’m proud of the advances China is now
making, and I hope to see it continue to embrace more freedoms
that encourage people to join in the process that will help our
nation and its people prosper.

THE CHINESE CULTURAL REVOLUTION ENDED WITH MAO’S DEATH
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with my pregnancy. “About 5.7 million candidates took the
landmark exam, known as ‘gaokao’ in China, in December
1977 and only about 273,000 people-or 4.8 percent were
admitted (ABC News).”

My Accidental Pregnancy
I

One Child Policy
S

ou and I continued to fake the role of a happy couple
at social events. Only our close friends knew we had
problems, and our neighbors because they could hear us
fighting. Sometimes I would go with Sou to a “brush party”
at the home of other artists. A Chinese brush party is a
gathering of artists who socialize at a dinner party along
with partaking in literary and artistic activities. The host
would provide the food, wine, and a large table on which
to lay out a six-foot sheet of white rice paper. Painters
would bring their brushes and paint on the paper. Others
would create a poem, and finally a Chinese calligraphy
artist would write the poetry for the final touch on the rice
paper. The host would keep the painting. These gatherings
I enjoyed immensely, but Sou always attempted to put me
down in front of his friends. Nevertheless, they recognized my skills in action at these events and knew I was a
talented artist. They enjoyed conversations with me, and I
relished their support. I felt very strange at one such event,
when Sou’s best friend, Re, told me that Sou smoked cigarettes. He further explained me that Sou was so cheap that
he would never buy his own, and would always bum one
from a fellow smoker. I regularly experienced Sou’s
frugality within our marriage. We never went to restaurants or to a movie unless he had free tickets. He seemed
obsessed with money, tried to save money every way he
could, and insisted on controlling my money as well.

No College for Me
Chinese colleges began to recover and enroll students. I

was hoping to finally attend college. My factory allowed
me to take time out with one of my colleagues, Guan, to
participate the college exam at a middle school. I felt good
about my exam, as did Guan. Later I found out we both
were not admitted. I was disappointed, but I did not have
time to worry about it because I was frustrated and dealing
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was disappointed, but during the time I was frustrated
with my pregnancy. I tried not have a child with Sou, but
I became pregnant accidentally. Frustrated about how I
would take care of a child without the support of a husband. I talked to my factory doctor, who knew about my
unhappy marriage, a common situation for many women
then. She tried to persuade me to keep the fetus, but I
worried that Sou would not be a good father. I told her I
had an
appointment for an abortion at the Changsha Women’s
Hospital the very next morning. I asked her to help me
recover afterward by getting me home. After I confided in
her, she told Sou, and he came to the hospital the next
morning before the operation was to take place. He
promised me in front of my friend that he would help take
care of our child. At this time no technology was available
to determine the sex of the fetus before the baby was born.
Though I did not trust Sou, I believed he would love his
own child. During my pregnancy Sou controlled his angry
temper toward me in the mornings. My friend told him his
fury would disturb the fetus and possibly cause an
abortion. Thus, I felt some peace during my pregnancy.

Daughter Is Born
My daughter, Ling, was born at the Changsha People’s

Hospital. Sou was very unhappy when he learned the baby
was a girl. China was implementing the one-child policy
during this period, and our baby was to be our only child.
In China boys are highly revered, while girls are seldom
wanted, often mistreated, and occasionally adopted or
abandoned. First, he tried to coerce my baby’s doctor to
certify that my daughter was disabled so he could have a
second child. He wanted a boy. I remember many doctors
came to check her, and they told Sou our daughter was a
healthy and normal baby girl. Sou thought having a girl
baby was the woman’s fault, as many Chinese men believe,
and he recanted his word about raising our daughter. His
attitude was cool to the newborn baby, and he did not
accept our Ling as part of his family. Sou’s mother, Ling’s
grandmother, treated her granddaughter as a second-class
citizen. Ling complained to me when she became an adult
that both her father and her paternal grandmother’s
hostility toward her were merely because of her gender. She
was right. Fortunately, my mother brought a lot of love into
the life of my daughter.

Going to Work with My Baby
Life changed exponentially after I became a mother. My

mother did not have much time to help during those years,
because she had enough trouble as a result of my father’s
negative status. Though she would not share the details, I
knew my father was forced to leave his company at Liao
village, and work for the government factory, where he was
the engineer. She told me that my father led an important
work project requiring numerous deadlines. Most of the
factory workers were uneducated and lazy, and it was my
father’s responsibility to train them. That put additional
pressure on him to meet the deadlines. My father got into a
lot of trouble at work one day when a worker attacked him,
calling him a “Five Black.” He got very angry, and
physically assaulted the worker. The factory manager
locked my father in the jail because the worker had a
good status, being from a poor family. My mother said my
father’s temper was very different after he’d begun work
there. I felt sorry for him, and I worried about my mother’s
health because she had high blood pressure and also had to
care for my two younger sisters. I did not want my
mother to know about my marital problems and I kept
them private.
I learned how to raise my daughter on my own.
Fortunately, I had enough breast milk to nurse her and
convinced my work manager to allow me to bring my baby
to work. I guaranteed her that my baby would not affect
my production. The first year I carried Ling by bicycle to
work. I used boxes to construct a bed and a play area for
her in my office. My women colleagues supported me.
Additionally, I paid a retired woman who lived next to my
office to watch Ling when I had to leave. She was a
wonderful, happy baby, and I was thankful that she slept a
lot. Sou paid no attention to her, as he believed that
supporting her was totally my responsibility. He lived the
life of a single man while I was living as a single parent.
Most of the time, my daughter and I left home while he
was still asleep, but I had to prepare our dinner when he
came home. No words can describe the hard life I
experienced during these years of caring for and living
with Sou. Ling developed many health problems, and I
had to put together a first-aid box with a thermometer and
some emergency medical supplies.

Taking Ling to
The Emergency Room
Sou never helped me, nor would he go with me to see

a doctor when she fell ill. I carried my daughter to see a
doctor both daytimes and evenings all by myself. I’ll never
forget the time Ling had a fever for two days. At first I took

her to the South District Hospital, close to where I lived.
After we waited in a horrifyingly long line, Ling finally had
a chance to see the children’s doctor. The doctor checked
her and told me that she might have chicken pox. I asked
the doctor if Ling’s fever would cause any problem, but he
assured me that it would subside after three days and she
would recover. He then wrote a prescription for a Chinese
herbal remedy. The well-known children’s doctor at that
hospital was my father’s age, and he was self-taught in the
use of traditional Chinese herbal medicine.
Back at home, I cooked the herbal medicine and fed it to
her. But at the night Ling’s face became very red and she
began having trouble breathing. I was so worried about
her. I tried to wake Sou up to go with me to the hospital,
but he shouted at me not to wake him. He told me to wait
until the morning, and he went back to sleep. I could not
wait. I remembered how my father, a traditional Chinese
medical doctor, had tried to cure his first wife with
medicinal herbs. Unfortunately, she died, leaving him
to grieve and feeling he’d dishonored his family and his
profession. That was when he decided to study Western
medicine. I decided to take Ling by myself in the middle
of the night to the Changsha People’s Hospital. To get Ling
to the hospital required me to travel by foot through a
crime-infested area of the city. After running most of the
way, I arrived at the emergency room, where a nurse led us
to a doctor’s office and told us to wait. The doctor who saw
us was Dr. Guang, and I gave Ling’s registration
information to him. We were fortunate that she was the
only patient there at that time of night. I remember that
the doctor was middle aged and very tall, and he wore
glasses. When I told him about Ling’s recent health history
and described her symptoms, he listened intently and he
examined her very thoroughly. Then he ordered an
injection to bring her fever down. I learned from him
that, even if Ling had chicken pox, it was still important to
control her fever.
While we were waiting for the nurse to bring the injection,
Dr. Guang asked me about myself. He commented that,
though I appeared very young, I seemed greatly interested
in the arts and my education. I didn’t understand what he
meant by that at the time, but I felt he was a very caring
physician. He asked me why my husband was not with
me, and I told him that Sou was asleep at home. When he
asked me how I had gotten to the hospital, I told him that
I had walked. Dr. Guang then looked at me and threw his
hands up, indicating to me that he didn’t understand why
my husband would let his young wife, with her sick baby,
walk to the hospital alone in the middle of the night. He
asked me if I understood how dangerous it was for a young
woman to walk alone in that area of the city, especially at
ONE CHILD POLICY
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night. He said that I was fortunate that nothing bad had
happened to me. Then he instructed me to wait a short
time until he got off work so that he could give me and
Ling a ride on his bicycle to our home, as his home was not
far from mine. When I returned home, Sou was still sound
asleep and I was so thankful for Dr. Guang’s kindness. The
next morning Sou never asked about our daughter, and I
felt fortunate in knowing her health would return with the
help of good people.
My marriage and my daughter made me mature. I cried
very much during my marriage to Sou, but it did not give
me any relief at all. There were so many things I had to
learn, such as how to face the reality of life as a young
mother and accept that Sou would not help me to parent.

Good Friends
Luckily, I had great people helping me, such as Dr. Guang,

the best pediatric brain surgeon in our city. His parents
were professors, and Dr. Guang had been sent to a leprosy
hospital in the mountains near Changsha in Hunan province. He practiced there for many years after he graduated
from medical school. Dr. Guang and an ophthalmologist
named Wan were Ling’s doctors for several years. I also
learned to sew clothes from my neighbor Yue. She had
a son, and her husband lived in Shanghai. Her son was
about five years old when I met her. Yue was working at the
Changsha Theater as an artist, but she was also required to
clean the theater after the final movie every night.
Sometimes I helped her by watching her son. Later, I
learned her life was not easy, because she was also from a
Capitalist’s family. I made all of Ling’s clothes, including
her shoes, and Yue and I became good friends.

Factory Daycare
After Ling was a year old, my manager ordered me to take

her to daycare. My factory did not have a daycare center,
but Sou’s factory had one. Sou did not want me to bring
Ling to his factory, because he would not get up in the
morning, as he was always late to work entering the factory
by the back-door. However, I registered Ling at his daycare
center against his wishes. One morning, after I fed Ling her
breakfast and prepared her lunch for the day, Sou woke up
from his sleep in a more aggressive manner than his usual
bitter mood. I never thought he would turn his head and
bite my arm. All of my suffering and hatred exploded! I
tried to hit him back, but he jumped down from the bed
and began to beat me with his belt. I became like a crazy
woman fighting back at him with tears in my eyes. Ling
was crying very loudly in horror. My neighbors ran to our
room and took Ling out. The building’s manger warned us
that she would call the police if we did not stop
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immediately. My priority was my daughter, so I left and
took her to the home of my friend Yue. We stayed at her
home for a few days until Sou told Yue he would guarantee
that he would take better care of both of us.
Sou was unwilling to be a better father, and he quickly broke his promise. He changed Ling to the overnight
care because he did not want to shuttle her to his factory
childcare every day. He would not take her home on his
day off on Thursdays to spend time with her. I picked up
Ling on Saturdays after my work so she could spend time
at home with me on Sunday. Sou finally agreed to take her
to daycare on Monday once a week. She was in overnight
care until she was five years old. At that time my mother
retired, so Ling began to live with my mother. The Chinese
government then would allow their children to take over
their parents’ job. My mother was a forgiving sort, and
she wanted me to forgive Sou. My brother and my sisters,
on the other hand, said Sou was a lazy and selfish man,
and that he was using his health as an excuse to avoid his
responsibilities. I appreciated their support, as they helped
me throughout my marriage. This is particularly true of my
brother, Qing.
Later, I became pregnant again. My friend Nan was a
women’s doctor, and she agreed to perform an abortion.
Afterward, she told me it was a male fetus. She understood
I could not have delivered a male child during this period
of the One Child Policy. Had I done so, Sou would have
sent Ling into hiding so he could claim we had no children
in order to keep the boy. Many Chinese families filed false
reports to the government that their daughters died or
were lost in order to have a boy. I grieved over my unborn
son, but I did not have any choice if I was going to protect
my daughter. I never told Sou about the baby.
One Child Policy

40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas (next page)

T

his painting (right) I designed from memory. I was carrying
my sick baby as I walked to the People’s Hospital. From my home
to the hospital was about a forty-minute walk through one of the
worst crime-infested areas in the city. I was very worried about
my daughter’s dangerously high fever and difficulty breathing,
but I could not let my fears of possibly being attacked keep
me from walking through the shadows of the dark streets to
the hospital in the middle of the night. Afraid she might die, I
hurried as fast as I could, carrying my baby, alternating walking
and running to the hospital. The poster of Chinese words on the
left means, “Have only one child.” The painting is a combination
of realism and abstraction, and I have also created a surrealist
atmosphere within the colors and environment design.
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Deng Xiaoping’s
Entrepreneurial “Cat Theory”
Deng Xiaoping assumed power in 1978, two years after

Chairman Mao’s death. Deng advocated a reform program
for China, loosely translated as the “Economy and Peace
as the Center,” to replace Mao’s reform called “Struggle of
Class as the Chinese Center.” Deng brought a hope and
enthusiasm back to our country after we lived under Mao
in hopelessness and despair. I was very happy to hear Deng
made a historic visit to United States in January 1979, as he
was the first Chinese Communist leader to visit the United
States. The news of this meeting between President Jimmy
Carter and Chairman Deng Xiaoping traveled throughout
China like wildfire, and inspired an entire population.
I remember vividly my father, in hiding, secretly listening
to the Voice of America to hear any news of the event even
though the consequences of his being discovered would
be severe punishment, imprisonment, or worse. I too was
yearning for the freedom of America, but it was only an
elusive dream at the time. I had to face the reality of my
present circumstance to which I was immediately
subjected. China was a poor country and its people were
struggling as though coming from under a mountain that
had lain heavily upon them for many years. The monumental visit to America along with other changes began to
signify the possibilities of hope for a better life, and many
sought new opportunities.
One of Deng’s goals was to improve the economy by
slowly dismantling the Chinese commune system, thereby
giving farmers more freedom to manage their land and
sell their products in the marketplace. He also encouraged
people with an entrepreneurial spirit to start a business.
I remember when Deng said we needed to give people
the opportunity to be upwardly mobile in the economy. I
loved Deng’s “Cat theory”! To publicize this philosophical
shift from Communism to Capitalism he said, “It doesn’t
matter if it’s a black cat or a white cat, so long as it can
catch the mouse!” He went on to encourage people’s desire
to become wealthy, a huge departure from the economic
philosophy of Mao. This encouraged Sou and me, along
with many other artists, to begin seeking opportunities
to improve our own financial situations. Many stores in
Changsha began to decorate and advertise merchandise in
order to attract more customers now that they had Deng’s
approval and would no longer be severely punished as a
Capitalist or “Five Black.”
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My Husband the
Classic Scrooge

Sou saw some of his art friends making substantial money

from such decorating projects. He then asked me to work
with him as a team to look for projects that would provide
us similar opportunities. Even though I wasn’t happy with
Sou, he was still my husband. I also thought it might be a
good way to improve our married life if we had more money. I had more social skills than Sou, so I was the one who
tried to get art contracts from store-owners or building
contractors. Sou’s contribution would be to plan the design
of our art projects. Sometimes we would work with
another artist team if they needed help. Painting food
images on panels was very popular during that time, much
like what you see on a contemporary restaurant menu. Sou
painted with a realistic, Western style, which eluded many
Chinese artists at that time. I was good with negotiations
and getting contracts signed. At first, we worked
together on the projects, but he kept all of the money from
our work, saying he needed to keep it all because he was
better at managing it.
Sometimes it was very difficult to get paid after we
completed a project. Once we finished painting several
food panels at a grocery store and, after installation, the
contractor refused to pay. After a few months of searching,
I located the contractor’s home address. He lived outside
of Changsha in the country, about a two-hour bicycle ride
from our home. One Sunday Sou and I decided to ride our
bicycles to the contractor’s home to collect our money and
arrived early in the afternoon. The contractor had a large
house, and his wife came to the door, and we found out she
was unaware that her husband was behind in his payment
to us. She also knew that he did not want to pay the debt, a
common practice at the time. Cheating and dishonest
business dealings were very frustrating for many
hard-working people trying to start their new businesses.
She told us her husband was out of town and she did not
know when he would return.

Forced to Be a Debt Collector
When we left, Sou became very angry with me, and

blamed me for entering into the contract with such a
crooked contractor. I felt I should have somehow known
the contractor was going to cheat us, and I was overwhelmed with guilt about it. The next day I got up at 4:00
a.m. and rode my bicycle back to the contractor’s house
and arrived there about 6:00 a.m. I finally got both the
contractor’s mother and wife to their front door. I made
it clear to them that I would not leave without seeing the
contractor about settling the debt. His wife insisted that
her husband was not home, and I informed her I would
remain until he arrived no matter how long it might take.
After a short time, the wife returned with our money. She
told me that she had called her husband to inform him of
my persistence, and he had told her to pay me. I believe
he was most likely home the entire time, eluding other
collectors as well.
I was proud of myself, and feeling a newfound confidence
when I returned home to share the good news with Sou.
The sweetness of my victory quickly turned to sour defeat
when Sou demanded I give him all the money! Once again,
I felt demoralized after working so hard without receiving
any financial reward, as had happened for all the years of
working under my father. As I thought back to the
beginning of my young career as a welder at the tender age
of fourteen, it made me sick to my stomach to know those
I’d loved, and loyally worked so hard to please, mistreated
me so badly. I felt a deep hopelessness and could not stop
berating myself, “How could you be so stupid!” Knowing
that I could no longer bear such demoralizing discrimination as a woman and total disrespect as a human being, I
resolved to never again to work with Sou.

Letter from Shenzhen
At my darkest hour a glimmer of hope appeared on the

horizon when I received a letter from my friend Yue. She
was excited to report that she and her son had moved to
Shenzhen, where she’d found a good job working with an
advertising company. She told me the city of Shenzhen was
exploding with opportunity, as it was located on a beautiful
coastal region on China’s mainland just across from Hong
Kong. Shenzhen was the rising star of economic development and showcased China’s experiment with a Capitalist
economy. I was very pleased for her, as she had finally
found her happy place after enduring a tragic life with her
husband.
Yue was from a Capitalist family, and lived in Shanghai.
She married and had one son. But the Chinese government
sent her to work in Changsha to separate her from her

husband in Shanghai. Her husband could stay in Shanghai
because he was from a “Red” family. During these years
Yue took their son by herself to Changsha, and, as punishment, got to be with her husband only once a year.
Finally, she found a company that would hire her husband
in Changsha. Unfortunately, after the many years of
separation her husband took an extramarital lover in
Shanghai, whom he hid from Yue. One day while Yue was
waiting to receive the documents from her husband about
his being hired at Changsha, two policemen from Shanghai
showed up at her home. They requested she sign a document about a crime her husband had committed. He was
charged with the murder of his lover in Shanghai!
She was totally shocked and devastated. She then went to
Shanghai to see her husband in prison, where he admitted
that he had an affair and that the woman had tried to stop
him from moving to Changsha. She apparently had threatened him, saying she would tell his wife about their sordid
affair. Then in a fit of anger, he had grabbed a hammer and
bashed the woman in the head. As she collapsed to the
floor, he called the police. Yue told him she would wait for
him until he was out of prison, and forgave him for the
affair. She believed the crime was partly due to their long
separation and the fault fell on the government system
labeling people “Red” and “Black,” forcing husbands from
their wives, and tearing families apart. She told him that
she still loved him, but he told her to divorce him and to
take care of their son. He stoically told her not to wait for
him, and that he was not the man she had once known and
loved. I wrote her that I would come visit her as soon as I
could.

The Bitter Reunion of Sou’s Parents

Many of Sou’s problems stemmed from the unfortunate

experiences of his family. Sou’s father had escaped from
China to Taiwan in 1949 and for thirty years had been
without contact with his wife and children. After
abandoning the search for them many years later, he finally
remarried.
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Through a Taiwan newspaper he was able to locate his
sister in China and with her help located his wife in
Changsha.
He discovered that she had escaped with their children
after he’d gone to Taiwan to start a new life. Such
heartbreaking stories of family separation occurred too
often, breaking apart many Chinese families as well as
fracturing the fiber of our country.
After Sou’s mother finally received her visa because of her
brother-in-law’s connections in the government, she and
Sou’s father arranged a rendezvous in Hong Kong with
beautiful memories and hopes of reuniting the children
with their father. His father was very successful in business,
and active in the Taiwanese political circles. When they
met, Sou’s father never thought their long separation could
have changed his wife from the educated, elegant, and
cultured woman he had once loved into a self-centered,
greedy old woman. He was sadly disappointed when she
demanded he pay her a large compensation for the hard
life she’d endured even though it had been her decision
to remain with her land and property, refusing to go with

him to the safety of Taiwan. She was very jealous that her
husband married another woman in Taiwan even though
he’d done everything possible to locate her for thirty years.
Though he’d planned to stay for a week, because of her
demanding attitude and lust for money, he left the next
day. He sent her all the money she requested, but they were
never in contact thereafter. As Sou shared this new turn
of events about his family with me, he rejoiced with his
mother about their newfound fortune that was a windfall
from his father. Sou always supported his mother, as they
were bound by their mutual desire for money and prestige.
I was deeply saddened that Sou could not comprehend the
love of family and possibility that he and his father might
develop a true father-son relationship. I could not keep
from hoping that Sou’s father might also help us to leave
China for a better life and a better future for our daughter.
But Sou’s family celebrated the profit his mother had made
from her visit to Hong Kong. Sou had a closer bond with
his family than with his wife, treating me as an outsider.
He liked to complain about me to his family, as he would
tell me that my family did not appreciate the importance of
money.

Night School
Even though I had a busy work schedule, I enrolled in an evening

English class, where I met Sa. She was to become my sister-in-law after
I made the proper introductions to my brother, Qing. I also had the
good fortune to study Chinese calligraphy from a well-known artist,
Cha. He was introduced to me by my friend Dr. Guang, who had
treated Ling. I went to Cha’s home every weekend for my studies,
always bringing Ling with me. Most of my generation did not have a
middle or high school education. After the Cultural Revolution, the
Chinese government slowly began to provide examinations, similar to
the GED test in America for those of us who had been denied the
opportunity to get a formal education or attend college. However,
unlike the GED, these examinations were allied with high school
systems. Those who passed the examination received a high school
diploma. I did well on the test because I had received an excellent
private education from many accomplished educators while I was in
hiding. I was very excited when I learned I would have an opportunity
for a one-year training program, and the person in charge of the
program was a friend of Sou. I enrolled, but Sou found out and
arranged for me to be expelled. Like many Chinese men, he was
intimidated by educated women with the ability to think and reason on their own. For many years, the cultural influence of men over women did a huge amount of damage, including laws instituted against women for receiving
their paycheck and child support. Even rape and human trafficking were often ignored. Sou was jealous of me, and he
resented my artistic abilities, and any attention or financial payment I might receive. Yet I resolved that he would never
control me. Night, (detail) 30 x 24 inch, oil on canvas
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Fulfill My College Dream
M

any art educators, artists, and graphic designers were
from a “Five Black” family, and had lost an opportunity for
college as I had. So we studied in secret, sought out
teachers and scholars to help us, and continued the
journey toward becoming professionals. Many of us
desired a college education and the privilege of a formal
degree. The need was so great for education that the
Chinese government developed an adult college program
to help many of us pursue our college dream. A college in
Yiyang was established, and I eagerly applied. It was called
the Hunan Province Yiyang, Craft and Art College for
Employees.
The Chinese government also developed a promotional
system that included policies for professionals, called
Professional/Technical Title Evaluation. These policies
set forth a system by which those who were self-taught
and could pass the proper tests would be awarded an
equivalent degree. The Professional/Technical Title Evaluation promotion had three levels: primary, which was
equivalent to an instructor at an American college; middle
level, which equaled an assistant professor or an associate professor; and the third level, which represented full
professor. A salary would be fixed on the basis of the level
of the position. Each school or factory, however, had a
limited number of allowable positions to fill, and it was
highly competitive. Some professionals, like Sou, were not
interested in advancing their formal education or
obtaining a college degree to improve their promotion
status. Yet it made him uncomfortable for me to obtain
more education and a higher degree than he might have
acquired.
The flame in my heart for a college education was
never extinguished even after all the dark years of working
under Mao’s repressive regime, and Sou’s mistreatment
and manipulation. After I heard about the college program
for adults, I went to the hospital to see Dr. Guang to ask
his help for preparing me to take the entrance examination. I knew he’d helped tutor a friend’s son in math, and
I was also able to get help studying English. He was very
happy to help and, as always, my mother was supportive
of my studies. Dr. Guang also invited me to dance parties
at the home of one of his friends, who was a stage actor
at the Hunan Stage Theater. He had a party almost every
weekend, and a gathering of the people were friends and
artisans. Many were doctors, actors, and some European
students, and most could speak English. I had a lot of fun
dancing and socializing. My outgoing personality made

it easy for me to make friends, and it helped me to forget
some of the pain inflicted by my marriage. Later, I learned
these dance parties had been influenced by the American
hippie generation in the 1960s, although there were no
drugs involved.

College Registration without My
Factory Recommendation Letter
It was early one spring when I learned the college in

Yiyang was enrolling new adult students. I traveled to
Yiyang with my portfolio to visit the campus and submit
my application. The admission director, Yi, was also
studying Chinese calligraphy with my teacher Cha. We
shared our experience studying under Cha. The
registration process included both passing an exam and
providing a letter of recommendation from my factory,
which I did not have. Yi broke the policy and allowed me
to register without that letter, but only if I brought the
letter with me upon my return to take the exam. The exam
took three days and included Chinese writing,
mathematics, English, drawing, still life painting, and
graphic design. With only a few months to prepare, I
returned to Changsha to my mother’s home to see Ling.
I told her about the exam and the letter, and that I was
worried about the recommendation letter as well as how I
would explain my college enrollment to Sou. If I was away
from home four nights in order to take the exam, that
would be enough to set Sou on his pattern of sabotaging
my efforts for any advancement or an education. My
mother knew Sou was not supportive, and she conjure up
a reason to explain to Sou why I would be away for three
days in Tiangxin. I was fortunate to have my mother’s
support.
FULFILL MY COLLEGE DREAM
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Crying and Studying for Exams
M

y factory agreed to write a recommendation letter for
me but only after much discussion and difficulty
bargaining over my position and pay. They agreed to stop
my salary, but they would calculate my college years as
work years. I knew I would face additional challenges
obtaining money, but for now I could not think about that.
I borrowed a pattern design book from Sou’s friend who
had recently been hired as a leader at the Changsha Towel
Factory. As my mother promised, she made an acceptable
excuse to Sou so I could go to Yiyang for the exams.
The college arranged for me to stay at a students’ hostel.
Shortly after arrival, I was sitting at the school’s basketball
court and studying for the exams, and suddenly I became
overwhelmed with sadness. I began sobbing uncontrollably
over how much I missed Ling, how terrible my marriage
was, and how worried I was because I didn’t know where
I’d get the tuition for school. One of the college’s teacher,
Ye, saw me crying, and came over to console me. She
understood my broken heart, and she encouraged me not
give up my dream, but to put my energy into focusing
on tomorrow’s tests. As a result, I did very well and was
accepted to both Yiyang and Changsha.

Husband’s Neglect
I chose to go to Yiyang because the school’s teachers and

staff were warm and more supportive. Later I told Sou,
after I was accepted to the college. He made no comment,
and simply left the next day to go with his art friends to
travel to mountains without telling me how long he’d be
gone. Sou often traveled for his new position at work, and
never told me where he would be or how long he would
be away. Once I called his company because I had not seen
Sou for two days. When he returned he was very angry
with me. He felt my concern for his safety was a negative
reflection on his reputation as a husband and master over
our home and me.
All of my family knew that Sou never encouraged my
college dream and certainly never helped me financially.
My sister-in-law told me that she could not see how I could
handle all the pressure. When I received my admission
notice, I told my mother I was very worried about
childcare for Ling, and I would need money. “Never give
up your dream,” she said, “Always know that I will take
care of my granddaughter.” By providing childcare for
Ling, I would save a lot of money on my daughter’s living
expenses during the years I was away. My brother, who
lived with my parents after he married. also told me that
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he’d help support my mother. I was very fortunate to have
such a loving and supportive family.

Finding Money for College
Now I could focus on my academic success. Along with

what little I had in savings, I sold as many of my
possessions as possible, including my sewing machine, and
was able to afford tuition for the first semester. I began to
think about what work I might find to support my living
and tuition for my second semester. I remembered Sou
once talked about a high school classmate, Jiang, who was
now an art editor at the Hunan Science and Technology
Publication House. I went to the publication house and
introduced myself. We had never met, but he’d heard about
me from some mutual colleagues. He joked with me about
finally meeting his classmate’s wife. He was greatly
impressed by my design skills and gave me some part-time
work designing book covers. He also introduced me to
another college publication house and made an
appointment for me to meet the president. I greatly
appreciated Jiang’s support, which resulted in my working
at both publishing houses. I also received an opportunity
to train a small company on how to apply silk printings.
When I mentioned my good fortune to Sou, he was jealous
of me and complained to his classmate that I was not
helping him to make more money.
Sou liked to make negative comments about me to his
friends in regard to the long hours I studied in seeking a
Ph.D. degree. His abusive comments only made me work
harder. Before I left Changsha for college, one of Sou’s
friends, a married doctor, came to my home to visit. He
said he wanted to be my friend and help me financially
with my tuition because he knew Sou would not support
me. I rejected the offer because he made it clear that he
wanted more than just my “friendship” in return for his
money. I made a point of telling Sou his friend was
coming to our home every weekend to visit me while Sou
was away, and that he wanted to give me money to be his
friend. Sou made a point of being home at his friend’s next
visit. After their awkward and uncomfortable
confrontation, his friend never bothered me again. The
book editor was not Sou’s friend, and I felt more
comfortable with his help, which provided me honest
work. It was not surprising that, after I divorced Sou, many
of his friends continued to be mine. Not only did they
know of my difficult life with Sou. but also they did not
respect Sou, as he was neither a supportive husband nor a
loving father of our daughter.

Sou Continues to Sabotage
My Going to College
My dream of attending college finally came true in 1983,

when I was twenty-nine years old, after twelve years of
hard work and determination. I arrived a week before
classes to begin to prepare for my new life. I met with
the administrative director, requesting his help, and was
surprised when he asked me if I had an enemy at my work.
I had no knowledge of any such person, but he went on to
inform me that he had received a whistle-blowing letter
about me that asked the school to disqualify me and cancel
my appointment.
The director had been the target of discrimination and
injustice during Mao’s Cultural Revolution just as my
father and my step-sister-in-law had. So he was
sympathetic to my present situation and wanted to help.
When I asked if I might know who wrote the letter, he
showed me the whistle-blower’s name and signature at
the bottom of the letter, but he would not reveal the letter’s contents. I was shocked to see the name of a former
colleague who worked in my factory administrative office
who was a close friend of Sou. Sou told me that he and
this colleague were very good friends during the Cultural
Revolution. He had been a leader of the Red Rebel group,
and Sou had painted Mao’s picture for his team. After the
Cultural Revolution, he got the job through his wife’s help,
and he had always been kind to me, even inviting me to his
home for dance parties. The college director then assured
me that I would not be discharged from school on the basis
of the letter, and that I would be allowed to pursue my
studies. When I left the administration building, I resolved
not to think about yet another attempt on Sou’s part to
derail my academic career. I simply smiled from knowing
how fortunate I was that the director was a wise man, and
that I was living my dream!

near starvation diet on which
I existed. Still, I was very
happy with my studies and
made many friends with my
classmates. Some were college
professors and experienced
art designers from other
provinces. All of us had the
common experiences that we
were from Capitalist families.
I studied very hard, staying in
the classroom until the school
turned out the lights.
School required that students
have a travel study project
every summer. The first
summer, on my teacher’s
recommendation, I taught
a summer workshop in the
Zhangjiajie Mountain, where
I enjoyed painting numerous
landscapes in my free time.
Photo: BiLan studying at her
classroom in the evening (top)
Photo: BiLan painting in the
Zhangjiajie Mountain (middle)
Photo: Every day after dinner
BiLan go out painting where
behind the school mountains
called, Gold and Silver Mountain
(right)

College Life
For the female students the school provided a free hostel

that was a converted classroom containing fifteen double
beds. With so many women in such small quarters, it was
like being stuck in a traffic jam at all times. Yet I was happy
just to have a bed. The school also provided a student
canteen for our meals. After I paid my tuition, my funds
were depleted. I was hoping to receive the payment for my
book design soon. I missed Ling terribly and
wanted to see her on the weekends. But I barely had money
for my meal of steamed rice, let alone a bus ticket. I was
hungry every day and soon developed stomach pains that
drained my much needed energy. I did not realize I was
developing life-long digestive problems because of the

Photo: BiLan (first row in the middle sixth from left) teaching
Two Dimensional Design to a national summer workshop in
Zhangjiajie in 1984. The students design propaganda poster for
banks in Hunan province.

CHALLENGE OF LIFE

85

Homesick for My Daughter
Homesick for Ling,

I resolved to find a
way to see her one
weekend. My classmate Wang and I were
determined to hitch
a free ride with one
of the large trucks
traveling to Changsha about a two-hour
ride from Changsha
to Yiyang. After our
classes finished one
Saturday afternoon,
Wang and I walked to
Photo: BiLan (left) with her
the main road with a
mother and Ling
sign reading, “Please
give us free ride to
Changsha.” When we saw a truck coming we would dance
the paper to attract their attention, but not one stopped.
After two hours of standing on the road, Wang suggested I
wave the sign alone while he hid in the bushes.
The next truck stopped, and while I climbed into the cab
Wang quickly jumped into the back of the truck without
the driver knowing. Wang and I made the journey many
times together, and occasionally I would go alone. Every
Monday morning I would rise very early without waking
Ling when I returned to school. However, one morning as
I was tiptoeing out the door, the morning light shone into
the room on my lovely daughter’s face. As I paused to steal
one last glimpse of my beautiful child, she woke up to see
me leaving, and a tear ran down her cheek because she
knew I was leaving her behind. My heart was broken, and
I sobbed all the way back to school and every night as I
tried to sleep. I missed my daughter and longed to hold her
in my arms. She always wrote letters and once described
a trip to the park with my brother and my sister-in-law
and how badly she missed not having loving parents like
her cousin Qing and the other children playing there. Her
letter tore at my heartstrings, and I seriously considered
dropping out of school to be with her.
After a few days of toiling over this decision, I decided
that Ling would have more disappointments in her life if
I dropped out. So I kept working hard and tried not to let
my emotions take control by putting a cloud of guilt over
my head, especially at night when I wanted so badly
to hold her. Every time when I came to Changsha, my
mother gave me a few Chinese Yuan (about $ 0.5 U.S.)
from her little savings so I could take the bus back to
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school on Monday. My mother’s love and support carried
me through many difficult times in order for me to finish
college. Had it not been for that support, I would not have
been able to finance Ling’s education and for her to come
to America for her career and for my own.

Husband’s Love Tastes like a Fly
Three male students were also from

Changsha, and we became close
friends. One student’s father was a
curator at our Hunan Art Museum in
Changsha. His father was waiting for him to graduate and
be able to take over his position, and my friend went to
see his daughter every weekend. He asked me if he might
bring me something from home. As winter was coming on,
and I was often cold, I asked to have Sou send me my one
winter coat. He knew Sou, as many artists did in our city,
and knew that he was a rich man because he took pride in
telling everyone of the money his family had received from
his father in Taiwan. At the time people admired you if you
were rich or you had a relative in Taiwan or another
country. My classmate told Sou how poor and hungry I
was at school, and Sou sent me one can of powdered milk
along with my old winter coat. I was so moved by his
generosity that I wanted to try once more to love him so
Ling would have a normal family.
I remember he wrote a poem to me before we married, so
I wrote a poem to thank him. I also designed the envelope,
and drew a woman’s lips on the letter to seal it with a “kiss.”
It never occurred to me that his colleagues would see it
and laugh at him, and that he would be angry with me. He
warned me to never again play any more “petty bourgeois
ideological” tricks on him. I was so sick to my stomach that
after I finished reading the letter I felt as though I’d eaten a
fly. I was once again heartbroken that he had no
understanding of a loving, compassionate, romantic
relationship. He only knew that he was the man of the
house, and as a woman, I was little more than one of his
coats. I did not write to him again. In 1984, I was in my
second year at my college. Sou was hired as the first
fashion designer at the Fashion Design Company in Hunan. His company provided an expensive apartment with a
living room and two bedrooms. The apartment was in the
countryside across a river bridge some distance from our
old apartment. Sou was on top of the world.

Slave of the “Worker” Status
M

any of my classmates and I began to search for job
opportunities as we looked forward to graduation. The
university publishing house was interested in hiring me
when I graduated. I went to the human resources department to fill out an application form for the job. Soon I
received a letter saying they could not hire me because of
my “Worker” status.
I learned that when I was first officially hired as a welder
at age sixteen, the Chinese employment system listed me
under the status as a “Worker.” Many government departments had positions only for people with an “Office” status,
but not for a “Worker” status. It was a very complex and
difficult process to change one’s status to “Office” status.
I felt almost like a slave seeking her or his freedom. The
editor of the science publishing house helped me to get an
interview for a graphic designer position at the Changsha
import and export corporation. Unfortunately, the company did not have the position for a “Worker” status. I was
very frustrated with this new situation. Sou told me that
the Changsha fashion design company had a position to be
filled for a “Worker” status, but they insisted I drop out of
my school immediately. Sou harassed me to take the job,
saying I was being unrealistic. But I did not want to quit
school, so we fought every time we met. Only now I was
no longer afraid of him like before.

I Want to Be a Nun

50 x 48 inches, oil on wood panel (page 91)

T

he next summer, as the semester drew to a close, I was
still worried about having no money for my summer
program. Then I got a call from my school’s accountant,
notifying me that I had received a scholarship from the
Hunan Higher Education Department. The trip would
cost about 400 Chinese Yuan ($50 in U.S. currency) for my
summer travel to Gansu, a beautiful area with many
Tibetans. It was a miracle! I immediately went to see the
teacher, and I was told he would be leading the student
group to Gansu. He also said that we would be leaving
from Changsha by train in a few days and that my
classmate Cui would come to my home with details about
our departure from the Changsha train station, and also
details about our travel plans. I was so excited that I
quickly packed my bags and hit the road to flag down a
free ride by truck to go home. I went straight to Ling, who
was still living at my mother’s home, to stay the night. Then
I went to my home to await Cui’s visit with the pending
details of our journey. Sou was in a very bad mood when I
came home. We had a big fight! The neighbors complained

that we were screaming and yelling loudly, but I was not
going to be bullied. I could not stand it any longer and
walked out, heading for the train station. I was hoping
to meet my classmates, but there was no sign of them. I
thought they must have left for Changsha, and I somehow
felt uplifted as I boarded the train as though I was on a
spiritual journey. The train passed through the small town
of Henan, where I needed to transfer to another train
to Huashan Mountain. Finally, I arrived in Huashan in
the middle of the night. I was exhausted physically and
spiritually. I was sitting near the door of the Huashan
temple when a young monk saw me, my head buried in
my hands as I cried. He sat next to me to tell me the door
of the temple would not be open to the public until morning. He offered me a place to stay at their monks’ hostel,
and I accepted his kind offer. It was clear I felt destitute,
and I asked him if I might seek the counsel of a monk. The
young monk told me he would talk to his teacher about
seeing me.
Soon after I arrived at the
hotel room, an someone
knocked on my door.
When I opened it, there
stood a kindly old monk
with a gentle face and
knowing eyes. He was
wrapped in a saffron robe,
and rosary beads were
wrapped around his right
wrist. He said his student
suggested he might be
of help. I told him that I
wanted to be a nun.
As we talked, he asked me in the most compassionate
manner why I had decided to leave the world of family and
friends and abandon my education and art career. There
was something about the way he asked the question that
caused me to see through my immediate frustrations and
fears to which I’d become attached. Later, I realized that he
wanted me to see that I had built a wall of vanity and pride
now overriding my God-given talents that had always
pointed the way to my dream of freedom to express the joy
and beauty in the faces and landscapes I’d been painting.
He was very patient as he listened to me pour out my heart
about my many disappointments and deep bitterness.
When I finished, I looked into his eyes for an answer to my
request to become a nun. He told me about his journey in
life, and how he had decided to become a monk. Then after
a long pause, he told me that his impression of me was
that my desire to be with my daughter and family was too
strong, and the passion for my art and the material world
I WANT TO BE A NUN
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was too great, for me to become a nun. He encouraged me
to be strong, to change my negative thoughts to positive
thinking, and to find the love and compassion in my heart
to forgive those who had so disappointed me. He said I
could help the people I loved only if I was strong. The conversation with the monk opened my mind, and I thanked
him for inspiring me. As he left, he reminded me to always
look inside myself for the thoughts and feelings I was now
experiencing.

Tibet, My Inspiration
To locate my group, I wrote a notice and posted it on

the bulletin board at the hotel to let my classmates know
I was waiting at the monk’s hostel. My classmates saw it
and came to my hotel. There Cui told me he had gone to
my home in Changsha, and heard Sou yelling at me so
fiercely that he was afraid to knock on my door. I was very
happy that I did not miss this opportunity for the trip to
Tibet and to be with my classmates. My school’s requirement for my second summer art project was officially
under way when my group boarded the train in Huashan,
China for Gansu, Tibet. We left early in the morning in
order to make the long journey that took us through Xian,
where we left our train and continued by bus. Our bus ride
took many hours to arrive in Lanzhou, Gansu, where we
changed buses to go to an area in Graze close to Kham.
Many of Tibetan people lived there. We finally arrived at
our hotel to discover it was a military hotel with reservations for us booked by our college. Our translator was a
Tibetan college student. Our team leader, teacher Gu, told
him we would like to experience the authentic Tibetan
culture and meet local people as well as paint landscapes.
The translator told us that most of the time we would be
walking because there was little transportation in this area
of Tibet, where the residents mainly traveled on horseback. We would be lucky to catch a bus when one might be
available. He also told us we needed to have winter clothes,
as the weather could change to their winter season within
a day!
The area of Northern Asia we planned to visit was called
Kham. It was located between the Tibetan and Huangtu
plateaus that bordered on Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, and
Ningxia to the north, Xinjiang and Qinghai to the west,
Sichuan to the south, and Shaanxi to the east. The Yellow
River passed through the southern part of the province.
Unfortunately, this area had a long history of unrest, as did
much of China during the infighting among the warlords
and the Japanese Invasion. When the area was ruled by the
Republic of China (1912–1949) Garzê became nominally
part of the province of Xikang, which included parts of the
region known as Kham. In 1930 the Tibetan army invaded
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Garzê, capturing it without much resistance. In 1932 the
Tibetan army withdrew after suffering defeats elsewhere at
the hands of the warlord of Qinghai, Ma Bufang. The
Chinese warlord Liu Wenhui reoccupied Garzê and signed
an agreement with the Tibetans that formalized his control
of the area east of the upper Yangtze, an area corresponding roughly with eastern Kham. In 1950, following the
defeat of the KMT forces by the People’s Liberation Army,
the area fell within the control of the People’s Republic of
China. Eastern Xikang was merged with Sichuan in 1955,
where Garzê became an autonomous, self-governing
district. When our bus arrived at the village of Kham, the
translator led us to an area that had been totally
destroyed. He told us that, when the Chinese Liberation
Army had come into Tibet, they encountered a
resistance group of Tibetans. Unfortunately, many people
were killed when the Chinese army bombed the village.
Where a village had once stood, there were now only ruins
with an ominous feeling of terror hanging like a dark cloud
over the deserted area. As we walked through the remains,
it was clear that the people in the area were afraid of us.
Had we not been with our translator, I believe we would
not have been able to enter the area.

Photo: BiLan (second from right) with her traveling team

Photo: BiLan painting at Kham village

Painting Steals Their Soul
Our translator met with the village

leader, who arranged for us to hire
two Tibetans to help us with our
painting. Our painting began with a
woman who had just been married a
few days earlier. Wearing her bridal
dress, she came to a small restaurant,
where she allowed us to paint her portrait. As we were beginning to paint
the new bride, some people warned
her that our brushes were taking her
soul away as we put her image on our
canvases. She broke down and could
not continue to let us paint her. She
did, however, agree to let me wear
her clothes long enough to have my
photograph taken. This act concerned
her, as she was afraid that my soul
would be stolen away by the camera.
She was a very sweet girl, and my heart wanted to reach
out to her to help heal her fear. She and so many people
down through history had lived in ignorance while warlords fought back and forth, and bordering countries like
Mongolia tried to rule over the land and its people. I could
not get the fear of the young bride’s face off my mind that
night as I lay down to sleep.

Tibetan Bride, 10 x 8 inches, gouache on paper (top)
Photo: BiLan(middle)
Tibetan Boy, 10 x 8 inches, gouache on
paper
At first, the young boy agreed to model
for our paintings until a small group of
people came to watch, and he ran way.
The people told him our painting would
take his soul.

Nightmare
I began to remember how

frightened I had been when I
was fifteen years old and
sleeping alone in the ruins of the
old church surrounded by graves
with ghosts. I fell asleep in tears
for all young women in danger,
and I dreamed that night I was
transported back to my
bedroom in the old dilapidated morgue. As I was lying
there in my bed, a ghost came through the window and
crept up to my bed. As I peeked out from under the bed

sheet to see a most horrible face, a bright flash of fire and
light exploded and the thunderous sound cracked inside
my ears! A bomb had killed me and my soul was leaving
the planet and going up to heaven. I was floating and everything was very quiet and still as I felt someone holding
my hand. It was the monk who had told me that I could
not be a nun, because I would find the courage to face life,
and the passion to be an artist. As we looked down on
the blue planet Earth, without words somehow the monk
helped me understand that all people must learn to share
our planet and learn to live in harmony. I realized that I
must learn to paint away the wounds of hurt and fear by
uniting people in an understanding of love and courage.
I woke up back in my bed at the hotel, but somehow I felt
the presence of my mother’s love and the deep abiding
strength to carry on. I vowed to one day to return to Tibet
to paint away all hurt and turmoil by painting my very best
and most beautiful paintings of the people and the places
I might visit. When I arrived at Huashan monastery in the
middle of the night, I had lost all hope after many
disappointments, and a deep sadness began to overshadow
my dreams for a better life.

I

Wanted to Be a Nun (page 91) was painted when I felt
totally trapped in my abusive marriage and chained to my
job as a welder. My official status with the government as
a “Worker” could not be changed because in my first job I
was a welder. I would never be allowed to be employed in a
“Professional” status. This realization was very depressing,
and I wanted to become a nun. I was feeling hopeless and
spiritually exhausted. I sat in the doorway of the monastery crying, and a young monk heard me and opened the
door. He arranged for me to meet with a senior monk.
He was very patient with me as he listened to me tell my
story. The conversation with the monk opened my mind
and helped me see the possibilities for a brighter future.
He reminded me to always look inside myself, and that I
could express my deepest thoughts and feelings though
my paintings. I was learning to never give up my dream.
At the top left of the painting, the mountain is symbolic of the enormous weight of my troubled marriage and
many disappointments holding me down. The mountain
totally covers me, inflicting pain and suffering on me. It is
destroying my idealism for love and a better life, as represented by the pictures of my youth, my music, and my art
flowing from out of the mountain and down the
stream into a bottomless black hole.
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One Child Policy (detail), 40 x 30 inches, oil on canvas (page 79)

Bride, 10 x 8 inches, gouache on paper

Summer Snow, 6 x 8 inches, oil on paper

Tibetan Boy, 10 x 8 inches, gouache on paper

Hot Summer, 6 x 8 inches, gouache on paper
I Want to Be a Nun, 50 x 48 inches, oil on wood panel
(next page)
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International Fashion
Design Competition

Photo: BiLan at her home studio

Upon my return home from Gansu, Sou asked me if I

might be interested in participating in an international
fashion design competition. Against my better judgment,
I agreed, but only if he treated me as his colleague and
partner. My eye for color and artistic understanding of
anatomy, the human form, and movement, along with my
experiences in designing book covers, made it a small step
for me to enter the world of fashion design. I was very
comfortable with the fashion designing process, as I had
made all Ling’s clothes and sewed many of my own
creations. Sou explained that the international fashion
group’s criteria for completion mandated a unique design
incorporating our Chinese style. Since we had little time
before the upcoming deadline, I suggested using bamboo
materials for one of my designs because I knew how to
apply the bamboo materials from prior experience with
one of my college classmates. That piqued his interest
because he had never heard of using bamboo to make
cloth. We incorporated these and other designs together
for the project. I actually enjoyed our collaboration, as it
was the first time we did not fight.

My Fashion Design Cloth
Made of Bamboo
I returned to school to visit a classmate who lived in

and steered me to the only family that made woven
bamboo, but they lived some distance out in the
countryside. Although I found them after an extensive
search, the man who developed the bamboo technique,
unfortunately, had died a year earlier. His wife and
seventeen-year-old daughter still lived there, and they
agreed to help me recreate his technique for weaving
bamboo. The daughter and her mother showed me a
storage building stacked with bamboo materials. Her
mother told me I could take as much of the materials I
could use for free, as she was no longer interested in the
bamboo business since her husband’s death. I offered to
pay for the materials and that I would also like to hire her
daughter to go with me to Changsha for further coaching
on the technique. Although her daughter had never left
home, I assured her that I would care for her as if she were
my own.
Thus assured, the mother encouraged her daughter to join
me and go with me for a week. Although very shy, she was
enthused about the trip. We took a bus to Changsha, and
along the way she saw a train for the very first time. At
the time Sou and I had moved into an apartment with a
living room and two bedrooms. Sou was very surprised but
pleased that I brought the girl with me. It was a very simple
weaving technique she taught me. She was, however,
painfully homesick, so I took her home to Yiyang after a
few days. During our short time together, nevertheless, I
was able to master the technique for weaving the bamboo
materials, but the results restricted me to only simple
designs. The bamboo materials limited the weave to a
pattern similar to fishing net. So I wove a short coat with
the bamboo materials and designed a Chinese cheongsam
(dress) by using Chinese white silk to incorporate the
whole design. We also submitted two additional designs
in the competition. I did most of the weaving and sewing,
while Sou was more knowledgeable about what was necessary for a competitive display and the proper approach
to the international fashion design judges. We also worked
on a second fashion show that was a national competition.
In addition to my design and sewing, I also trained his
models on improving nuances of their modeling skills.
The instruction was easy, as it emanated from my dancing
experience. Sou once told me he wished we were not
married, just friends, because we were such a good team.
He was my husband by law, but in fact we were only
friends. He was frustrated that I did not want to have sex
with him anymore, but he did not want to divorce.

Yiyang. He knew where I could buy the bamboo materials
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Painting Away My
Heart’s Wounds
M

y major was graphic design, but I loved to
paint because it helped to heal my broken heart.
I earned respect from the male students, and they
commented that I was not frail like the other
female students. Sometimes life at school was wild,
and one day three of the male classmate asked me
to join them to go looking for skulls in a deserted
cemetery to help us better draw the human
anatomy as a foundation in our portrait painting
classes. I agreed, and each of us found a skull and
took them to a friend’s local hospital for proper
disinfecting and cleaning. Later, I hung my skull
on the bed frame to study it closely and render
numerous drawings. Some of my female roommates were unhappy about this prop because they
were superstitious. At this time, it was difficult
for an artist to study the human anatomy with the
use of a nude model. Studying human anatomy is
very important, requiring a detailed understanding of the human skeleton and muscles. One of
my classmates arranged an opportunity to study a
human body at the local hospital. One of my male
students and I held our noses as we pulled a dead
body from the preserving pool of formaldehyde.
I cut the cloth off the cadaver and learned just as
medical students studied. I was focused on proper- Self portrait, 11 x 9 inches, gouache on paper
ly learning my profession.
During this time, I also liked to go for a walk after
dinner into the mountains next to our school to
paint small landscapes. I produced more than a
hundred small landscapes while in school. My
major was graphic design, but I loved painting,
and my painting skills and choice of colors
impressed my painting teacher. He told me I had
a genetic art gene deep within me, and my early
training from my “Capitalist” educators had a
profoundly good influence. I had not played the
violin since I married Sou, as he’d locked my violin
away, so I began playing the Chinese Erfu (twostringed violin) at school, and
sometimes I played for school concerts.
My numerous artistic skills and
adventurous approach to the world
around me may have been the reason my
fellow students and even our
teachers started calling me “Old Liao,”
which translated means “Master Liao.”

Spring, 5 x 8 inches, gouache on paper
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Evening, 5 x 6 inches, gouache on paper

Spring, 4 x 6 inches, gouache on paper
Morning, 4 x 6 inches, gouache on paper

Morning Fog, 8 x14 inches, gouache on paper

Chinese Xieyi painting, ink and color on paper

Chinese Gongbi painting, ink and color on paper
Portrait Study, 20 x 16 inches, gouache on paper
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Graduation Exhibition
Our program

required each
student to submit
a major work to be
judged before
graduation. I
prepared two large
advertisement
designs for
submission. One was
a fashion-dress
advertisement, and
the other was an
abstract art piece,
which I did with one
of my classmates. We
used our hands and
feet to create the art,
and we had so much
fun that the
Photo: BiLan next to her design at the
enthusiasm of
graduation exhibition at the Hunan
Museum
our process came
through on the
canvas. The art audience enjoyed the piece because it was a
new concept and ideal at the time. Our graduation
exhibition was displayed at the Hunan Art Museum in
Changsha, and the reviews of the show were better than
expected. Our teachers were more than pleased and my
classmates and I were ecstatic!

W

ith tears in her eyes, my mother held me close and said,
“You worked so hard to finish school, and I’m so proud
of you!” Tears washed down my face; I had no words to
describe how thankful I was for my mother supporting me
through the many difficulties of school, and for the tender,
loving care she gave Ling. Finally, Ling came home to live
with us, and I transferred her to a new school closer to our
home. Sou still refused to care for her, and we existed in
two separate rooms with Ling living with me.

My New Job as
Pattern Designer
S

ou’s friend Tan, the president of the Changsha Bath and
Towel Factory, was impressed with my work and offered
me a job as a pattern designer. During our conversation
about the job offer, it became clear that he was hiring me
because of my talent, and not because of any influence
from Sou. I was glad to have an official job as an artist,
especially because of my limitations from living under

the cloud of my “Worker” status. Had my status been a
“Professional,” my opportunities would have been much
greater.
I then began my new job as a pattern designer at the Bath
and Towel Factory. The factory had an old history, and
more than a thousand workers. Most of our products
were for international clients. Getting to the office each
day required two hours of travel, so I rode my bicycle to
work each day, as taking the bus required about the same
amount of time because of the many stops and numerous
transfers. I liked riding my bicycle; I felt free.
On the way to home, I would stop by at a food market to
buy vegetables and meat for dinner, and for the breakfast
and lunch for Ling. Sou’s philosophy was that women
should take care of the man and do all the housework.
Years later, Ling told me that one day I was late coming
home to cook dinner, and she asked her father to cook
some food because she was hungry. He told Ling to wait
for me to come home to cook. Unfortunately, we did not
have any snacks at home. Ling and I left home when Sou
was still sleeping. Usually Ling came home early after
school. She would stay in our room doing her homework.
She told me that she was afraid every day when she heard
her father’s footsteps because she was in fear of Sou’s ill
temper. It was clear to me that since my coming back home
from school, Sou had unleashed his temper on Ling. When
I was at home, I always tried to protect her from his anger,
but she still experienced the trauma of Sou and me fighting. Ling told me how much she hated our fighting, but
she did not want me to divorce her father because she was
afraid a stepfather would not let her live with me. She told
me about a very sad story of her childhood friend, Qing.
His parents did not want him because of the One Child
Policy. So he had to live with his grandmother. Ling and I
lived in a terrible home environment. I felt sorry for Ling
and hopeless with no way out.
The president of our
factory liked to invite
local artists for brush
parties at our office/studio. Our factory would
serve wine and food,
and the artists would
leave their work at the
factory. All of designers helped to host the
event, and to prepare the papers and inks. I enjoyed the
brush parties, and got to know many of the artists.
Photo: BiLan painting at her new office
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Studying Photography and English
My pattern design job was easy, and I had a lot of free

time. In addition to my work, I bought an old Nikon
camera and took a photography course through an
online school. I was still hoping to have a chance to
go to America for my dream. I enrolled at the Changsha Institute of Science and Technology for a workshop of eighty hours studying English. I was happy
I received my graduation certificate in July 1988.

Teaching Part-Time
When the Changsha Youth Center asked me to teach a

children’s art class, I happily agreed. The class was on
Sunday afternoon, and I greatly appreciated my office manager permitting me to leave work early on Sunday to teach
the class and allowing me to make up the work hours on
our Thursday day off.
I gave Ling my old 120 box camera, and enrolled her in a
photography class at the art center, and my sister-in-law
also enrolled her daughter at the center. My generation had
lost our opportunity for an education during the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, so we sought any educational
opportunity for our children. I enjoyed teaching children
and tried my best to help them. One of my students, a
boy about ten years old, was very wild, causing a lot of
problems for his classmates. He seemed to be a very smart
young lad. One day I told him that if he would behave and
be a good student, then I would choose him as my assistant
to collect the work of the other students at the end of class.
After the conversation, he behaved himself. He was very
responsible in collecting the students’ work and cleaning
the blackboard at the end of the class.
One Sunday evening the boy’s mother brought a live
chicken and a bottle of wine to my home in thanks for my
teaching her son. She told me that since her son had taken
my class, his behavior had improved at home and he loved
to paint. I told her I enjoyed teaching her son, and I would
not accept her gift.
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It was a great experience for me to teach there. Later, the
art center asked me to teach a group of very talented art
students. I taught them how to develop their own stories
through their drawings and paintings. Then the students
submitted their work to a national art competition. I was
very happy when some of their work was selected to be in
the national competition in 1987.
As I taught my students, it became quite obvious to me
that the artistic process as well as the appreciation of art
itself can be so important to the development of the human
mind in observation skills, critical thinking, the creative
process, and the freedom of self-expression. One of many
examples in which I could see art making a tremendous
difference in the lives of students was at a college in Japan.
Here it was undeniable that those students who engaged in
art as a hobby were reducing the overwhelming pressures
they were experiencing from their studies and college life.
The students who enjoyed art as their hobby were
noticeably more relaxed and had less stress than those who
were overwhelmed by the fast pace and the pressures of
school.
One day Ling told me that she wanted to transfer to my
painting class from her photography class. I told her that
she could, but only if she kept the secret that I was her
mother. She could not call me “mother” in the class, and
she agreed. She called me “Teacher Liao” in front of the
other students, and she would wait out of sight of the other
students for me to pick her up to go home. Early every
Sunday morning I would drop Ling off at my mother’s
house on my way to work. Then at noon I would pick Ling
up at the Art Center. I was very busy, but I was very happy
with Ling and my teaching. I hoped my mother and my
love could help to heal Ling’s broken heart over her father.

Photo: Sometimes, I liked to take a short walk or do some quick
paintings in the early morning along the Xiangjiang River to
release my stress and set my mind free

My Mother Goes to Heaven
W

Photo: Mother and father in 1987

hen I received my first salary from the towel factory I
gave my mother 20 Chinese Yuan (about $2.50 US). My
mother told me that she did not need any money from me,
but I told her that she could save it for a time when she
would need it. I had additional income from the design
of a book cover project, and I was also teaching at the art
center. With experience we gain the wisdom of saving for
the time when our children need our support, and we must
be there to help them.
One day at work, I got a call that my mother had a stroke
and was in the hospital. I rushed to find her in the general
ward, with my father very frustrated because she was
refusing treatment. When I asked her why, she said that
she did not want to be a burden to our family. While my
father and brother comforted her, I promised that I would
take care of her. The next day my mother had a second
stroke, and she badly needed to be transferred into the
critical care unit. Unfortunately, there were no beds
available in the overcrowded critical care. I went to the
critical care unit to ask for help, and there I found out that
my friend Dr. Guang might make arrangements for her,
but Dr. Guang was off work that day. I was lucky to find
him at his home. I had not seen him since I had entered
college, but had heard of his ambition to run for president
of the hospital. He had garnered the votes of his peers at
the hospital, but political enemies blocked his installation
as president in favor of another. Dr. Guang’s enemies had
actually had him arrested on false charges, and secretly
held him in jail until the old president was installed, in a
political conspiracy that Guang had not anticipated. He
was finally released from jail, and returned to the life he
had before. He was pleased to see me, came with me to the
hospital, and signed the papers to transfer my mother. I
was deeply grateful for his friendship.
My brother, Qing, and I took turns caring for our
mother. The two strokes left her paralyzed and unable to
talk for a while. Chinese hospitals were unlike American
hospitals, which have nurses paying close attention to the
patients. In China the patient’s family needed to stay with
their sick family member, and perform a lot of the nurse’s
work. Qing and my sister-in-law took care of my mother
during the day, and I spent the evenings and remained
overnight. I left for work from the hospital in the early
morning. I was very happy to see my mother getting better
every day. One night someone died and screamed out so
loudly it could be heard throughout the entire floor. It

deeply frightened my mother, and I held her hands and
told her not to be afraid, because I was with her. She finally
dozed off and slept like a baby the rest of the night. During
my visits she would tell me about her childhood. I thought
of how much I would have appreciated Sou helping me to
take care of my mother the same way my sister-in-law was
helping my brother. Sou did not even come to the hospital
to visit.
Finally, my mother’s health improved, and she was able
to come home. The family took turns watching over her
along with the help of a caregiver whom my father hired.
Ling would spend her weekends with her, and I would visit
her daily after work and all day each Thursday, as it was
my only day off work. One Thursday I was late for my visit
while my mother waited for me to arrive. Later, my
brother told me my mother had gotten out of bed many
hours early, waiting by the door and watching down the
street. He told me that she looked forward to my visit with
great anticipation, and that day, while waiting, she looked
so sick and poorly it made him worry she was taking a
turn for the worse. My heart was broken, and I was never
late again visiting my mother for any reason.
Fortune shone on me one day when my boss Tan told me
he had agreed to temporarily assign me to the Changsha
Art Center to oversee a large exhibition at the Hunan Art
Museum for a few months. Tan was an artist from a rich
family. During the Chinese Cultural Revolution, however,
he had been forced to work as a boiler worker at a factory.
After the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese government
implemented a policy that allowed him to be hired as a
leader at the factory. Few artists at that time had a position
of power in human resources or in a finance department.
Tan enjoyed the power of his position and used it to
promote himself, especially when there was an
opportunity for community recognition such as my
helping the art community in Changsha as his company
representative. The real reason I was so happy was that the
MY MOTHER GOES TO HEAVEN
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art center was located close to my mother’s home, and I
could have lunch every day with my mother and bathe her.
The caregiver my father hired to help my mother was only
a farmer’s wife with few skills for the job, and my mother
did not like her providing the daily bath.
Mother and I enjoyed a simple lunch most days, followed
by my preparation to bathe her. However, one day after
lunch she told me that she wasn’t feeling well and wanted
to take a nap. She would allow her caregiver to give her a
bath after I returned to work. After I went back to my job,
the caregiver went to the public bathroom, leaving my
mother alone. When she returned, my mother was
washing her hair in the kitchen. It was then that my
mother had her third stroke, fell, and hit her head on the
hard floor. When I arrived at the hospital, she was in a
coma. I will never forget my feeling of hopelessness as I
held her body in my arms and called her name. Her doctor
told me she could not hear me, but I could see only the
tears streaming down her face as I continued to try to
reach her with my words. The doctor told us there was
nothing more he could do and left. My father seemed to
lose his mind with grief and worry. We finally convinced
him to go home to rest, and my brother, my two sisters, my
brother-in-law, and my sister-in-law stayed with me in my
mother’s hospital room that final night. My mother died
at the middle of the night on September 20, 1987 at age
sixty-one.
While her body was still warm, we immediately carried
her to her home. My father was unbearably grief stricken,
and I was angry at the loss. I could not allow myself to give
in to my tears and sadness, because I was the only person
strong enough to make all of the arrangements for my
mother’s funeral. In Chinese culture, the father would lead
the family through the funeral with a speech, but if he was
unable to do so, then this important responsibility would
go to the eldest son. My father was in no shape to make
any funeral arrangements or speak at the funeral, and my
loving brother was too shy as well as grief stricken to speak
in public. So the responsibility fell on my shoulders to
deliver the eulogy.
Funerals in Chinese culture are extremely important
events. Some families go into debt for a lifetime by
spending more than the family can afford to show their
love and grief over the loss of a family member. At my
mother’s funeral, people commented on how Ling cried
over her grandmother more than anyone in our family.
My daughter loved her grandmother very, very much, and
her grandmother reciprocated that affection. I did not cry
in front of people, because I had to keep my mind clear in
order to manage the funeral. Afterward, I cried
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uncontrollably behind closed doors, and I continued to be
angry, blaming the caregiver for my mother’s death and my
father for hiring her. I allowed a great void to come
between my father and me, and years later when he hanged
himself, I was deeply saddened that I did not try to resolve
our differences. He was a talented, smart, and bold man
all of his life. When he could no longer tolerate the New
China movement that eventually destroyed his dreams,
and slowly drained him of his spirit, he could see only one
honorable option left: death by suicide! My family often
told me that I was strong like my father, always looking
for adventure and for a better life. I saw myself influenced
more by my grandmother and my mother because they
both taught me the importance of love and hard work.
Sou was on a business trip to Beijing when mother died.
His company called him about my mother’s death, but he
found an excuse to not return in time to be with me at the
funeral. I no longer felt angry about Sou, as my mother’s
death had set me free from my promise to her not to bring
shame on the family by divorcing him. I told Sou that I
was unhappy and wanted a divorce, which he told his company I wanted because I had more education than he had
acquired. He did not want to divorce, and my factory’s
union boss discouraged it. Ling did not want me to
divorce him, because she was afraid she might be given
away, as had happened to one of her young friends when
his parents divorced. Under the One Child Policy, there
was little hope for anyone to divorce, because the
government and most people in Changsha were so very
conservative. These and many other obstacles stood
between me and my freedom from a cruel husband who
had emotionally abandoned me, and had attempted to
sabotage my every effort for an education to improve our
lives. To Sou I was nothing more than his additional
paycheck.

Photo: My mother’s cemetery in Liao village, Changsha. I visit
her each time I travel back to China

Sou’s Father’s Funeral
in Taiwan

I was trapped in my marital prison with no way to escape

to pursue a better life for Ling and myself. Then I heard
that it might be possible for a child under age thirteen to
migrate to Taiwan if he or she had a relative there. I immediately thought about Sou’s father. Maybe he could help
Ling have a better life. Without asking Sou’s permission,
I wrote a long letter to his father, explaining what had
happened to Sou since his father had left China in 1949.
After I sent the letter I told Sou about it, and he became
very angry.
Soon Sou received a letter from his father, inviting him to
Taiwan. Sou was happy his father contacted him because of
my letter. While waiting for his visa, he received an urgent
telegram from Hong Kong that his father had been
diagnosed with terminal cancer and wanted to see his son
before he died. His father’s friend arranged for Sou to
travel from Hong Kong to Taiwan. The next morning, I
immediately went to see my friend who worked at the
Chinese visa department in hopes she would help both
Sou and me to get visas to Taiwan. I had helped her with
the weddings of her two sons, and she told me she would
help me if she could. She advised it would be best for both
Sou and me to get our visas to Hong Kong, but Sou did
not want me to go with him. Before Sou left, he revealed
the secret place he always hid his bank deposit books. I did
not realize at the time his hidden financial accounts would
later be used as my ticket for freedom and finally obtaining
my divorce. When he arrived in Taiwan he found out that
his father died the day before. His stepmother arranged
for him to stay in a hotel because it was not proper for a
man to stay alone in a woman’s house even if she was his
stepmother. After his father’s funeral, Sou returned to
Changsha, and one of his friends told him things would
have gone much better if he had taken me along. I felt

sorry about his father’s death, and that Ling did not have
an opportunity to meet her grandfather.

Broken Dream of Canada
After completing the exhibit at the

Art Center, I returned to the towel
factory and to my pattern design
work, and also continued to do book
cover designs. My fellow office
workers included another designer,
six pattern designers, and three
technical workers all in a large office.
I liked the creativity these design
projects afforded me, and I made
more money from my book
design work and teaching than from my salary at work. My
colleagues admired my ability, and I frequently reminded
myself that I would not work at the factory for the rest of
my life. But I did not know where I would go, and I had
great frustrations about how my “Worker” status was so
badly limiting my career.
My future appeared very dim in Changsha, but I could not
give up. I had to look for another opportunity in China.
Many of the people I knew were trying to find ways to
migrate abroad. Studying abroad was very desirable, and
I was not happy living in China. The seed of freedom for
America that my father planted in me continued to grow.
One of my art friends was studying in Canada, and I asked
her to help me with my application to go there as well. She
agreed to help, and the school in Canada accepted me to
begin in the fall semester. With my back against the wall
financially, I swallowed my pride, and asked Sou to help
me with the money to register my application for the
college. Sou received the money from his Taiwan father,
who was still alive at the time. Sou was a rich man and,
to my surprise and delight, he lent me the money. When
I told Ling about my opportunity to go to Canada, she
became very angry. I’ll never forget her saying, “If you
leave me, my life will be finished here!” I felt so guilty that I
withdrew my application to study in Canada. Sou was
outraged that I had wasted the money for the application,
and insisted that I would still repay him, as it had been a
loan. I could not leave Ling for an education in Canada,
especially after my mother’s death. There was no one who
would take care of my daughter and love her as my mother
had done.
Photo: Sou’s father (left second row) with Chiang
Ching-kuo, President of the Republic of China in Taiwan (third
from left), and other high generals at the president’s birthday
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Artists’ Longing and
Sorrow in Business

Artists were still poor, so with our special Chinese styles

of artwork we sought an opportunity to form an association to collectively develop better economic opportunities
for our members. The Chinese government controlled all
of the associations through the allotment of their finances
and the number of employees available through the human
resources department. The Hunan Culture and Art Association was the highest-level art association in our province
and had an agreement with the Hunan Import and Export
Company to do business together. Thus an opportunity
came to me from the vice governor of our province. The
Art Association president asked Tan to allow me to work
with the Association while on his payroll to start a new
company for the Hunan Culture and Art Association. Tan
highly respected Hunan’s famous artists, and the president
of the Association often joked with me, saying, “You’re
so hot that I have to loan you out to the Hunan Culture
and Art Association, but I still have to pay your salary.”
I replied smilingly, “It’s all government money!” He was
proud of showing his power to the president of Hunan
Culture and Art Association, and I was happy to have the
opportunity.
I had a meeting with the Association president, Bai, at his
home. He was known throughout China for his traditional
Chinese Gongbi paintings and gave me an envelope
containing a letter of invitation from the vice governor
to be the Honorary Chairman of our company. He also
handed me one of his original paintings to present to the
vice governor and instructed me to go to his home. With
the support of a photographer friend who was also friends
with the governor’s daughter, I made an appointment to
meet with the Vice Governor. When the day came for
my presentation, we had a good meeting and spent some
time in conversing. Later, I was told that I’d made a good
impression. I was pleased because I was not groomed to
travel in political circles and to know the many nuances of
what to say or how I was to conduct myself formally.
My next step was to meet with the vice president of the
Association at his home. His name was Ze, and he was
famous for his Chinese-style Xieyi paintings. He also
printed the business cards for the Hunan Huiwen Art
Gallery, and I was now officially their Vice Manager and
Trustee. My job was the coordination of business and
fundraising, and I was the only person from the Art
Association. The manager of the Association was from
the Import and Export Company, and we had a very small
business suite for an office. My towel factory paid my
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salary, and we had no funds for business development. I
also had no idea how to begin raising money.
One day another manager in our office came to meet with
me. She had extensive experience in the import/export
business and explained that we were a “basket” company,
meaning that we were in between two other companies
that were buying and selling goods. She suggested that
there was a high demand for scrap iron, which we could
deal in and thus bring funds into the Association. I was
surprised by this approach, as I had no experience in
business. People thought I was an experienced businesswoman, but I was not. What I knew was how to work very
hard to make things happen.
Knowing I would need help, I suggested to the vice
president that we hire one person as my business assistant
and to be the accountant. He said that once the company
was successful, the human resources department would
then have to add another person to their quota for recruiting, selling, and accounting. He went on to say that
if I could make an arrangement with someone willing to
work out a trade, then he would certainly support it. My
sister-in-law, Sa, was an accountant and had more business
experience than I. When I approached her, she readily
agreed and confirmed that she also knew there was a high
demand for scrap iron. She then told me that her uncle
in Hengyang was in the market for as much as he could
acquire, so I began to hurriedly contact everyone I knew
from my old welding jobs, and she reached out to everyone
she knew.

Cheated by My First
Business Agreement
F

inally, we located what appeared to be a large amount of
scrap iron for a very low price that promised to make us
a handsome profit. Sa’s uncle then agreed to buy the scrap
iron from us if we could get the price quoted. It was a hot
summer day, but we both jumped on our bicycles and rode
to a location across town as fast as we could. There the
seller showed us to a large storage room where he pulled
out some iron rods, and told us we were free to examine
them. He promised us that all of the iron was real, but that
he was awaiting other people to come negotiate a deal later
that day. Fearing we would miss out on a great opportunity, we signed an agreement and hurried back to contact
Sa’s uncle. He said he could wire the money the same day
to us and come the next morning in a truck to pick up the
iron from the seller.

As soon as we left, I immediately had a bad feeling about
the seller. To insure the iron was real, I went to see a friend
named Jian to ask him if he might check on it early the
next morning. He worked in the Changsha iron factory’s
laboratory, and he agreed to meet me at the seller’s office
first thing in the morning. Jian and I arrived very early,
anxious to meet with the seller, but he was not there. I
asked one of the workers to open the storage room, telling
him I needed to calculate how many trucks I would need
to pick up my delivery. Jian picked up the first one from
the top of the pile, and smiled, saying that it was real.
When he examined the second piece of iron, a concerned
look crossed his face and after picking up several more, he
announced that it appeared that 90% of our purchase of
scrap iron was fake iron! I immediately called Sa to stop
the transfer of her uncle’s money, but she told me that the
seller already had taken receipt of it. I assured her that I
would do everything in my power to get the money back.
When I returned to the seller’s office, I demanded the
money be returned. He got angry and called two men to
push me out onto the street.
I was very frustrated about what to do until I remembered
a college friend named Chan who was a policeman. I went
straight to his office to find him having lunch. He was so
surprised and laughed when I told him I’d come to take
him to lunch. He smiled knowingly and asked what the
real purpose of my visit was. When I told him about the
scrap iron deal, he was aware of the seller’s reputation
because others had also complained of similar frauds, but
they’d never been caught red handed. He confirmed that
the seller was very arrogant. When Chan understood that
I was working for the Hunan Culture and Art Association,
and the Vice Governor was the honorary chairman of our
company, he suggested we make a visit to the seller and
“talk” with him. When we arrived at the seller’s office with
a policeman, he warmly invited us both into his office.
After a brief chat, my classmate asked me to leave so he
and the seller might have a private conversation. Just five
minutes later, the seller came into the waiting room to let
me know he had decided to return all the money
immediately. After we left, I asked Chan how he’d
persuaded the seller to return the money. With a big smile,
he explained that he simply informed the seller that he had
cheated the vice governor! I never forgot that first business
deal, and how Chan had suggested I stick to art. He was
right!

Business with
Sou’s Friends in Hong Kong
The Association Vice President suggested I expand our

focus to open international trade channels to promote our
paintings. Hong Kong was the obvious starting place for
such an endeavor. I had a connection through Sou because
a friend of his late father had a son named Lee, who owned
a fashion design shop in Hong Kong. Lee had opened a
factory in Baoan, Shenzhen, and asked Sou to manage it.
Sou was excited about his new position and pleased to use
me to promote it. He told Lee that I was looking for an
agent in Hong Kong to sell artists’ paintings. Sou proposed that, if I would help him hire new workers for him
in Baoan, he would provide me an introduction to a sales
agent in Hong Kong for my artists. I agreed that we could
help each other, and soon found out my agent would be
Lee’s wife. She sent her nephew, Rao, from Hong Kong to
Changsha to meet me. I reported to our president, Chen,
about our progress, and he invited Sou and Rao to join us
for dinner to discuss the details.
The dinner meeting went well, and Chen agreed to provide
one of his paintings to launch our new business venture.
The next day Chen had one of his small Chinese Xieyi
paintings and another artist’s work delivered to my office.
I traveled to Shenzhen, and Rao came to pick it up to take
back to Hong Kong. When I gave the painting to Rao, I
requested a receipt. He told me he had no receipts and he
assured me that his aunt would take care of those details.

Cheated by Sou’s
Hong Kong Friends
We were not accustomed at the time to require a contract

or a receipt. Sou and Chen trusted each other, and I was
excited to see our hard work moving things forward. When
I later asked Sou about a receipt, he demurred that I should
not worry about it because they were his family, and they
would not cheat us. I routinely asked Sou about the sale of
the paintings. A few weeks later he told me that one of the
paintings sold. I was so excited until I heard that there was
“some difficulty “with the payment. I was angry with Sou
about the details about the sale. Who purchased it? Details
of the sale were not forthcoming. We never recovered the
money and we were concerned about any other artists
allowing us to promote their paintings with this precedent
of nonpayment. It appeared to me that Lee’s wife had taken
the money and cheated us.
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she said that when the governor asked her husband about
his final request, he’d asked that his wife be given support.
The governor arranged for her to work in the Art
Association’s library.

Photo: The Hunan Province Art Association president
Chen (left one) provided a business dinner for the Hong
Kong businessman, Wang (Wang next to BiLan and
Sou facing me)

Famous Writer
Mo’s Sorrow in Business
One morning an artist ran into our office to announce

that Mo had returned from Hainan with exciting news
about a new business deal he had landed. Mo had been
awarded a prestigious award for writing an inspiring novel.
For that he received The Fist of Gold award, a highly
acclaimed accolade in China after the Chinese Cultural
Revolution, for one of his novels. Mo had gone into
business with a number of other writers and artists to
form a business called Scholars of the Sea. He acquired the
support of our governor to buy land in Hainan in order
to start a fruit farm. I remembered the day he came to my
office before he left Changsha and told us about this ideal
farm. He was enthusiastic and humorous, and I enjoyed
our conversation. He encouraged me to go with him to
Hainan, but I told him I could not leave my daughter. With
the governor’s support in Mo’s investment, which included
purchase of a large amount of land, the artist community
was all abuzz with excitement. Unfortunately, it was soon
discovered that the land Mo had purchased had poor
soil that would never bear good fruit. Mo had also been
cheated, and he lost his honor. Unable to bear the shame of
it, he locked himself in a hotel room to hide. After a month
the Hunan government found him sick and near death. I
found out he was taken to the Si Hospital, so I went to visit
him, but he was in a coma. He died at the hospital a few
days later. Many years later, when I worked at a newspaper,
I wrote a series of stories about famous artists, their loves
and their lives. I visited Mo’s wife for one such story, and
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Soon after Mo’s death, our province government notified
all government departments that we could no longer
conduct business. My company needed to close, and I
needed to get our paintings back from Hong Kong. I tried
desperately to get Sou’s help, but he turned me away. I
made numerous calls to Hong Kong, to no avail. I wrote
many letters with no response. Out of frustration, I wrote
a letter to the Association president Chen, and asked that
he intervene to recover the painting. When Chen asked
Sou about the problem, Sou insisted that it had all been my
responsibility. The artists and I were the fraud victims;
I could not believe how easily Sou had washed his hands
of the entire affair. I felt compassion for the artists, and
for years I continued trying to get their money. But it
was never returned. I even traveled to Hong Kong to find
the company. The owner, however, went into hiding and
could not be found. Thus I learned about how to navigate
business and negotiate contracts the hard way, and the
necessary steps to sue another company. To this day I’m
very careful about contracts, and I have become the good
businesswoman people originally thought me to be.

Photo: BiLan (left) interviewed Mo’s wife, Ye, and her article
about Mo’s love was published on the Longgang Newspaper, 1994

My Fashion
Design Company
A

s 1988 came to a close, I returned to work at
the Changsha Bath and Towel Factory. Since New
China had begun in 1949, the Chinese government
took control of all the businesses and industry
away from private enterprises and business leaders. The Communist party owned everything, and
these new corporate managers were members of
the party. The government supported all factories, and because many of the leaders did not care
about efficiency and quality, they did not maintain
the machines and equipment. All the employees
received the same salary without regard to their
performance, resulting in an inefficient work environment. Many employees did not work hard and
some were just plan lazy. Worse yet, our salaries
were very low, allowing just enough to make a
simple living. Many people had additional jobs in
order to supplement their incomes.
During the 1980s people desired to establish their own
companies with dreams of becoming rich. It was very fashionable to have your own business. The children of high
leaders had the benefit of their parent’s political power in
order to help start their own businesses. Scholars who had
some notoriety, and were famous, sought to have good
relationships with politicians to achieve their business
dreams. I did not have a family relative in political power,
and I was not famous at that time. But I had the same fire
and desire for a better life. Since graduation, I had worked
at many jobs, including my experience at and with the Art
Association, book cover design, fashion design, photography, a magazine for high schools and middle schools, and
more. With this bevy of business experience, I was ready to
pounce on just the right opportunity.
My factory’s office manager did not require me to follow
routine work hours each week. She asked me to simply
meet my design quota each month by the deadlines we
had established. Once my design was selected, a technician
would complete the required tasks, leaving me the free
time I needed to pursue my own business. I was convinced
that I needed to start my own fashion design company.
My business experience at the Art Association helped me
understand the cost margins and revenue requirements.

Photos: The dresses sold very well at two large clothing stores in
Changsha. Women wanted to look fashionable after years of all
wearing the same “Mao” clothes. The inexpensive cost also
helped my dresses sell well.

Organized
“Home Factory” Workers
I conducted a survey to ensure I had access to a large labor

force of Chinese women who did not have jobs and knew
how to sew. I organized a group of housewives and taught
them how to sew my designs in their homes. Chinese labor
was very cheap, and I was able to negotiate a reduced price
on the fabrics I required. I often rode my bicycle many
miles to different market places to buy quality fabrics that
were inexpensive. Many of my customers loved the dresses
I designed, as they were very fashionable and reasonably
priced. Of course, the women told one another about my
fashion label and word quickly spread. Soon I had negotiated agreements with many stores to sell my dresses, giving
them an additional commission incentive to do so.
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Fashion Design Business Competition
M

y fashion design business went very well with more and larger orders. I was
particularly pleased when Ling’s teacher told me his school wanted the best
design for some trendy new school uniforms. The school would select the design
on the basis of a vote from the students and teachers. He also told me that I would
be competing with a large fashion design company. To acquire the contract, I
needed to have the best design at an affordable cost. I created three designs and I
sewed my favorite design myself. I was able to reduce my costs by locating
overstocked lines of products at a fabric factory. They finished a very large order
and had surplus materials they sold to me at a very low price. I submitted a
stylish, sky-blue dress that was very modern at that time to win the contract. I
had, however, only two months for delivery because an important school event
was coming up.
The school’s order was too large for my group of housewives to finish by our tight
deadlines. I needed the help of a factory with an assembly line. I knew some small
sewing factories, and one was close to my home. The manager was very happy to
have such a big order, and he guaranteed me they would do a good job and
complete it on time. I purchased all the fabric necessary for exactly the number
of uniforms. I then paid a sewing technique worker to cut paper samples for
three different sizes of school uniforms. I was so busy on my many other design
projects that I had to hire a woman skilled on the cutting machines to take over
cutting the fabric from the paper samples. I trusted her because she was my
neighbor’s daughter, and she worked at a large clothing factory. A few days later
she called me in a panic! She had made a mistake, and cut too many pants the
same size. I was shocked, but I did not have time to be angry with her. Right away
I rode my bicycle to the fabric factory, and luckily I found a way to adjust the
materials to correct the problem. The experience taught me a lesson that I needed
to hire a quality inspector. One of my friends introduced me to a woman named
Tu who had just retired. She would go the factory to check the sewing quality and
speed for me and report to me regularly.
I went to the factory when I could to check on the progress they were making,
and I was always pleased to find things were running smoothly. Two days before
the deadline, Tu showed up at my home just as I was coming from work. She was
very anxious because the workers were afraid of scorching the fabric with the
heating machines used for ironing the pants. I went straight to the factory with her to find the workers also worried that
they might in fact burn holes through the fabric. All the uniforms had been cut and sewed together; they just needed to
be ironed. I met with the manager and discovered that he’d just started his job. Also, it became clear that he’d hired unskilled workers to cut costs. I was his largest client, so he could not refuse me when I told him that I’d finish the ironing
of all the pants myself. I had never used the heat machine for ironing, but I quickly learned how to control the heat. I
ironed the entire night, and workers packed them for me. I was exhausted when all the uniforms were finally packed and
ready for delivery, and I had a sharp pain in my chest. When I arrived home, to make matters worse, Sou was very sarcastic with me when he said, “You’re making a million.” I did not get mad at Sou anymore because I knew one day I would
find a way to divorce him. I was happy my order was delivered on time, and I’d also forged a new friendship with Tu. She
told me she liked working for me.
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Prison
of My Marriage
God, please Help Me, 20 x 16 inches, oil on canvas
Sou liked to brag to his friends about the progress of my

career. He felt I would always be trapped in our marriage.
Even though Sou did not love me, he told others, “She is
my money maker, and I will always keep her.” He knew he
would not find a young and attractive woman who could
earn such a good living. The Chinese Cultural Revolution
had destroyed our tradition, culture, and moral sensibility.
Sou’s friend Tan was so persistent with his sexual harassment that he egotistically told me he would eventually
tame me. Unfortunately, Chinese women had little or
no protection from sexual harassment. It was so sad that
everyone knew how bad such harassment was, and most
endured the stereotype that such behavior was acceptable.
Women just were not important in the Chinese culture.
Even our city mayor’s daughter was not safe from Tan’s
unwanted attention. A colleague told me that Tan had
bragged to many men about his conquest of her,
including Sou. One day Sou told me that Tan had made a
remark about my being like an untamed horse. He asked
me why his friend Tan was unhappy with me, and I told
him that Tan had tried many times to seduce me. Sou got
angry at me, but not at his friend Tan. At that point Sou
only wanted the money I could make, and that he knew I
was not really his wife anymore except on paper. I did not
believe that any woman could live with him, because he
did not possess any ability to love.
My failed marriage caused me to greatly appreciate my
many good friends, and they knew how I suffered. Many of
us were trapped in ill-fated marriages, including my friend
Jian, an editor who was one of Sou’s classmates in high
school. Jian described me as “a flower emerging from cow
dung.” Jian also had a sad story about his marriage to his
college sweetheart. Shortly after he married, he was
sentenced to a labor camp because of his family’s status. A
few months later, he received a letter from his wife,
requesting a divorce. He escaped from the camp to go
home and find out what had happened. When he arrived,
it was early evening, and he approached his house in the
dark. As he looked through the window he saw his wife
with another man, and she was pregnant. He returned to
the camp and signed the divorce papers. After the
Cultural Revolution he came to Changsha and learned he
had a son with his wife before he went to camp. He picked
up his son and found work at the publishing house. Once
he asked me to bring Ling to join him along with his son
for a picnic. His son was a few years older than Ling and I
thought we had fun that day. Upon our return home, Ling
said she was sad because her father never took her on a
picnic or took her outside to play. She felt the four of us

were trying to be a family, and she didn’t like or
understand the situation at home. I did not want to hurt
her feelings. I told Jian about her complaint, and he
understood because he knew my love for her was
paramount.
The Chinese Cultural Revolution destroyed our education
system. After Mao died, there was a need to revamp some
system of formal education. Most Chinese parents supported their children’s education, and they put their hopes
for a better future into attendance at school. My family and
I also shared this dream for college. At the time, general
education was not free, but college was free if you were
selected. The competition was very tough, as only a small
number of students passed through the academic filter to
go to college. Many parents put lots of pressure on their
children, but they did not know how to properly
encourage their children to study. My daughter’s father was
not helpful and he continually criticized her when she did
not excel, almost destroying her confidence. Sou and I had
multiple fights over how he verbally abused and mistreated
her. Once, he was watching the news on television about
a girl our daughter’s age who had won an international
gold medal. At dinner he asked our daughter why she was
not smart enough to win a similar award. I couldn’t take
it anymore, seeing her so deeply wounded by her father’s
demeaning words. That cued another big fight, and Ling
cried and ran to her room. Many times Ling asked me if
she was smart, and I had to reassure her that she was,
especially as a writer, for which she was well known at
school.

The Cost of Freedom from
My Abusive Marriage
I hated Sou for his destructive verbal abuse and felt sorry

when Ling told me she would shiver at the sound of her
father’s footsteps. I was trying my best to hold things
together, until one day she told me she could not stand
her father anymore and she wanted to move out. The very
next day I told Sou we were moving. Sou erupted and
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only asked me to sign a separation agreement. I would get
total custody of Ling, and he would keep all our property. I could take only our clothes, but I was so happy to
move out and have our freedom that I was willing to sign.
Unfortunately, just a few months later, Sou came to see
Ling while I was teaching a children’s art class. He told
her that he missed her very much and pleaded with her to
move back. Ling was young, and she believed him when
he told her that he would treat us much better. I was really
beside myself with anger, but I could not take it out on my
daughter, especially since she was studying so hard to pass
an important middle school exam. We moved back to live
with Sou. I was very happy that my daughter passed her
exams and garnered admission to the best middle and high
school in Changsha, where she also had room and board.
Later, one of her teachers told me that one of Ling’s examination papers moved her to tears. The topic of the
assignment was called “Who Was My Dearest Person?”
Ling wrote a touching description about her grandmother,
my mother, and how much they loved each other.
Photo: In later years, I
moved to Shenzhen. I came
to see Ling every month,
and sometimes we visited
my mother’s cemetery in
Liao village, Changsha, with
my sisters, my brother, and
their children. Ling is on
the back (second from left),
and she was sad for loss of
her grandmother in later
years and I am on the first
row, right.

Tiananmen Square Protests, 1989
The Summer of

Photo: BiLan at the Atlanta “Center
for Civil and Human Rights”

1989 was hot in both
temperature and
politics. Trying to
keep current with
China’s development
and political events
of the day, I followed
the news about the
protests in Tiananmen Square. The protests also spread to
Changsha. I remember that many college
students staged a
demonstration and
sat on the ground at
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the front door of the Hunan province government building
and the city government building. The scene was vast and
exciting. It was not like during the Chinese Cultural Revolution’s chaos; the students’ leaders organized their protest
groups very well. I was very happy the Cultural Revolution had ended, and I felt China had a new hope when
President Deng began promoting economic reform. For
my entire life we had not had our freedom or democracy.
I hoped one day we would have the freedoms similar to
those in America and that I would be free to speak, write,
and paint to express my God-given talents.
I rode my bicycle to watch the protests and saw people
giving food to support the protesters. The next day I
brought food and gave it to some of the students on the
way to visit my brother. My father, who was living with my
brother, saw me among the protesters. He was very serious
when he warned me to avoid the entire scene and immediately stop. He was worried for me because of what had
happened to him. The next day my factory’s Communist
leader warned all of the employees not to participate or
provide support in any way. My friend Jiang had his son in
a college in Beijing, and the young man was brave enough
to join the protest. When my friend realized the great
danger, he took the overnight train to find his son at
Tiananmen Square. My friend was too late: the troops
and tanks had already mobilized on an unprecedented
scale, resulting in bloodshed that was never reported. The
estimates of deaths ranged from a few hundred to a few
thousand. When he found his son he was paralyzed with
fear from the massacre. The young man was in shock, and
it took him many months to recover.
Many years later, Ling met my friend’s son in Guangzhou.
He told Ling that his life had been forever changed for
the worse because of the Tiananmen Square Incident,
July 4, 1989, and he had lost all hope for an honorable
government. I was also totally disillusioned when I heard
our government condemned the protesters, calling them
“counterrevolutionaries” and beginning to enforce a total
prohibition of all forms of discussion and history of the
event. My father was right about the government’s gross
overreaction. I could only wonder what great fears our
leaders must have had, and to what lengths they would go
in order to subdue the human spirit. For many of us it only
strengthened our resolve to be free. The words of Victor
Hugo continually rang in my head: “No army can stop an
idea whose time has come.” In 2009 three inspectors came
to my sister’s home because my nephew brought a book in
English about the Tiananmen Square Protests, 1989. His
book was immediately confiscated, and my sister and her
husband were afraid for a long time.

Studying Clothing of Minority of Miao People
N

ow that my daughter was at boarding school, I had more time to travel. One of those
destinations was Xiangxi, Miao Autonomous District, a multiethnic neighborhood. The
first time I visited Xiangxi was in 1987, and there I learned the traditional batik form
of weaving. I planned my second trip in 1989, partly because of my interest in the Miao
Autonomous cloth. I came to know about the region because of my friendship with Xing,
the art editor from the middle school magazine, whom I told that I would work at his
office every week on Thursday. He knew of my unhappy situation with Sou, and he
respected me. We became good friends. During this time Xing was conducting research
on children’s education in many villages, including those in the Miao Autonomous
district. He said he could not believe how poor the farmers were, and how severe the lack
of funds for the children’s education. Although the Province Department of Education
allocated a small amount of funding, the corrupt officials kept most of it for themselves.
The complaints about the government were rampant. Xing suggested that he and I visit
the Miao Autonomous School so that I could meet with the students and exchange
experiences about dress design. During the time, Xing and I had much fun working
together, but unfortunately, because of my “Worker” status issues I could not be
employed there as a full-time professional at the student’s magazine.
Photo 1: (Right top) BiLan giving feedback to students at the Miao Autonomous School
Photo 2: BiLan with students. Photo 3: BiLan studied the cloth dying process from the artist, Liu
(right). He was a master of this rare art form in the Xiangxi region.
Photo 4: Every month, the Miao people had an open market for selling handmade crafts
Photo 5: BiLan met with a Miao woman, and she invited BiLan to her home, where she let BiLan
try on her wedding dress
Photo: (Right) In the village of Miao people often had to travel long distances by walking. During
my trip I saw an old woman walking very slowly, laboring with great difficulty in carrying a
large, heavy load of branches of firewood necessary for cooking and heat. I felt sorry for her, and
stopped to talk with her. I learned that she had to walk a mile just to get from her home to the
village. I asked a young woman why the men didn’t do such hard work, and she told me the
women did all work in Miao culture even into their old age. I felt sad for the women here and
around the world who labored for their families and for survival.
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Part Time at the Changsha Student Magazine
A

fter I closed my fashion design
company, I enjoyed my second job
working for the Changsha Middle
School Students’ magazine. I
continued to design book covers
for other publishing houses. Here
are some examples of my work.
Photo: BiLan’s continuous illustration
of The Boy Who Cried Wolf story
Photo: (Right lower corner) Ling on
the cover. Many of my daughter’s
classmates are on the cover. She
helped me by taking photos them.
Photo : (Left lower corner) Ling and I
outside her school after I took photos
of her and her classmates
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Shenzhen Fashion Design
Company Hires Me
S

ince the Tiananmen Square
Protests, the political scene in
Changsha had become much
more conservative. People were
careful about what they said
and fearful of any mention of
political freedom. Many people
I knew were moving to Shenzhen for hopes of better job
opportunities.
I knew Deng Xiaoping had
instituted the policy of “reform and opening” establishments of the Shenzhen Special
Economic Zone in late 1979.
Before that time Shenzhen was
only a small village and part
of Baoan’s counties. A small
river separated Shenzhen and
Hong Kong. Baoan was the old
county seat and the jurisdiction
of twenty-two counties. Deng
visited Shenzhen in 1984, and
Photo: BiLan at her friend’s during his first inspection trip
home in Shenzhen
to the Shenzhen, he wrote the
inscription “Shenzhen Special
Economic Zone.” His inscription, which was meant as encouragement for further advancement of the construction
of this special zone in China, attracted a lot of people who
shared his dream.
I was one of the dreamers thinking I might be a part of
this special economic zone in Shenzhen, and eventually
realize my American dream. I discussed the advantages of
our moving to Shenzhen with my daughter, and she was
comfortable leaving our home for better opportunities so
long as I did not go to another country. I wrote a letter to
my friend Yue, who was still working at an advertisement
company in Shenzhen. I told her I would visit her soon
to look for a job in Shenzhen. She wrote back to me that
she had a networking relationship with the leader of the
personnel department in Shenzhen and she would help me
to look for a job. I visited her after I received her letter. She
was kind enough to arrange a job interview for me at the
Shenzhen Fashion Design Company.

The personnel department got me an interview with the
president of the company. Fortunately, that meeting went
well; the president was very impressed with my experience
in fashion design and business. She offered me the job,
but then she asked about my husband’s plans to move. In
Shenzhen a married woman could be employed only if
her husband also worked in Shenzhen. She told me that
she would hire both Sou and me to work for her, but that
he would have to transfer to Shenzhen first before I could
have the job. I did not tell her I was afraid Sou would not
come. When I saw Yue, she asked me how my interview
went, and I told her about Sou’s issue. She advised that I
had no other choice but to divorce Sou if he would not
accept the job in Shenzhen.
I returned to Changsha, and soon I received the letter of
the job offer that included a three-bedroom apartment,
and very good salaries. I showed the letter to Sou, who
refused to go. He said he would not move to Shenzhen,
because it was a small county. He was blind to the
opportunities that such a move could offer us both. Yue
was very unhappy with me and I was frustrated, feeling
trapped in Changsha by my marriage. Sou was like a
mountain blocking my path to a better future.

Trapped by My Marriage
in Changsha
I felt trapped by my marriage in Changsha. The fashion

design company owner, Yi, in Hong Kong never returned
the artist’s work to me. He asked Sou to set up a sewing
processing factory in Baoan because he had a big
wedding-dress order from America. He planned to sew the
dress in Hong Kong, and hand-stitch the beads to the dress
in Baoan China. Each wedding dress would sell in America for about three thousand dollars. Sou would receive a
handsome profit, but he would not tell me how much
percentage he would receive. Sou told me only that I would
receive two thousand dollars in Chinese money (about
$300 U.S.) for helping him to finish the wedding-dress
project.
Many companies and factories during this time had a new
policy allowing employees to take one year or two years off
without pay. It was called “keeping worker years and stop
salary.” This was an innovative incentive under Chairman
Deng’s open economic policies. Sou took one year off to
work full time in Baoan, Shenzhen for the Hong Kong
Fashion Design Company, but he knew he needed my help
for the job. He said he would pay me to find skilled
workers in Changsha to stitch the beads on the wedding
dresses.
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I felt I could no longer trust Sou or the Hong Kong
Company. However, I thought maybe this was a chance to
confront the owner’s wife about cheating the association
out of the painting she’d gotten from me, and an
opportunity to learn about their business. I agreed to find
the workers. I went to my former work partner at Tu’s
home and offered to work with her with a fifty-fifty split
of the profit. She seized the opportunity to work together
again. We found out that most of the skilled workers we
needed who lived in Changsha were already employed.
Compounding the problem, those in the country did not
want to move to Shenzhen. Our best option was to
employ young females from farm families and provide
them training. I suggested to Sou that the company pay
someone to teach these girls at my home. If they acquired
the proper skills, I would then recommend them for
employment with Sou’s company in Baoan. Tu said she
would lead the workers with her to Baoan, Shenzhen, and
we would consummate the deal.
I went to Liao village, and to the suburbs near the
countryside close to Changsha in search of girls who
were willing to learn. There I met an official who trusted
me when I showed him the information in an article I’d
brought. Word quickly spread that I was the hiring agent
for a Hong Kong company, and many young girls came to
be interviewed for the training. I paid a retired seamstress
skilled at sewing beads to come work in my home to teach
them and soon realized her teaching these girls would be
very easy. Tu led the first batch of workers to Baoan,
Shenzhen. Sou had used my recruitment acumen to
support his business, but I still hated him. I often had bad
dreams about my marriage. It seemed like prison torture
with no hope of ever ending. I no longer wanted to be a
nun, but I had to find a way out.

Xing told me the magazine would pay me to design the
summer camps’ uniforms for the students, including their
hats and the girls’ dress. I would also print the summer
camp’s title on the T-shirt. Xing also asked me to lead
one of the student groups by helping him to arrange for a
bonfire party. He played the Chinese violin, and he had a
great voice as well. The summer camp was very successful
and our collaboration brought public accolades for our
many artistic talents. Later I found out that Xing was also
trying to get a divorce. We both knew our relationship was
too good to cross the line of our friendship and attempt a
romance, given the circumstances at that time.

Photo: BiLan with her students’ group, and students
wearing the clothes and hat designed by BiLan

National Summer Camp
in Zhangjiajie
I told Xing about missing the opportunity in Shenzhen

because of Sou. He suggested that I might try getting a
different job in Baoan, and maybe the policy regarding
married couples both moving there to work would be
different. Xing asked me to help him organize a national
summer camp in Zhangjiajie Mountain. His magazine
invited the best students and teachers from middle and
high schools from across the nation to commend the
students and teachers’ achievements. After it was
completed, he wanted to travel to Shenzhen with me to
conduct some interviews.
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Photo: BIiLan in Zhangjiajie

Second Chance
in Shenzhen
In 1991 while preparing for

my trip to Baoan, I went to the
Hunan Province Library to look
up employment information in
Baoan. I saw the Baoan district
was hiring a television host. I had
decided to go. It was my second
time visiting Shenzhen, and
Xing’s first. We arrived in Shenzhen by train and then took a bus
to Baoan. Along the way we saw
new construction going up everywhere and the city exploding
with energy and new life. Xing
had contacted the Baoan government before we left Changsha
and arranged for us to stay at the
Baoan government’s hotel. The
hotel lobby was crammed with
visitors, and accommodations
Photo: BiLan in Shenzhen
were limited. The only room
available for me was one I would
share with two other women. Xing also had to share his
room with other men. Early the next morning Xing went
to his interview.
I walked to the Baoan’s TV station with my portfolio and
into the entrance to the TV gate, where a young woman
asked for whom I was searching. I told her that I’d come
about the job listing I’d found in the library. She escorted
me into a conference room on the fourth floor. The
interviewer was in a meeting, so I told her I would be
pleased to wait. After about fifteen minutes a short, older
man walked into the room, and introduced himself. He
was the vice bureau chief for the television station’s art
center and sports division. He read my resume and asked
to review my portfolio. He told me the television host
position had been filled, but went on to ask if I might be
interested in a new position that had just opened at the
Baoan Art Center. As the saying goes, “Close a door and it
will open a window.” He called to arrange an interview at
the art center, an unscheduled new opportunity.
The Art Center was close to our hotel just across the street
from the Baoan government building. Two men and two
women greeted me when I entered the office. Chen, the
director, introduced himself and the others. He managed
the art center and the photography department while
Vice Director Ne led the music program. The two women

assisted with the dance programs and stage performances as well as the accounting responsibilities.
Chen described the open position for the painting
programs, but the person chosen must also help
with the other programs. They wanted a professional who could teach painting, photography,
and ballroom dance. They complimented me on
my qualification for the painting and photography programs on the basis of my credentials and
asked me to show them that I could also dance.
I was happy to sing and dance a number called
“The Small Back-Basket” that I had learned at the
summer camp. I passed the interview with their
enthusiastic applause. Chen told me to return to
the TV building to complete the hiring application.
He then made an appointment for me after lunch.
I met the human resources chief at her office.
When she asked if I was married, I told her that I
was, but that I was in the process of divorce. She
told me about the same policy that I had
discovered when interviewing at the Fashion
Design Company a few years earlier. They had the
same policy regarding a married couple. Both had
to be residents in Shenzhen or Baoan. They only needed
my divorce document to complete the hiring process and
start the probation period of one year. After the probation
period, I would be officially hired. I told her I needed a
month to process out of my work in Changsha and she
wrote an immediate job offer letter. That was my
experience about the speed of growth in Shenzhen, as I
got a job in one day! Xing greeted me back at the hotel and
shared my excitement. He learned much about Baoan, and
that convinced him to seek opportunities in Shenzhen for
himself. That’s when I told him about my pending visit
with Sou at his factory not far from Baoan city.

Breaking the Shackles of Marriage
Sou was surprised when I showed up at his office unan-

nounced. There was a girl there from Liao village I knew,
and we were happy to see each other, but the meeting
was muted with the news that the factory would close in
a few months. Sou would have to return to his company
in Changsha. He was warned that if he did not return, he
would be fired. That evening I went to the female workers’
bedroom to sleep, and Sou followed me in the room. I told
him I came here to ask him for a divorce. He said he would
never grant it. We had a big fight, and I told him I was
going to the divorce office and sign a petition demanding
half of our property as well as the money in the bank. He
insisted he had no money in the bank. I knew this was not
true, but I had no proof that he was hiding money. I lied
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to him, telling him that I had made copies of all his bank
statements when he had shown me his secret place for
hiding his bank accounts before traveling to Taiwan to visit
his dying father.
He was silent for a long time and finally agreed to the
divorce. But he wanted me to help him to finish two
important sewing jobs; one was for a famous actress and
the other was an expensive wedding dress. I agreed to
help, but only if he would sign all the necessary papers for
our divorce first. I had lied to Sou about copying his bank
statements, but my bluff paid off when he finally agreed to
divorce!
I asked Tan for a year off, citing the policy “Keeping
worker years, and stop salary,” and he agreed. At the time
Tan was in trouble for using too much money to build
a leadership apartment for himself and his followers at
the factory. Many of the workers were unhappy. I went to
school to see Ling and to tell her that I had gotten a job in
Shenzhen. She was happy and relieved that we could leave
Changsha. Among the arrangements I made to move, I
asked a friend who was also Ling’s teacher to help me by
watching over my daughter. She would contact me if there
was ever any problem. I also brought some gifts to a
woman who worked at the school’s female students’
dormitory. She told me she would also keep her eye on
her, so I closed out my fashion design and graphic design
business in Changsha and had a farewell party to celebrate
with all my friends.
After returning to Baoan, I headed straight for the art
center office to meet with Director Chen and apprised him
that I would have all the necessary documents by the
required date. I kept my promise to Sou, helped him design
the dress patterns, sewed the dress for the actress, and
examined the quality of the sewing performed by the
workers finishing the wedding dress. We worked night
and day for two weeks without pay. This time Sou kept his
promise and signed the divorce papers, but only because
he was afraid he would lose his money if I sued him. He
kept everything, and would allow me to have only Ling. I
knew he had saved more than 100,000 Chinese dollars in
certificates of deposits in the bank, and also another 5,000
in savings. I asked him to give the five thousand Chinese
dollars to me for my daughter. He retorted that he would
keep it for her, and give it to me if she needed it. I agreed
because I feared he would try to nullify the divorce. I
wanted to be free of him forever.
We took the overnight train to Changsha and, early the
next morning, we went to the divorce office, where the
officials required each of us to submit a letter from our
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employers for our divorce. I did not have the time to wait
for the letter from my factory. Sou said he would write his
letter, and use his design office stamp to certify it. Good
idea, I thought, remembering my design office’s stamp
was on the desk of my manager. Finally, we had an official
divorce with the two letters required. I paid the divorce fee,
and finally felt free when I walked out of the divorce office!
We came back to our apartment, and Sou watched me
pack my clothes, making sure that I packed only my own
clothes and nothing more. When he saw me packing a
woolen sweater coat, he stopped me, claiming the coat had
belonged to his father. I remembered that his stepmother
had given it to me because it was too small for her dead
husband and Sou. He said he wanted to keep the coat to
remember his father. So I took only my clothes and left
Changsha for Baoan the next day. I picked Ling up from
school. She told me she was happy about the divorce
because she knew her father never loved her. I was at
peace, knowing he would never mistreat her again.
That night, Sou asked me if I would restore our marriage
after being officially hired for the job in Baoan. I explained
my feelings about being married to Sou by reminding him
of an old Chinese story about the Sunwukong (monkey)
whom God punished by placing a big mountain on top of
the monkey for 5,000 years. I told Sou that I felt like that
monkey. That for fifteen years he had held me down and
inflicted so much pain and suffering on me and Ling that I
would never allow him to place a mountain of pain on top
of me again! It was typical of Sou that although the divorce
document required that Sou pay child support, he never
did.
But I had kept my
promise to help
Sou finish two
important
sewing jobs after
we divorced.

My New Life in China’s First
“Capitalist” City
Life began anew in 199I after I was released from my fifteen-year

sentence of emotional neglect, verbal abuse, and financial bondage in the
prison of my failed marriage. I began my new job in Baoan, Shenzhen. I
was overwhelmed with a surge of both accelerated freedom and creativity
while at the same time experiencing an inner confidence and peace. My
new job gave me authority over the art centers for twenty-one counties’
painting programs. With the help of each center director, I organized
community programs for government employees and community
citizens, and I designed specific workshops, including evening classes
taught by part-time Chinese calligraphy instructors. At the end of the
year, my team traveled to each county to evaluate their cultural activities
and help them to pass an evaluation.
My director Chen was a photographer and he was enthusiastic about my
teaming up with him to record big events for the Department of
Culture, Art and Sports. There were three of us sharing the office. Along
with Chen and me, there was Ne, the director of music. I was provided a
one-room apartment on the fifth floor across from my office for which I
did not need to pay for rent or utilities. The room had a queen-size
bed, and a desk. I was so happy with my new position and with this new
challenge. I was brimming with confidence. I knew I could rely on my
organizing skills, and the vast knowledge of art I had acquired and
expressed over the past years. I no longer suffered for my “Worker”
status because the art center had “Worker” status employee system.
Soon Chen asked me to lead an artists’ from Baoan county to Changsha
Zhangjiajie.

Photo: BiLan begins her new life

Photo: BiLan (middle) with three sewing girls I hired from the Changsha countryside to finish Sou’s project. The man was a leader at the Baoan
government Organization Department; he was inspecting the factory. Later, we
became good friends, and his daughter was my first private student in Baoan.

Photo: BiLan (second from left) with other
artists in Zhangjiajie mountain
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New City’s Sexual Harassment

Teaching Ballroom Dancing

A

s I began the journey at my new position and in the new
neighborhood, I met a young woman who was a writer for
our division magazine. She was about twenty years old and
worked in an adjacent office. She invited me to the Baoan
government cafeteria, and over lunch she explained that
the cafeteria was our only place to eat in the building, as
we had no kitchen. She said family members also ate at the
cafeteria, but our employee status helped defray some of
the cost of our meals. The families living in the building
were mostly actors. It felt strange when she told me that
she wanted to be like me: bold, warm, and energetic. All
of the people working at our art center and her magazine
were from Guangdong, where many of the women from
the province felt discriminated against by the men. At the
Baoan government cafeteria I also met two other women,
one from Hunan who worked as an accountant for the
Baoan government’s human resource department, and the
another woman who worked at the government’s Women’s
Center. Both were divorced. Through them, I met the vice
chief of the local Communist party. His wife was a nurse at
our local hospital, and later their daughter became my first
art student in Baoan. I was surprised at how quickly I was
building my social network in Baoan and pleased to know
that Baoan was the richest city in the Guangdong province.
One morning I began to understand what my young
neighbor was trying to warn me about the discrimination
in our office. A young woman who was one of our writers
walked into our office to use our office phone. Vice
Director Ne asked her where she was the night before. She
did not answer his question. Ne continued speaking to her
in an insinuating tone: “I saw you with one of your
customers last night.” He implied that she was a prostitute
out working the streets. She walked away after she finished
her phone call. I was totally shocked by this sexual
harassment!
At lunch I asked her why she did not defend herself. She
explained that her silence was her weapon. Later, I learned
her boss at the magazine where she worked and Ne were
friends. Both were from small villages in Guangdong,
and they were both narrow minded. I was one of very few
people there who was not from Guangdong, but I was still
subject to the demeaning treatment accorded all women.
Since I was from Changsha, a more southern province, I
was well aware of the discrimination to which women were
subjected, but not such blatant sexual harassment.
.
114 CHINA’S FIRST “CAPITALIST” CITY

I also learned most of people in our organization were

from Guangdong and did not have their college degree
or a professional career. They got their jobs through their
friends and relatives. It was sad that many of them held
leadership positions without the proper credentials or
experience. Many local farmers came to work for the
government when Shenzhen was first established and
many of the officials were farmers who had become rich
when the government purchased their farms for a
handsome profit to establish and expand the city.
Gambling on mahjong was their hobby. The goal of our
art centers was to improve the government employees’
education and culture. Teaching them ballroom dancing,
Chinese calligraphy, and photography became a common
practice.
One day Chen came to my office and asked if I could
substitute-teach a ballroom dancing class. He explained
that one of the counties could not pass the standards for
the culture evaluation at the end of the year. One of the
instructors was sick, and the evaluation could not be
postponed. I loved to dance, but I had never taught
ballroom dancing before. He suggested that I could watch
a dancing video to get ideas on how I might teach it. When
I went to the county art center, the director was pleased
that someone had come to help him. The dancing class was
scheduled the next evening at 6:30 p.m. with about sixty
students, most of them local government employees and
some from local schools. The dance class convened at the
local theater. Then the director mentioned to me that there
was an elementary teacher who was a very good dancer,
but she was not an instructor. I told him that I would like
to have her as my dancing partner. He arranged for me to
stay at a hotel and meet the elementary teacher who was
to be my dance partner. Over dinner we discussed how we
might approach teaching the class, and she was happy to
assist me. We agreed to meet at the theater at 9:00 a.m. the
following morning to plan the program.

I did not sleep well that night, as my mind was busy
thinking how to teach such a large group how to learn and
enjoy dancing in just one lesson. What kinds of dancing
would be the easiest for them to learn, the cha-cha or the
waltz? I went to the theater early the next morning to
check out the space available and other accommodations.
The theater’s stage was high. That made it easy for people
to watch my instructions from the seating below. Then I
had an idea about how to arrange the groups to best
observe and practice. When the elementary teacher
arrived, I told her how I would teach very simple walking
steps to get started. I would do the man’s steps, and she
would follow me, doing the woman’s steps. We practiced
for many hours all during the day, and were ready at 6:30
p.m., when our people began to arrive. The director
introduced me to the students, and I was excited when I
told them they were in store for an enjoyable experience
with their partners. I then asked them to arrange themselves by standing in six lines, with three sets each of one
line of men facing one line of women. Next, I instructed
them to choose a partner. The men would follow my steps,
and the women copy my partner. I announced the steps
though the theatre’s audio system, and it was very loud
as I counted out the walking steps. I looked almost as if
I were in the military, giving orders to my soldiers and
conducting marching drills. During the break, many of the
students asked me to dance with them. It was a successful
and fun evening and the director was also happy because
his center passed the evaluation. The further surprise was
when he paid me very well for the lesson! For that I was
grateful.

Breaking the Glass Ceiling
When I arrived back at the art center, Chen was happy

that I had been able to help him with the particular center
and that my class was successful. One of our superior
leaders, Chen noted, a man named Pen, had been at the art
center while I conducted my class. He was the first
director over all of our divisions. The person who’d hired
me at the art center was a second director, and like many
of his peers, he’d hired his friends and family members. He
hired his friend Ne as director of music, and Ye as director
of the magazine. Chen said the director rejected any hiring
from the second director. He further explained that I might
have an opportunity to work for Pen because he had the
authority to hire. Like many of the higher leaders, Pen was
honest and wanted to hire talented people who had the
experience to establish a good program for the
communities.
I found out Pen’s apartment was just one block from the art

center and called him at his home. When I tried to introduce myself, he hung up on me. I thought that I must seize
this opportunity for a better job, so I walked to his
apartment with my portfolio under my arm. His wife
opened the door, and he was very surprised. I wanted
to talk to him honestly because I felt there was no other
choice. At first he was very cold toward me, but after I told
him how I was hired, he became more cordial. He was
interested to know if I really had many artistic talents.
When I told him about my education and training as well
as how hard I worked on my paintings and photography,
he began to show genuine interest. Then I told him I had
just come back from teaching ballroom dancing.
Remembering me totally changed his attitude. He then
asked if I could teach ballroom dancing to him and his
wife along with his colleagues from our culture
department. I assured him that I’d be happy to accord him
that opportunity.
Later, Chen told me the director liked me, but the second
director was unhappy with me because he thought I was
on Pen’s side. I told Chen that I just wanted to get the job
in order to do the best I could. I was not interested in
playing any political games. He warned me that we could
not totally escape politics, because we might sometimes
offend a leader without knowing it. Chen said further that
my ex-husband Sou had phoned my office many times and
asked if I had been dating anyone. I had to struggle to control my anger that Sou was still trying to meddle in my life.

Promoting Culture
My art center requested that I develop a painting and a

photography class for the adult art education program for
government staff members. The classes would be provided
in the evening and on weekends. The goal was to improve
our local government employees’ quality of culture, and
their government office would pay their tuition. One of my
students was a chief at one
of our local tax departments,
and he liked to gamble at
mahjong, which for many
years had been a popular
game of chance like the Western game of poker. Mahjong
uses 144 tiles with Chinese
characters and is more often
Photo: BiLan showing students’
work to the leaders, Pen
(second from left), Chen
(second from right). Both my
bosses were happy with my
work in a short time.
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compared to the strategy involved in the Western card
game rummy, as it is a game of skill, strategy, and calculation, and it involves a degree of chance. Like many
games of chance, mahjong can become very addictive. My
student told me he had lost $400. I replied that he could
buy a good camera for that amount of money and that he
might find photography very enjoyable. I was a bit surprised when he announced that he had in fact purchased a
camera and had quite an interest in photography. In later
years he owned his own photography studio and published
a book of his photographs.

My Glowing Work Report
M

y work performance was gaining fame, and my
director was very pleased. One night at the dance studio the
chief of the human resource department, Xie, told me that
the process was officially under way for me to be transferred
to the new job and that I was exempt from taking the hiring
exam because of my versatile abilities. To transfer to a job
from one city to another city usually took about a month,
but finally the process was complete. In China the government compiles a personal file on each worker, and its
The area of Baoan had been farmland, and it was now
contents are kept secret from the worker. I did not know any
changing into a modern urban hub. Yet the local culture
of the information in my file, and, like every worker
was still very much that of a small-minded farming
in China, I was concerned about what my leaders may
community. Most of our citizens had been exposed to
have written about me. It was common for leaders to write
cultural activities, music, or art by government requirenegative things about a worker if he or she did the slightest
ment. As Shenzhen grew, many talented people began to
thing to displease them, or to hear a rumor and record it as
move into the area along with people simply looking for
factual. Xie told me that my file was all good news and that
opportunity. Vices like gambling and prostitution were
I could get my file from the factory and deliver it to her in
rampant in Shenzhen and Baoan. Many men, including
a sealed envelope. She emphasized that I should deliver it
government leaders, had no respect for women. On one
to her ASAP because policies could change very quickly. I
occasion, one of my photography students invited me to
a dinner along with two leaders from the tax department. took the first train to Changsha, retrieved my files, and had
During the dinner we were joined by two young girls paid the file on Xie’s desk back in
Shenzhen within just three days.
to entertain the two tax-men. As the two leaders started
Xie smiled when she opened
getting very friendly and hurling obscenities at the two
the sealed envelope and began
girls right in front of me, I became uncomfortable and
to read my information. It was a
made excuses that I needed to leave. When my student
walked me to the door, he said that he was sorry, and that glowing report on my work over
he thought I understood the local culture. I told him that I many years.
did not care for the “culture.” I enjoyed many good
Photo: Personal file on each
conversations with other colleagues, especially a man
worker, and its content, are kept secret from the worker
named Wang who was from Xinjiang, and Ha who was
from Jiangxi. Both of them were Chinese calligraphy
artists who had been hired by the director.

Fighting for Women’s Right,
Shenzhen Children Relocation Fee
The required “Accompanying Child Fee” for my

Photo: BiLan (third from left) and all of her students;
they were Baoan government employees
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daughter to move to Shenzhen was about $1,000 (8,000
Chinese Yuan), but I did not have that much money. I very
much wanted Ling to come to Shenzhen for her final high
school year, and to take her college exam in Shenzhen
because there were more opportunities to choose a good
college. So I called Sou and asked him to use the $550 (5,000
Chinese Yuan) that he had agreed to save for Ling when we
finalized our divorce. I also asked him to send Ling’s
Changsha resident book to me. He said he would speak
with her that evening about the move. When I talked with
him the next day, he told me she did not want to move to
Shenzhen. I suspected that he had bullied her into changing
her mind about moving, and I asked him to put her on the
phone to confirm my suspicions. After a brief conversation

with her, it was more than evident that Sou was
up to his old greedy money tricks again. When
Ling put Sou back on the phone, a heated
conversation followed with some strong
language and a few threats. He finally relented
and agreed to send me about $290 (2,000
Chinese Yuan) and my daughter’s resident
book.
With the $290 (2,000 Chinese Yuan) from
Sou and another $710 (6,000 Chinese Yuan)
I was able to scrape together, I headed for the
Shenzhen finance department to pay the fee.
While waiting in the line I noticed the policy
document posted on the bulletin board that
exempted the fee payment for government
employees. I was surprised because our art
center was part of the government system.
When I reached the head of the line, I
explained that I was a government employee
and asked why I should have to pay the fee as
per the policy. I was a government employee.
He told me the policy pertained only to men’s
children.
The government granted only men a waiver
for their children. I protested profusely that it
was unfair to single mothers, and he agreed.
He then suggested that I speak with the leader,
who was in her office at the time. I introduced
myself to her and reiterated my objection to
the government’s policy that discriminated
against woman. In total agreement, she said
that she would help me and intercede for me
with Baoan’s vice mayor.
My next step was to go to the vice mayor’s
office, where I discovered that the office chief
and the Vice Mayor knew each other quite
well. The vice-mayor agreed to see me because
he was leaving town the next day. As soon as
he read the finance leader’s letter, he told me
that he would take care of it. I was very proud
of myself for asserting myself against such
unfairness and very thankful for the finance
leader’s support. I was particularly grateful that
I did not have to spend the money, as well as
pleased that I was also helping other women. I
put the money in a savings account but did not
tell Sou that I was keeping it for my daughter’s
future.

Shenzhen Opens
the First Chinese
Stock Market

Deng Xiaoping’s description of

Shenzhen’s Special Economic Zone
for the future was very inspiring.
Shenzhen was the designated site
to open up the technology, manPhoto: BiLan in front of Deng’s photo
agement, and resources needed for
beginning a new era of “Capitalism”
for China. For the short period I lived in the city, I experienced many
rapid changes, including in the stock market. Shenzhen first opened
its Development Bank stock that year, but no one initially wanted to
buy it. Our government took some money from our paychecks to buy
some stock for us to show how it would work. The stock’s value grew
and people began to understand how a lot of money could be made
in the stock market. Trading stocks quickly took off in Shenzhen and
Baoan. Then the bank began to limit the amount one could trade on
the individual’s account. Many businessmen paid people to buy stocks
for them, and some factories brought their workers by the truckload
to stand in line to buy their boss stocks. The Shenzhen Stock Exchange
(SZSE) is one of China’s three stock exchanges, alongside the Shanghai Stock Exchange and
Hong Kong Stock
Exchange. It is based
in the Futian district of
Shenzhen, Guangdong.
With a market capitalization of its listed
companies around U.S.
$2.285 trillion in 2015,
it is the eighth largest
stock exchange in the
world, and fourth largest
in East Asia. Many of the
companies within this
market are subsidiaries
of companies in which
the Chinese government
maintains controlling
interest.
Photos: The first Chinese
stock market in Shenzhen.
It was a chaotic and crazy
scene, and I took pictures
just for fun. I did not have
money for such investments at the time.
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Coming
into Tibet
Photo: BiLan took a photo at the Tibet Shoton Festival in Lhasa
Opportunities expanded at work. I came back from a trip

with our county directors to Zhangjiajie, Hunan Province,
and Chen asked me if I was interested in traveling to Tibet.
That made me flush with joy and in remembering my trip
to Gansu in 1985. For a long time I had wanted to return to
Tibet and to keep my promise to the kind old monk who’d
helped me when I wanted to run away from the stress of
my abusive marriage to become a nun. Visiting that region
had made me aware of what years of civil war can do to
the innocent people living in such a region. When I saw
the bombed destruction of an entire village, I was deeply
moved. It was also the trip when my classmates and I were
painting the young bride who
broke down in tears when someone told her our painting of her
image would steal her soul. These
experiences frightened me to my
very core, causing me to have a
life-changing dream. In the dream
the monk had come to me to give
me courage to paint from my soul
to help heal people, and my mother
came to fill my heart with love and
compassion. I’d vowed to return to
Tibet to become the best painter I could in order to heal
the wounds people suffered from warring countries,
warring marriages, and the events in life that hurt us so
deeply.
Sometime after that trip I shared my experience with a
friend, who related the story of the “Weeping Buddha.” I
had never heard of this ancient legend used for teaching
compassion. It is about two great warriors who meet many
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times in battle, but one can never kill the
other. They both go in to battle in full armor, including masks so they never know
the true identity of their worthy opponent. After many encounters, one warrior
finally kills the other. When the winner
removes the mask of his enemy, he is
shocked to see he has killed his long-lost
son! He falls down in anguish, weeping
over the crime he has committed.
He is immortalized in the wood carving,
always depicted as a strong, muscular
man forever in tears, having become
enlightened about his many sins against
all those he has killed. He realized that
everyone he thought to be his enemy was
someone’s son. His enemies had wives
and innocent children now lost
without the head of the household. When we all become
enlightened about the many harmful things we’ve done
to people, we must find the courage to heal ourselves and
show kindness and compassion, especially to those who
appear to be our enemy. Later the friend gave me a wood
carving of the “Weeping Buddha.” I keep the carving to
help me remember to see the Buddha in everyone I meet,
especially those who appear to be angry, cruel, or mean
people whom someone has treated harshly in his or her
past.
Tibet was a very difficult place to visit, but more fantastic
than I could have imagined. It is a land with deeply
religious people and immense contrast: snowy peaks and
sand deserts, barren plateaus and forested
mountains, empty expanses and crowded cities. I
was enthralled with the Tibetan people, their religion, their distinctive cultures, and their beautiful
colors.
Ling was in Baoan for her summer break and I
needed a better camera for the trip. The solution
led to a phone call to my magazine friend, Xing,
in Changsha. I told him about the many exciting
things that were happening and about the Tibet
trip. I asked if he would lend me one of his cameras. I also offered to introduce him to my two new friends
in Baoan if he was still interested in working there. One
was a Chinese calligraphy artist, Wa, and the other, Zang,
was chief of the Baoan human resource department. Xing
confirmed his interest in the position and then said he
would travel to Baoan before my trip and let me borrow
his camera. When Xing came, he stayed at Zang’s home for
two nights. Zang and Wa liked Xing, and wanted to help
him get a job in Baoan. New friendships were made.

I had a meeting at the Shenzhen
Art Center before the trip. Shun,
the coordinator of the Shenzhen
Painting program, announced
that there were four artists from
Hong Kong joining us. First we
would travel to Chengdu Sichuan. The Sichuan art association
scheduled a dinner and dancing
party with their members the
night we were to arrive. It was a
comparatively lavish event for
the art association. Compared
to the Shenzhen art center, my
center had more financial support from the Baoan government, but we also had a much
greater workload and more responsibilities.
I met the Hong Kong artists in the Shenzhen airport.
Hai had an art gallery in Hong Kong, and he traveled to
Chengdu often. An artist named Cen worked at a bank,
and he brought his wife. Yun was a businessman; this was
his first trip with artists on a painting expedition. Yun and
Shun both were from the same hometown in China and
classmates in high school. We arrived in Chengdu in the
early afternoon. Shun asked me to teach a ballroom dance
lesson to Yun before we went to the dinner party. Yun was
interested in learning to dance but very tense about it. The
other three Hong Kong travelers told Shun they could not
dance, and they weren’t interested in learning, but at least
one of them was willing to participate in the dancing.
At the party we met many famous artists. The president of
the art association gave a warm welcome speech, followed
by the party, at which we made new art friends. One was
a Tibetan artist and a lama as well. He invited us to his
hometown, a Tibetan residential area on the edge of
Sichuan. Shun told him that first we would go to Lhasa,
and on our return trip we would think about going to his
hometown if we had enough time.
It was late afternoon when we arrived in Lhasa, an ancient,
sprawling city settled approximately 1,300 years ago. It
is the region’s political, economic, and cultural center, as
well as the sacred place of Tibetan Buddhism. Our hotel
was close to the Lhasa temple. When we went to our hotel
restaurant for our dinner, the waiter told us that we needed
to walk slowly to become acclimatized to the thin air at the
high altitude. At the time, there were two Japanese men
staying at the hotel who had been sick with breathing
problems for two days. It’s no wonder: Tibet is the highest
region on earth. The average elevation is about 16,000 feet.
The altitude of Lhasa, one of the highest cities

Photo: BiLan in Tibet

in altitude in the world, is 11,975, compared to Denver
at 5,500 ft. But all of us felt acclimatized to the elevation.
After dinner we walked to the Lhasa Park, where many
Tibetans had tents, or other places to stay to observe and
perform religious rituals. Later that night we went to a
dance studio, where I felt as if I were flying in the air while
dancing.
The next day was the first day of the Xuedong festival.
Among the six of us, only I had a professional-grade
camera. They brought their painting boxes to paint
landscapes, but it was a challenge to do so in the city. The
beauty of the people interested me more. I took a lot of
photos of Tibetans, and we rented a car with a Tibetan
driver. Many snow-covered mountains surround this huge
area of land and the snow stays on the mountains year
round. On this particular trip we wanted to experience the
beautiful, huge natural landscape of the Tibetan interior.
It was very natural indeed, including the materials that
made up most roads. Occasionally all of us had to get out
to actually repair a portion of a road with stones so that we
could continue on our way. We were hoping that we could
meet some Tibetans, but sometimes we could see only a
few shepherds or someone hurrying away on a horse. I felt
my soul and my body melt into the Tibetan landscape. But
my partners were not happy, because it was not convenient
for them to paint. Later, I used my photographs to create
paintings. One photo is of a family who came to Lhasa on
their spiritual pilgrimage. In the photograph an image of
their hopeful faces and upward-looking gazes toward the
mountains nearby seems to capture their great belief in
prayers that may be answered. They seem to have had their
dreams come true as they looked to the heavens, seeing
their Buddha in the sky. In fact, many huge silken portraits
of the Buddha hung along the high mountainsides that day.
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To Kangding

camera to catch these
marvelous images. Finally,
we arrived in Nima Kangding
City, around 5:00 p.m. Nima
e decided to visit the Tibetan
arranged for us to stay at the
artist, Nima, whose home was about
Kangding government hotel
a ten-hour drive from Chengdu.
and also planned a dancing
We shared the cost to rent a small
party to welcome us that night
car and driver. Shun, Yun, and I sat
in his art center. Nima was
in the back seats, and I was in the
widely acclaimed for his work
middle. Shun was bothering me by
in Tibet, and he was the first
trying to hold me and touch my leg. I
Tibetan artist who was also
pushed him away many times, but he
promoted by the Communist
persisted. Yun told Shun, “She does
Chinese government. He was
not like you, and you need to respect
Panchen Lama’s private
her.” Yun and I exchanged our seats,
portrait painter. I loved Nima’s
and I was very impressed that Yun
work, as he was truly a unique
Photo: Yun (left), Tibetan driver (middle) and BiLan
protected me from his friend.
artist, with an amazing paintHowever, Shun was unhappy about
ing style and mastery of artistic
Yun’s intervention.
skills. When we visited his studio, he showed us how he
used real gold to paint. Nima then introduced our group
Later, I learned Shun was a married man who was very
to his hometown, where people revered him as a lama. We
afraid of his wife because she had political power
were presented with a Tibetan Kata to commemorate this
associated with her job, which was much higher than his
auspicious occasion. Presenting Kata scarves is a common
position. During the Chinese Cultural Revolution many
practice among the Tibetan people to express their best
educated Chinese men married women who were from
wishes on many occasions such as recovering guests. The
poor families or members of the Red Communist party
white Kata, a long narrow scarf made of silk, embodies
to help protect them from discrimination and even saved
friendship, purity, goodwill, good fortune, harmony, and
their lives in some cases. These loveless marriages were
love. Through Nima’s hospitality, we were able to visit and
common in China. Translated into English, they earned
talk to people who lived there, and they treated us well. The
the title “Marriage Keepers.” If the male husbands got a
beauty of the people, culture, and landscape led me into a
divorce, they would lose their security, their status, and
different world. Along our journey Nima and Yun became
their honor in Chinese society, accompanied with
like brothers, and I was happy that Yun and I became
tremendous shame and guilt. I felt sorry for Shun’s bad
friends. I also learned Tibetan dancing and some of their
marriage arrangement, but his behavior was unacceptable.
songs, which I still sing today. Years later, I painted a series
of paintings called “Coming into Tibet.”
All in all, I had a very good time on this trip. The rugged
mountains and winding roads along with the thrills, and
risk taking excited my sense of adventure. So many times I
held my breath as we narrowly avoided numerous
incidents and accidents. One artist from Hong Kong told
me it was too dangerous, and he would never take that trip
again. To me, however, the risk was worth the opportunity
to enjoy the unique landscape and the beautiful and
interesting people of Tibet, whom we saw when we
stopped a few times to visit some small towns. It was
amazing to me that Tibetan people all have a commonality
in culture and religion, even though they live in very
different environments in Tibet. Though the regions I
visited were very different in their clothing and styles, I
often noticed that many Tibetans love bright, colorful
Photo: Kangding Lama (fourth from left) gave us Tibetan Hada.
clothes and jewelry with which to adorn themselves.
Yun left, BiLan (second from left), Nima (third from right).
Usually, you can see their social status from the quality of
the clothes they wear. I was so happy that I had a good
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Coming into Tibet: A Series of Painting

Hope and Prayer, 24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

C

oming into Tibet celebrates the Tibetan people by depicting their religion, their
spirit, their daily lives,, their clothing’s rich colors and patterns, and their
architecture. The paintings are based upon personal observations in Tibet with the
support of my photography. They provide an introduction to Tibet and its people
from my perspective.
Hope and Prayer is a part of the Coming into Tibet series of paintings
depicting Tibetan subjects. Every July, Tibet celebrates the Xuedeng festival in
Lhasa, the capital of the Tibet Autonomous Region. This ancient sprawling city,
settled approximately 1,300 years ago, is the region’s political, economic, and
cultural center, as well as the sacred place of Tibetan Buddhism. It is also one of
the highest cities in altitude in the world.
Tibetans and others come from near and far to Lhasa for religious purposes. The
painting is about one Tibetan family that has come to Lhasa and dreams of seeing
Photo: BiLan at the Xuedeng festival in Lhasa
God’s heaven in the sky, to which they pray for their hopes. Huge silken portraits
of Buddha cover the high mountainsides during the day. In this painting, I
realistically rendered each of the pious prayers, their eyes all focused, looking upward into the sky. I was attempting to depict their
deeper feelings and convictions about their own nature, philosophy, and need for religious centering. I used warm, subtle colors to
render their faces to achieve this emotional effect. Because the Tibetan land is so high above sea level, the colors in the faces become
more intense due to the high elevation.
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Where Are You From
30 x 40 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting Where are You From? is expressing an image of
everyday Tibetan town life. This small town is located in Dege
County in the Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture of Garzê. My
artist friend Nima grew up in Dege County. He invited me and
some other of my artist friends to visit the place, as we wanted
to experience authentic Tibetan culture and observe how some
Tibetan people really live.
Many Tibetans live in tents in the mountains. They choose a
place to live where the grass is good for their sheep and their
horses. Sometimes they come to town to trade their food for
other things they need. The store is one of their most favorite
places, not only for shopping, but also a place to watch town life,
which seems to fascinate them.
In the painting Where Are You From? two small boys with a girl
sit on a counter in front of the store while two Tibetan women
stand against the wall of the store. I tried to capture their emotive
stares, which I noticed as we walked into the town. All of their
eyes gazed upon us, seeming to ask the question “where are you
from?” The postures of these figures are more naturally
attractive, and I tried to render Tibetan characteristics that I
noticed not only in them, but in many other Tibetans as well:
simplicity, relaxation, peace, and unworldliness. The store is
surrounded by warm sunlight, and inside the store is shown a
rich dark interior scene behind the forms. I was careful to
present the individual aspects of each person in the beautiful
colors of their faces and hands, and portray their inner emotions. Also their fascinating standing and sitting positions bring
an interesting composition. The rough wall contrasts with the
many figures’ texture. I represented their colorful clothes, strong
sunlight and shadow, and the reflection of light through the
painting, as the reflecting light on the right lady’s hand and her
ring shows the interesting texture of the ring. This painting also
follows the same techniques, methods, effects of light, and use
of color as many of the other paintings in the Coming into Tibet
series in order to create a harmony within the series.
In Tibetan religious culture, the people do not like to have pictures taken of themselves, because they believe the camera can
take their souls out of their bodies. When I was in Tibet, I had to
be a quick snapshot photographer to catch images of the people
as a record for my future paintings.

Inscribing Old Man
36 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting Inscribing Old Man with Jokhang Temple shows
a Tibetan inscribing God’s words on a stone below the imposing
structure of the Jokhang Temple. The Jokhang Temple, close to
Lhasa, was built many hundreds of years ago. It is a gigantic
architectural complex and a spiritual center in Tibet. Many
mythical stories surround the Jokhang Temple. Pilgrims and
other visitors come to the Jokhang Temple to look for their
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dreams and make wishes for their future. Sometimes these
wishes come true . . . including mine. When I visited the
Jokhang Temple, I was attracted to the spectacle of this man
inscribing God’s words on the stone in front of the Jokhang
Temple. Local people told me that he had come to this place
and had been inscribing for some thirty years. I wanted to
photograph him and the Jokhang Temple to use for my future
painting. However, although it was during the day, it was cloudy.
After I had been on this scene for a short time, I could see that
a storm was brewing in the sky. The ambience of the place had
a powerful influence upon me. I so believed that if I fervently
prayed to God, God would bring the sun to me. So I waited and
waited throughout the afternoon. Within a very short period
of time, the sky went very dark, and then a bright light showed
through the clouds. Suddenly a storm burst upon the landscape
with torrential rain, and much lightning and thunder. As people
ran away to look for shelter from the rain, the old man continued
to inscribe, and whether from divine intervention or the most
amazing coincidence, no rain fell on the small place in which he
was working. Then almost instantly the sky changed to very blue
and dark blue violet, and suddenly the sun appeared, shining on
the temple and the old man. A colorful rainbow appeared, as if it
were a bridge from one of the buildings of the temple complex to
the dark sky. In this way I was inspired to paint the scene.
In this painting, I realistically rendered the man’s wrinkles in his
face, the deep gray of his hair, and the concentration of the
movement of his hand to represent his hard life. I designed the
composition in the form of a long path: from the old man, using
the Jokhang Temple as a bridge, to the sky, where the rainbow in
the dark blue sky carries his dream to God’s heaven. Further, I
used the effects of light, and rich, warm colors on the temple to
show the Tibetan religious spirit and their rich culture.

Where Are You From? 30 x 40 inches, oil on canvas

The people are wearing
colorful clothing and
a variety of cultural
adornments. I used rich
middle tones in a
variety of colors to
render the religious
images in the
background, which
represent very
important beliefs of the
Tibetan people.
Inscribing Old Man
36 x 24 inches,
oil on canvas (left)
BiLan and New Friend
30 x 24 inches,
oil on canvas (right)
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Shepherdess

24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

I have many memories of the little girl in my painting

While in Tibet I learned that most Tibetan families have one
person who becomes a monk. They believe that this brings the
family closer to God. They seem very devoted to and proud of
their religion. In most small villages the people usually have
their own temple, and each family provides food to support the
temple. Religion is a very important part of Tibetan life. The
monks travel from village to village and city to city to teach the
people, but also learning for themselves on their pilgrimage of
enlightenment.

Still Together 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

Shepherdess. On my way, I saw a young girl about eight or nine
years old, carrying a large basket on her small back. She looked at
me with a complex of emotions through her eyes and on her face.
She reminded me of myself when I was that age. She appeared
to be tired, from a hard life that takes away innocence and heart.
She needed to take care of her family’s sheep to make a living. In
this area of Tibet girls do most of the work.
I designed the composition so the shepherdess is walking with
a large basket on her back. She is surrounded by many running
sheep with snow-covered high mountains in the background.
The shepherdess has her back to the sun, some of the mountains
are in the shadow, and the sky is very blue and clear. I used warm
tones to render the form; very detailed and cool tones more
loosely represented the background. Atmosphere through the
background and sheep bring a movement to the painting. I
wanted to represent the little shepherdess’s beautiful cute face,
and also her inner hope for a better life, a life that has often eluded her. I changed the background many times to get an interesting ensemble for the painting. Another important characteristic
in the painting is reflected color by sunlight. The girl’s face with
her earring, by the reflected sunlight, looks more colorful and
improves the quality of the images.

T

he painting Still Together depicts a couple who came to Lhasa
to celebrate the Xuedeng festival. During the this many Tibetans
find a place to stay in a park in Lhasa, and the painting shows the
couple and the tent where they stayed.

Pilgrims 24 x 22 inches, oil on canvas
In Tibet, monks are often seen hurriedly walking through vast

fields of grass. A representation of such an image is seen in the
painting Pilgrims. This painting depicts the monks in an Impressionist style, the fleeting of the brush corresponding with
the fleeting movement of the subjects. The sharp contrast in hue
between the figures and the landscape in conjunction with the
sharpness of the figures superimposed against a background
highly affected by atmospheric perspective brings the figures
strongly to the fore.
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Photo: BiLan in Tibet, 1991

Dawa with His Mother

Sisters

24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

24 x 18 inches, oil on canvas

I

n the painting Dawa
with His Mother, two
people are shown:
Dawa, which means
son in the Tibetan
language, and his
mother. The mother
has just taken a break
from inscribing
religious sculptures.
They now take their break to eat some candy. This painting
combines impressionistic color and naturalistic form. The two
figures are very naturally set in the beautiful landscape; the
colors are bright and colorful, the values carefully arranged. The
conception in this painting is a representation of their natural
life. They are consuming that which many people might take
for granted, finding great joy in the simplest of things. The two
figures are rendered in much more detail than the background.
This painting contains much bright color and also renders an
atmosphere for the landscape. Throughout Tibet, one can see
young monks communing in small groups.

Contributions

24 x 36 inches, oil on canvas

O

ften these
young monks are
seen in cities,
particularly close
to a temple,
where they are
usually seated,
collecting
solicitations of
generous
donations from
passersby. Such
a scene is shown
in the painting Contributions, representing five young monks
taking contributions for their temple while they contribute their
lives to God. Much money is in a bag and on the ground, money
given by people who pass by. The woman on the left is shown
helping the young monks organize their collection of money.
One young monk’s face is portrayed as weary. They may have sat
in this location all day to obtain the contributions. These young
monks do not have the innocence and heartiness of young
children, who often have some time within their day for play.
These young monks instead are burdened with long hours of
heavy religious responsibilities. I used a realistic style to capture
the young monks’ complex mix of mental distractions and
emotional faces. The warm red tone is used to provide the effect
of a religious environment in the painting.

I

n the painting Sisters, I tried to
capture their naturalist scene in
natural light. I was very interested
in representing their beautiful,
colorful skin and their
bashfulness. The two happy sisters
are surrounded by a warm
sunlight and the vibrant tonalities
in the painting.

Conversation

24 x 36 inches, oil on canvas

T

he painting
Conversation is
representative
of a Tibetan way
of living. The
two cows almost
seem to be
having a good
conversation
after their day
of work as the sunlight brings warmth to them. The wall of the
house has a beautiful pattern in the background, in which I used
variety in the brushwork and a repetition of forms and colors to
create continuation and rhythm. Although many people outside
Tibet may not know it, this pattern on the actual house wall
comes from cow dung, hand mixed with hay and dried in the
Tibetan sun. The hand prints can be seen in this material that
has been placed on the wall. Once dried, it is taken from the wall
throughout the year for use as a household fuel.

Long Way to Go
18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

M

any Tibetans lead a
nomadic life, living very
simply and using horses for
transportation. They move
from place to place because
of their continual need to
make use of land for their
animals to feed. Such a way
of living is depicted in the
painting Long Way. The
painting is representational
of the Tibetan woman with her donkey, who walks along the
remote land under the hot sun, both looking lost in thought. In
this painting I designed an optical contrast in size. A tall and
large mountain is seen in the background. The season is summer,
but snow is seen on the top of the mountain. As the woman with
her donkey walks on a lower horizon line of the left edge, they
seem to have a long way to go.
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Photo: BiLan in Tibet, 1994

Shepherdess, 24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

Still Together, 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

Pilgrims, 24 x 22 inches, oil on canvas
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Long Way to Go, 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas

Conversation, 24 x 36 inches, oil on canvas
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My Friend Was Confined
Because of Me
After such a wonderful trip to Tibet, I never expected the

trouble that awaited when I returned. My director Chen
told me that I needed to immediately send the camera I
borrowed back to the magazine. He also told me two men
had come from the Students’ Magazine to investigate Xing
during our trip, and what they most wanted to know was
where Xing had stayed the nights we were in Baoan. They
also interrogated Zang and Wa about Xing. Apparently my
ex-husband was insanely jealous that Xing allowed me to
borrow the camera, and his sick mind had created a love
affair between Xing and me. Sou had gone to the director
of the Students Magazine, and Sou also contacted the two
men, perhaps telling them to break Xing’s legs! The
magazine leader locked Xing in a room for a month to
punish him for loaning the camera, and also to protect
him from bodily harm.

an overnight train back to Shenzhen to be back at work
by Monday. I loved my daughter, and I had to be strong
to take care of her. She loved me in return. For example,
once I was cleaning out Ling’s bag and saw her homework,
I discovered that she had written a story about how I came
to Changsha in a hurry to see her and had to go back to
Shenzhen in a short time. Her writings about the love
she felt moved me to tears that would not stop running
down my face. I learned from my mother to always show a
positive side and hide my weakness. I wanted my daughter
to feel safe and happy, and know that I was able to support
her. She always thought I was a strong woman. Sometimes
I felt hopeless, but because I was a mother, I did not want
her to know,. I wished for someone I could trust so that I
could put my head on his shoulder to comfort me during
my hours of weakness. But my most happy moment when
I saw a big smile on Ling’s face.
Photo: Ling

I could not believe Sou would have become so sick or
dangerous! I was not his wife any more. How could he
have such power? I found out Ling innocently told him
Xing lent the camera to me. I felt so sorry that I brought
trouble to Xing, as he was now very much afraid and kept
his distance from me. I could not complain to my daughter
for telling her father about the camera. The best I could
do was have my office block Sou’s phone calls. I knew in
my heart that my life would one day bring an end to Sou’s
harassment. It was finally clear to me that Sou had been
suffering from mental problems for many years.

Mother’s Love

At this time I had a good salary and I brought in some

additional funds from the government and the art center
so I could support my daughter and myself. I traveled to
Changsha to see her on the weekends every month for
three years before she moved to Shenzhen for her college
matriculation. Usually I would ride the Saturday overnight
train, arriving in Changsha early morning on Sunday. Ling
and I would spend the day together, and then I would take
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Photo: BiLan took
the overnight train
back to Shenzhen
from Changsha

Dawa with His Mother, 24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas
Sisters , 24x 18 inches, oil on canvas

Contributions, 24 x 36 inches, oil on canvas
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Forever an Angel: My Mother
(BiLan’s daughter’s writing)

My heart was deeply touched

by Ling’s school paper. “I jumped
briskly from the bus and away
from my mother to say goodbye
to her. I stopped and involuntarily
looked back at the bus. I could
see my mother through the bus
window covered by the gray mist
of the rain. I opened my umbrella
and moved helplessly away. My
Photo: Ling
mother had come to Changsha
very early in the morning, but she
had to leave and go back to Shenzhen in the late afternoon.
The day had quietly floated away and suddenly I had to
hold on to her arm as she made her way on the road back
to the bus station to leave. The dark, rain clouds seemed to
press down on us and left me feeling sad. On the way, my
mother tried to talk to me about many things especially my
need to be careful at school.
“Before she sprang onto the bus she said to me, ‘We only
had a brief eight hours together, and now I have to wait
until the New Year to see you again.’ I clung tightly to my
mother’s hand and felt that it would be a very long time
before I would see her again. Tonight, I would lose her and
by tomorrow we would be separated living in two different
cities. I now had to wait for my mother to call on Saturday.
I would have received my mother’s love through a long
distance phone call. Rain still continued to quietly fall.
There were no bright flashes of lightning; everything was
touched by dull sadness. The sky was gray, the bridge was
covered by gray, and even the people were gray. At that
moment, I only saw the color of gray in this colorful world.
“The fall wind rolled the fallen leaves and the tree trunks
were faded gray. This is how I remember my past. When I
was a little girl, I was sent every week to a childcare center.
I missed my parents and longed to be with them, but they
were so busy that they could not take care of me. Mondays were frightening and sad days for me because I had
to go back to the childcare center. Many times I dreamed
about running away and following the long path home. I
dreamed about happily surprising my family by coming
home. But, I would awaken and it would just be a dream.
Every day I would helplessly count on my fingers the
number of days until Saturday.
“The year I was in second grade, my mother went away
to college and I lived with my grandmother. I learned to
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write letters to my mother. Once, my mother came home
and had to leave very early the next morning to go back
to school. She did not wake me before she left because she
did not want me to see her leave. She did not know that I
was awake and saw her leave. I secretly followed her and
watched as she walked to the bus and I watched as the
bus disappeared into dark, hazy fog. Tears were streaming
down my face.
“At the time I thought my mother did not love me. I did
not experience my mother’s deep love for me. She had her
own thinking. She was an open minded, energetic, modern
woman. She had her own interests and pursuits. She did
not subscribe to the idea of being a traditional Chinese
woman. She was always busy rushing here and there. Some
people thought my mother’s way to accomplish things
was very tiring and not worth the effort. She said that she
would work hard until her final breaths. Because of this, I
felt ignored in many ways even though she sacrificed much
for me. I was protected under her umbrella and relied on
her for everything.
“Now, I am grown up, and my mother and I have a close
relationship. Time has washed away old negative feelings.
She discusses everything with me, and I feel that I can
tell her anything that is on my mind. My mother is very
open to me. People have told us that we seem like sisters.
Sometimes we talk about very simple household chores
and other general things with few words. At other times
we share deep, sweet meaningful words that melt into our
conversations.
“Maybe, as time passes we discover what the real treasure
is. Right now, I regret that I was not more helpful to her.
She was so busy and I allowed her to wash my clothes. I
thought that was my mother’s job. Sometimes, I thought
other mothers were better than my mother. I was really
very selfish. My mother was hard working and did not
complain about what she had to do. She thought about me
all the time and she thought about me first. The author,
Sanmao, said in her book, ‘Chinese parents are great,
and they always think about their children first.’ Chinese
parents always build a lovely nest with their love so their
children can grow up with happiness. They pave the way
for their children by sacrificing themselves to help their
children be successful. They are our forever angels. Maybe,
my mother was alone and sad on the train. Maybe, she
missed me as much as I missed her.”

Return to Sichuan
Baoan was the jewel of Guangdong Province because of its industry,

agriculture, and the land that made it a rich city, along with government
support. The Guangdong Province government wanted Baoan to be an
independent region for the additional tax revenue. The government
designed Shenzhen as an independent city, but it could not survive without
Baoan. The Guangdong Province government and the Shenzhen
government had opposing interests in Baoan. But the province had the
advantage because of Deng Xiaoping’s support. The Shenzhen government separated Baoan’s twenty-one counties into two regions, the Baoan
region and Longgang region with a new government in Longgang County.
Half of the government employees were then instructed to report to the
new Longgang County offices, but many did not want to move, because it
meant starting over. However, the government offered funding and incentives if they consented to move to Longgang.
As the selection process began to determine who would go to the new city
of Longgang, I wanted to be chosen because I believed in the opportunity
there. My art center was not as busy as the previous year, and province
directors were consumed with the details of the separation processing.
My friend Yun from Hong Kong came to Baoan to see me. He said that he
would like to go back to Sichuan to paint, and he invited me to go along.
I had not painted landscapes for quite a while, and I really missed my
brushes. My director gave me leave to go because it was not a busy time.
So Yun and I left for Chengdu, where the local art organization picked us
up, and provided us a rental car and driver. They also provided us an artist
from the local art center to travel with us as our guide. Our destination was
Sichuan Jiuzaigou, but we stopped many times on the way to paint
beautiful landscapes.

Photos: BiLan in Sichuan

Yun was a well-known still-life painter in Hong Kong and very skilled with
the painting techniques that I learned from him. I also learned some
special methods for the care of paintbrushes used for oil paintings and how
to stretch canvases over frames. Not only was I was amazed at how he
organized his oil paint box, but I also liked him because he was very
generous with his time and knowledge. During the trip, he and I shared
reflections about our experiences. He told me about his escape to Hong
Kong during the Chinese Cultural Revolution while he was in college to
study art. After many years of hard life in Hong Kong, he became a very
successful businessman; he owned a restaurant in Hong Kong, and a
factory in Longgang. Although very busy the previous year, he took time
off for his first trip to Tibet when he joined our group. He told me how
he finally realized that money could not make him happy and that he had
found joy and happiness when he painted. We had similar interests and
appreciated the richness that painting brought into our lives. He
appreciated sharing his art, as finally finding an artistic friend was not easy.
He trusted my opinion, and we learned much from each other. I had a
great time during the two weeks we painted landscapes, and we planned to
go on another landscape painting trip the following year.
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Research of Art Theory and
Creative Photography Class
W

hen I returned from my trip the people in my office
were somewhat obsessed about the separation process for
Baoan. What piqued my interest, however, was a scheduled
international photography workshop for a month in Shenzhen, sponsored and hosted by the Shenzhen Photography
Association. Classes were scheduled during the daytime
and in the evenings. The association headquarters was in
a well-known photography building, where hotel rooms
would also be made available for students. Although excited about the possibilities of participating, I knew it would
require my taking a month off work as well as the cost.
When I showed the newspaper article to Director Chen, he
agreed that it would be good for me to attend. He gave me
permission to enroll and arranged for the time off to count
as part of my professional development. The center would
provide a stipend for the trip.
I was thankful to Chen for giving me multiple opportunities and support. Vice Director Ne, unfortunately, did not
like Chen and would often gossip behind his back. Chen
had an unhappy marriage. Sometimes his wife would come
to our office, and yell at him in front of his colleagues and
staff. He and his wife were one of many couples in unhappy
marriages because so many of the marriages were arranged
without any concern for the two people involved. Everyone
knew Chen had a girlfriend about his age who owned a
gallery. I met her, and I could see how much Chen loved
her. It was generally accepted that many Chinese men had
affairs. If a woman had an affair, however, she would be
socially ridiculed, ostracized and made the subject of much
gossip. China was a man’s world, but I liked and respected
Chen. I was happy with my life and the release from my
marital prison.

We had no exposure to western art history when I was in
college, even after the Cultural Revolution. I remembered
that one of my professors attempted to lecture on Western
history, but one of my classmates led a students’ strike
against such “Capitalist” ideas. After that, the professor
was very careful about introducing any Western art to his
students. Times had changed, and our education was now
more open in Shenzhen.
I loved Professor Li’s lecture because he was both knowledgeable and quite humorous. Li was a famous photographer who had retired from a college in Beijing. When his
lectures turned to politics and Western ideas, I could not
help noticing that my Taiwan classmates became very quiet, fearing the sensitive nature of the subject matter. I had
no fears about lectures on Western art and politics, and I
was more active participating in discussions and
responding to the teacher’s questions. After class, Li saw
that I had made friends with the Taiwan students. He
sought me out to ask me to tell the Taiwan students that he
was not a member of the Chinese Communist party, and
they had nothing to fear. Li was especially interested in
having a conversation with the Taiwan student Erjin, who
was a well-known photographer. He owned a photography
school in Taiwan. I told Erjin along with another student,
Fen, who owned an elementary school in Taiwan, about
meeting with Li. However, they both wanted to maintain
their distance from him.
Erjin wrote poetry to me, and I was surprised that he’d
fallen in love with me. His love poems were quite beautiful,
but I told his friend, Fen, that his attention was not mutual,
though I liked him because he was energetic. Erjin lived
in Taiwan, and I had not known him long enough to be in
love. Fen told me Erjin was divorced, and he was famous
in Taiwan. Soon Erjin sent a copy of his divorce document
to me and some news about him in Taiwan. I was recently

I loved teaching classes at the art center, but I
also enjoyed being a student at the class hosted
by the Shenzhen Art Association. The class I
most enjoyed was a graduate-level course called
Research of Art Theory and Creative
Photography. My enthusiasm for my studies
always put me on the front row in my classes.
This class was not large, as it had only about
twenty students. Four of the students were from
Taiwan. One of them sat at the same table, and
we shared ideas and observations. Our
professors were from Beijing People’s
University, and their lectures included Greek
Photo: BiLan (second from right), Taiwan, Erjin (second row, third
philosophy, Western art history, and much more. from right), and Professor Li (left, front row)
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divorced and was enjoying my freedom. I was not
interested in a new relationship, but I would not reject a
suitable man should one come into my life.
Professor Li and I hosted a party for our class in which Li’s
humor made people laugh, and I sang and danced. As the
Chinese proverb goes, “Life feels good if you have a fine
wine, and good friends.” I felt good at the time with my
many new friends. Li opened my mind to stimulating ideas
and a new future. I was in a good space and felt very happy,
even though I saw Ling only once a month. I took the
overnight train to Changsha as soon as our classes ended
on Saturday. I returned early on Monday in time for my
photography class. Still, life was good.
Photo: BiLan at the new Longgang city center in 1993

The New City of Longgang

When I returned to Baoan, the selection process for those

transferred to Longgang was finalized. The highest-level
vice director and my center vice director would also be
going to Longgang. My new job position encompassed the
“dual hats” of photographer and painting director. I was
responsible for ten county art centers in the Longgang
region. Our office was set up at the Longgang County’s
art center, and our apartments were located in a rented
farmers house. For a month we ate at a restaurant daily
paid from government moving funds. Many of our leaders loved gambling at mahjong; they spent hours together
drinking and gossiping. They had a table in the dining
hall of our apartment, where they gambled at lunchtime
and in the evening. They often asked me to join them, but
I declined. Many of my fellow students came to gamble
or just to watch every night. I would hear the noise of the
mahjong players and wonder
where this new culture would
lead our city and our nation.
I was very disappointed at the
example they were setting and
did not wish to be a part of
their group.

Photo: BiLan in Longgang old downtown in 1993

Photo: Nanao, Longgang
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Lang Tian Village
in Guilin
Erjin wanted to visit me in Longgang, and I agreed

so that we could discuss possibilities of working
together and to get better acquainted. I received a
letter from him almost every week after our class
once he had returned to Taiwan. He asked me to
help him coordinate a week-long photography
workshop in Guilin for his Taiwanese students. He
had heard about a Hmong village, called Wave Field
Village (Lang Tian Village), close to Guilin. He
Photo: BiLan at the Lang Tian Village photograph by Erjin
asked me to travel with him to research it and explore
the opportunities for such a workshop. It sounded like
a unique place to visit for an artist, so I requested travel funds and a leave of absence for a few days.
We took a train to Guilin and then a bus to the outskirts of the village, arriving in the early afternoon. The village itself
was an island surrounded by a large river. To get to the village on the island, we could take a boat ride for an hour or
we could drift to the island in a trip that would take a few hours. Erjin and I chose drifting. We both liked adventure,
though Erjin was ten years older than I, but he was also very energetic. We hired two local guides and dressed in the
local clothes of our Hmong guides. Drifting in two truck tires was indeed very exciting and adventurous, as all four of
us were swept into the water twice because of the tumultuous waves. When we arrived at the village, the sky was dark,
and the village seemed like a fairyland. There was no hotel, so our guides introduced us to the head of the village, who
invited us to be guests in his home. The family was so happy because Erjin paid them very well for us to stay two nights.
It was very hot and I slept on the second floor in the hallway with a hand fan, which I kept waving to cool myself. It was
quiet while everyone slept, having his or her dreams. Stars hung in the deep dark sky, and occasionally we would hear
frogs calling to find a mate. I loved the feeling of peace and being surrounded by the natural beauty, far away from the
hustle and bustle of the city.
At breakfast with the family I told Erjin how much I
enjoyed the village and the beautiful surrounding. The
village leader asked us if we would like to buy his land so
we could build a house for our art vacations and
workshops. Erjin and I were interested because the land
was next to the river and the price reasonable. I thought
it was a good investment. We both gave him a deposit of
a few thousand Chinese Yun for the necessary documents
to sell us the land. That night the village celebrated our
visit with a campfire for us. All the nearby farmers came to
the party. I had great fun singing and dancing that night. I
felt my relationship with Erjin was growing as our journey
came to an end. We made the arrangements for Erjin’s
students to have a mid-autumn festival campfire. The Taiwan students loved the village and the campfire, and many
wanted to stay even longer, but travel arrangements
required them to visit yet another site to see before
returning to Taiwan. Erjin and I said our goodbyes, as I
Photo: Bilan (left) with Erjin’s Taiwanese students
had to report to work, and Erjin continued his journey
with his students.
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Photo: Bilan in Guilin
Photo: (Left top) Guilin River
Photo: My tourist guide in Lang Tiang
Village
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New Career: Photojournalist
S

oon after I returned to Longgang, I had a mandatory meeting
involving many of the officials of the new Longgang government.
The purpose of my attending was to photograph the event. I
became well acquainted with most of the governmental officials,
especially our mayor, Ju. I was quick to notice that Ju conducted
himself totally different from the way my department leaders did.
He was a middle-aged, bold man, well educated, from north
China. He was also a gentleman and respected me as an artist,
often complimenting me on my clothes, most of which I had
designed. Often he asked my opinion about his attire to insure it
properly reflected the status of his position. One day I heard a
rumor that the Longgang government was planning to start our
own Longgang newspaper, and they were hiring editors,
reporters, and photographers. I remember my photography professor Li telling me to seize any opportunity to work at a newspaper because it would help my career. I wrote a letter requesting an
interview for the position of the art editor. During the interview
there was some concern that I would leak confidential information
to my art friends in Taiwan. I told the mayor about my interview
at the newspaper, and he laughed. “What is the
confidential information? The newspaper is for public
information!” I accepted the newspaper job offer because the mayor and I were happy to leave the gambling environment.
Photo 1 & 2: BiLan photographs new construction in Longgang, 1993
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Photojournalist and Writer
I respected Ming, who was our leader at our newspaper.

He worked very hard and was very experienced in his
profession at the newspaper. My position was as the
executive editor for fine arts and photography. Soon Ming
asked me to begin writing and photographing articles for
the front page about important business-meeting news and
short news bulletins explaining the photographs.
We all worked very hard, with long days into the evening. I
thrived on the hard work and enjoyed discussions with my
colleagues about how we would edit each newspaper we
published. The newspaper was very successful, and many
of the stories I covered offered me additional insights into
how governmental policies were made. I did not like how
many political decisions were made, but I did not want to
be oblivious to the reality of what was happening and who
could get things done in this new region of my homeland.
Later, I began to write and photograph more for front-page
articles about important business-meetings and news. Here
are two examples.

As Longgang continued to grow financially, a new
political power base emerged. This base attracted many
leaders from other regions, and it shifted numerous
positions of new authority within the Longgang
government. Some leaders had a bleak political future in
their old positions, but in Longgang there were new
opportunities open to them. Our city’s political
mechanisms and systems were building an economy based
on Capitalism. Our salaries were several times higher than
other regions in China. I quickly learned that many of our
leaders came to Shenzhen to cleverly establish their power
base for both personal and professional advancement. It
was disappointing to observe that they often hired
unqualified people in order to solidify their positions with
other leaders or an employee. For example, one of the
leaders at our art center acquired the support of the
newspaper by hiring that leader’s wife and his sister-in-law
to work at the art center in the accounting office. Neither
woman had any experience or knowledge of accounting.
Such political transactions were common, but not legally
binding.
The power of the Communist party dominated the
political scene, overshadowing the Capitalistic shift in the
economy. For example, Ming, the president of our
Longgang newspaper, was afraid of his wife because she
was a member of the Communist party and her father
was in a high political position. Ming had previously been
the Vice President of the Xian government newspaper. A
couple of months after he moved to Longgang, we were
shocked when his wife came to our office and shouted at
him because he did not tell her he had officially moved to
Longgang. She had assumed that he was only traveling to
Longgang until she was informed by Ming’s workplace in
Xian. Later, I asked him why he did not tell his wife. It was
then that he explained that his wife and her father were
powerful members of the party. All of his life he lived in
her shadow. She frequently criticized him even in public,
but he could not divorce her, because it would sabotage his
career. I understood his situation because his story was not
new.

Photo: (Right) BiLan with the City Mayor, Wang Ju
Photo: Longgang leaders hosted an international investment and trade fair in Hong Kong.
It was a huge success and signed thirty-eight investment projects. Published on October 14, 1994.
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Fighting for Women’s Equal Housing
A

fter the government completed the new employee apartments they
issued a new housing policy. Workers with the most years of service
would have first choice for the best location and size of the apartments.
Divorced women, however, received no priority, so I was effectively put
at the bottom of the list for apartment selection. I went to the housing
department to question the policy, and they said that divorced women
with children were not considered a family. It was contradictory because
they considered a divorced man with a child as a family. I was divorced
with Ling so why was I any different from a divorced man with a child?
The department officer told me that I would need to speak with the
mayor, as he alone had the power to change the policy.
I was lucky to be a newspaper reporter with many opportunities to see
the mayor and other civic leaders at special events. There was an
upcoming Hong Kong investment event, and I decided to seize the
opportunity to mention the discriminatory housing policy. At a break I
presented my argument about the housing policy and the disparity
between divorced women and men. “Xiao Liao (Small Liao), you are
right and the policy should be changed,” agreed the mayor. He
immediately had a brief conversation with the leader next to him and
ordered him to correct the policy. I was pleased that China had some
leaders who would make the necessary corrections in policies when they
arose. Thanks to one such correction, I was given top choice of all the
apartments because I had the most tenure of all the employees. It was a
good feeling to know a woman could earn the same privileges as a man
for working long and hard.
While at the newspaper for almost three years, I learned an important
trick. I attended as many public ceremonies as possible. I visited a
number of military garrisons many times with the mayor and others,
and there were many occasions to toast dry wine to celebrate an
important occasion. After one or two toasts, I would take only a small
sip of wine and pretend to swallow it. Instead of swallowing the wine I
would secretly spit it into my napkin with the gesture of a proper lady.
This simple surreptitious act prevented me from sliding into intoxication and losing my dignity. I earned a reputation as
a member of the inner group of leaders, most of whom were men. Most of the photographers at the newspaper also were
men because we had to carry large photographic equipment. However, I was strong enough to able to carry the heavy
equipment. I often visited many places each day, and then I developed the negatives, selected the best pictures, and wrote
an outline prior to deadline. It was hard work! My colleagues at the paper called me “Sister Liao.” They respected me
because I could drink and do the same work as the men. Some people envied my popularity and political connections.
Photo: BiLan writing and photographing about Shenzhen resident
troops and leaders at aid event in Longgang. Published on November
11, 1994.
Photo: (Right) BiLan with Longgang government leaders
condolence, Shenzhen resident troops before the Chinese New Year
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My Career Has No Purpose
I

was growing tired of the many political
activities that I was required to attend. Many
times I was frustrated because I did not have
the necessary support to report the truth in
events that I covered for the newspaper. I
could not always tell the truth. Our newspaper could report only positive stories about
our government, and no negative articles
were allowed. It was often sad to see many of
the young female workers treated like slaves
by their bosses and becoming afraid of them.
Many of the factory owners from Taiwan
were the worst.
For example, I received a call from a hospital
in Longgang about a serious accident
resulting from a new building that had collapsed. It was a factory being built in the old
Longgang downtown district. I immediately
rushed to the scene of the accident.
Policemen had closed off the area around the
building and would not allow any reporters
or photographers entry. The closest was a
helicopter in the air from the Hong Kong
news media. I was quick to notice that only
the hospital medical team was allowed to
into the area. One of the emergency doctors
on the scene was a friend of mine, and when
she saw me she called me over to her. She agreed to let me
wear her white hospital coat so I could get past the police
and into the area. I hid my camera under the coat she let
me borrow.
Once I had gotten into the area of the accident, I learned
that the building had collapsed in the middle of the night.
There were over twenty workers who had been asleep
and now under the building. It was a horrible tragedy to
witness the human casualties with police and medical
personnel trying to save lives and attend to everyone. The
building had been halfway through construction, and the
owner had allowed his workers to live there. I saw our
highest-level leader there, and he was very angry at the
poor quality of construction and of the illegal shortcuts
that the owner and his leaders had allowed. These kinds of
accidents happened regularly not only because of poor
construction, but also from mismanagement, and greed. At
the scene of the accident, I saw a policeman taking film out
of the camera of a Shenzhen journalist. Another policeman
whom I knew from other incidents stopped me and
questioned me about taking so many pictures. Because he
knew I worked for the Longgang newspaper he trusted me

when I told him I was taking photos only to
record the incident. He let me keep my
camera and the film.
During my time as a photojournalist, I was
involved with numerous incidents of abuse
of power. I once met a teenager girl who had
a very bad dog bite inflicted by her boss’s
dog. She was more concerned that her boss
would kick her out of the factory than about
the severity of her wound and the likelihood
of infection leading to the loss of use of one
hand. I took pictures of her and her injury
and called some of authorities I knew to try
to help her. I knew of one local department
that would have solved the problem by
intervening for the girl to get medical
attention. Instead, the factory owner was
quick to give the girl a month’s salary and
send her home without a job. I wished the
Chinese government had a policy to better
protect our workers at that time.
I wrote articles with photographs for both
these events mentioned here. However, my
newspaper declined to publish them for fear
my article would cast a negative image. We
had a government censorship department
that reviewed everything we wanted to print,
so many of my articles and photographs
never saw the printed page. I soon began to
feel useless and that my career had no meaning. One day a new supervisor came to inspect Ming’s
work. He did not have any professional knowledge about
the newspaper business, and he was a political game player.
Because of such politics, Ming left his leadership position
at our Longgang newspaper and moved to Shenzhen to
work as a journalist at the Shenzhen Special Newspaper.
He told me he’d become tired of the political game. I also
had an opportunity to work at the Shenzhen newspaper,
but I decided to stay because Longgang was providing
more salary and benefits than Shenzhen. I needed
money to help Ling, and to prepare for my American
dream. Fortunately, the new supervisor arranged for me
to be an art editor for culture and art section. I was happy
for these new opportunities. During that time, I wrote and
photographed many different events about Chinese folk
customs. Some were published in other newspapers.
Photo: (Top) BiLan
Photo: (Middle) BiLan interviewing the leader of PingHu city
Photo: BiLan interviewing the Pingdi of merchants group
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Meeting Artist Friends in Hong Kong

Photo: BiLan with artist friends in Honk Kong

Photo:
BiLan and
Yun taking
a photo in
front of his
restaurant
in Hong
Kong

Photo:
BiLan in
Hong Kong

Yun invited me to Hong Kong to meet his artist friends. I

had been there once for the Longgang International
investment and trade fair. While I was busy writing and
photographing for our newspaper, I observed that Hong
Kong was the dreamland for many people. Only a small
river separated Hong Kong and Shenzhen, but we had two
very different sets of laws and lifestyles. After just a few
days, I experienced the differences between a Capitalist
and a Socialist system. Everywhere people expressed
themselves freely without fear of punishment at work and
at home. It was like being able to breathe in pure, clean air!
People enjoyed human rights and the freedom to think,
speak, and share ideas. Many owned their own business,
and many businesses and city services ran well because
there was an incentive to make them do so.
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Yun was proud of his life in Hong Kong even though it
was still under British rule. I met Yun’s friend; he had just
returned from Paris, where he’d had his own art show.
He was formerly a professor at a college in Singapore and
resigned that teaching position in the art department,
resulting in his wife divorcing him. Another artist had just
sold his gallery and moved to Canada because he believed
the Chinese Communist government would take possession of all businesses when China took Hong Kong back
from Britain in 1997. I met Yun’s business partner, who,
like the other artist, had seen the government was likely to
take over his business, had sold out in 1996 and took his
family to Canada. Yun admired his friend’s choices, but
he was not afraid of the coming changes. He maintained a
positive outlook on China’s economic progress, especially
the growth in Shenzhen.
While in Hong Kong I was able to call Taiwan, so I placed
a call to Erjin to see if he could come to Hong Kong to
meet my artist friends. A woman answered the phone. I
told her I was Erjin’s girlfriend and she said Erjin was not
in Taiwan. I was devastated when I received a letter from
her that told me that she’d been Erjin’s girlfriend for many
years, and she managed Erjin’s schools and other businesses. I forwarded the letter to Erjin’s friend, Wu, and asked
him why he had concealed the fact that Erjin had been in
a long-term relationship and that Erjin had lied to me. I
received a reply from Wu, and he told me he was sorry. Wu
told me Erjin did not love the woman, and he forwarded
my letter to Erjin, from whom I heard nothing. I was quite
surprised after a few years had passed when I received a
package from Erjin. He sent me a beautiful book of my
photographs with his love poems that he’d sent to the
Beijing photography association.
In 1997 Erjin came to visit while I was working in Hong
Kong. I was taken aback when he showed up at my hotel
and told me his mother had died recently and that he had
built a school in his mother’s hometown in China in
memory of her. Erjin was a dutiful son, and his mother
liked his long-time girlfriend, who managed his schools.
Erjin said that his mother’s death had set him free of his
obligations to the girlfriend. He wanted me to know that
he still loved me and wanted us to be together. He tried to
assure me that he had an abundance of money to take care
of us and for me to pursue my artwork. He offered to help
Ling go to America to receive the best education, which he
knew meant the world to me. Though I was touched that
he held our relationship in his heart over the years, I knew
I could never respect him. I told him that his money meant
nothing to me, because I wanted true love and honor from
the man I would one day marry.

Photo: Longgang New City Center in 1996

Abuse of Power
Longgang’s construction flourished with new buildings,

roads, and bridges. Everywhere there were billboards and
posters that reminded everyone that “time is money”. I
recall a meeting in which our City Mayor gave a speech
comparing Longgang to Shenzhen. He said that Longgang
could avoid many of the growing pains that Shenzhen
had experienced with the rapid growth of infrastructure
that could not support the burgeoning urban population.
The mayor studied the city’s construction plans astutely
to avoid the problems Shenzhen experienced. For one
thing, the Shenzhen sewer system project was a disgrace!
Every week I took photographs of Longgang’s progress and
displayed a striking photograph of a new building and the
story about it.
Along with the city’s rapid development there were many
shoddy new buildings being built by leaders who abused
their positions of power. Corrupted by large sums of
money and bribes, they turned their heads away from
code violations on many city projects. Among the most
egregious were poisonous gas leaks percolating to the
surface of large mountains of garbage throughout the city.
Longgang had no garbage-burning station. But much of
the “garbage mountain” was adjacent to the beautiful sea
vista in Nanao County. You could smell the pile burning a
mile away. Finally, the Longgang government paid for new
garbage-burning equipment, but it did not work properly
after installation. The situation became such a problem that
the mayor convened a meeting of civic leaders to investigate this situation.
Once again, I had an opportunity to attend and observe
the proceedings because of my position at the newspaper.
After the call to order, the mayor made it clear that he was
angry about this unacceptable situation. As the meeting

progressed there was a heated discussion about the
expensive and faulty garbage equipment. It then came to
light that specific individuals in high positions profited by
purchasing faulty garbage disposal equipment from Japan.
Many of our good leaders felt powerless because there were
too many projects with too many “payoffs.” Of course, I
could not write an article or publish a photo about such
news, since it involved the dark side of our government’s
image. Highlighting corruption was unacceptable. I
wanted to help people when I could by using our
government policies properly. But I was thwarted by what,
in fact, was censorship.
One morning I received a call from Yun, my artist friend,
who owned a factory in our Longgang County, Pinghu.
The Longgang Police Department turned off his factory’s
electricity and sealed off the electric gate of his factory
because of a minor violation. He explained that the factory
workers had boxes of products in front of the factory door
awaiting transport by delivery truck. As the police patrolled nearby, they saw an opportunity to cite the factory
for a fire-truck right-of-way violation. Even though the
factory manager immediately removed the products from
the door, the police would not remove the seal on the
electric gate. Yun worried that his workers could not
deliver the products due the next day.
I told him I would see what I could do to help and
immediately went to the police station, where I was
directed to a high-level officer. After I explained the situation, it was clear that my complaint irritated this police
officer. I reminded him that our mayor had recently given
a speech emphasizing the need for all departments to
support the business of Longgang’s growth and to attract
foreign investors. If he did not remove the seal, I
threatened to invoke the intervention of the mayor’s office.
He frowned as he picked up the phone and called his
officer to remove the seal.
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I often found our city mayor was genuinely concerned about the city’s future
aspirations, and he respected people with talent. Sometimes it was difficult to
achieve his goals because some lower minions did not share the vision or
provide the necessary support. On one occasion, our mayor hired a city
construction engineer from Beijing. That engineer found the department so
poorly run that he could not accomplish necessary goals. He also had
problems getting his daughter through the admissions procedures for school.
He quit his job and returned to Beijing, saying, “I’m not dealing with these
villains!” The mayor was often angry with the lowest departments, but even he
was frequently powerless.
Some of the leaders in human resources department had the power to block
hiring talented people. My college professor was denied employment because
Photo: BiLan interviewing the Beijing TV
he was overqualified for the position he sought: he had authored and
host Chen in Shenzhen
published numerous books. Later, he became the secretary-general to the
Hunan governor. After I had submitted his resume to our Longgang Human
Resources department, they said that he was too big a fish for Longgang’s small
pond. They were concerned because he had a more impressive resume than
they themselves and the mayor. Years later, the professor became a foreign
minister to other countries.
Another talented person I interviewed told me the city of Shenzhen rejected
him because he was “too famous.” He was a TV host in Beijing with a
beautiful, silvery voice that attracted some large audiences. It was sad that our
hiring process was broken, and it stymied the hiring of many good people.
In a happier vein, Yun invited me on an outing for painting and photography.
I had a good time writing and taking photographs during my travels, and later
publishing article in our local paper and other national newspapers.
Photo: Article and
photos recording
our Longgang local
wedding ceremony

Photo: BiLan’s article about Chen
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High School Transfer
Examination in
Shenzhen
T

he Chinese Cultural Revolution robbed my generation of any
opportunity for ongoing formal
education. Had it not been for my
assignment as a welder to a factory
where highly educated and talented professors and artists worked, I
would have had no exposure to any academic studies. They
taught me in secret, and one teacher wrote a textbook for
me by hand. I will always be indebted to these scholars
who took the time to teach a teenager hungry for knowledge. Without their help, college would have remained a
dream. After the Cultural Revolution, most Chinese parents invested their finances and energies in their children’s
education because they understood the value of education
for a prosperous future. I wanted Ling to have that same
opportunity so I encouraged her to study very hard. Ling
was mature for her age, and we often had meaningful
discussions about her future when she shared her hopes
and dreams with me, more as she would with a friend than
a parent. I was proud we could plan together, as it built a
strong bond between us.
Spring 1994 was my daughter’s final semester in high
school. The new city of Shenzhen recruited a host of new
students to take their college examinations; they selected
the best and the brightest young talent for their colleges.
The Chinese national college exam was scheduled in July.
One Saturday in May I took the overnight train to Changsha to join Ling on her overnight train to Shenzhen, where
we both arrived on Sunday. The Shenzhen Experimental
High School had scheduled her examination for that
afternoon on Monday. By the time we arrived we both
were exhausted from the long hours on the train and
buses. She took the math, English, Chinese, geography,
chemistry, and physics tests and did well on all of them
except for the geography test. Her acceptance pre-empted
her geography score because her grades were so high. The
school then enrolled her at the end of the next day, and
they arranged for her to live in student housing. Just to be
careful, I still found a tutor to help improve her geography score. Having passed her transfer exams, she quickly
adapted to the school environment.
Photo: (Top left) Ling was happy after her big exams at the Shenzhen Experimental High School
Photo: (Top right)Ling and BiLan Celebrating the end of their
separation

T

Ling’s College Exams

he school arranged a parent-student meeting to help prospective
students select a college and a major.
After much deliberation and a visit
to some of the top colleges in Longgang, we chose “travel management”
as her major. One of our advisors had
studied in America, and this was one
of the best majors offered at the time.
Both the students and parents felt intense pressure about
the final exams for college admission. Failing the exams
in July meant the student would lose their opportunity for
college. The exam schedule was spread over three grueling days, and I managed to take those days off from work
and to rent a room at the school’s hotel for my daughter to
rest between exams. During the three days, many parents
anxiously awaited their children at the gates of the school.
The stress was so intense that there were ambulances also
parked nearby because every year there were a few students who fainted from duress.
We were very excited when the school posted my
daughter’s final examination scores. Hers were among the
best. She was then nominated for acceptance to the top
school that she’d requested. It was Sun Yat-sen University.
The university was known as Zhongshan University, as it is
a public university in Guangdong, China. It was founded
in 1924 by Sun Yat-sen, a revolutionary and the
founding father of the Republic of China. Consistently
ranked among the top ten universities in China, Sun
Yat-sen University provides undergraduate and graduate
instruction in the humanities, social sciences, natural
sciences, technology, medical science, pharmacology, and
managerial science.
Yun supported me during the grueling examinations.
Twice he traveled with me to visit the school in
Guangzhou before the exams and after Ling was selected.
At that time, it was imperative that the parent be closely
involved in case any issue might arise that could possibly
jeopardize one’s enrollment. One of Yun’s friends helped
ensure that the school in Guangdong select my daughter,
and she received a four-year scholarship. I felt I could
finally relax with Ling’s college career secured. I was also
very happy the campus was near my work so I could
take the train to visit her more often. I never thought my
ex-husband would phone my daughter and criticize her for
not choosing to attend Beijing University. Yet he did just
that. He did not know the school she selected was the top
school in China. Ling was angry because her father was so
narrow minded, and he always looked down on her.
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Back to Lang Tiang Village
with Ling
I received a letter from the village leader’s family that

the leader died, and they asked me if we still wanted
to buy his land to build a house for our art vacations
and workshops. I made a special trip with Ling to the
village. I found out that it would be difficult to get the
land document if I did not stay there. Also, it was not
realistic to build a house so far away from Shenzhen.
And the leader’s wife told me that her husband used
our deposit for his hospital bills. I believed I could not
get the money back. So I decided to just let the money
go. I told her that the money was a gift to her
husband. She was so moved, and asked me to come
back anytime to stay at her house for free. Maybe one
day I will return to visit again. Ling had a good time at
the village, and the leader’s grandson was always following Ling wherever she would go. Later I told Erjin
about my decision. He also felt sorry about the leader,
and he agreed with my decision.

Photo: Lang Tiang village

Photo: Ling

Photo: Ling has fun at the village

Photo: BiLan
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Photo: BiLan has fun

Visiting My Aunt’s Home
in Xingjiang

Photo: Gan’s driver is fixing car

Photo: Gan watching BiLan paint

Xinjiang, China, where my aunt’s family lived close to the
Russian border. My aunt’s son-in-law, Gan, rode a bus
overnight to meet us at the airport. I had never met him
before, but I had seen him in the family photos. He was a
leader in his city’s ground army, which was stationed along
the Chinese and Soviet border. We took an overnight bus
to the city. My aunt’s daughter, Yan, was a few years
younger than I. She was a manager at the local store, and
she and Gan had one son in elementary school. All of
them lived in a very small room, with their kitchen in the
hallway next to their door. Most Chinese families lived this
way. My friend from Hong Kong was shocked when he
saw their living space. He could not imagine Chinese
people so destitute after forty-six years of Mao’s New
China. When my aunt married a soldier here, the area was
just a desert. After years and years, it had finally become a
city called Bole.
Gan arranged for us to stay at his army’s hotel. I told
him we would like to paint landscapes and to take some
pictures of the local people, but he said he must go with
us. The ethnic conflict between the Chinese and Xingjiang people had a long history. It had just recently become
more intense. Gan sent a soldier with us for protection
when we wanted to paint outside. Once when Gan was
able to go with us, he drove us to the Sino-Soviet border
crossings, where Russian truck drivers would stop to watch
us paint. The station leader invited me to write a Chinese
calligraphy poster for the soldiers to hang on the wall in
the guard tower. He said we were only his second guests.
The first was a high-level leader from Beijing who came
to review their work. Before we left, Gan’s soldier, a local,
invited us for dinner. In keeping with the Xinjiang culture,
they cooked a whole sheep for dinner to show we were
important guests. Also, I got to ride a camel and that was
a lot of fun. I loved the landscape, the local people, and
the local family’s culture. And, most importantly, I finally
came to see where my aunt lived and ended her life, and to
know more about her and her family.

Visiting Xishaungbanna
China has fifty-six recognized ethnic groups, and many

Photo: BiLan writing poem, “Friends come from far”

M

y aunt’s children lived in Xingjiang. So in 1993 I
planned to visit them. My friend Yun came from Hong
Kong to travel with me. Our flight was to Urumqi,

have their own language and culture, including different
traditional accepted practices for marriage. When I stayed
in Yunnan, Xishaungbanna, I became very interested in
the local dating ritual and was inspired to paint the “Love
Fair.” When men and women turn sixteen years old, they
step into adulthood and can begin to date. In the Chinese
traditional culture many families engage a Meipo, who in
Western cultures is often called a matchmaker, to arrange
an introduction of an acceptable couple to each other.
(continued on page 148)
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Holy Day, photography in south Xishaungbanna

BiLan in Zhangjiajie, 24 x 30 inches, oil on canvas

Moving Day, photography in Bole, Xinjiang
Xingjiang Autumn, 16 x 20 inches, oil on canvas

Xishaungbanna Jungle, 16 x 20 inches, oil on canvas
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Xingjiang Desert, 16 x 20 inches, oil on canvas

Going to Love Fair, 36 x 24 inches, oil on canvas
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A Meipo is usually a woman who is paid if the families
agree and the couple marry . When I was in Xishaungbanna and was painting a landscape, I did not know about
the Love Fair or when it started. I learned that it was
traditional practice for young people to meet without the
help of a Meipo. Two girls told me how they found their
men at the Love Fair. As is often the custom around the
world, teenagers congregate at a destination like a park,
café, or town square. There was a park for girls and young
men to meet on a special day in Xishaungbanna for the
Love Fair. The men would stand in one line, and girls
would stand in another line, facing one another. Each man
would have a woolen ball, and if the man was interested
in a girl, he would toss his woolen ball to her. If the young
woman was interested in him, she would catch the ball, but
if she was not interested then she would simply not pick
up his ball. Many of these young people would then begin
to date, and many of the couples would marry the person
they met at the “Love Fair.”

support to the Democratic Party to give the impression
that China had some democratic freedoms. Many educated people joined the Democratic Party to have a social
network, and for the hope of one day having a voice in
political decisions. When the Shenzhen Democratic Party
leader asked me to help establish the Longgang Democratic Party branch, I agreed, thinking that it would help me
increase my circle of friends with more doctors, teachers,
and engineers, as well as people all across in Longgang.
Photo: BiLan
(center) hosting
Democratic
Organization
party

Democratic Party and Honorary Positions

I

received several honorary titles and memberships in
sundry organizations such as the Longgang Political
Consultative Committee and Communist Inspectors
Committee. Membership in the Communist Inspectors
Committee sounded impressive; its purpose was to report
on the behavior of the leaders of the Communist Party. It
was not true, however, because such leaders were above
reproach. Any attempt to investigate their behavior would
have created problems for the reporters, who in all likelihood would have lost their jobs. Although I was pleased to
be a member of many national and local associations of art
and photography because it was part of my career, I never
had any desire to immerse myself in political circles or to
be an activist. I wanted only to help those who needed help
as they crossed my path and to correct unfair policies
whenever possible. There was enough to do without
looking for trouble.
However, at a government-sponsored dinner in 1994, I met
the Shenzhen Democratic Organization leader, who
invited me to join her party and asked me to host the
Shenzhen Democratic members’ annual party. I soon
learned that China had many kinds of democratic
organizations, and that the history of the Democratic Party
began long before there was a Communist Party. Most of
the Democratic Party members were well educated. After
the Communist Party was established during our New
China era, the Democratic Party had become simply an
organization without any real political power. All such
organizations were under the purview of the Chinese
Communist Party, which provided just enough financial
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Photo: BiLan
(first row, second
from left) at the
Longgang
Democratic
Party branch
inaugural
Photo: BiLan
(second from
left) at BiLan’s
apartment for
our committee
meeting

Photo: Ling and I at our home
in Longgang. Ling was
attending college not far from
where we lived

Photo: BiLan at her studio

Back to My Brushes
I

realized I was most happy when I was painting. Yun and
I painted landscapes and captured the beauty of the
Xinjiang countryside. He often admonished me to never
give up my brush, and he complimented my artistic
talents. So I decided to put in for a transfer to return to the
art center. There was a new leader, a vice mayor named Ca,
who supervised the culture, art, and sports departments.
Ca appreciated my organizational skills, as well as my
work ethic, and he said that he wanted to promote me to
the position of the first art director at the center. But my
“Worker” status would block that promotion. I knew he
wanted to help me, but the process to change from
“Worker” status to “Office” status was complicated, and
time consuming, requiring the support of many leaders. I
reminded Ca that I would be happy to just direct the
photography department and coordinate the art
departments of the ten counties. I would also organize the
Longgang County museum shows and arrange for the art
directors and other important local artists to travel and
conduct their art exhibits. Ca respected me, and he was
able to help me transfer back to the center. Unlike many
others who moved to Longgang, Ca was originally from
the local area. He was honest, and he respected women.
One of my colleagues told me that Ca and another local
vice director in an adjacent county were the only leaders
who did not have a mistress. It was professionally good
to have relationships with both these men. I earned their
respect, and knew I had their support for my art programs.
Once I had returned to the art center, I had more time for
painting. The Shenzhen Art Museum scheduled a solo
exhibition of my paintings, photography, and Chinese
calligraphy from August 18 to September 21, 1995. The
Shenzhen Art Association, the Shenzhen Photography
Association, and the Longgang governments hosted the
event. Art exhibitions were very different in China from
the way they are in America because the Chinese
government supported art as an important part of our

culture and tradition. The Longgang government
supported the opening reception, including transportation
to bring people to the museum as well as sponsoring a free
dinner at a nearby restaurant. Major Ju wrote, “Three Art
Talents” on a large Chinese rice paper to congratulate my
exhibition, and many famous artists wrote poetry on the
Chinese rice paper to celebrate my work, among them the
President of the Hong Kong Photography Association.
Government officials, including many from Longgang
County, sent large congratulatory baskets of flowers. The
exhibition was not only very successful but also was
covered by many newspapers in both the national and local media. The Longgang and Shenzhen television stations
also aired a report on the event.
After the exhibition, I told Professor Li that it was a challenge to maintain such a high standard of art works in
three very different forms. However, he encouraged me to
continue my painting, photography, and calligraphy. He
added that he knew of only one other person in China able
to master all three expressions of art, and that he was also
the President of the Sichuan Modern newspaper. The other
artist’s name was Chen, and Professor Li hoped that one
day I would meet Chen at a professional art conference or
perhaps a brush party.
An art exhibition opening reception in China is like an
American wedding. Many of my friends made a special
trip from Taiwan, Beijing, and Hong Kong to attend my
opening reception. One of my college classmates, a
professor at a college in China, told me he spent over
$20,000.00 for his opening reception for his one-person
exhibition in Guangzhou. He paid everything for his show,
and his guests, travel, hotel, and food. I told him that I
liked the American receptions. There are very simple, and
not ostentation and extravagant. I also participated in a
wide panoply of art activities, such as the poetry
competition in Longgang. My poem “My Path” received
the second-place award.
Photo: BiLan recites her poem
at the competition
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BiLan Liao

Painting, Photography and Chinese
Calligraphy Solo Exhibition
At the Shenzhen Fine Art Museum,
Shenzhen, China.
Opening Reception

at 5:00 pm, August 18, 1995
Some photos from the opening reception: There were three
exhibition rooms: painting room, photography, and
Chinese calligraphy. Ling organized her classmates to
welcome guests into the exhibition galleries. I was so happy
to see many of my artist friends who came from Beijing,
Hong Kong and Taiwan for the opening, and the reception
provided dinner for everyone at a nice restaurant close
to the museum. After the opening reception I was very
pleased but exhausted.

Photo: Shenzhen Fine Art Museum

Photo: Introducing BiLan

Photo: Ling and BiLan
Photo: Professor Li
introducing BiLan
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Photo: Ling (first row, second from right), BiLan (third
from right in back)

Chinese Communist
Party School
As a member of the Longgang Political Consultative

Committee and of the Democratic Party, I was invited
to participate in the “China and International Situation
Analysis” workshop hosted by the Shenzhen Communist
School. The workshop agendas featured government
leaders who came to lecture about current events. The
intent of the workshops by the Communist Party was to
persuade members of the Democratic Party to concur with
Communist ideology. At the first meeting a government
lawyer came to explain about the two demonstrations
currently under way in Shenzhen. One demonstration
was a group of local farmers’ wives whose husbands had
become rich overnight by selling their farmland, and many
had gotten jobs working for the government. The wives
were demonstrating with posters that read, “We want our
husbands back home!” and “Kick out the mistresses of
Shenzhen.” Many of these rich farmers bought apartments
where they kept their mistresses. Prostitution was even
accepted as a part of the new culture, and many of the
prostitutes were very assertive with their business, especially in Dongguan City. The lawyer addressing our group
told us that government leaders had a headache over this
protest and were preparing some measure of action to stifle
it. But they asserted that it was beyond their control to do
anything to these rich farmers, or to control their wives
who had been abandoned.
The second group of protesters were factory workers who
marched with posters that read, “We live in a socialist
country, but endure Capitalist exploitation.” The workers
were primarily from one factory in Baoan County, where
the factory owner mistreated the workers by giving them
no break all day and very limited time to even go to the
restroom or have lunch. Finally, the owner mediated an
agreement with the workers. The result was that any
worker who was dissatisfied with the conditions at the
factory could leave and receive a month’s salary. Most of
the them had to stay because they were very poor and
could find no other work.
It was sad that many of these farmers from Hunan and
Sichuan Provinces, as well as many places throughout
China, had no laws to protect workers In contrast, American labor laws protect against such similar mistreatment.
Another leader from a foreign office came in to analyze the
international complications of our situation, although the
issue was determined to be too controversial to be

truthfully addressed, and our Chinese government would
have to lie to our citizens. The intent was to divert the
discontent of our citizens about the wealth and corruption
of our government officials and to avoid exposure of such
a political event to an international audience. We were
warned not to share anything we heard during his presentation outside our group. We were happy to just listen
because we knew there was nothing we could do with the
information we heard, and were pleased to simply share
the fun of our social network activities.
I was happy Ling was near me while she was in school. She
and I joined the Guangdong Province Photography
Association, where she learned about photography just for
fun and for reducing the stress of her college studies. She
was working hard, preparing for her English test in order
to go to America for her master’s degree.

Photo: In the Chinese culture, people like to invite artists to meet
politic leaders. I was invited to have dinner with the top Chinese
minister of finance, Jing, who was visiting in Shenzhen. I had a
good chat with him.

Promoting Culture
in Longgang
M

ayor Ju transferred to Shenzhen. He was succeeded by
Mayor Geng. His plan focused more on the news media
and the political actives that would promote Longgang
across the nation. The Longgang government invited
ranking politicians to our city, including the President of
China’s father-in-law, Jiang Zemin, and his family. They
had significant influence in China during this period, and
Jiang visited America in September 1999 after President
Clinton visited China in 1998.
Other guests included Mao Zedong’s daughter, Li Na, and
her husband, Wang Jingqing. My job was to take pictures
of them while they were there. Li Na seemed calm, but I
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could not help wondering how she dealt
with the death of millions of Chinese
people under her father’s leadership.
Longgang’s growth and accomplishments attracted a bevy of other
newspapers with their reporters and
photographers from around China
and internationally. Zha, who was a
journalist from the Beijing Communist
newspaper, invited me to be his partner
in publishing a series on Longgang’s
development with full-page coverage on
each article. I wrote many articles, and
my photography was published in other
national newspapers as well.
The Longgang government launched
Photo: Mao Zedong’s daughter, Li Na (third from left), and her husband next to her, a campaign to support a comeback for
Wang Jingqin, surrounded by four security guards, BiLan on the right at the World Park, the institute of marriage; the movement
Shenzhen in 1995. Notice the American Presidents, Mt. Rushmore, in the background. was called the Gold Marriage. This was
an important initiative because the push
to support an economic recovery after
the Cultural Revolution was somewhat like the Roaring Twenties in America, resulting in prostitution, drugs, and vice.
During this time there was a serious breakdown in marital relationships. It was due to the Chinese Cultural Revolution,
causing dissatisfaction among many educated (Capitalist) men who had married poor women who had saved their lives,
and also men in traditional arranged marriages created by parents using matchmakers to increase the family’s wealth and
status with little or no thought given to the compatibility of the young couple.
The Gold Marriage was a ceremony that would publicize the importance of marriage by hosting one hundred couples
who had been married for fifty years. The purpose of the program was to encourage people to remain married, thereby
reducing the divorce rate. Many people began to pursue loving relationships instead of just traditional marriages based
on social climbing and economic profit. Another reason for promoting the Gold Marriage was to push back against the
fact that it was well know that men openly had affairs, and prostitution had become widespread in our new city.
The Shenzhen newspaper asked me to be their photojournalist by providing three Gold Marriage couples’ stories,
including photographs. The three couples must represent three hierarchies: one couple with a high level of education and
career, one couple in the middle level, and one couple from a lower socioeconomic group. I quickly learned this would
not be an easy assignment, because it was extremely difficult to find three happy couples. In fact, the highly educated
people were the unhappiest in their marriages. Finally, I found
the three couples who were all farmers living in the
countryside.
Photo: The Shenzhen newspaper asked me to be their photojournalist by
providing three Gold Marriage couples’ stories, including photographs.
The three couples must represent “three hierarchies:” one couple with a
high level of education and career, one couple in the middle level, and
one couple from a lower socioeconomic group. I quickly learned this
would not be an easy assignment, because it was extremely difficult to
find three happy couples. In fact, the highly educated people were the
unhappiest in their marriages. Finally, I found the three couples who
were all farmers living in the countryside
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Copyright War in China
A

fter the Chinese Cultural Revolution ended, China
entered a period of rapid growth and development. At that
time China did not have a system of legal protection for its
citizens in place necessary to keep up with the pace of the
growing infrastructure and many other changes. Under
Mao’s policies the obscurantism resulted in a chaotic of way
of Chinese thinking. When Professor Li sued a famous writer, Hong, for infringing on his copyright, everyone in China
was shocked! Professor Li was a famous photographer.
During the Chinese Cultural revolution, he was a photojournalist, and he documented the Chinese Cultural
Revolution with over 10,000 photos. Li found that many of
his photographs had been published in Hong’s book without Li’s permission or credits to his name. I found the story
very interesting, so I interviewed Professor Li and wrote an
article in support of Li’s rights. My article was published in
the two major Chinese newspapers.

Photo: Full page about Longgang published in the Beijing
communist newspaper by Zha and BiLan

Photo: Chinese GuangDong newspaper,
Li Zhensheng Sued Hong Jicai writing by Bilan Liao
Photo: (Right) Chinese Hainan newspaper, Celebrity Sued
Celebrity writing by BiLan Liao
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“Win-Win” Relationship–
Artists and City
I

n 1996 I organized many art
events and exhibitions as the
Chinese government prepared to
“Welcome Hong Kong Back.” On
one occasion, I was at an opening
reception of an international
women artists’ exhibition in Hong
Kong when a man introduced
himself from my hometown in
Changsha, Hunan. His name was
Quan, and he was the new vice
mayor, with responsibilities that
included the Longgang police,
hospital, roads, and art, culture, and sports departments.
He looked to be my age, and he
congratulated me on the success
of the exhibition. He went on to
Photo: BiLan in an art
say that he was recruiting talented
event
people who might help him
promote our city’s economy and
reputation, and that I was the person he needed.
I liked Quan’s frankness as he shared his vision for using
the art department to promote Longgang’s economy. This
is when he told me about a most ambitious project called
“Welcome Hong Kong Back” a priority project for our
Longgang government. With the full support of the mayor,
the government wanted to seize the opportunity to
promote Longgang’s name both nationally and internationally. Quan described the position as working directly under
his leadership, and he said that he would take care of all the
required funding. He assured me that I would receive the
necessary support to get things done. Excited by this new
challenge, and the respect that Quan showed for my
professional accomplishments, I realized that Quan had
done his research on me. He had found out that I worked
hard, was very responsible, and also had a strong
personality. Thus complimented, I agreed to join his team.
That night over dinner we had a good discussion that led
us to the idea of inviting famous artists to Longgang. We
both knew that our government building had an
appealing hotel and an excellent restaurant. The hotel
rooms and restaurant were designed to host receptions for
dignitaries visiting Longgang. Many people also came to
Longgang to enjoy their vacation because one of
Longgang’s counties was a beautiful fishing village. It was
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called Nanao, and there were more than one hundred miles
of ocean beaches surrounding the village. Quan also said
that he had the authority to give me all necessary resources
to invite an array of famous artists, and that the Longgang
government would provide all the required fees during
their visit. I immediately thought of several candidates who
would be interested in both the visit and a free vacation.
The net result was that through me, Quan met many artists
who came to Longgang from across China and internationally. One was an artist named Di from Australia who
stayed in Longgang for a week and presented some of his
paintings to the government. Of course, Professor Li also
invited his artist friends to come to Longgang and enjoy
their vacation, so the art promotion went well. Likewise,
the promotion of the art program helped to create a “winwin” relationship for the city and the art world. When I
moved to Paducah, Kentucky in 2008, and learned about
their artists’ location program, it was a similar idea to using
artists for promoting the city.

Photo: BiLan’s Chinese painting mounted on a large piece of rice
paper with other artist’s work and exhibit at the Shenzhen
Museum

Photo: BiLan (left) at a Shenzhen Women group art exhibition.
Shenzhen top leader, Wang (fourth from right), who always came
to support women’s group-art opening receptions. This was part
of the Chinese culture to show how the government supports
artists, in education, art, and culture.

Brush Party – My
“Crazy” Art Friend Gu
Late one evening, Quan instructed his driver to call me

because Quan wanted to drive us to meet with one of
my friends, Gu, a famous writer who lived about three
hours’ drive from our apartments. Gu gained fame writing
successful novels and films after he had started his own
company a few years earlier. He was an eccentric in some
ways. He slept all day and had his lunch at 2:00 a.m. I
called Gu and arranged for the three of us to have lunch
at his home. Gu was moved by Quan’s accomplishments.
Later, Quan asked Gu to introduce him to an important
politician. Relationships were very important in our
government’s political world, and in traditional Chinese
culture, politicians particularly liked befriending artists
because they are supposedly born smart with a special
talent. I enjoyed friendships with many talented people,
most of whom were highly intelligent and shared their
wisdom about education, art, and culture.
I loved attending brush parties for the purpose of creating
a single work of Chinese calligraphy on rice paper. We had
many stimulating conversations with good friends, and we
invited one another to our studios to create art and poems.
We always laughed a great deal and enjoyed a little wine
together.

Photo: Brush party at BiLan’s studio. Gu (left); Professor Li
(second); BiLan (third); Xu, director of a film company in
Beijing. Each of us is writing the Chinese character “Smile” and
writing our own poem to accompany our painting. I remember
how fun it was to laugh and share some wine!
Photo: Wei wrote
some Chinese calligraphy for me at my
studio, and sadly, that
was his final visit. He
died at the young age
of fifty.

Once Quan asked me why I did not have “many faces.” I
didn’t understand what he meant by the comment. Later
he told me that I was too honest with people at all levels
of work from the highest-level diplomats to the regular
workers, and that I would not make a good politician, who
must have many faces. The truth was that I enjoyed making
friends with my “one face of an artist” and with an honest
heart. So did my friend Wei, a famous singer and Chinese
calligraphy artist in Beijing. The occasion arose for me to
introduce Quan to Wei, who had immigrated to Shenzhen.
Quan appreciated him for his talent, and I invited him to
have a solo exhibition at our gallery. Wei was a virtuous
and artistic man, but he was not willing to play the game of
politics. He told me about many unfair political dealings in
the Shenzhen art department, and we lamented our lives in
China.
Photo: Quan was interested in locating an artist from Beijing
(left) to Longgang. The artist and Wei (right) visiting the future
studio in Longgang.
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I had an opportunity to attend a brush party hosted

by the Heilongjiang Newspaper in 1996 when the paper
publicized a groundbreaking ceremony for a new building. The Chinese ceremonial brush party became a part
of launching an important campaign or ribbon cutting
at the opening of a new structure. The newspaper
invited artists for a brush party, and the host company
paid the artists’ travel costs, hotel, and some money
called the ink and brush fee. The paper prepared a large
room with rice paper on the tables and provided wine
and food all day. Artists came to enjoy the good wine
and food and to paint with other colleagues, often
providing valuable critiques to one another. The
paintings would then belong to the newspaper

Photo: (Left top)
BiLan (third from
left) with Australian
artist, Di (fourth
from left) and other
artists from Beijing
and Guangzhou at
the brush party

Film in
Longgang
During the artists visit

I arranged a “Wisdom
Meeting” for Quan to
have dinner or lunch
with them. One artist
suggested we make a
film about an international war history in Dapeng County
in Longgang. Mai took the suggestion very seriously, and
he obtained the support of the Longgang government
leadership. Quan and I made a special trip to Beijing to
visit the highest-level film minister’s home. The meeting
went very well.

Photo: BiLan (left), Minister
(middle), Xu, Beijing film
director

Photo: Quan was so excited he would be able to make a film in
Longgang. He took me in a rickshaw to tour Beijing city after the
meeting.

Photo: BiLan at the
groundbreaking
ceremony
Photo: Di (second
from left) from
Australia, and
Curator of Shenzhen
Youth Art Center
(right) visiting
Longgang. Di stayed
in Longgang for a
week and presented
some of his paintings
to the government.
Many artists visited
Longgang and had a
good time with the win-win benefits.
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Photo: Some leadership from Beijing and Guangzhou studying
a Dapeng building plan used for making a film. Quan fourth
on right and BiLan next to him.

Applied to
Immigrate to
America

I never forgot to look for any

opportunity to come to America.
Thankfully, Professor Li suggested
I apply to immigrate to the United
States through an agent in New
York. The visa was for permanent
residency under the category of
“Alien of Extraordinary Abilities.”
To this day, I am grateful to Professor Li for his
encouragement and for the introduction to his agent.
Professor Li had recently immigrated to America. I’m also
grateful to my Hong Kong friend Yun, who mailed my application to New York from Hong Kong. During that time the
international mail was not safe from interception in China.
I wanted my daughter to earn her master’s degree in
America, but I had little information about how to apply
to study in the United States. So I went to the Guangdong
Province Library in Guangzhou and discovered the
necessity of passing the TOEFL (Test for English as a
Foreign Language) and the GRE (Graduate Record
Examination) exam in order to get a U.S. master’s degree.
We decided that my daughter would use her two summer
breaks to go Beijing to study at a famous, but very expensive, GRE and TOEFL School. The tuition cost there did
not include travel and lodging expenses. Fortunately, I was
friends with one of my daughter’s teachers, and with the
chairperson of Ling’s major department. They agreed to help
me monitor Ling while there and to keep her focused on
her education. Dating or amorous adventures would only
impede her goal while we were in China. They and she all
understood my expectations, and we all shared my dreams
for my daughter to have a better life.
I was concerned that years later Ling might look back on
the stresses she endured and think of me as a “Tiger Mom.”
In American I would have been called a “Steel Magnolia.”
Although I wished I could make life easy for my daughter,
hard times demand hard work. On the other hand, in
America today parents are called “Helicopter Parents,”
hovering over their children to protect them. Their children even go to court and get reduced sentences for severe
crimes for “Affluenza.” In China today children are called
“Strawberry Children” because they bruise so easily. One
day I hope the world will find a balance between these two
extremes.

Establishing the Longgang
Photography Association
After my dreams

for my daughter’s
higher education in
the United States,
my next most
important goal was
to establish our
Longgang
Photography Association. Quan wanted me to register as the official
head of the government’s photography organization.
However, I understood that the local culture among the
men would not tolerate leadership under the tutelage
of a woman. I told Quan that he would have to be the
honorary president, and I would actually operate the
organization, as he could then give me the authority
over the photography organization. He agreed, and the
result was that we enlisted a plethora of people to join
the photography association. I suggested that we use the
great hall of our government building to separate a very
large and well-arranged gallery for display of the many
works of art.
The Chinese government supported the photography
association, along with all the other associations, with
funding and their leadership. The funds made it possible
for many of our members to travel and attend events,
and the government paid for my assistant as well. It was
a very different source of art-associations funding than
that in America. I never forgot Quan’s advising me that
when leader had been given the power of finance, many
of them fell prey to the temptation of money.) With the
help of this funding, for years I created a great many
international, national, and local events. I was very
pleased that Quan took all of the financial
responsibility.
Photo: (Right top) BiLan leads members to Jiangxi
photography shoot. All of the travel costs where paid by our
association, and everyone got a free Russian camera lens.
BiLan fourth from left.
Photo: Ling joined the
Guangdong Photography
Association members’
workshop. But she did not
have time to participate in
their training.
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No Time for Painting
Our photography association was active and had good relation-

ships with many other national photography associations throughout China. Soon our association had built an impressive national
and international reputation, along with many professional friendships. On one occasion, we had officers from the China Photography Association visit Longgang, and one of the officers asked why
I stayed in the Longgang, as it was such a small city. I told them,
“For the money!” In fact, I had many opportunities to transfer my
job to a big city, but I did not want to waste my time. What I did
not want to tell them was that my dreams went far beyond China.
That dreamland was America.

Photo: (Left top 1 and 2): BiLan giving lecture
to high school students on photography

Photo: BiLan hosting Zhuhai Photography
Association members in Nanao, Longgang

Photo: BiLan hosting an evening party for the association
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Many national newspapers reported on my work, and I felt I had
been successful for a number of years with Quan’s tutelage. I had
a good time working for Quan, and I wished more leaders were
like him. Later, I found out he was not a member of the Communist Party, but a member of the “Freedom Party.” Like Yun, Quan
respected my organizational and social skills.

Photo: The Asia-Pacific Photography Competition exhibition
at Longgang Photography Association Gallery

Photo: Guangdong Photography Association members’
workshop in Longgang

The Year 1997
Photo: Hong Kong new flag

One part of my job was to plan and organize the district

photography and painting contests. When I learned the
24th Annual Meeting of the FIAP (Federation International Art Photography) would be held in Shenzhen in 1997,
I suggested that we create the “Longgang Cup” award for
photography to be presented during the meeting. Quan
thought it was a great idea for promoting Longgang. So he
and I went to the FIAP preparatory committee meeting
in Nanao, where he pitched my idea to the committee. He
explained that the Longgang government was interested in
photography competition during the FIAP annual meeting.
The members of the committee enthusiastically accepted
his suggestion.
On our trip back to Longgang from Nanao, he asked me to
write a proposal for the photography competition and to
take care of all the necessary details to make it a successful
event. He wanted the proposal completed by the next day
for a morning meeting with the Longgang leaders over
breakfast. People warned me that working with Quan
would be demanding, with incredibly long work hours. He
wanted everything done as soon as possible, and I shared
his work ethic. I stayed up overnight in order to finish my
proposal and made suggestions on every detail for the
photography competition, including the route the
photographers would take on their travel through the city
and along the coastal areas. They were to visit the Longgang Museum of Hakka Culture, which is located in the
Longgang District of Shenzhen City. It contains a group
of Hakka-style buildings originally built by Hakka people
from Xingning These people were known for their unique
walled villages (large multi-family communal living
structures that were designed to be easily defensible). The
first location was the Hakka people’s new modern village.
The second location was the Hakkas’ old house, for a
traditional wedding ceremony, and the final location was
the Nanao fishing village.
Quan took the proposal to our mayor, who gave his full
support. He then called a meeting of the leaders of the
road department; the police department; the hospital; and
the art, culture, and sports department, as he was the
senior administrator of them all. He asked me to speak to
the representatives of the departments about the
photography competition we had planned. When Quan
introduced me to his team, he emphasized that there
would be more than 300 photographers coming to

Longgang from across China and around the world. He
believed our people would help promote Longgang’s new
image, but we should not show our ugly side to the
photographers. We wanted them to see a thriving new,
modern city that also kept a traditional culture. We must
design everything down to the last detail and make it as
perfect as possible, but we had only two months, and time
was of the essence. After such an introduction, the group
was very attentive to my presentation about how
everything would be organized.
Quan enlisted everyone’s support to help with the repair of
the road to Nanao. The road department’s leader
guaranteed the road would be ready before the event.
The hospital leader would have doctors and medical staff
available on-site whenever needed. The police department
arranged for the proper security and for having motorcycle
escorts for dignitaries and to help direct traffic. The art,
culture, and sports department would arrange for a
performance of a wedding at the old house. The athletes
would perform the wedding with traditional costumes and
dancing would take place at our new city center. I then
went to Nanao County with Quan and my friend Chang,
and we asked the county leader to call for a meeting of the
village residents. We encouraged all of them to come to the
meeting, and the momentum of our project began to take
on the impact as though a war were coming. Quan
mobilized the residents, inspiring them to open their
homes for use as public bathrooms because Nanao had
only one public lavatory. He also asked everyone to
volunteer to clean up the beach. In Chinese culture, people
want to show their good side to visitors from other
counties, so everyone supported the leaders’ requests.
Quan asked Chang to stay in Nanao to report about the
progress of the road repair and beach cleanup. My next job
was to design the details of the instructions for the photography competition and request for application to the
competition. My daughter provided much needed support
in translating the information from Chinese to English,
and she was also our official translator during the event.
The photography competition event was very successful.
The international and national artists were very impressed
with the new development in Longgang and our traditional
culture. They submitted their pictures to us for the
photography competition, and I invited four judges,
including the Shenzhen Photography Association
president, to select the winners, whose work would be
exhibited at our government gallery. Quan was very
pleased because he received many compliments from our
mayor and other officials. I was later asked to organize
another photography competition. The one shown here
was connected with the Second National Dragon Dance
Competition held in Longgang, Shenzhen the same year.
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Quan also asked me to edit the two books of the selected
photographic works and have the books ready in two weeks
as a gift to people at important government meetings. I was
glad I had a team to help me who shared our vision and
supported our project. The books were published by the
Longgang government and ready by our deadline. Quan
asked me to plan another photography competition connected with the Third International Lion Dance Competition held in Shenzhen in 1998. Later, our Longgang government established the United Art and Literary Language
Group and requested I serve as a vice chairwoman.

Photo: Over 300 photographers came from around the nation
to photograph at the National Dragon Dance Photography
Competition

Photo: Ling and BiLan with a photographer in Nanao. Ling
was hired as translator to help foreign photographers.
Photo: A photo shot of Kejia traditional
wedding in the Kejia house in Longgang

Photo: At the welcome reception, BiLan (fifth from right)
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Photo: BiLan in Nanao

A

fter the events, I selected the top winners and designed the
layout for a full two-page publication in the Longgang
Newspaper. I also edited three events into three books,
published by our city goverment. I edited and designed all of
books.

Book: Selected Work of the Third International
Lion Dance Photography Competition

Book: Selected Work of the Federation International Art
Photography Competition

Photo: A photo shot of fisherman’s traditional wedding in the fishing
village in Nanao County

Photo: Art work selected for exhibit at the Longgang Photography
Association Gallery

Book: Selected Work of the National Dragon Dance
Photography Competition
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Liu the Crazy Artist
In June 1997, Quan invited a famous Chinese painter,

Photo: Book of One Hundred Ink Treasure

One Word “Dragon” Written by
One Hundred Chinese Artists
Quan had another project in mind to help welcome Hong

Kong came back to China. He wanted to invite one hundred famous Chinese calligraphy artists from across the
country to write the same word, “Dragon.” He also wanted
to have one book of the Chinese calligraphy on the rice
paper edited about the importance of “Hong Kong
Returning to China in 1997.” He hired a company to
undertake the project and requested that I monitor distribution of the money because our government paid a
substantial stipend for the book. Because I was the project
inspector of the monetary expenditures, people were not
comfortable when I showed up at their office. I learned one
of our leaders was a very good friend with the company
owner, creating a very complex situation. I told Quan I
wanted to quit and get out of the job. He understood and
agreed to let me work on other projects.
After the book was published, our government invited all
of the artists to come to Longgang for a three-day brush
party. Quan asked me to manage the event and arrange for
twenty artists to come to Longgang from across China to
stay at our government hotel and have access to our huge
conference room on the second floor. Each artist had a
large table, one large piece of rice paper, ink, and other
materials. Each artist also had an assistant to help prepare
the paper and attend to the artistic process, and so on. All
of the artwork would belong to the government. However,
Quan gave a list of government leaders’ names to some of
the artists, encouraging them to create calligraphy in the
name of a specific leader. Before the event was over, some
of the artists visited the studio at my home. Many of them
wanted to present me with one of their paintings to be
displayed in my studio, and some artists used my name in
poems and in the writing on the rice paper. Small brush
parties at my studio became an ongoing and joyful pursuit.
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Liu, who had just returned to Beijing from international
travels. Quan called me in the middle of the night to have
a meeting at our government’s hotel lobby to discuss a
solo exhibition for Liu and an open reception before Hong
Kong came back on July 1. Liu’s Chinese paintings and
calligraphy on the rice paper had not been mounted. For a
successful exhibition, you must mount and then carefully
hang it on the wall to be properly displayed. But the company worker in charge of the mounting said he discussed
the artwork with Liu and that it would be impossible to
hang the pictures because they would not be dry. Quan
asked me to solve the problem in time for the exhibit. After
careful consideration, I told him we could create a gallery
space in the hotel lobby by using special wooden panels
and mount the artwork that was still slightly wet
directly onto the panel. After the art was dry I would
carefully frame around the painting’s edges. Liu agreed to
my idea, and Quan made the arrangements to have all of
the materials and workers needed. I was accustomed to his
crazy work schedule, but he gloated when people praised
the exhibition and our ability to create the exhibit with
such speed.
Photo:
BiLan with
the artist Liu
at his opening
reception

Photo: Hong Kong Night,
I lead my members of the
Longgang photography association to Hong Kong to
photograph the end of one
hundred years of British
Government

Having the freedom of self-expression to paint what I
feel, think and desire from my soul is extremely important to me as an artist. In China I did not have this freedom. I remember doing my first concept painting in the
Chinese Gongbi style (one of the oldest Chinese painting
styles, with careful realist technique and highly detailed
brush strokes without independent or expressive variation, often highly colored and usually depicting figural or
narrative subjects). I submitted my art statement along
with sketches for governmental approval. The Chinese
government did approve my painting, but only because
the painting showed the greatness of China. My subject
passed because my painting was called The Welding Pen
Flowers, and it showed the importance of the working
class and a reminder that I was a welder at age fourteen.

Photo: After the event of the “Welcome Hong Kong Back,” I was
really exhausted. But I was very pleased when the president of
the Shenzhen Overseas Newspaper interviewed me and filed a
report complimenting my many achievements along with my
multiple art talents, organizational skills, and hard work. These
skills and my courage to confront adversity helped me along my
journey from a welder in a factory to a recognized artist and
leader.

To Europe

Photo: Translator is helping BiLan (left) introduce
Longgang’s economic development program at the
Conference

In 1998, I had a business trip as a Longgang government

representative with two leaders from the economic
development department to attend the international
photography equipment conference in Cologne. Our mission was looking for investors for a film factory in Longgang, and the Longgang government would sell Longgang
land at a low price to the investors.
After the conference I traveled to Paris and Italy. At the
Louvre Museum, I had my first opportunity to see many
masters’ original paintings. The color, brushwork, details,
texture, compositions, concept, and stories all inspired me
to go back to my studio and paint from my heart and soul
instead of continuing with so much photography. I was in
heaven; I wished I could spend more days in the Louvre.
Then I saw Florence, and it was my dream place to study
art. I wished my travel agent could have let me spend
more time in the museums and galleries, but my travel
group was more interested in shopping. “I need to come
back to here to study,” I told myself. I bought many art
books in Chinese at the Louvre and in Florence. I have the
books with me today.

Photo: BiLan at the Louvre
Photo: When I returned to
China I was happy my book
was published by Sichuan
Publishing House. The book
was called Selected Painting,
Photography and Chinese
Calligraphy by BiLan Liao.
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The Dangerous Road
for My Passport to
America
I was overwhelmed with joy when I received

a letter from the United States government
on August 15, 1997. The officials accepted my
immigration application! I was considered an
Alien of Extraordinary Abilities because of my
accomplishments as a multi-talented artist. I had
already published a number of books, and the
U.S. officials noted my many exhibitions. After
so many years, my dream had taken me a new
step forward. I began to think about how to get
passports for my daughter and myself. I obtained
a government passport for business trips as a
Longgang government representative in order to
attend the international photography equipment
conference in Cologne, Germany, but this would
not get me to America. To get the personal Chinese
passport, I needed my local government to write a letter
of support for the passport. I had to be careful, however,
because I did not want my government to know I was
planning to become an American citizen. My daughter
was still in college and scheduled to graduate the following
year. I hoped her college would support a study sabbatical
in America, and my plan was to prod the college to
endorse the trip.
Finding a way to obtain a personal passport to America
without a letter from the government was almost
impossible. Through various sources I found that having a
relative in another country write to me with an invitation
to visit might be enough to obtain the Chinese personal passport I needed. Unfortunately, I did not have any
relatives living in another country. As I struggled with how
to obtain a passport, one of my photography friends called
me to suggest we go on a photography outing. He had
participated in some of the photography events I arranged,
and he proposed that we visit my good friends, Zhou and
his wife, who were also very interested in photography.
They were pleased when we contacted them, and they invited us to stay at their home in Shantou. Zhou was a very
successful businessman and loved photography. He and his
wife were an enthusiastic couple who lived in a large house
and both loved artists, whom they invited to come to their
hometown, and stay at their home. Recently, I heard that
he had gone to Tibet for a few months by car with his son.
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I was amazed at his courage to take such a journey at this
time, and I looked forward to seeing his photos.
We took a bus from Shenzhen to Shantou, arriving at
their home late in the afternoon. Zhou planned on driving
us to the countryside for a day of photography the next
morning. We arose very early in the hopes of capturing
the day’s morning light. Unfortunately, it was a gray day
with low-hanging clouds, and the lighting was flat. Zhou
felt sorry about the weather because he wanted to make an
interesting journey for us. He drove into the mountains to
show us some viable landscapes to shoot. The mountain
road was very narrow and allowed only one car to pass
through at a time. Halfway to our destination, we stopped
at a farmer’s house for water. The farmer told us the road
would be bad and in places dangerous because the previous night there had been a severe rainstorm. But Zhou
was determined to keep going. He told us when he drove
to Tibet the roads were even more dangerous. I trusted
his confidence. After driving awhile, Zhou had to make an
emergency stop. We got out of the car and were shocked to
see that half the road had collapsed into a hole because of
the heavy rain the previous night. Zhou looked anxiously
up and down the road and told us that there was no room
to go back around. We had to fix the road and continue
moving forward. The road was indeed very dangerous
because the dirt was extremely soft along the edge of the
cliff. We did not have the tools to fix it or fill dirt into the
hole.

The three of us fell silent and the mountain seemed to
loom over us like a deep, quiet cloud. Zhou walked around
the area and finally broke the silence. “I have no alternative; I must drive forward,” he exclaimed. He asked us if we
would like to get out of the car and wait for him alongside
the road. Li was about thirty years old, and his job was
construction work that was often dangerous. However,
even he did not want to take the risk to ride with Zhou.
“Friends share risk and riches.” That was my rule! So I told
Zhou I would ride with him and slid into the front seat
next to him. Zhou put the car in reverse and drove back
as best he could, and then anxiously put the car in drive.
Taking a deep breath, he accelerated with all its power,
and with his fastest forward speed the car jumped past the
treacherous hole and the death-defying cliff alongside the
road. Once we were safely on the other side, we jumped
out of the car to calm down from the adrenaline rush of
excitement. Zhou told me how frightened he was, and his
legs were visibly shaking. He thanked me for riding with
him to give him courage. He now had the highest respect
for me, especially for a woman who would take such a
dangerous risk with him. In all honesty I was pinching the
sweat off myself, but I was happy that I did it.

with him at his home in Thailand. I showed the letter to
my friend in the police department, and he said that it
would be no problem for me to get my Chinese passport
with such a letter. I was careful not to tell him of my plan
to emigrate to America. I felt a great relief with the thought
that I could secure my passport. I told Ling about the letter
offer and the danger we had faced on the mountain road
during our trip. She had a severe tone in her voice when
she scolded me. “Mom, you should not take such a risk;
you need to think about me if something bad happens to
you!” The greater risk that she could not see was to remain
in China and give up our hope. Stoking one’s hopes and
dreams may sometimes be dangerous, but living a life
without hope is dying a slow death indeed. Sometimes it
was as though my daughter were the serious mother, and I
was her daredevil daughter. We were always, nevertheless,
good friends, and many of my friends adored our close
relationship as mother and
daughter.
Photo: My passport

Photo: Zhou (left) showing his Tibetan photography to BiLan

Zhou and I had a good chat. I told him of my secret plan of
going to America but that I was having trouble getting my
personal passport. He told me he had an uncle who lived
in Thailand. He would ask his uncle to write a letter inviting me to visit, and he would address it to me as his niece.
What an incredible gesture of friendship Zhou showed! It’s
one of the many fortunate acts of kindness I received from
people who helped pave my road to freedom.
Soon I received a letter from Zhou’s uncle that clearly
stated I was his niece and he was inviting me for a visit

Photo: Dinner Time, when we returned toward Zhou’s house it
was dinner time, and the smoke from the villagers cooking
dinner in the distance was beautiful from the mountains
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My Daughter’s Passport
Photo (Right): BiLan’s visa to Thailand

T

he next part of my plan was to request Ling’s college
help us with a passport support letter to study in America.
After I gave up going to Canada for my studies in 1985, I
now had my hopes set on Ling going to America for her
graduate degree after completing her undergraduate
education in China. If I could find a way to get her and
myself to America, I would finally realize my dream of
freedom. For many years, I had consistently impressed
upon her that those who could go to America to study
would have their dreams come true. She had experienced
what it was like to be born a girl in China, receiving unfair
treatment from her own father and her grandmother. She
witnessed my struggles with her father. She believed in me
and that someday we would go to America, the place that
held our future.
The time came for me to contact Ling’s college. I took the
early train to Guangzhou. When I arrived, the college
administrative department had just opened the door. I
humbly requested that the administrator help me obtain
the passport my daughter needed to travel to America for
her graduate studies. He said he could not issue such until
she worked for one year after graduation. I argued that
Ling needed the letter now just for the application process,
which took a very long time, and that she would still work
the required year. He refused to write the letter I needed,
and I knew there was no use continuing to persuade him.
I left the office and did not take the taxi to the train station.
I needed a long walk and all my concentration to think
through this new and seemingly insurmountable problem.
Suddenly I thought of Zhou’s uncle. I decided to call Zhou
and ask his uncle to write another letter confirming that
my daughter was also his relative, and that the invitation
to visit him included my daughter. It was only a few days
later that this all-important letter arrived from “my uncle
in Thailand,” and we overcame another hurdle.

To Thailand for Passport
Finally, Ling and I were able to arrange for the time

necessary within our busy schedules for our trip, and I
booked a five-day vacation to Thailand through a travel
agent. The agent would help us to get a visa to Thailand
and would make all the arrangements for our trip,
including the usual sightseeing and entertainment. My
purpose for traveling to Thailand was to use my new
personal passport that made it official. Later I would be
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able to use it to apply for a visa to America. We left on May
23, 1998. Our entire group was composed of tourists
from Chinese provinces and most of them were from
Guangzhou, Guangdong Province. My city was also part of
Guangdong Province. Many Guangdong people became
rich because of our Chinese president, Deng, and his
reform and new policies in Shenzhen after the Chinese
Cultural Revolution.
I did not anticipate enjoying this trip, but I wanted my
daughter to have a good time. Our travel agent arranged
all our activities. Of course, I was quite surprised when I
found out that one of the events was to watch a transgender performance! Before this time I did not know these
beautiful women actors were transgendered men who
looked exactly like beautiful women. During the intermission, many of the actors made time to earn additional
money by taking their photographs with the tourists. I
was surprised when a transgender actor, a beautiful and
very sexy young woman, asked me in a man’s deep voice
if I would like to have a picture with her (him) for 20 in
Thailand money (61¢ U.S.). My daughter and I did not feel
comfortable about this new awareness of transgendered
people at the time. I also saw many Japanese having their
pictures taken with these talented entertainers. I learned
that many of the transgender people were from poor
families in the Yunnan border of China. I felt sad for some
of them, wondering which ones were really transgendered
and which ones were desperate for money.
Another night, our tour guide asked us if we would like to
watch another show for an additional fee. The show
involved a sex performance, and children were not
allowed. There was a couple with a boy about seven years
old. They wanted to watch the show, and I agreed to watch
their son while they did. That night the three of us went
sightseeing along the streets. We saw many poor
people and buildings that were run down, as in old
Chinatown. Yet the three of us had fun while we waited
for the boy’s parents to return. The next day we went to the
beach and my daughter had a great time. She rode on an

elephant and in
a balloon that
was pulled by a
speeding boat
until it rose high
into the sky . I
was so happy
to see her enjoy
this trip. Ling
asked me to
have fun with
her together
on these ideas.
Though I
genuinely enjoy
such thrills of
life, I was reluctant to spend
the money we
Photo: Ling having fun
needed for our
journey to America. So I told her that I was not interested.
When we arrived back home from this trip, I hoped I
would soon receive good news about my visa interview
from the American consulate in Guangzhou. Again, I
reminded Ling not to reveal to anyone that we had traveled
to Thailand and of our plans to live in America.
I worried my daughter could not survive in China because
she was so innocent. I wanted her to have a happy life in
America. My freedom, my spirit, and my soul yearned for
that in a peaceful land.

because I would find a way to get her to America. She
believed me because she always thought I had the ability to
make things happen. I could not let my daughter down. It
was important for us to have hope for our dreams and our
desires. I learned to always keep hope alive from my mother when I was a little girl. My “Capitalist” teachers also
taught me to always keep trying during the dark periods
when I was very young and worked with them as a welder
in the factories.
Purdue University accepted Ling’s application for graduate
study in travel management, but at her own expense. It was
more difficult to get a student visa when one did not have
a scholarship. To get my daughter’s visa, she would need to
show a security deposit in the bank for her two years’ tuition, insurance, and living expenses. The security deposit
must be in the bank for more than a six-month period. I
did not have that much money in the bank. When I asked
my ex-husband to help Ling with her studies, he turned us
down. I had not asked him for any money. I had only asked
him to print his bank receipts so his daughter could have
proof to show the consulate that she had enough money
to go to America. He rejected us because he was afraid
we would know how much money he had in the bank.
Not only did he not support his only daughter, but he
even urged her to give up on her dream for a new life in
America. As before, I had to fight for her future so she
could have the opportunity with me to become a resident
in Shenzhen. These numerous fights with him along with
many other harsh experiences almost exhausted me, but I
was never totally discouraged from my goal of obtaining
both my freedom and Ling’s future opportunities. I told
her I would find a way to support her in accomplishing this
all-important quest.

Immigration Bureau Notice:
Good News and Bad News
On July 15, 1998, I received a letter from the Immigration Bill and Hilary Clinton
Bureau consulate in Guangzhou, notifying me the officials
Bring Me Luck
had completed the process on my emigration case. I was
I overflowed with excitement when I heard the news that
very happy they had our passports ready and thankful
for the Clinton visit to China because it brought me very
good luck! After a while, I received another letter from the
American consulate. They had scheduled my visa interview
on March 9, 1999. I was so excited that the date was prior
to my daughter turning twenty-one. Then I received yet
another letter from the consulate. Ling read it to me, telling
me sadly and in very low spirits that they delayed the visa
interview until April 8. This date would be after my
daughter’s birthday. Therefore, I could not get Ling into
America on my visa! My head slowly sank into my hands
as I struggled to accept the unexpected setback. My
happiness plummeted into despair, but I could not show
my feelings to my daughter. I told Ling not to worry,

the President of the United States, Bill Clinton, would visit
China from June 25 to July 3, 1998. Clinton’s style and Hillary’s elegance charmed many Chinese people, especially
college students. I had a strong wish to have a chance to see
them, but I would not have the opportunity because of my
busy work schedule. I loved them because they were idols
from my dreamland. People talked about Bill and Hillary’s
energy, grace, and natural beauty, but these conversations
were always in private. In public, people compared them
to our President Jiang, who looked old and clumsy, and his
wife, who looked like an old Chinese housewife. However,
I believed Bill and Hillary Clinton would bring me luck.
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Money, Money, Money!

Our fugitive’s journey to the consulate was a long and

covert path. It took me a lot of time to piece together the
puzzle of a tight time schedule that might work, and to
accumulate all the money I could possibly earn.
Fortunately, I had a flexible work schedule because I was
my own boss. I was so lucky because I was able to finish
three large projects before going to the interview. So much
new construction was going on everywhere in Shenzhen.
There was a popular poster hanging on the top of many
new buildings that reiterated the familiar theme: “Time is
money.” I had to squeeze every moment of my schedule
to maximize my time in order to make more money. My
secretary stayed at my office as a receptionist so I could
manage my work at a distance by telephone.
The visa interview also required a health certificate from
the hospital in Guangzhou that was close to the consulate.
The day before I planned to travel to Guangzhou for my
health checkup, I saw a large poster hanging on Longgang
Street. It beautifully displayed one of my photographs that
I had taken on Nanao beach at sunset. I found out our
Longgang Construction Department was responsible for
the posters. Early the next morning, I went to the
department to meet the head of staff. He was very
surprised when I walked into his office. We were well
acquainted with each other, as I was an eminent person
known throughout the city. With a smile he joked with
me, asking me which wind had blown me into his office.
I informed him that my photography was used without
my permission, and proceeded to make him an offer that I
would design and print their posters by using my photography at the same price they were paying the other company. I showed him many of my photos taken throughout the
city. He especially liked my photograph of our Longgang
government’s new building. He called his officer, Ye, who
was directly in charge of the posters. Ye was not happy I
got the job. He then told me he needed a large street poster
in three days that needed to be fifteen feet wide. They paid
another company a few thousand Chinese Yuan. I told
them I would give them my poster by Monday at the same
price, and they agreed.
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After walking briskly away from the building, I took a taxi
to an advertising print company on the way to Guangzhou.
There was an ant colony of many printing companies in
Shenzhen for graphic designers. I imported my image to
their computer, quickly finished the design, and ordered
the printing on the plastic material selected. It took only an
hour for me to do the design, but it would take much more
time to print the poster. I told them I would pick it up
the in the evening when I came back from Guangzhou. I
would earn a good profit after paying for the printing. It is
a Chinese custom that money will bring good luck to you.
I hoped my visa interview and my health checkup would
go smoothly.
There were other opportunities, however, that I didn’t take,
badly as I needed the money. One of my friends asked
me if I would like to earn $50,000 to marry his friend in
order to help him get an American visa. My visa category
allowed for a husband and children under twenty-one to
emigrate with me. Yes, I needed money for my daughter’s
visa, but I did not want to earn the money by selling myself
into such a marriage. “What could possibly go wrong with
such an arrangement?” was the question that kept running
through my mind, and the numerous negative answers
were too frightening to consider. I rejected his offer. I told
Ling that money is important for helping to support our
life, but never let money control your freedom and the
spirit of your mind.
When I arrived at the hospital for my health checkup
it was late afternoon. The hospital was in a small dark
one-story building. At a Chinese hospital one does not
make an appointment. Many people were crowded into a
very small room. They were also waiting for travel health
checkups. The nurses and doctors worked as if it were a
factory assembly line. They took only ten minutes to check
everything, including stamping the health certificate, but
even so it required that I wait in long lines for many hours
before getting my certificate. I believe everyone received
his or her certificate. The health checkup just seems to be a
part of the visa document requirement. The fee was about
200 Chinese dollars, or $30 U.S.
When I called the printing company, I was told that my
poster was printed and ready for pickup. I wanted to catch
the late afternoon train, so I hurried to get a taxi and
headed straight to the train station. People who work for
the Chinese government were not normally allowed to also
work for their own business at the same time. You were not
allowed to register a company to do business if the
government employed you. But many of us would have a
second business to make more money.

Hope for Our Future–

My Daughter’s “Office” Status
I helped Ling find a job at the government travel company

before she graduated from her college. I had two plans.
Plan A was for long-term studies in American and Plan
B was for backup in case we had to remain in China. We
made it appear that my daughter would have to work for
one year after graduation before we could go to America.
If the A plan failed, then Ling must have an “Office” status
classification in order to find a good job in China. She
needed to have a government company accept her as their
employee, and she would have an “Office” status when she
graduated. If she did not have a government company
hire her, then her college would inform the officials that
she was unemployed and she would lose her “Office”
status. I told my daughter about my bad experience with
my “Work” status, and how it limited my career
advancement. My daughter understood that she would
work at the company just temporarily to keep her “Office”
status. The office where she was to work was only ten
minutes’ walking distance from our home.

After obtaining her first job and working for just a few
days, I was surprised when she would come home and
cook lunch and dinner as well as do the grocery shopping
at the nearby farmer’s market like a dutiful housewife. She
told me there was not much business at the job, and that
everyone came to the office, chatted for a while, and then
just read the newspaper to kill time. There was a saying
in such offices: “They pretend to pay us, and we pretend
to work.” I really worried that such a work environment
was not good for her. I talked to several of my friends, and
found out about a job at a foreign factory in Henggang. My
friend told me that it was an American camera manufacturing factory, and the business was looking for a secretary.
She gave the contact information to me, and I passed it
along to Ling, who called to get an interview. Soon after
the interview, she received a call from the director offering
her the job and disclosing the salary. My daughter told him
that she wanted the job, but felt her education, experience,
and multilingual skill merited more pay. I could not believe
she was bargaining for her salary with her potential new
boss. I was delighted when he agreed to the higher salary,
and proud of my daughter’s ability. She worked directly for
the American administrator, but she also helped translate
for a manager who was from Hong Kong and spoke only
the Guangdong dialect. She was also the coordinator
between the local government and the factory.

My Nieces and Nephew
During the years I was in Shenzhen, I did not have much

contact with my brother and my sisters in Changsha.
Everyone was busy working hard to earn money to
improve his or her life after the Chinese Cultural
Revolution. We mainly communicated when they needed
my help and, of course, I would assist them when I could.

My youngest sister’s daughter, Wei, was a beautiful,
gifted dancer and performer. I would remember when my
niece was three years old how much she enjoyed dancing.
Unfortunately, it was difficult to be accepted by a school
of dance because there were so many talented students
seeking admission. My niece was so talented that even the
head dance instructor really loved Wei’s skills and wanted
her to be accepted. However, she did not have the power
to make the decision. My sister was frustrated, and called
me for help. Through friends of friends I was able to get
Wei enrolled in the school. I was surprised that I had made
so many connections over the years; such relationships
were often required to get things accomplished. And I was
very pleased that Wei received her college degree to teach
dancing, and she is now a dance teacher at a middle school
in Shenzhen. My nephew received his master’s degree and
worked as a business manager at a company in Changsha.
In another instance, word came to me that our
government had a new policy requiring the relatives of
Shenzhen residents to pay a moving fee if they moved
to Shenzhen. I called my sister-in-law and suggested her
daughter move to Shenzhen for her college exam. My
brother and my sister-in-law understood what a golden
opportunity this would be. They paid the fee, and I was
able to help my niece transfer from Changsha to a
Shenzhen high school. She attended the same high school
in Shenzhen that my daughter had attended. I wanted to
help my family’s younger generation whenever I could.
Later, my niece received her second master’s degree in the
United States, and a Ph.D. in accounting. She is now a professor at a college in Oxford,
Ohio. My brother and I are
so pleased our daughters
have a good life in America,
which we did not have when
we were young.

Photo: I moved Shenzhen Baoan in 1991. Every month I took the train to Changsha to see Ling
(back) before she moved to Shenzhen for her college entrance examination in 1994. We had a good
time with two my nieces (right), and nephew in Changsha.
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Permanent Residency
Visa Interview

The day finally came for my visa interview. Ling took a

day off work in order to come with me. I booked a hotel
about five minutes’ walking distance to the consulate.
There were many fast-food restaurants on the consulate
street, but most of them closed at dinnertime. We finally
found an acceptable restaurant for dinner, and there I
learned that most were very busy for breakfast and lunch
because of the tremendous number of people hoping to get
their visas. After the late dinner, my daughter and I walked
to the consulate building to make sure we knew the way for
arriving early the next morning. We were shocked to see
the large number of people already in line and desperate to
be seen at the consulate the next day. There were more than
twenty people with blankets who were lying on the ground,
forming a line right up to the small door of the consulate.
When I approached one man who was standing next to the
door and asked him for information, he told me the
consulate had a limited number of visas. In the morning
there would be a Chinese worker who would come to the
door and give numbered tickets to the visa applicants.
Once you had received your ticket, you were assured that
you would be seen that day, and you no longer had to stay
in the long line. There would be a limited number of
interviews each day. After people received their numbered
tickets, they just waited outside to be called in for their
meeting inside. If you did not receive a number that day,
then you would have to come back the next day. Unfortunately, tomorrow was Friday and if I did not get my
numbered ticket I would have to come back on Monday. I
jumped in line immediately after I heard of this information, because I had to have that interview and get my visa.
It was early in the evening, and I knew I was in for a long
wait, but I was on a mission. I told Ling we would take
turns keeping our place in line. She could go to the hotel,
get some sleep, and come back early in the morning.
While waiting in line, I learned that many of the people in
front of me had paid a high price to hire an agent to hold
a place for them. As I talked to one of the agents about my
visa, he told me if I had come to him before my daughter
had turned twenty-one he could have helped me change
the interview schedule for an earlier time. He said he had
a close business relationship with some of the workers at
the consulate. Of course, I would have to pay him a very
high price to make this change. I did not trust him. Also, I
was very much against the black market. I love my Chinese
culture and its long heritage of art, literature, music, and
innumerable inventions, and I often felt brokenhearted
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at how often money had to change hands in order to get
things done. I was so sad that the Chinese Cultural
Revolution had not only crushed the Chinese economy
but it had also hurt our thousands of years of history and
cultural traditions of honesty and credibility. Most Chinese
wanted to have a good material life, especially now because
we had lived in poverty for so long. Dishonesty seemed to
contaminate the Chinese system for providing goods and
services. In contrast, the American consulate represented a
very good legal system because America had laws to serve
her people. For this reason and many others, I looked for a
better life in a country with laws and institutions where my
daughter and I could have our freedom.
As I waited in line, I began to tire and then felt exhausted,
but I could not sleep. Many people were snoring as they
slept on the ground, curled up on the mats made of
newspapers. Some slept while sitting on the ground. It was
cool in the spring season, and as midnight approached, I
wrapped my clothes tightly around me to keep my body
warm. I had so many thoughts running through my mind.
I was going to America to care for Ling and further my
career as well. Because of the issues with her visa, her
scholarship hung in the balance. I finally had achieved a
good life and lucrative career that would have kept most
people in China. But I could never stop dreaming about
going to the United States. Now there was no time to waste.
Knowing that Ling’s education was in peril ignited a fire
inside me, and now was the time to act! So even though
this was not the journey into a new life for which I hoped,
it was still an opportunity to try America on for size while
making sure my daughter’s future was secure.
The daily crowd began to form at the consulate as the sun
rose that morning and slowly crept onto the street. There
were many people standing in line behind me, and I was
happy that I had waited throughout the long, cold night.
Many people had brought their breakfast and water with
them. Some sat on the ground to eat. Some brushed their
teeth and spat on the street. The street was littered with
trash and the air bristled with the noisy shouting of people
who fought in the lines for a space. Suddenly I heard my
daughter calling me. She had finally come to take my place
in line. She told me that she could not believe her eyes
when she saw so many in the long lines that had formed
over just one night. The filth and noise made her uncomfortable. As I walked back to my hotel, I saw that the line
extended all the way from the consulate to my hotel,
wrapping like a snake around the old, weathered buildings.
I felt sad for my country and its people. So many Chinese
wanted to emigrate to the United States because they
believed they would have a better life. So many Chinese
women used marriage to strangers as their ticket for the

chance to leave. I got back to the hotel and took a quick
shower. I told the front desk I would check out of my room
at noon.

I Receive My Visa
I returned to join my daughter to secure our place in line

that became so precious to us both. I began to see people
walk into the consulate building by a small door with two
Chinese guards, and there were a few cars by the gate.
The guards had to shout at people who did not close the
gate and who blocked the door. I felt the person behind
me squeeze against me as the line began to press toward
the consulate building. Everyone in the line was packed
close to one another, and everyone watched to see that no
one would queue in front of her or his designated place in
line. I felt the sense of urgency when the worker came out
of the small door. My daughter was standing close to me
to make sure no people pushed ahead of us. We worked
as a team, and finally I reached the head of the line. The
Chinese worker pressed the precious ticket into the palm
of my hand. I was overjoyed! Then I felt light headed for a
moment. Finally, I got the call to come through the door,
but I was concerned about my interview with the American visa officer because my inability to converse in English
might derail our chances.
After another long wait, the consulate worker called my
number, and led me into a small waiting room for the next
call. It was quiet, as only a few people were waiting there. I
became more anxious thinking about the interview, and I
knew I needed to calm down. There was a long, high table
used to separate the visa applicants and a few American
visa officers asking people questions about their visas. I
saw a Chinese man working behind the visa table at the
left corner of the room. When I heard someone call my
Chinese name, I realized it was coming from the Chinese
man. He was a data clerk, but he could speak English. He
looked to be middle aged and was thin and small with very
dark skin. At the end of his nose were myopic eyeglasses.
He would conduct my interview. Next to him was the
American visa officer, who looked the same age as the
Chinese man, but he had a strong body, and was tall,
with very white skin, and he wore fashionable glasses. He
looked much healthier than the Chinese man.
I was very worried about my inability to speak English
with the American consulate officer, and without the
translator it would have been extremely difficult to
communicate. Even though I had studied English at
college, it had been a long time ago. I could understand
only a limited amount, and I could not speak English
well at all. With his thick glasses hanging on the tip of his
nose, the American officer introduced himself to me and

carefully asked me to sign an autograph book, which held
the names of many famous people, some of who were my
friends. After I signed, the pleasant look on his face made
me smile. As I signed his registration book, I noticed my
friend Professor Li’s name was also there and I felt a slight
bit of relief.
As I prepared for the interview, I concentrated on the
questions that first came in English and then from a
Chinese translator. I put on my game face, focusing on
every word, every tick of the clock, and every beat of my
heart, which I was sure everyone else could hear. The consulate officer was pleasant enough, but I was predisposed
to like Americans because I wanted to be an American.
The American consulate shuffled his papers, clicked a pen
and asked, “Who is the president of the United States?”
I relaxed a little, as I understood the question without the
help of a translator. I licked my bottom lip, pressed my lips
together, and very carefully said, “Bill Clinton.”
The American visa officer looked at me over his glasses,
with a raised eyebrow and a half smile, he stamped my
document! It read, “Processed for 1 – 551 temporary
evidence of lawful admission or permanent residence
valid, employment authorized” on my passport. He signed
my passport, and I was very excited to finally have my visa
in hand! I had been granted U.S. permanent residency
under the “Alien of Extraordinary Abilities” category. It
meant I could visit America and work. When I walked out
of the consulate building, Ling was waiting for me with
a tense look across her face and a tired body. I held my
passport high in the air and very loudly shouted, “I got
my visa!” She was very happy as she ran to me. I heard the
sound of applause from many of the people and congratulations about my success. Many of the others in line
experienced rejection, and some asked me why for me it
was so smooth and fast in getting my visa. I did not explain
that it was because of my “Extraordinary Abilities”
category that granted my visa. It was different from the
status of most Chinese applicants. Despite my high
position, being humble has been an important part of the
Chinese life for many generations. We gladly enjoyed the
happy moment and the congratulations.
Photo: Finally, I
met Bill Clinton
in Paducah,
Kentucky, 2014.
He signed his
name on my
business card.
Photo: Visa stamp
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To America
N

ow I could focus all my attention on Ling’s student visa
and the necessary funds. Time was of the essence, as I
needed to leave China soon for the United States. I needed
to begin the next step of being fingerprinted. Many ideas
and plans ran through my mind as we rode in the taxi back
home in Longgang. That night, I called Professor Li and
learned he had just come back to Beijing from New York.
He told me his wife planned to go to New York for her fingerprinting later in the month. He suggested that I might
go with her from Beijing. He also suggested that I stay at
his son’s apartment in Chinatown once I was in New York.
I accepted his kind offer. What a relief! I would have a
travel companion to my new home, where I did not speak
the language or understand their customs. We booked our
flight from Beijing to Detroit, and then to New York for
April 27, 1999. I told him I would be in Beijing on April
26, 1999.
I had enough money in the bank, and some of my stocks
could support my daughter to study for two years. I told
her I would print all of my deposit receipts for her. She
could try using the receipts for her student visa while I was
in America. But I was worried that the American consulate
officer would not believe I had enough money in the bank,
because the consulate officers learned that many Chinese
were dishonest about their money. I did not tell Ling, but
I had a second plan to sell all my stocks and withdraw all
my money and then deposit it all in an America bank, so I
changed all my money and stocks into U.S. dollars. I then
sewed a cloth belt filled with all the cash. It was my life’s
savings. I planned to deposit it in an American bank
because I thought the America visa officer in China would
then believe my daughter would have enough money for
her to study in the United States. It was a big risk in many
ways, but I could not think about it too much, as it created
far too much tension and deep anxiety. I remembered the
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trip in the mountains where I took such a risky ride with
my photography friend who helped propel me along my
journey to secure my passport. I could not tell anyone I
had this money wrapped around my waist.
I took the train to Beijing to join Professor Li’s wife, Zu.
The night before our flight, we celebrated by going to a
party. Professor Li was very well connected and lived
among many friends who traveled to America or had
children there. At the party were many of my friends and
acquaintances who were important people, including a
famous TV host whose family would also be immigrating
to the United States. We were all so happy and dreamed of
being very successful in America just as we were in China.
At the party there were “movers and shakers,” successful
businessmen, artists and celebrities. We talked openly
about what it would be like to freely express our various
arts without the dark cloud of Communism hovering over
us. I had already had much success as a fashion designer,
photographer, and artist in China. Professor Li had even
written the preface to my book in China. He ended it by
saying I would “shine like a pearl, whether there was
sunshine or not.” I thought of this phrase at the dinner
party. I forgot about all the obstacles ahead of me. I
ignored the fact that I would be learning a new language
and starting over in my forties.

American Customs

Once I was on the plane, for constant reassurance I kept

touching my cloth belt filled with my life savings tied
around my waist. Zu was asleep in the seat next to me.
I was remembering when I passed through the Chinese
customs that I did not have to take my money belt off from
around my waist. At the time, Chinese customs did not
check as closely as they do now. I was calm and

natural as I remembered my parents telling me I was
braver than my brother and my sister. I tried to sleep before we arrived in Detroit. Then a Chinese flight attendant
announced we would soon be in Detroit. The attendants
began to give out the customs form to all the passengers.
The form was in English. Zu and I did not understand its
contents. We filled out our names, passport numbers, and
flight number by using an electronic translator in English
and Chinese that a friend had given me. I had a big
suitcase with my clothes and some books. My backpack
had some Chinese dried snacks, and unfortunately I had
an apple.
We finally landed in Detroit. Zu
placed her large suitcase on the
conveyor belt to check in, and she
passed through easily. One customs officer led Zu to a room to be
fingerprinted. I placed my suitcase
and my backpack on the conveyor belt, but it did not
pass inspection. The apple in my backpack was causing a
problem! The customs officer, a tall, strong American man,
took my apple out of the backpack. He told me something
in English, but I did not understand what he said. I think
he was trying to tell me that I could not bring fruit into the
United States. He began to communicate with me through
hand gestures and pointed at his waist, and then he
pointed at my waist. He was now asking me if I had a
belt on my waist. I froze in that moment, knowing that
he might find out how much money I was bringing into
the United States. My heart beat like a butterfly trying to
escape from inside. I did not have time to think about it.
I looked into his eyes, and he looked like a nice man. I
very slowly took the cloth belt from around my waist, and
placed it in front of him. He asked me what was inside. I
opened a corner to show him there was cash inside. He did
not say anything, and gestured to me that I could put the
belt back around my waist. It would have been terrifying if
he had confiscated my cash; all my dreams for my daughter and my freedom would hit rock bottom. Thank God
this part was over! I was now able to relax. He directed me
again with hand gestures to the fingerprinting room.
I carried all my luggage into the lobby of the fingerprinting
room. I saw some people were waiting ahead of me to be
called for their fingerprinting. I did not see Zu. As I sat on
a chair and anxiously waited my turn, I tried to figure out
what questions would be asked during the fingerprinting
process. After quite some time I saw Zu when she walked
out of the fingerprinting room. I did not have any chance
to ask about her experience, because the officials called my
name. First, there was a customs officer looking at my
documents. He did not ask many questions; he pointed for
me to place my fingers on the fingerprint scanner. After

only about ten seconds, my
fingerprinting was complete.
My passport in the United
States had been stamped
with the date April 28, 1999.
I was finally and officially
able to be in America! Zu
was very surprised that I
finished my fingerprinting
so fast. Her fingerprinting
process had delayed us
about two hours. When I
walked out of the airport,
where Zu’s son, Han,
was waiting, my feet touched
the land of America. Finally
my American dream had
come true!

To American Customs,
48 x 24 inches,
sketching on canvas

Detroit Airport
Han told his mother he had rented a taxi in New York

to drive us from Detroit back to New York. After his long
wait, he was very glad to finally see us. This was my first
time to meet him. He was about thirty and tall like his
father. He had been studying in Japan, but it was difficult
for him to remain in that country. He too was very happy
that he was in America, where he was working as a
manager at an English study center for Chinese, Flushing,
New York. Also, he rented an apartment in Chinatown.
From the Detroit airport across Michigan to our
destination in Chinatown was a nine-hour drive. On
the way Zu told her story about fingerprinting. She had
received her visa from her husband, who had filled out an
application form and had been afraid not to say that she
was a member of the Communist Party. She told us that
two of the customs officers were questioning her in a very
sharp and critical manner. She did not speak English and
they did not speak Chinese. Zu had struggled to use a
dictionary to help translate their communication.
I still could not believe I was finally in America. No words
can express my feelings of excitement—I even forgot my
anxiety for a moment. I could not wait to see the
landscape, the city, and the people in my dreamland. Zu
was very tired and falling asleep, but I leaned back in my
seat and let my thoughts float by the flashing landscape as
I looked at the buildings and the people through the car
window. I was no longer dreaming of being in America:
my dream had come true.
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Chinatown, Flushing,
New York
T

he next day I left Han’s apartment and
went to an Asian bank to open an account
to deposit all my money, which I planned
to use for my daughter’s tuition and living
expenses for her studies in America. Next,
I went to an agent to help me apply for a
social security number, and to also apply
for a family visa for my daughter. There were many
Chinese agents in Flushing, and their businesses were
doing very well because most people living in that part
of town did not speak English. I paid more than $100
for the two simple forms. When I called my daughter
that the evening, she was angry because the America
Consulate in Guangzhou had rejected her student visa.
I told her not to worry, that I’d take care of it when I
returned. I had told her to keep the secret that I was in
America. I had taken a vacation from work for my trip
because I did not want my department to know of my
American dream. In China I had forty days’ vacation
every year. For the past few years I used my vacation
days to travel in different places of interest to paint
landscapes with my artist friends.
My college classmate Xing visited me on my second
night in America. He had emigrated to the United
States in 1990 and lived in Flushing, not far from where
I was staying. I had not seen him since we graduated in
1986. He worked as an accountant at an Asian market.
For the nine years he had been living in America he
had not spoken English well at all. I asked him how he
could become a part of the American culture and
society if he did not speak the language. He said he did
not need to speak English to live and work in Flushing, and that he did not have time to learn English.
He was very busy earning enough money to support
his daughter’s college education. In turn, his daughter
would take care of him when he reached his old age, as
this was what most Chinese parents thought. He told
me it was not easy to find a good job in America as
an artist. Many professors and great artists had come
to New York with their dreams, but soon gave up on
learning English. They often lived on a limited income,
and hoped only that one day their children would have
an opportunity to succeed in America.
Many artists painted portraits for people on the street,
or taught art to Chinese children for their living. Some
of the Chinese scientists worked at a Chinese restaurant
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or worked doing hard labor, but most
of them did not want to go back to
China. They had given everything
they owned to the Chinese
government before they were allowed
to apply for their passports to
emigrate to the United States. In
the Chinese culture, they would feel
much shame if they had to go back
to China after being unsuccessful
in America. Xing emphasized that I
would have to take any job in order to make a living.
Sometimes my artist’s mind wanted to escape this part
of the new reality of America and continue my dream
of an ideal America. It was a harsh realization that I
must first find a job and make a living. I found a job at
my third day in America.
On my third day in Flushing, I saw a Chinese
newspaper called World Daily News on the dinner table,
and an advertisement caught my eye. I was excited
to read about a job for an art editor, so I immediately
called the phone number. When the man answered the
phone, we had a somewhat difficult conversation but
agreed to meet that afternoon for my interview. I was
very happy for the opportunity and my hopes began to
rise toward the thoughts of getting my first job. When I
told Zu, she was really surprised how quickly I’d gotten
an interview.
Zu later asked me to go with her to shop for a bed at a
furniture store before my interview. The area where the
store was located had dirty streets and looked like an
old Chinese town. I noticed that most of the people
were Chinese, and there were very few American
people walking on the street. We walked into a large
furniture store and met the owner, who was Jewish. He
invited Zu and me to have coffee with him. I used my
electronic translator to participate in the conversation.
He asked me if I was looking for a job, and I was a
little reluctant to acknowledge that I was, so I told him,
“Maybe.” He said that he’d just had an opening and
wanted to know if I was interested. He went on to say
that my limited English would be no problem because
he would teach me. I immediately began to feel a little
strange about his offer. I told him I would be leaving
America to return to China in a few weeks, and that I
would think about it if I came back to Flushing. After
leaving Zu told me that she could see that he liked me,
and she wondered if he was really looking for an
employee or a woman. I was learning that perhaps there
were many similarities in American and Chinese men.

That afternoon I went to the newspaper for my interview
with my resume in hand. It was a big newspaper company
owned by Taiwan business people. My interview went well,
and my experience in China impressed my interviewer. He
told me they had an urgent need for an editor, and offered
me the job, insisting that I start to work immediately. I had
to be honest with him, and reiterated that I had to return
to China with plans to return as soon as possible. Still, it
amazed me that in no time at all I had found a job without
speaking the language, and could support my daughter and
myself by living in Chinatown, New York.

I was very shocked when
I saw a very large Chinese
fresco on a big wall at the
Metropolitan museum. It
was so beautiful, and I read
the statement in Chinese
to learn that the fresco had

Artists and Adventurous Souls
After a few days of living in Flushing I felt I was still

in China, and I wanted to see real American cities and
be with their people. I booked a five-day trip through a
Chinese traveling agent to visit Washington, D.C, and New
York City. My traveling companions included about twenty
people, and all were Chinese. There was a young Chinese
woman with a six-month-old baby who sat next to me. As
we traveled she told me that she’d come to American for
her Ph.D., but she had to postpone her studies because
of her new baby. She said it was very challenging to have
a child while studying, and that she was thinking about
hiring a nanny to take care the baby so she could go back
to school. I told her a little bit about my daughter and
myself, and she said that I could easily find a job as a
nanny. Apparently, most Chinese women my age came to
America to work as a nanny taking care of children or old
people. I knew I could find a job better than a nanny from
my recent interview experience.
Our bus stopped at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in
New York City, and our tour guide gave us two hours for
lunch or shopping before the bus returned to Flushing. I
was very excited about visiting the largest museum in the
world, as this was a special place I had dreamed of visiting.
I went inside the museum lobby and found the Chinese
brochure, but while I was reading the brochure, I realized
that I would not have nearly enough time to see the art I
wanted to enjoy. I decided to return to the museum the
next day. When I returned to Flushing, I told Zu about the
museum, and invited her to join me in visiting it the next
day. She told me that she did not have time, because she
had to return to China for her work. I studied maps and
bought train tickets to enjoy the rest of my twenty days
in America. I told Han I would take the early train out of
Flushing, and come back each evening. He cautioned me
to not miss the final train back to Flushing.

come from China. How did they move the fresco here? I
was really interested to know. After days and days of
visiting museums, and galleries, I asked myself what my
America dream was. It became very clear to me that I was
most happy when I created art, and I realized that my
American dream was having the freedom to paint what
I felt, thought, and desired from my soul. The Chinese
government restricted and suppressed that freedom. It
controlled the subject content that I was allowed to paint
and exhibit. To have the freedom of speech, to share my
truth, and to be allowed to express my human rights and
my personal power as a woman and a citizen of the world
was what I wanted most in life. My American dream also
meant to freely travel around the world and have more
opportunity for my education, but my greatest dream
was that my daughter would have a good life in America.
America gave me hope for a better life for both of us and
a new generation of dreamers and artists and adventurous
souls.

Photo: In 2016, I visited Dunhuang Museum in China with Ken
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Return to China
I

returned to China, flying into Beijing on May 27, and
then took a train directly to Shenzhen. After a brief night’s
sleep but surprisingly little jet-lag, I stopped by my office
to let my secretary know I was back in Longgang from my
“vacation.” I had to see my daughter as soon as possible
to reassure her that we’d find a way to get her visa. I found
out that she had kept our secret too well when filling out
the visa forms, and she had not said that I was a resident of
the United States. She also heard that many students were
rejected when listing a parent as a resident because the immigration authorities tended to believe that the applicant
would use the visa to gain permanent residency, and not
return to China. I could understand many countries not
wanting to see their brightest minds in a mass exodus to
America, which was exactly what appeared to be
happening. I persuaded my daughter to accept that her
case was different because her name was now on my
immigration list. I told her that she simply needed to tell
the visa officer the truth, that she was my only child and
that I lived in America. I believed the American citizens
were a humanitarian people and truly believed in human
rights, and would not separate a mother from her child.
As we planned our visit to get Ling’s visa, we stayed at the
same hotel and ate at the same restaurant as on our first
trip. We knew the routine, especially the long line of
people waiting for an interview in hopes of getting a visa.
We were lucky that day because my daughter got a number.
Finally, she disappeared from my sight as she entered the
visa office while I waited for her outside the building. I did
not have any formal beliefs in an organized religion at the
time, as that was not the custom in China. However, I’d
always felt a spiritual presence and strongly believed in
God. I prayed to God to help my daughter get her visa that
day while I was waiting for what seemed to be eternity.
Finally, I saw her as she walked out the door of the building. Her big smile told me my prayers had been answered.
When she saw me she proudly announced, “Mom, I got it!”
We hugged each other as tears ran down our smiling faces.
Over dinner she told me that, when the visa officer saw my
information that I was a U.S. resident on Ling’s application,
and the amount of money on my bank statement in an
American bank, he became very interested. Ling had his
attention as she told him my immigration story, and then
showed him the immigration document that listed her
name. The America visa officer asked the Chinese
translator about my information, and he confirmed that I
had received my visa a month earlier under the category
of an “Alien of Extraordinary Abilities.” The American visa
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officer stamped my daughter’s passport, and she received
her visa. Oh, happy day!

My Daughter
Goes to America
By fall 1999, Ling’s new

Chinese visa would allow her
to travel to America and attend
school, I could not believe how
she managed the many things
she had to accomplish to go to
America and be ready to start
school on time, especially with
the visa delays. Before leaving Photo: Ling
China, she had to find an
apartment within walking distance of Purdue campus, and
she quickly discovered that most of the affordable apartments were taken. Finally, she found a townhouse with one
bedroom, a living room and a small kitchen.
Unfortunately, it was too expensive for one student to rent
alone. She’d have to have a roommate. Through the
university’s Chinese Students’ organization, she arranged
to share the apartment with another female student. She
attended to every last detail, including having someone
from the university pick her up at the Chicago airport after
her arrival from China.
Before she left for America, her father came to Shenzhen to
see her off. My daughter met him at a cheap hotel, where
he had arranged to stay. I knew my ex-husband and his
family as stingy, and they were shocked to find out that he’d
given her $2,000 for her to study in America! I could not
have been more surprised. After so many years he finally
showed a token of support.
My daughter was to leave China at the end of July from
Hong Kong to Chicago and move into her apartment at
the beginning of August. My friend Yun picked her up in
Shenzhen to take her to the airport. I was very thankful
Yun helped me over many years with my daughter as he
tried to be a father figure for her. When my daughter
complained that her own father did not buy her a
music box she’d requested for her birthday, Yun was caring
enough to buy one for her. She called him Uncle and took
the music box he’d given her to America. I worried about
her, as this was her first trip to a foreign country, but I
reassured myself that she was bright and managed herself
very well. I knew in my heart she would be a good student
and successful.

Freedom, 48 x 24 inches, oil on canvas
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Dreams Turn into Plans
After my daughter left for

America, I sat down to very
seriously think about what
plans I must make for my
American dream to become
reality. I had worked in China
almost thirty years, starting
as a teenager learning to be a
welder. I was finally
established financially and
held a high status in China.
Could I establish my new
career by starting from scratch
in America and learning
the new language? I questioned myself again and again. My daughter needed my financial
support, and I’d learned that I could find a job in Chinatown
on my first trip to New York. A life in Chinatown, however, was
not what I had dreamed of. In a real world, especially as a middle-aged woman from a foreign country, I needed to have two
plans. In addition to simply going to America and starting my life
over, I needed a backup plan for returning to China if necessary.
I asked one of my doctor friends how I could get a year off my
work in order to be with my daughter in America. He suggested
that I take a year’s sick leave. I knew immediately this plan would
not work. I was very healthy and always energetic, and no one
would believe I was ill. Besides, faking it just wasn’t the way I
accomplished things. I had to find a better way. I remembered
that I could take a year off work without pay and study overseas.
So I selected photography as my reason for studying abroad. My
daughter helped me with my application for photography at a
university in Lafayette, Indiana. I also submitted my application
for overseas study to my department, and my leader accepted
the application that allowed me to go to America. He would hire
someone else and pay him or her my salary in my absence. At
that time in China, the government had policies that if you were
a high-level leader, and on the government’s payroll, you could
customarily go to America to study. They even provided you with
English classes and a rental car during your stay. So my case was
not unusual, and my fall-back plan was now a reality.
In my absence, I offered my sister-in-law my apartment for free
in order to take care of her daughter while my niece was taking
her college exams in Shenzhen. Later, my sister-in-law found
an accounting job at a Taiwan factory in Longgang. I was disappointed my brother did not want to move to Longgang to live
with his wife, because he was afraid the language in Shenzhen
was different from that in Changsha, our hometown. My brother
was very much a homebody, not an adventurer.
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Art Is Our Soul – Never Give
Up Our Painting Brushes
I had my round-trip airplane ticket from Hong

Kong to Chicago, leaving on October 7, 1999, and
returning to China in July 2000. Before I left, I spent
some time to help my friend Yun prepare for his
solo exhibition in Hong Kong. He had been very
successful in his art career the past few years, and he
was selected as the president of the Hong Kong Art
Association. He also was very active in the political
arena of his hometown in China. Yun asked me to
stay overnight in Hong Kong before my flight. He
was so sad at my leaving. I wished we were just artist
friends, but we were in love.
He told me he could not live without me in his life,
and he thanked me for encouraging his transition
from a businessman to an accomplished artist. He
was very happy for the first time in his life. I told
him that I did not want to date a married man,
because I believed in the honor and partnership of
marriage. He asked me to wait for him until his two
children became adults, and he could make enough
money to divorce his wife. I did not believe his wife
would agree to divorce to him, because he had a
million dollars of life insurance. But I was not
looking for any relationship back then. I simply
wanted to keep him as my best friend for years to
come. I promised that I would come back to China
in July the following year, and we could travel to
Qingdao for a painting vacation. He then presented
me with a gift of an oil painting box with the
inscription “Never give up your painting brushes; art
is our soul.” It was so difficult to say good-bye, and
we both cried and went our separate ways.

Photo: Yun and BiLan painting in south, Yunnan, 1994
Photo: (Left top) Ling and BiLan

My Life in America
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Arriving in Chicago

Photo: BiLan arrives in Chicago

I

arrived back in America in October 1999. Now I would
make America my home. I had two large cases stuffed
with kitchenware and bedroom quilts that my daughter,
Ling, asked me to bring. She told me it was very expensive
living here! She knew I had to spend a lot of money on her
school’s tuition, and our living expenses. At the time the
exchange rate was one U.S. dollar to eight Chinese Yun
dollars. She and her roommate picked me up at the
Chicago airport and drove me Lafayette, Indiana. It
seemed as if I were in China and watching an American
movie as we drove along the beautiful landscape and the
natural scenery. Lafayette was a college city, and very
different from New York City. I was also contemplating
enrolling in a class in spring 2000 at Purdue University.

Simple Life with Ling
The first few months I stayed with Ling in the one-bed-

room apartment she’d rented. She shared the apartment
with a female Chinese student. Her roommate agreed that
I could live there. She would have the one bedroom. Ling
and I arranged the living room into two sleeping areas
separated by a curtain with a narrow hallway. I thought we
could both tolerate this arrangement because I planned to
live with my daughter for only a short period of time. My
small sleeping area was my bedroom that included a single
mattress, a desk and a chair. Ling had picked them up off
the street, as they had been thrown away by some graduate
students. Ling’s sleeping area was away from the kitchen and more private. She wanted me to sleep there, but I
rejected Ling’s offer because she needed to have a good rest
for her hard work at school. The small area was crowded,
but we were happy that we were together. Ling and the
other Chinese students were under a lot of academic
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pressures studying and attending classes. Most of the
students stayed at school from early morning till late in
the evening because they needed to use the school’s lab
or computer. Ling’s roommate used to come back to the
apartment in the middle of the night to cook her food and
take a shower, and then left very early in the morning. We
did not see each other often. However, I could hear when
she was cooking in the kitchen and taking a shower. The
next day I would clean up her mess in the kitchen and
bathroom. I did not say a word about it because I understood the Chinese students did not have it easy dealing
with their classes, finances, and the language. I was glad
Ling had a new computer, so she could come home early
in the evening to study. Ling brought her lunch to school
and had dinner at home with me. We ate a lot of instant
noodles. Life was so simple, as simple as preparing
the noodle dishes, and I was happy she and I were in
America. I was pleased, too, that she was learning how to
deal with the stress of college life.

Freedom of the Press
I continued to follow the news media to hear the radio

program Voice of America in Chinese because I wanted
to keep up with what was happening in America. I was
disappointed to learn about President Bill Clinton and the
Monica Lewinsky sex scandal, as I highly respected the
president. However, I also was happy to experience the
freedom of America’s news reporting, and to know the
truth about our leaders. We did not have freedom of the
press in China, and we knew not to trust everything that
was reported there. Knowing my new country was founded
on free speech, truthful reporting of the events of its leaders, and a willingness to protect women and their rights,
made my arduous journey to America worthwhile.
Photo: BiLan at the
Purdue University
students’ Halloween party, wearing
glasses with 2000 for
a good-luck wish for
the coming year

Photo: BiLan is
watching Ling have
fun at the Disney
park

A No-English Dummy

but I could not tell Ling about my first search for a job or
how I was feeling. On Saturday morning Ling and I
decided to take a walk and look around campus together.
As we explored the campus, walking and reading the street
signs, Ling asked me what the name of the street was on
which we were walking. I looked at the road sign and
responded to her, “One Way.” Ling laughed. She was not
trying to hurt my feelings, but I felt an urgent need to learn
English. I felt so dumb and foolish without knowing the
language in my new homeland.

Photo: (Left) BiLan in Lafayette

Ling told me I could rest and relax after years of hard

work in China, but I could not enjoy merely lounging idly
around the apartment. So many things were going on in
my mind. How would I go about achieving my American
dream? The first thing I wanted to do was find a job before
I started school the following year. With resume in hand, I
walked around the campus until I saw a lot of people going
to a large building with a sign that read “Employment
Agency.” I walked into the hall, and saw many people
sitting in front of computers. I used my translation
machine to help me understand the process of applying for
a job, and I began typing my information into a computer
to have an interview with a recruiter. After I had typed for
an hour into the computer with my translation machine,
an agent came up to me and asked, “Do you need help?” I
didn’t understand a word she was saying, so I used some
sign language that I made up while pointing to my translation machine in hopes she would type what she was saying
to me. Instead, she gave me a strange look with her big
eyes. I became frustrated, thinking to myself, “Why am I
even there? I can’t speak the language; I’m a dummy!” I
could not even understand a simple greeting. I got up and
ran out of the building!
Thirteen years earlier I had thought my English was good
at my college, but we had no chance to speak the language.
The reality was slowly sinking in that I could not find a
professional job in Lafayette without speaking English. I
walked along the street, and I saw a notice written in
Chinese in the window of a coffee house close to my
daughter’s apartment. A Chinese student’s family was
looking for a babysitter and offering six dollars an hour for
a few hours each day. Had my situation come to this low
level of having to start over as a babysitter making
practically no money? I could make more money in China,

Photo: (Top) Purdue University Chinese students’ club
organized a field trip to visit a local farmer’s pig factory. We
invited the farmer’s family to our cookout.
Photo: (Middle) Ling (left)
Photo: {Bottom) BiLan (third from left), and Ling next to her
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Learning English at the
Lutheran Church and Jim

inquire about the job teaching art. The principal was also a
Ph.D. student in education and happy that I was interested
in teaching art classes. She offered me the job, and I
accepted. I was also fortunate that some of the Chinese
parents asked me for private classes at my apartment after
Sunday school for twenty-five dollars an hour. Life was
moving up from possibly being a babysitter. I continued
go to the church and to study the Bible. The warmth and
kindness of the people helped me feel welcomed and more
at home in my new country.

Read Academy Is
Immigrants’ Paradise
One day Ling found out that Read Academy had free
Lutheran Church, 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (page 207)

I asked Ling to help me find a place to begin learning

English. We discovered such a place at a Lutheran church
that was close to Ling’s apartment. The next morning, I
walked to the church and met the minister. His name was
Jim. He was very kind, and he invited me to a picnic
luncheon that day. At the picnic, he introduced me to two
Chinese women who were housewives, and an American
man. One of the women was from Taiwan, and her
husband was an art professor at Purdue. The other
woman’s husband was a Ph.D. student, and they had two
children. She told me the Chinese Sunday school was
looking for an art teacher to teach art classes. The
American man was a volunteer teaching English to
Chinese people at the church once a week. I didn’t know
about Western religion or church before I came to
America. I was trying to understand how organized
religion really worked, and how they supported their
financial needs.
In the following weeks, Jim and I had very interesting
conversations, with the help of my translator machine,
about the freedom of speech, and the freedom to worship
and Christianity. I really enjoyed talking with Jim even
though my English was limited. Frequent discussions with
others, even though I made mistakes, helped me learn
English faster than I would have from just a textbook
approach. And being in the church reminded me of being
sixteen years old back in China when I was working as a
welder in the factory that had once been a church. I had a
peaceful feeling inside from knowing that my new country
would not allow bad things to happen to people by letting
the political power to become concentrated under the
control of a dictator like Mao. I liked the people I met at
the church. I decided to visit the Chinese Sunday school to
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English classes available. The academy was located across
the bridge of the Lafayette River in the downtown area not
far from our apartment. Ling went with me the first time.
The walk took about thirty minutes, including crossing
over the bridge. I felt my journey over the bridge was like
traveling across time and space to learn the language I
needed to enter a new world. I walked into the building
and down the hall, and I saw people from many cultures in
a large room. A Chinese man said hello to me in Chinese,
and then he introduced himself to me, telling me that he
had studied English there for a few years. His wife was
a Ph.D. student at Purdue, and he had been a doctor in
China. His plan was to learn English so he could do well in
America. He helped me enroll and showed me around the
classrooms. The building where the English classes were
taught included two entire floors to meet the needs of so
many people wanting to learn English. There were classes
all day with beginning and advanced classes in writing as
well as conversation classes in the evening. There were also
many volunteers there to teach and help students. All the
classes were free, and people could come any time, or stay
all day from morning to evening. The school was closed
on Sunday. Their funding came from government grants. I
was very happy for the opportunity, and Ling relaxed when
she saw a big smile on my face.
The school also had a kitchen, and many of students
brought their lunch with them. In the morning the school
provided free potato chips, donuts and coffee donated by
local restaurants. This was quite a surprise for most of the
immigrants to have free food, compared to China, where
you could not find anything for free. The food tasted
wonderful. During this time, I ate a lot of fast food to save
my time for schoolwork.
I bought a bicycle so that I could travel more easily to the
school, where I wanted to spend all my time from
morning until the school closed at 9:00 p.m. I made friends

with an old couple who came from Russia. Another woman
was from Egypt, and I called her Sam. She was a highly
cultured and well-educated woman who had come to the
United States to take care of her two daughters, both in
college. She was also kind enough to offer to give me
individual English lessons. In so many ways, the English
school was a center for cultural exchange as well as learning
English because the school’s students were from different
countries. A few American volunteer tutors invited me to
their homes for lunch or dinner because their families were
as interested in learning about China as I was in learning
about American families. It was a richly rewarding experience for me to learn the many cultural differences and
similarities between America and China.
Shortly before Thanksgiving Day one of my English
teachers asked a small group of us to host a Thanksgiving
luncheon. I suggested all the students wear their own
countries’ clothes and sing or dance in their native
language as a multicultural party. She was excited by my
suggestion, and we had great fun at the party, as the older
Russian couple dressed in traditional Russian clothes and
sang one of their beautiful folk songs. Of course, I enjoyed
dressing in Chinese clothes and singing a classical song
while I danced for the group. Later, I gave a lecture at my
English class about China’s landscape and culture.

My Painting Is Selected for the
Wabash Artists Alliance
Juried Exhibition
I also made an art friend, Patricia Hoon, at a church

event. She was very kind, and she introduced me to
the Lafayette Art Association. I enjoyed their monthly
meetings at the Lafayette museum even though I did not
understand their discussions most of the time. Quickly
I began to become a part of the community and could
share my journey of coming to America as I began to
understand other people’s stories, cultures, and dreams.
I was invited to participate during the annual member’s
show and exhibited some of my art. My artwork was also
selected for the Wabash Artists Alliance Juried Exhibition, at the Wells Memorial Center, Lafayette, 2000.
A few years later, the Lafayette museum invited me to
judge one of the art exhibitions.

My English Teacher, Gus
I was lucky I had many great volunteer teachers, some

of whom were retired professors from Purdue, and some
were postdoctoral students from Europe. My best
English teacher was named Gus. He was a retired
Purdue University professor who spoke five languages,
but not Chinese. He took extra time to give me
individual lessons after my English tutor had worked
with me.
Once I told Gus that I would go back to China in July
2000. I was thinking about staying in China for six
months to make some money because it was not easy
to make a living in America without speaking English
fluently. I could not continue to live on my saving, and
I needed to make more money to support Ling. Gus
was very patient as he asked me questions about why I
wanted so badly to come to the United States. I used my
limited English to explain to him about my American
dream. I told Gus that I was worried about the reality of
life in America.
Photo: BiLan
(right) with her
English teacher,
Gus (middle) and
Sam

Photo: (Left top): BiLan (left) with her English teacher (second
from left) and classmates at the Lafayette Read Academy
Photo: BiLan’s English teacher invites her to give a lecture to her
classmates about China and her art
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I went on to explain that I could earn a good income in
China to support my daughter while she finished school. I
could stay in China for six months and return to the
United States and still keep my green card.
I’ll never forget that day when Gus looked me in the eye
and said very seriously, “Don’t go back to China; stay here
to learn English.” He told me he observed me in classes and
at different events, and said that I was a genius. He
guaranteed me that I would be able to speak English well
after six months of training. Gus also believed I would do
very well in America in the future. He and I had many
good conversations. In fact, he reminded me of the monk
I had met in Tibet when I wanted to run away to become
a nun. Gus had a wise and knowing way of understanding
people and talking about a variety of topics. He often asked
me about my life in China, and he could see that I needed
to express the deep feelings that I had from past events. I
told him that I was only one of millions of Chinese who
had lost their family, homes, farms, and businesses as well
as their schools, museums, and monasteries. I was learning English as fast as I could, but Gus also encouraged me
to paint my story to heal my sad feelings. I had already
decided to do so, and I appreciated his encouragement. As
I learned English, I practiced my writing skills by putting
my story on paper, first in Chinese and then translating it
into English.

Conversation with
My Russian Classmates
One evening, I was practicing my English with Gus

and my friends, the old Russian couple, who had come
to America for political asylum from Russia. Gus helped
them learn English, but at the time they liked to talk with
Gus in Russian, one of Gus’s five languages. As I practiced
English with the Russian couple, we discovered that we
had much in common. I was saddened to learn that other
countries, like Russia, had dark periods in their history
when bad leaders had done harm to their own citizens.
We talked about the history of our homelands and how
different rulers did many of the same things to control the
power. We all asked the same question: “How could such
leaders come to power?” We began to see that a bad leader
could take control when a country goes through hard
times like a war or famine. We compared how different
leaders preyed on the fears of people by promising them a
better life. At different gatherings, we discussed how Hitler,
Stalin, Mussolini, Mao, and others had come to power with
the help of a relatively small group that centralized their
power base. Each high leader rapidly promoted leaders,
and those who became a threat would be quickly removed
through dismissal, imprisonment, and even assassination.
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A dictator will also go to extreme efforts to control the
press and all forms of communication. After some of our
discussions, I often had bad dreams about being back in
China and sometimes shouted out and woke up in a cold
sweat. When I woke up and realized I was in America, I
relaxed and felt a peaceful feeling of freedom.

Concern about the
Presidential Election
Gus was a positive influence as I began to sink roots in

my new life in America. However, I could tell my
pronunciation made his head ache, and soon he
introduced me to another volunteer, Joe, who had been at
the school for three years. Joe helped my pronunciation
in an evening class. He was my age, had golden hair, and
was a good-looking guy. He seemed very serious and also
enjoyed teaching. He tried to help me understand how the
governor of Texas, George W. Bush, could become the
forty-third President of the United States without the
popular vote. I was very surprised to learn about the
Electoral College. I knew from my experience working at
the newspaper in China and reporting on political leaders
that honest people could be influenced by money and
power to do dishonest things. It was difficult for me to
understand how the Electoral College could always be
trusted to support freedom of the people’s choice.
My English was improving quickly with the help of my
many great teachers, especially Gus, Sam, and Joe. In
talking to them, I learned more about how the
governmental system worked and the U.S. presidential
election. I watched television with my translator machine
to improve my English, and to understand more about
George W. Bush winning the 2001 election. Even with my
limited understanding of the English language, I could tell
by watching and listening to the news that Bush was not
the leader Bill Clinton had been. My observations were
confirmed when I saw that Bush’s ratings in the poll put
him at one of the lowest approval ratings since World War
II, while Clinton’s ratings leaving office were very high. It
also concerned me that Vice President Dick Cheney owned
Halliburton, a company in the oil business, and how
quickly America went into Iraq after the election. It left
little doubt that this election had something to do with the
war in the Middle East, and that Cheney most likely made
millions of dollars. It made me sad to learn these things
about my new country. However, my American dream
helped me during many difficult events in China, and I
continued to believe my new homeland was “the land of
the free and home of the brave!”

I also enjoyed watching American television shows and
movies, again with my translator machine to practice my
English. I liked many of the movies like My Fair Lady and
The King’s Speech. My favorite TV programs were
comedies like “I Love Lucy” and “Friends.” Phoebe was my
favorite on “Friends.” Meanwhile, Ling was very concerned
about her scholarship for the upcoming spring semester.
I was so glad when Ling got part-time work on weekends,
traveling to collect travel information and then input it
into her computer. She taught me how to input the data
and sometimes I helped her.

Moving to a New Apartment
I needed to find an apartment to set up my new home. I

was lucky to find that student housing had a two-bedroom
apartment coming available soon. But Ling could not move
in because she had a contract for a year on her apartment.
She helped me to quickly locate a Chinese student named
Pan, who rented one of the bedrooms. Pan was studying
to be an engineer and had transferred in from another
college. We became good friends, and we had fun finding
our furniture on the street or in the trash cans around the
campus. I was lucky to get a twin bed with an iron frame, a
sofa, and a small dining table to go with the cooking
appliances I had brought from China. I designed my
apartment as a lovely home with my interior design
experience. Seeing my America dream being slowly
achieved made me very happy.
Photo: Ling’s
birthday dinner
at BiLan’s new
apartment

Photo: BiLan invited her roommate, Pan (left), and her classmates
for a dinner party (BiLan back, Ling next to her)

My First
Car Accident in America
In China people didn’t need a car. In America, I realized

that I would have to buy a car, as it would be a part of my
everyday life. Once I took a bus to Wal-Mart, and it took a
long time, first waiting at the bus stop and then enduring
many stops along the way. I was not accustomed to wasting
so much time. It was also inconvenient to ask people to
drive me so I could shop for necessities. One Sunday, Ling
asked me to go to the grocery store to buy food because
we did not have anything in the refrigerator for dinner
and our meals the next day. I called my friend Lisa, whom
I’d met at church. I asked her if she would drive me to the
food market. She told me that she would have to call her
church to ask her minister and see if she could drive on
Sunday. The minister told her that it would be permitted
because she was helping another person. Thanks to Lisa, I
could go to buy our food. Yet there were still things about
America I didn’t quite understand, such as the influences
of the religious beliefs on the culture of my new homeland. I learned that I was not alone, because many Chinese
people coming to America wondered how religion could
impact such daily events as Lisa’s not driving on Sunday.
Later, I learned that this custom could be seen as simply
a sign of respect to rest on Sunday, especially in such a
stressful society in which everyone is always on the go.
I stopped attending my group English class in the mornings to study for my driver’s license test, with Sam’s help.
Both Gus and Joe were helping me to learn English and
work on my pronunciation. For two months, I studied very
hard to get my driver’s license. I did my written test twice
in one day and, I passed it the second time. All the tests
were free. My road test was scheduled at the beginning of
2000, but I did not have a car to practice driving on the
road. I talked to my classmate Gao about my road test. He
asked me if I had learned to drive in China, and I told him
that I had my Chinese driver’s license. Gao said I could
use his car to practice for the road test. I was very moved
at his offer because one of my Chinese classmates told me
in America you should not ask people to borrow their car.
We walked to the parking lot, and he gave his car key to
me. I started the car engine, and I thought I put the car
in reverse gear. When I stepped on the accelerator the car
jumped forward, and I hit a car parked in front of me! Gao
was shocked, and I was terrified. Fortunately, I did not hit
anyone. Gao gave his insurance information to the owner
of the car I hit. He told me his insurance payment would
rise because of the car accident, and that his wife would be
very unhappy. I felt so guilty, and I gave him all the money
I had in my purse, $450 cash. I also went with him to his
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insurance agent, and I explained to his agent it was my
fault. I hoped they would not raise his car insurance much.

you, you will be in big trouble!” In China, we did not have
many rules for driving. Later I learned the hard way when I
was punished for not stopping at the stop signs on campus,
and for parking next to a fire station.

Chinese New Year in America
I wanted to learn more about what the Chinese students in

Photo: BiLan with her new car

I did not tell Ling about the car accident. We were
planning a trip to Disney World, which she wanted to visit
during her winter break. I thought it would be a good way
to celebrate our new life in America. She found a good deal
on the airfare and a hotel. When we arrived at the entrance
of the Disney World, I was very happy to see her acting
like a little girl. We had a wonderful Christmas in Florida.
When we returned to Lafayette I needed to take my road
test for my driver’s license.
I needed my own car, and I had to find an insurance
company before I bought my first car. I thought I might
use my Chinese driver’s license to get car insurance
because someone told me that you could use a Chinese
driver’s license to rent a car in America. I walked
downtown to shop for auto insurance, and many times I
was rejected. Finally, I was lucky when one insurance
company agreed to insure my car under my Chinese
driver’s license, but their car insurance premium was very
high. I accepted it because I did not have any other choice.
I told the company that I needed the car while practicing
for my driving test. The insurance agent told me after I
received my American license he would lower my
payments. I bought my first used car for just a little over
$6,000, and I was now the proud owner of a blue-green
Nissan.
I did not pass my road test the first time because I drove
too slowly on the icy streets. I passed on the second test.
I was very excited to go on my first trip, driving my own
car to Chicago to visit museums. Na, an English volunteer
from Taiwan, went on the trip with me. We hit the road,
and I quickly began to understand America’s love affair
with the freedom of driving. Na was a little nervous about
my driving skills. When I drove us near the Art Institute
of Chicago, I missed a turn, and I quickly made a U-turn.
Na shouted at me, “You are crazy. If a policeman catches
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America experienced on their journeys in this new
country. I participated in as many college students’ events
as I could. When the Chinese student organization asked
me to help with their celebration of the Chinese New
Year of 2000, I was happy to help. I had organized many
community events before coming to America, especially a
number of Chinese New Year celebrations. This
organization did not have any financial support, and our
only resource appeared to be student volunteers. One
retired Chinese professor gave a “Red Bag” with money to
children, also called the “Pocket Money.” This custom was
part of the traditional celebration to make children happy.
Most parents and members of the older generation give
this money to their children for good luck. The money is
usually put in red paper bags and placed under the
children’s pillow for them to open on the New Year
morning. For our celebration, I designed a dance
performance for six female students and taught them how
to design the clothes for the performance. The program
hostess was very happy that I lent her my dress so she
would feel fashionable.

New Job: Sewing, Teacher,
Dishwasher
My only income was teaching at the Chinese school

on the Sunday, and a few private classes at the Chinese
school near my apartment. I also got another part-time
job through one of my instructors at Read Academy, who
told me a local artist would like to hire someone to sew the
clothes she’d designed for a fashion show. I took the job,
and the artist paid me eight dollars an hour for sewing her
clothes the first day. She had a very nice home in a very
large old house and told me that her husband owned many
apartments downtown. She was very happy with my work
the very first day. The next day she raised my pay to ten
dollars an hour for my sewing skills and fashion design
experience. I was not really expecting to make good money
from her, but I needed money, and I liked fashion design.
On the third day, she raised my pay again to twelve an
hour. It was a pleasure working with her and seeing her
project be successful. After a while, I began to worry about
money for the rent, health insurance, and living costs
because I was going through my savings too fast. I needed

a regular income to support Ling and me. Finally, I found
a job at the Purdue University student cafeteria. I selected
a work schedule very early in the morning, and later in the
afternoon, cleaning up after the dinner. With this schedule, I could still go to Read Academy to study English after
work and keep learning from Gus.
My first day working at the cafeteria, the foreman led me to
a large sink with a big water tap. A large dishwasher was in
the same room. He showed me how to load the plates from
carts into the sink. After I washed the food off the plates,
I loaded them back onto the carts and pushed the carts to
then load the dishes into the dishwasher. There were three
people who knew how to operate the dishwasher system.
One was a middle-aged man who managed the two young
men, who were both disabled with limited intelligence. I
needed to work as fast as I could because the many carts
of overflowing dishes were arriving frequently. Each cart
seemed to have a mountain of dirty dishes. It was very
hard labor, and my body and clothes were soaked with
water and sweat. During our break time, one of the boys
came to me and said, “Nancy, I love you.” I told people my
name was Nancy at the time. His manager worried that I
might be angry with the young man, but I was not. The boy
was cute as a child and I did not want to hurt his feelings.
After three days washing plates, the foreman reassigned me
to washing vegetables and chopping green onions. The job
required much less labor.
Each time I met Gus for our lessons, he asked about my
work and held my hands to look at my injured fingers,
where I had cut myself chopping vegetables. Gus and I
were becoming very close friends. One day he invited me
to go to his favored place, a park in Lafayette. We took his
car to the park, and we walked on a path up to a high view
where you could see the city landscape. It was a very
beautiful and peaceful place. Gus told me he came there
very often to meditate. There he told me about his
personal story with much happiness and sadness. He had
come from Czechoslovakia to the United States as a young
man. He worked hard and received his Ph.D. in English
from Yale University. Then he went to Purdue University
to teach until he retired. He had volunteered at the Read
Academy for many years. I believe his age to be about
seventy. He liked to teach foreign students and new immigrants to learn English and to encourage them keep their
American dreams alive. I was so lucky to have him as my
teacher and my friend in this foreign country. I sometimes
wished my English were better so I could understand more
about him. How could I be so lucky to have Gus and so
many others support me on my journey to freedom?

Photo: BiLan works as a
dishwasher

Photo: BiLan
(middle) with her
coworkers at the
Purdue University
cafeteria

Photo: BiLan teaching private lesson to children

Photo: BiLan teaching children at the Chinese School
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Experience in American Freedom
I wrote to my brother about my life in America, and

working at the student cafeteria. He replied that he didn’t
understand why I gave up my great career and large salary
in China to suffer in America. But I did not feel shame
about working at the cafeteria. Starting over was always
difficult in the beginning, I told him. I continued to believe
that my American dream would come true, especially
when Ling told me that she would receive a scholarship
going into the spring semester of 2000 at Purdue.
I was also happy to make friends with my coworkers. One
was a young woman, Latonia, from Africa, and her
husband was a Ph.D. student at Purdue. Latonia had
worked at the cafeteria for over a year, and she told me we
would be treated differently at work. She wanted to explain
to me about discrimination, but I was already very experienced with discrimination from living in China. Because of
the foreman’s concern about our lack of English, we could
not work on the serving line. However, my friend had
been a teacher in her country, and her English was good. I
asked her why she did not ask the foreman to work on the
serving line. Latonia said she wanted to speak up, but she
was afraid she would get fired and be unable to feed her
children. Before I had not paid any attention to how our
foreman assigned our work. But as I began studying the
work assignments, I noticed that she was right. I could not
believe such discrimination was happening in America.
One night I wrote a letter to our foreman that he needed
to follow American law for equal work, and we needed
to take turns on the work assignments. I believed our job
would not require fluent English. I asked my roommate,
Pan, to check my grammar on my letter. The next morning,
I posted my letter on the window of the foreman’s office.
The foreman saw the letter and showed my letter to
everyone. He announced that we would begin to take turns
on our work assignments. I felt so good about my
experience of American freedom!
Latonia and a man from Vietnam told me they had seen
my letter that morning, and they were afraid of being fired.
Another of my coworkers was a woman from Shanghai,
and she told me not to make trouble. She said that I should
work hard to get a full-time job like her, working at the
cafeteria. She was very kind to warn me about my letter of
complaints, but I did not want to hurt her feelings by telling her that working in a cafeteria was not my American
dream. Later, she invited me to her home. She and her
family lived in a two-bedroom apartment much like mine.
His son lived with them while he was going to college. Her
husband told me he did not want to go back to China, and
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he worried that he could not get a good job in America,
because of his poor English. He was lucky his Chinese
professor supported him to stay in the postdoctoral
program. He looked to be over sixty. He told me that he
loved his research projects. Unfortunately, his research
institute back in Shanghai did not have a requirement for
research and that there was a political struggle there. When
a professor from Purdue visited his research institute in
China, he saw an opportunity to work for the professor in
America. He was so happy that his wife and his son could
come with him. They had been at the Purdue over ten
years. He joked that he was oldest and longest-term
student at Purdue. I understood why they were happy to be
in America, and remembered many of the similar
experiences we shared from living in China during the
dark years.

Being a Student at Purdue
University
In fall 2000 I enrolled in a Photoshop class at Purdue

University. The lecture was held in a large classroom with
more than a hundred students. The instructor lectured
on the big screen. I soon
realized that my
language skills would not
be sufficient to do the
work to pass the class, so
I dropped it. Instead, I
was able to understand on
my own what I needed to
learn to master Photoshop
software. So I bought a
Photoshop book in
Chinese and also

Photo: BiLan at the Purdue University

translated the English version into Chinese to give me a
deep understanding of the material. In addition, I bought
my first Apple computer to teach myself what I needed to
learn. For as long as I could remember, I had been accustomed to finding the resources I needed and studying hard
to learn what was necessary. This I had done many times,
starting as a teenager during the Cultural Revolution when
the schools were closed, and my only teachers were professors forced out of the universities and into the factories
to work. I will always appreciate them for taking the time
to teach me and even to write by hand a textbook for me.
So many helpful people crossed my path on my journey to
freedom.

News from China

In 2000 I received news about my friends back in China.

The bad news was that my friend, the famous writer Gu,
had lost all of his money while making a film and was
found sick in his studio. His family took him back to his
hometown, Haerbing, where he died at the young age of
fifty. I missed him, and I will never forget his friendship. I
admired Gu’s beautiful poems, and I was honored that he
wrote fifty-five poems to accompany my photographs that
were included in my book Selected Paintings and
Photography by BiLan Liao, published by Sichuan Publishing House.

Photo: BiLan’s book. Gu also wrote a numbers of poems to
accompany my artwork, and at that time Professor Li wrote an
article about me and published it in the Sichuan Photography
Modern Newspaper.

Photo: BiLan taking photo of Gu in 1998. Photography
by Li Zhensheng.
Photo: (Below) Professor Li wrote an article about my work
and Gu wrote poems for each work, published in the
Modem Photography Newspaper, China

Other news was that the mayor whom I respected most in
Shenzhen was sentenced to prison because his daughter
had used his position to buy land from the government
and reap huge profits from that land. I was shocked! He
was a great leader with tremendous integrity who had
accomplished many great things for the new city
Shenzhen.
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Also, my boss Mai asked me to return to China to
orchestrate a national photography competition to
accompany the national motorboat competition in Nanao,
Shenzhen. I had to reject his kind offer because I now
had a new life in America. I felt I had been successful for
a number of years under Mai’s tutelage and that I had a
good time working for him. I wished more leaders had
the integrity he had. Later, he was the Chairman of the
Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese in Shenzhen,
and he also kept his deputy’s duties similar to those of an
American senator.
The last news was about the success of my artist friend
Yun. He sent a Hong Kong newspaper with a story about
the success of his recent art exhibition. He included a long
letter praising me for his achievements because I had
supported him toward a successful art career. He
mentioned in his every letter that he missed me as his
art partner. Also, he asked me to come back to China to
go to Qinghai on a painting trip that year, but I had to
stay in America to face the realities of my new life. I was
happy that Yun finally found his dream of becoming a
famous artist after many years as a successful but unhappy
businessman. I had finally accepted that Yun and I would
never marry, as the love we shared was more in spirit and
in the passion that we both shared for expressing our
artwork. Such love would never survive in the real world.
Yun would not move to America, and I would not go back
to live in China. Ling advised me to look for a new love in
America. She knew Yun and I loved each other, but that
we would never make it as a couple in our lifetime. I wrote
to Yun that I would come back to China for our final trip
to Qinghai during the summer break. I also told him I
would not wait for him to be free to marry, and that we
both knew the idea of a marriage was an illusion. Yun was
very sad when he received my letter, but he was happy he
would see me in July.

Photo: BiLan painting in ZhangJiaJie Mountains with Yuan, 1994
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Photo: Yun sent his exhibition card to me, telling me he painted
in Switzerland and Paris, and he had two exhibitions there

Photo: Yun and BiLan in Tibet, 1992,
the year we became art friends

Photo: BiLan painting in Shi Chuan with Yuan, 1995

American Friend Joe

Joe, to come see if he could help.” I was really surprised he
called Joe my boyfriend. Joe came and told me it would be
easy to fix the fence. He used an iron chain tied to his car
to pull the fence back in place. I was so thankful Joe helped
me, and our relationship grew closer as a result. I learned
that he worked as a trainer at a telephone company, and
that he had been a sergeant in the army for many years.
Joe’s approach was to talk to me very slowly and use basic
words and grammar, and he enjoyed working with me on
my English. I told him that I was a member of the Lafayette
Art Association, and I had my artwork exhibited at the
Lafayette museum. When I explained that my English
abilities were limiting my communication with other
members at our monthly art meetings, he suggested that
he go with me to help with the communication. I was glad
Joe was trying to help me, and that he also enjoyed talking
with artists. Thanks to Joe, I was understanding more and
more America culture and society, but to others we looked
as though we were dating.

Drawing: Joe, color pencil on paper by
Wang Yunshan in Shenzhen, China

At Gus’s suggestion, Joe tutored me in English, and we

soon became friends. Once he told me he been divorced
many years earlier, and that he had a son with a disability
who was living in Indianapolis with his ex-wife. He paid
child support every month. Joe liked to play tennis and
told me his tennis partner was a homosexual. That was my
first time to understand the meaning of the word
“homosexual.” I told him China did not have homosexuals
because I never heard, about anyone admitting to being
one. Joe laughed very hard at my comment. I liked Joe, and
he looked like a nice man.
One day, I was pulling into a parking space in front of
Ready Academy. I was being very careful to slowly pull
into a parking space. Unfortunately, when I intended
to stop my car, I missed the brake and unintentionally
stepped on the accelerator. My car crashed into the front of
an iron fence. Three sections of the fences clattered to the
ground. Luckily, there were no buildings next to the fences,
only wasteland. A Read Academy officer ran out when he
heard the sound, and I was taken to see the manager. I told
the manager that I would call my friend Joe to see if he
might help with the situation. I also wanted him to speak
with my insurance company because my English was still
quite poor. The officer, who knew Joe because he was a
volunteer for many years, told me, “Call your boyfriend,

Chinese Traditional
Paternalistic-Style Teaching
Ling was under pressure from her Chinese professor,

Ping, regarding her studies and her work. Once she told
me, that Professor Ping treated her very differently from
the way he did her American classmates. He was frequently
very critical of her slightest error or mistake. Unfortunately, his criticism was much like the very negative way
her birth father in China treated her when she was a little
girl. He had been very negative and verbally abusive, using
words that would hurt Ling deeply and made her very
depressed and nervous. Though Ling’s father did not beat
her, his words bruised her heart and soul. In Chinese
culture, there is a saying much like the old American
saying, “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” I was angry that
Professor Ping brought this negative Chinese traditional
style with him to America. I was also disappointed in
myself because I did not know how to help my daughter
deal with Professor Ping. I could only advise her to endure Ping as best she could, and not let it make her doubt
her self-worth and her ability to succeed. Ling was a very
smart and accomplished young woman. Later, when I
became an American professor at a college, I made every
effort to provide positive encouragement to my students
and share my knowledge with them in a constructive and
professional way. I remembered my good fortune to have
had many positive experiences with my teachers during
the Cultural Revolution in China when I was studying in
secret. A good teacher can have a life-changing influences
on his/her students.
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Traveling in the
United States and Canada
Joe and I began dating after Gus made the comment that

Joe was a good man. He never invited me to his home, but
he visited my apartment very often. When he visited, I told
Joe I had always dreamed of traveling by car in America.
Maybe we could sleep in a tent and drive by car to visit Niagara Falls close to Canada. Joe agreed to go with me, and
he told me his company would close soon. In our travels,
I did all of the driving, and Joe gave me directions. Sometimes when a big truck came close to my car Joe could not
help yelling at me, “Careful!” I had fun driving and traveling with Joe to see the American landscape. In Niagara,
we booked a hotel close to the American Falls. Joe said
we would cross the Canadian border to see the waterfall
better. When we were in the immigration line he held my
hand very tightly and told me many times not to lose my
passport. When we were in Canada, he asked to hold my
passport because he was nervous that I might misplace my
passport and not be allowed back into the United States.
From Niagara we decided to drive to Toronto. When I
drove on the very high bridge crossing the river into
downtown I felt as if I were driving in the sky. I was very
anxious when it started raining very hard and it was
difficult to see the road. I told Joe I would like him to drive,
but he said I had to continue driving because we could not
stop to change drivers in the middle of the bridge in
traffic. I believed Joe was frightened of my driving. Later
that year, I asked him about our trip, and he said he was
prepared to die. He saw I enjoyed learning to drive very
much, and he did not want to hurt my feelings. Though it
was sweet of him, I wished he could have told me the truth.

A Bird Changes My Life
I told Joe I planned to go back to China for a few months,

as I had already purchased a round-trip ticket. Ling and
Joe took me to the Chicago airport, and on the way Ling
advised me not to go back to China. I told her I needed to
take care of my apartment business and I wanted to take a
final trip with Yun. When I checked my baggage, Joe gave
me an envelope, telling me to open it after I was in the
air. Ling and Joe both sat with me to wait for my airplane.
Then we heard an announcement that my flight would be
delayed because a bird flew into the plane’s engine. While
the ground crew was repairing the plane, Ling and Joe
told me maybe it was God telling me that I needed to stay
in America. They both wanted me to stay. Joe told me the
envelope had a piece of his hair and a poem telling me
he loved me, and he asked me to marry him. I was very
moved with Joe’s romantic proposal.
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At the same time, I was sad because I waited for Yun for
many years, and we had never married. Marriage was very
important for a woman’s reputation in China. I told Joe to
let me think about his proposal. Ling was very supportive
of Joe; she did not want me to go back to China. Finally, I
told them if my plane was delayed a second time, I would
cancel my trip to China. After over an hour of waiting, we
heard a second announcement: the plane would be delayed
another hour. Ling was very happy as Joe retrieved my
luggage, and we returned to Lafayette. I knew Joe was an
honest man, and he provided me a sense of security and
safety for me and Ling. Being married would help protect
me from sexual discrimination and injustice, and at that
time I was afraid the experiences I had in China would
follow me and Ling.

Joe and I Live Together
Joe and I planned to marry in three months, setting our

wedding date on September 30, 2000. Joe took me to buy
a wedding ring, and I selected the cheapest wedding ring
because I knew Joe did not have money for an expensive
one. For me, the wedding ring was just a decoration. The
most important thing was that we loved and supported
each other. Joe and I decided to move in together before
we married, and Ling moved into my apartment. Joe was
very serious when he told me he would pay the rent and all
costs for the apartment, as it was part of a man’s
responsibility in American culture. Also, he suggested we
keep our bank accounts separate. His comments and
suggestions made a very positive impression on me. I
moved my furniture, including the bed I picked up from
the trash on the Purdue campus. Everything Joe owned, to
my surprise, was packed into his small car. He also bought
a queen-sized mattress, for which I was thankful. Despite
our scanty possession, I tried to make our new home
comfortable and not look poor. I continued to work at my
three part-time jobs and study English. I also had more
private art classes at my new home on Saturdays, charging
twenty-five dollars an hour. Students’ parents waited
in their cars during their children’s art lesson. I did not
like my restaurant work schedule in the evening and early
in the morning at the Purdue University, but it was the
only time they needed people to work. Finally, I resigned.
Joe was out of work for a while, but finally he found a job
at a phone company. He told me his company wanted to
have Chinese customers, and his boss would like to hire
me to work for his company, selling to Chinese customers.
I said I would try even though I knew from my early
experience in China I did not like to sell things to people.
They scheduled me to work in the evening with Joe. On the
first day, I met Joe’s manager, and he let Joe give me a little

training on how to answer calls and sell different telephone
plans to Chinese customers. Unfortunately, no Chinese
customers called. So that was my first day, and it was also
the last day working at the phone company.
One day I saw my artist friend and she told me her husband was out of work. I told her Joe’s company needed
workers. She laughed, saying, “No, working at the phone
company is the worst job in America.” I was totally surprised at her comments. I told Joe about the low job grade,
and he agreed that the phone company did not pay well.
He started looking for another job. He had worked for deaf
students before, and his ex-wife was deaf. With that
experience, he wanted to find work as a sign-language
translator for deaf students at school. I was surprised at
how different searching for a job in America was from
finding a job in China, where the government controlled
people’s resumes, and it was very difficult to transfer from
one job to another company in China. However, I believed
Joe and I would both work hard and have a good life
together. I could see my American dream coming true.

Professional Job Hunting
I hoped I could find a professional job with my vast work

experience and education in China. However, I knew my
English was a big problem for my job search, and I hoped
for a position that did not need much skill with English.
In my search, I found that the US Navy had posted many
photography jobs. After I applied for a photography position, the Navy informed me that American citizenship
was required. When I told Joe, he laughed and said, “You
learned.” I told him I had also applied for a graphic design
job in Houston, Texas, and soon I received a letter granting
me an interview. Joe said that we could go to Huston for
the interview, and that he could find a job there. Joe had
never traveled to another state, but one of his dreams was
to drive a van across country. We had two weeks to
prepare, and he quickly bought an old mid-size van for
$400, now that his car had died. I painted the outside of
the van with trees and birds and designed a sleeping area
and place for food inside. Joe loved the van after I painted
it, and said he could sell the van for a high price because of
the paintings. We were so excited about this trip, and Joe
resigned from his job at the telephone company.

Unsuccessful
Interview in Houston
We arrived at the Houston graphic company a half hour

early for the interview. The graphic design company was
on the second floor of a large business building. Joe walked

me to the office door, and I pushed the door open and
walked up to the front desk. When a woman looked up at
me and asked, “How may I help you?” I did not understand
a word she said. I tried telling her I had an interview
appointment, but she did not understand what I said.
At that moment, I realized that because of the language,
I would not get the job. I said, “Thank you” and left. I
was very disappointed with myself. It was another rude
reminder from the real world that I had to learn better
English first before I could be successful in America. Joe
waved a newspaper at me, telling me the Houston
newspaper had ads for writers and designers. We both
decided we’d give it a chance to find jobs.
We parked our van in the newspaper parking lot and
hurried up to the human resources office to find many
people filling out job application forms. We both filled out
the forms and put our résumés together. I asked a woman
who was accepting our application if it was possible to
have an interview tomorrow morning, because we came
from another state. She told us she would schedule the
interview in the morning at 8:30 a.m. We were happy for
the opportunity and hoped for the best. When we got back
to our van in the parking lot, all the other cars were gone.
We would just park there overnight and sleep in the van,
making it easy for our interview early the next morning.
For dinner, we warmed canned food over the small gas
stove we had brought with us. Our plan was to eat as
simply as we could. Although I had more money than Joe
and offered to buy our dinner, Joe told me he would be
shamed if I paid for us to go to a restaurant. I respected his
self-esteem, and I believed we would make a good income
in the future.
Early the next morning, we were awakened by loud
shouting, “Who parked the van in here! It is not allowed
to park here overnight!” Joe put his index figure to his lips,
and whispered, “Be quiet.” We peeped out of the window
and saw a man talking to a guard. He walked around the
van to write down the van’s license plate number, and then
he walked to the newspaper building. “We needed to leave
right now for our interview,” Joe told me. But we had to
keep the van where it was because we did not have time to
move the van. We were careful getting out of the van not
to make any noise and to avoid being seen by anyone. We
quietly went into the newspaper’s bathroom to wash ourselves. In the bathroom, my heart was still pounding hard
because I was worried we would be arrested.
I calmed myself and got ready for the interview. When I
came out of the women’s room, I saw Joe was waiting for
me at the door of the interview room. A middle-aged man
welcomed us. He asked Joe about his experience working
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for a newspaper, but Joe did not have any such experience.
I had a lot of working experience at a newspaper in China,
but I did not have the ability to speak the language well. I
knew we would not get a job at the newspaper, but I was
interested to learn about the American hiring system. I
found out that the procedure was very simple. He did not
reject us immediately and very politely told us he would
let us know in a few days. When we left the office, we saw
the guard was watching our van. Joe said we had to wait
until the guard left. We sat outside for over an hour until
we finally saw the guard walk into building. Joe and I ran
to the van, and Joe drove very fast out of the parking lot.
Joe enjoyed the excitement, but I was a little uncomfortable
about the event.
During our trip, I began to notice Joe overreacting to
small incidents and doing simple tasks repeatedly. Often
he locked the van’s door, and went back again and again
to check to see if the door was locked. He kept worrying
about the door being locked and being very anxious about
it. Sometimes his communication did not make any sense
to me, and I became frustrated about not knowing what to
say or do. I almost broke up with him on the way home.
Later I learned that Joe had OCD (obsessive compulsive
disorder) and major depression.

Getting Married to Joe
One night, I woke up and Joe was not in the bed. I looked

in the living room, and he was not there. His van was
parked outside, so I continued looking for him. I heard a
noise coming from bedroom closet, and I opened the door
to find Joe was sitting on the floor with both hands holding
his head, and his body was shaking. I tried to hold him, but
his body kept shaking harder and harder. Although he told
me leave him alone, I did not want to leave him in such a
terrible condition. I went away from him only long enough
to call Joe’s brother to ask for help. He told me I needed to
take Joe go to see a doctor. Joe would not agree to go until
the next day. When that day came, Joe was feeling better
and he told me he had collapsed into a deep depression.
He told me that he was afraid I would leave him if he told
me of his mental problems, and that he also had thoughts
of suicide. I told him I would not leave him, but he needed
to see a doctor. He agreed and called his doctor, whom Joe
hadn’t seen for many years. I went with Joe to learn more
about his illness. When we met with his doctor, Joe did not
mention that he had suicidal thoughts. I told the doctor
Joe’s depression was so bad that he had thought about
killing himself, and the doctor was surprised. Later, Joe
told me he had never taken the medicine prescribed for his
illness, but that he would take it now because he did not
want to lose me.
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Joe told me he had been depressed since he was a little boy.
After I learned more about Joe and his early life, I felt very
sorry for him. I did not know much about mental illness,
but I believed Joe was not selfish like my ex-husband in
China. I told Ling about Joe, and that he was a hundred
times better than her father. She agreed with me. I was
going to be married to Joe, and knew we would support
each other. I could now see how I could help Joe as much
as he had helped me learning English. However, the reality
of my marriage would mean that the word “love” for me
was about taking care of each other. My hopes for romantic
love seemed to exist only in the stories I had read in books.
I did not think my dreams for true love in this lifetime
were exaggerated, and I did not want to give them up. For
the time, I was content to be with Joe, and we were happy
when the good news came that Joe got a job using sign
language to coach a deaf student at a middle school close
to Chicago. Joe drove forty miles each way to the school,
and he loved the job.
I did not have much knowledge about depression, but Joe
was much better on his medication, and I intended to keep
my promise to marry Joe. For my wedding, I asked my
teacher Gus to give me away as he had encouraged me as a
father. He joked with me, saying, “I do not want to give you
away; I want to keep you.” I invited my friend Patrice to
be my bridesmaid. She suggested to me that we needed to
practice for the wedding and help her to choose her dress.
I told her it would be a very simple wedding ceremony, and
we didn’t need to practice and she could wear any dress she
wanted. I really did not know anything about American
wedding culture and I did not care about a wedding
ceremony. I had so many things on my mind, and was
focused on how we could to make our life successful in
America. I came to America with a dream life but it had
not included finding a man to marry. Now I was planning
a wedding! Joe asked his brother to be a witness at our
wedding to sign our marriage license at the church. Joe
also invited the rest of his family to be at the ceremony.
Our wedding was scheduled at 3:00 p.m. on Sunday, but I
still taught class until to 2:30 p.m. at the Chinese school.
After class, I hurriedly walked to the church. Ling was
nervously waiting for me next to the door. She told me that
she had brought many of my dresses from my home, and
she wanted me to pick one to put on immediately. Also,
the mother of one of my private students had bought a
beautiful white wedding flower for me. I saw on the aisle
there was a long table with a big cake and some food that
Ling prepared, and I felt fortunate that Ling knew much
more about weddings than I did. I was happy to see that
all of my private students’ parents had come, and some
of my English teachers, as well as other friends, including

Joe’s family. It was a simple wedding, and over very quickly.
After the wedding ceremony, we had a dance in the church
with music. I danced with Joe, Gus, and my teachers. It was
not a bad wedding, I told Ling, but she told me someone
laughed at her because she had bought a birthday cake for
the wedding. I told her it did not make any difference to
me. I was very pleased about everything she had done for
me.
Joe and I planned to travel to China for our honeymoon
after the wedding. After spending one very pleasant night
together on our honeymoon, we were in a rush the next
day, getting up early to eat and get to the airport. After
breakfast, we dashed off to the airport, where I discovered
that I left my handbag at a restaurant. We hurried back to
the restaurant, but my bag was gone. I was dumbfounded,
and I told Joe all my identity documents were in the bag,
including my bankcard and over a thousand dollars’ cash.
Joe called the police, and he jumped in the big trash can
where he hoped the thief would have thrown my
identity documents, but Joe found nothing. He comforted
me, telling me I could use the marriage license to get my
Social Security card. I was deeply thankful Joe was not
angry with me, and I was even happier that he was not like
my bad Chinese ex-husband, Joe had a gentle temper. I
also felt very guilty we could not go to China for our honeymoon because I had lost my bag.

Visiting an American
Middle School
I used my marriage license to apply for my Social

Security card, and for the first time I used Joe’s last name.
Joe’s school had planned to have a party with cake to
celebrate our marriage, and the social studies teacher
wanted me to visit her class. She told Joe how many of her
students would be interested to know about China. I met
Joe’s colleagues and the principal, and they were all very
friendly to me. When I walked into the social studies
classroom, the students welcomed me with applause. It
was very interesting to see that the American teenage
students were more mature than Chinese students. They
asked many questions about the “one-child policy.” I was
very happy to answer their questions with my little English
and make my hands dance when I was expressing myself
to them. I really enjoyed the class with the students. After
the class, I still had two hours to wait for Joe. I walked
downtown, as I wanted to learn about the city. It was a
very small city in the countryside outside Chicago, and
it took me only an hour to walk through the downtown
area, which was quiet and lacked energy. Joe mentioned to
me there was a small college close to the city. On the way

home, Joe suggested we move to the city so that I could go
to the small college in the future. I could not live in a city
without many opportunities to develop our future careers,
but Joe did not agree with me.

Photo: BiLan (left) showing her book to the teacher
and students

Different Culture in Life
One day, Joe told me he was uncomfortable with our daily
conversation because I was so bossy and ordered him to
do things instead of using polite words like “please” and
“thank you.” In Chinese culture we speak very directly, but
to Joe the way I spoke was very rude sometimes. I asked
him to help me to make changes because my life was now
in America, and I must to accept its culture and learn to
adapt. Also, Chinese people did not say “I love you” or
hold hands in public. In my former marriage in China,
we never said “I love you” to each from the time we were
married until we divorced. Chinese culture was to keep
our love inside and not to show acts of love in front of
others. Joe introduced his friend’s wife to me to have her
give me some American culture lectures. She told me if her
husband did not say “I love you” to her in the morning,
she would think something was wrong with their marriage. When Joe and I held hands as we were walking on
the street at the Purdue University campus, some Chinese
students looked surprised. Chinese very much care what
other people would think about you. But I felt very good
about my behavior as I learned to adapt to a new culture.
We did not live a rich life, but it was a peaceful one.
Sometimes reality broke our peace. Once my daughter
asked Joe to buy health insurance for me from his school,
but he told her it was too expensive, and he could not
afford it. “You need to have health insurance,” my daughter
told me. I discovered that it was not cheap to buy health
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insurance in America. I was already spending more than
my income and using up the money I had brought with
me from China far too quickly. I needed to get a good-paying job to support my living expenses. Knowing myself, I
would not live an impoverished life in America for long. I
understood I had to work hard to reach my ideal life. The
goal that brought me to the United Stated was for the
freedom to paint and travel the world. I was hoping Joe
and I would work as a team to pursue his dream and mine.

of my friends heard my name on the radio because the
incident was so bad. Joe wrote a letter to my insurance to
explain the man we hit was at fault because he was
standing in the highway, and he must have known it was
very dangerous to do so, especially after the snowstorm. It
all worked out: my insurance paid me around $5000, and I
bought another used car, a red Toyota, for $3500, and my
first digital camera. Unfortunately, I was afraid to drive on
the highway.

As time passed by, it became clear that Joe and I had very
different desires. I was more adventurous, and Joe was
happy with a simple life; he required only a place to sleep,
food to eat, and a TV to watch while he ate popcorn. He
did not have desire for a future career. I hoped I had not
made my second mistake with my marriage. We needed to
help each other to pursue our dreams. He was smart, and I
believed I could change him in time.

A short time later we had another snowy night, and I was
worried because it was getting late and Joe was not home at
the usual time. I heard our building manger call my name
to answer a call from Joe. His van had broken down in the
middle of a country road. He had walked two miles to find
a gas station to call me. He asked me to pick him up, so I
wrote down the address. With no GPS or cell phone at the
time, I was very careful as I drove in the snow in the dark.
I drove and drove, but I could not find Joe. I was getting
worried I might get my car stuck in the snow. The only
sign of life I saw was a light on the right side of the road. It
was a house close to the road, and I drove to the house, got
out of the car, and knocked the door. An elderly woman
opened the door. I showed the address to her and told her
my husband was waiting for me to pick him up. She was
very nice as she pointed me the right way, and she told me
to be careful because a young woman should not be out
driving in the countryside in the late evening. Finally, I
found the gas station, where Joe was worrying that I was
lost in the snow while he was cold and hungry. He said we
would come back to pick up the van.

The Winter Snow Nights

Joe’s parents invited us to Indianapolis for a visit and a

family birthday party at a restaurant. The weather forecast
warned of snowstorms that night, and Joe had to work the
next day. Usually Joe drove in the evening because I did
not like to drive in the dark, especially in the winter with
ice on the road. After dinner Joe asked me to drive back
to Lafayette, as he did not feel good. I was driving along
on the highway when the car in front of me slowed down.
I stepped on the brake too hard and my car spun out of
control. Just as we were heading toward a ditch, Joe woke
up, quickly grabbed my steering wheel, and turned it to the
right. The car continued out of control, however, and hit a
man who was standing next a truck on the side of the road.
Luckily, he was not badly hurt, and we both were okay. Joe
walked over to see the man who had been standing next to
his truck, and he took my insurance information.
Unfortunately, my car was totaled. Joe said he would
contact my insurance company to get as much money as
he could from my accident so we could buy a new car. One
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Early the next morning we drove to the place where the
van had stopped. Joe asked me to use my small car to push
his van to the repair shop, which he said was just a few
miles away. I was really afraid to push the van with my car,
so Joe told me to drive the van and he would push it by
using my car. Because I had never driven the van before or
been pushed by another car, I had a hard time keeping it
on the road. Some drivers shouted at me because we drove
very slowly and blocked the traffic. Finally, we arrived at
the repair shop and discovered that my little car was
severely damaged. Because of this very bad experience,
I strengthened my resolve to move to a bigger city. I told
Joe I was going to move to a big city, and that I would
not to live my life like this anymore. Finally, Joe agreed to
move to Indianapolis, because he knew I would leave him
in Lafayette. We planned to move to Indianapolis after
Christmas, but first we decided to visit his aunt in Key
West, Florida. We traveled by car to experience the joy
of seeing my beautiful new homeland in America. I felt
comfortable leaving Ling now; she was better able to deal
with her Chinese professor even though he continued to be

rude to her. Before I moved away from Lafayette, I painted
a special painting of the church on a snowy day and gave
it to the church as my way of thanking the people for their
help and kindness (page 207).

Security in Indianapolis
I

n Indianapolis, we rented a one-bedroom apartment
close to downtown, and across the street from a nice park
with deep woods. Soon Joe found a part-time job working
at a telephone company. Joe worried about my security
at home when he was away at work. He warned me that
Indianapolis was a center of activity for the Ku Klux Klan.
He also showed me the street where the KKK killed a lot of
black people. I was very surprised about this KKK, because
I thought my new homeland, America, would be safe. We
lived in a somewhat better neighborhood than we had in
our previous apartment, but still Joe did not allow me to
walk to cross our street to the park without him. Before he
left our home for work each day, he warned me not open
the door if someone knocked. And each day he checked
to make sure the door could not be opened from outside.
He waited a few minutes and came back to check the door
again to make sure I was safely locked inside our home.
He was very upset one day when he came home, and I
had forgotten to lock the inside of the door lock. I felt he
worried too much, and I told myself that his
concern was because he loved me.
One day a neighbor knocked on my door when Joe was
not home. He said that he wanted to ask me about China,
and I told him he needed to wait for my husband to come
home. He insisted that he talk to me now. I told him, I
would not open my door, and he left only to return a few
minutes later. When he knocked my door again, I did not
answer it. I told Joe about the neighbor when he came
home, and Joe immediately went to see the building manager to complained about the man. Joe asked the manager
to kick the man out our building for my safety. The man
had just lost his job, and he was having trouble paying his
rent. The manager called the police, and the police came
and evicted the man out from our building. I heard the
man quarreling with the police and the building manager.
I felt so sorry for the
man, and thought that
maybe he just wanted
to know about China.
Photo: Cross burning,
a regular practice of the
Klan, 1921

My Lucky Day: Herron
School of Art and Design

On a Saturday morning we visited the local college, the

Herron School of Art and Design. The school was located
in a big old building. When a janitor opened the door to
us, Joe told him I was an artist from China, and would like
to visit the school. He was very nice to let us in, and he
directed us to the business office on the second floor. There
we met an administrator, and after introducing ourselves,
Joe showed her my art book that had been published in
China. She examined my book carefully and asked us to
follow her to the dean’s office. The dean’s secretary told
me to wait in her office while she took my book to the
dean, Valerie Eickmeier. Just a few minutes later, Dean
Eickmeier came out, and we had a good discussion. She
asked if I would like to teach the foundation art courses as
an adjunct faculty member at Herron. I was not prepared
to take a job, as I had only come to tour the building. But
Joe quickly said, “Yes, she would be a very good teacher.”
The dean told me she would contact me soon. It was a
lucky day! I did not believe I would teach at an American
college. At the same time, I was worried about my limited
English. Joe comforted me, telling me that my English
was fine, and that he would help me to check my teaching
materials and syllabi.

Photos:
Herron School of
Art and Design

Photo:
Herron move to
new building
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College Adjunct Professor

it. Sherry and I were same age. I asked Sherry if I could
bring Ling to a meeting with her to better understand
the course contents and college policies. At the meeting,
Sherry showed me the assignments and handouts she
gave her students. She also offered to let me borrow her
teaching examples to take home. I was concerned when
Sherry told me a story about one adjunct faculty member
from another country who resigned because her students
complained about their low grades to the dean. Ling was a
great help to me at the meeting when she spoke up about
her positive experiences attending American colleges.
After the meeting, I was very confident about teaching the
course because the contents were almost identical to the
courses taught at Chinese colleges. I was also very good at
using demonstrations, and I could teach my students by
having them watch me paint while they learned. I could
tell them, “Monkey do, monkey learn.” I needed to write
very clear assignments with goals, processes, content, and
rules. I wanted to make sure to address the university
policies and avoid trouble from any misunderstanding
due to my English pronunciations.

Photo: BiLan teaching at Herron School of Art and Design, 2001

I was excited as I waited for the call from Herron. After

two weeks, my excitement turned to worrying when no
call came from Dean Eickmeier’s office. A few days later
I felt I needed to do something, so I sent a letter with my
CV to the dean’s secretary. I thanked her for introducing
me to the dean, and reminded her I was waiting for a
call about the job. A few days later I got a call from Eric
Nordgulen, who was the chair of the foundation at the
school. He asked me to meet with him at the school the
next morning.
I was a little nervous about my English as I anticipated the
meeting with Eric. When I met him at his office, my
nervousness quickly vanished, and my confidence
returned along with my enthusiastic personality. Eric
introduced me to Vance Farrow, who had been recently
hired as an assistant professor. Eric showed Vance and
me around the school classrooms and library. He also
introduced me to a member of the faculty, Sherry Stone,
who was teaching the foundation courses. Eric told me he
planned to schedule me to teach a course called “Color
and Design Theory” in the fall.
Because I was a new instructor, arrangements were made
for Sherry to help me prepare my teaching materials. She
allowed me use of her syllabi if I gave her credit for using
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My syllabus was much longer than most other faculty
members. My class was eighteen to twenty students in
size. The organizational skills I had learned from leading
many international and national events in China were also
helpful. One method I used was to divide students into
groups of four people, and have each group elect a leader.
Each group then took turns sharing their information
with the class. My Photoshop skills were a great help for
using images for my teaching PowerPoint. I also created a
painting of each project and assignments to use as
teaching examples.
I also contacted the Indianapolis Art Center when I heard
they needed an art teacher. They hired me, and I was
happy I was going to teach a non-credit course specifically
for adults. It was the same course content I was teaching at
Herron. I was encouraged that I was already teaching at a
college after only one year of learning English. I
remember Gus saying, “I believe you will do well in
America,” It also crossed
my mind that my
Chinese professor, Li,
had written in one of
the books I’d published
in China that “sunshine
will follow you wherever
you go. . . .” I felt very
good about myself at the
time. Just as things were going well, I was shocked along
with everyone on September 11, 2001 when the two

airplanes flew into and exploded in the Twin Towers in
New York City. We soon found out it was a coordinated
suicide attack on three separate locations by the Islamic
terrorist group called al-Qaeda. This was the beginning of
America’s “War on Terror’” that led to the invasion of
Afghanistan and Iraq. After a few days of following the
news on television and watching the plane explode into the
Twin Towers again and again, I had to stop watching any
news. It made me too sad and I was having bad dreams.
Thinking of the 2,996 people killed and 6,000 people
injured reminded me of my trip to Tibet where the
Chinese military had used Russian war planes to bomb
innocent people in the village of Gannan Prefecture.

Ling’s
Filial Piety
Ling would receive her

master’s degree in spring
2002. Joe and I along with
his parents went to her
graduation at Purdue
University in Lafayette.
Photo: Ling’s first master’s degree
After the ceremony, I
asked Ling to continue her graduation at Purdue University,
Lafayette, IN, BiLan (left)
education toward a Ph.D.,
but she wanted to work a
while. I also had a chance
to see my English teacher,
Gus, who was so happy for
me to be teaching and doing well in Indianapolis.”
Ling got a job at a hotel as
a manager in downtown
Indianapolis. I was happy
she moved into an apartment next to us, and she
bought her first used car. Photo: (Left) BiLan was happy to
see Gus on his Birthday in
One day, she asked me
Lafayette, and we went a restaurant
to go to lunch with her. for lunch to celebrate his birthday
She told me it was a very
nice and expensive steak house. Ling wanted to show her
respect to me, which is an ancient Chinese custom, “Filial
Piety.” She wanted me to enjoy an American lunch. “My
goodness, how could I eat this much steak?” I asked the
waiter when he brought our food. Ling laughed and replied, “You take the leftovers home for dinner.” I also asked
her how much she paid for our lunch, but she would not
tell me. She knew I was cheap about spending money to go
out to dinner. For years she liked to give me restaurant gift
cards for my birthday present.

Photo: Indianapolis Museum invited BiLan (left back) to give a
Chinese painting workshop to a group of members of the
museum

Joe’s Mood Drama
Joe had severe mood swings that sometimes made him

very sad for no apparent reason. Often when I asked him
if he was okay, he brushed me off and told me he was fine.
One evening, it was raining hard, and Joe had not come
home after work. I was worried about him and called his
company, with no answer. I wanted to call his family, but
Joe had asked me several times not to call them about our
problems. He explained that this was a part of American
family culture that was different than that in Chinese. I
decided that I would call the police if he did not come
home by midnight. I waited anxiously at the door until I
heard his footsteps at almost 12:00 p.m. When I opened
the door he looked as though he had collapsed into a deep
depression like his episode in Lafayette a few years earlier.
His body was wet and he had a rope in his hand. I held him
and told him how happy I was he was home. But he pushed
me away and went into the bathroom.
After a short while, he came out of the bathroom in tears
and he let me hold him. He told me he had been so sad
at work that he had left early and gone into the woods
in the park to hang himself. He told me then that he was
dropping out of college because he could not complete his
course assignments perfectly, despite the advice from a
former college dean about not having to do things
perfectly. He encouraged Joe to think of a B as a good
grade. My heart was broken for him, and I felt guilty that
I had not seen the depth of his problems. Over the next
few months he began to feel better. He began to accept B
grades, and his company continued to pay for his tuition.
Sadly, he refused to see his doctor, saying that he felt better.
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Learning about OCD
My school (Indiana University–Purdue University

Indianapolis, or IUPUI) had a psychologist who came to
campus and gave the faculty lectures on how to deal with
students’ emotional issues. When he spoke about OCD
and depression, I thought about Joe. On weekends I went
with him to his computer lab. After class one day, I heard
the computer instructor talking to one of her students
about a position for a part-time instructor for teaching a
basic computer course online. I turned to Joe, asking him
to speak to his instructor about the job. Even though Joe
was no more confident than I had been when the dean
asked me to teach at Herron, I encouraged Joe to try for
the job and reminded him that he was more than qualified.
We were both pleased when the instructor not only hired
Joe but also asked him to teach another course on basic
website design.

Owning a House: A Chinese Dream
Like most Chinese coming to
American, I was very eager to own
my own home. In 2002, I asked Joe
to buy a house by using my Chinese
savings as our down payment. We
bought a new home in 2003 and were
excited when we moved in. I threw
most of my old furniture in the trash
to pass it along to someone in as
much need of it as I had been back at
Purdue University. I learned to shop Photo: Ling had her
birthday at our new
for reduced prices at good furnihouse
ture stores, and I looked for a little
damage on the surface for a lower
price. I bought a queen-size bed, a nice sofa, and most of
my kitchen furniture from Goodwill. After teaching my
classes, I enjoyed fixing furniture and painting the house.
Joe did not have any interest in working on the house, or
even the work I did on it. He said that all he needed was a
bed for sleeping. Luckily, Joe’s father was a handyman who
would sometimes give me help and teach me how to fix
things. I was proud of myself for doing all the installation
of a tool room in the garage by myself. I also designed my
painting studio in our living room. Our yard was next to a
lovely lake. When one of my friends visited us from China,
she asked me why I wasted the land to grow grass. She
suggested that I make a vegetable garden instead. It was a
very different culture in America. In China, many apartment dwellers grew flowers or vegetables in pots on their
balconies. In America, I did not have time for growing a
vegetable garden.
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Teaching and Learning
At the time I was teaching three classes per semester at

Herron and two at the art center. I developed Chinese
painting classes as well as color and design theory classes
for students majoring in interior design. Students enjoyed
my Chinese painting and calligraphy course. One of my art
students had studied Chinese painting in China for a year.
He told me that if he had taken my class before he went
to China, it would have helped him greatly. He did not
speak Chinese, and in China he had learned some Chinese
painting techniques through observation. However, he
did not understand the important concepts about Chinese
brush work: the strokes used in Chinese calligraphy are the
foundation for learning the brush strokes used in Chinese
painting. He enthusiastically helped me promote my class
to the IUPUI campus. Many students attended because of
the artwork and the cultural aspects. We had a lot of fun,
and the students enjoyed our final brush party.
I greatly appreciated Anita Guiding, the coordinator for
part-time instructors, and she was a student advisor as well
who encouraged students to take my class. One of my
Color and Design Theory students thanked her in comments on my teaching. The student also said that she not
only learned about art, but she also learned Chinese
culture. One of my students from my Color and Design
Theory class told me she enjoyed my class very much. She
also learned a lot from Vance’s drawing class. I had reason to be grateful to Vance, too. The next semester, when
I taught drawing to non-art major students at IUPUI
campus, I wanted to learn how America professors taught
drawing, as compared to the way Chinese teach drawing.
Vance and I had become good friends. He was hired full
time, and I was part time. I went to Vance and I asked
him if he would allow me to come to his class to observe
his lecture and demonstration. Not only did he agree, and
not only was he very supportive, but he also gave me his
drawing syllabi and handout and was very patient answering my questions. I was so lucky to have such a great art
teacher for my friend, one who respected me and shared
his teaching experiences with me. As a part-time faculty
member, I was allowed to teach only three courses because
four courses would be a full-time faculty load. Part-time
teaching provided very low pay and no health insurance
or other benefits. I received $2,000 for teaching each class
at Herron. And the art center paid by the hour to teach.
Enrollment was very important for both Herron and the
art center; I learned that I had to promote my classes to
keep my job. Luckily, I was good at promoting art. In
spring 2003, I received an award from my teaching. I also
taught one private class to a Chinese dentist, and I enjoyed
teaching her and having a Chinese friend. Later, I taught
children adopted from China at the IUPUI Chinese
school.

God Gave Me
Energy to Work Hard
I was painting at my studio one day when Joe called me

from work, urgently telling me to hide in the bathroom
because there was a tornado just a few miles away from our
house. I looked outside through the window, and it was
like a fire in the sky with mysterious colors. The colors
radiating on the trees and on the country road made such
a uniquely beautiful landscape that I grabbed my painting
box and ran out into the street. People were driving like
crazy to hurry home. I quickly made an oil painting of the
scene and called it 2003 Tornado. Later my painting was
selected by juried exhibition at the Terre Haute Museum in
Terre Haute, Indiana.
I became a member of the Indianapolis organization in
solo art in Indianapolis. My paintings were selected at
galleries and exhibited at the Indiana State museum. I also
had a solo exhibition at a church. Additionally, I volunteered to support the Indianapolis zoo and paint in the zoo
for one day. I then gave the zoo two paintings as gifts for
their zoo auction. And I taught a Chinese painting class to
a group at the Indiana Museum. I was very active in the
artistic social activities and I was happy that I had not
given up my paintbrushes. I also love to teach, even though
I did not make great money. “I never saw a person work
hard, and have such high energy as you,” Joe told me. I was
lucky that God had given me art talent and energy to work
hard.

applying for a full-time position at Herron?” I asked her.
She replied, “I do not have the highest art degree needed, a
Master of Fine Art, MFA.” When I saw Joe, I told him that
I would need to get my MFA in to be successful in America
and have a full-time teaching position. He agreed, and he
encouraged me to enroll in the MFA program in the fall as
well as to apply for a full scholarship. He assured me that
he would go with me.

Photo: BiLan (front left) with her students. Taught “Beginning Drawing,” “Color Concepts,” “Two Dimensional Design.”
Developed and taught “Chinese Painting and Calligraphy.” Also,
assisted in developing and teaching “Color and Design Theory”
for interior design majors. In 2003, BiLan was nominated for
Herron’s Outstanding Associate Faculty Award.

Ling resigned her job at the hotel and went to school for
her second master’s degree. She planned to study statistics,
as she was preparing to pursue her Ph.D. in marketing. I
was so proud that she knew what she wanted to do for her
career. She received a full scholarship at a college where
she was teaching math. I was surprised when she told me
she was that interested in math and had such talent for
numbers.

The Difference between
Part-Time and Full-Time Faculty
The Herron School moved into a new building at the

IUPUI campus. One day when I was chatting with Sherry,
and I told her that I’d read an article about most colleges
beginning a hiring practice that involved moving more
faculty to part-time positions to save money. Sherry had
been a part-time teacher at Herron for many years, and
she was a very good teacher. She tried to explain the many
differences involving the part-time and full-time teaching
positions, including benefits differences. It sounded very
sad for part-time faculty members. “Why are you not

Photo: BiLan (right) with Herron Associate Dean, Martel
Plummer, at the Herron 100 years, 100 artists and 100 bucks
auction. BiLan’s painting They Are in Love collected by Beverly
Sinclair, 2004.
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MFA Application Process
Application for the MFA program was a complex process.

My colleagues at Herron gave me guidance when they
shared some of their experience with me. First, I needed
to explore various art schools, their programs, and scholarship qualifications. Each school required that applicants
send twenty slides of their work, a CV, a cover letter,
completed application forms, the application fees, and my
Chinese high school and college diplomas and transcripts.
I had to write a letter to explain that I did not have a
Chinese high school transcript because all the schools had
been closed during the Chinese Culture Revolution. After
the revolution, I took a high school exam and passed. The
Chinese documents had to be translated into English and
notarized. I was lucky that Purdue University in Lafayette
had a notary office that would notarize Chinese diplomas
and translate them into English. The translator understood
the difficulties I had endured during the dark years when
the schools were closed in China and I was forced to study
in secret. He highly respected me, and he told me I was like
gold coming from the sand.
I sent my application to Miami University in Florida
and ten other schools in hopes of receiving a scholarship
because of the quality of my work, my education in China,
and my teaching experience in China and America. One of
my friends told me that my age might be an issue because
most of schools preferred younger students. She also
pointed out that my Realism style of painting might also be
a problem: many art schools had a painting faculty
dominated by abstract artists. Several schools accepted
me into their painting program but did not offer me the
scholarship I needed. One of my colleagues at Herron
introduced me to the chair of the painting program at
Miami University in Ohio. I visited the school, and I liked
the school. Unfortunately, the painting professor was an
abstract painter, and the university did not have a
scholarship for me. It was not realistic for me to leave
Indianapolis without the proper funding, and there was
our home mortgage and marriage to consider.

My Master of Arts at the
University of Indianapolis
I did not want to give up my goal of getting a master’s

degree in America. I decided to visit the University of
Indianapolis close to our house. I met the head of the art
program, and he encouraged me to enroll in their MA
painting program. They did not have an MFA program and
did not have scholarships for art majors. He and I
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discussed the possibility that I finish the MA first as a
part-time student while I continued teaching at Herron
and at the art center. I told him I needed to discuss it with
my husband, and I would come back the next day. Joe and
I were quick to agree that I enroll in the program and use
some of my Chinese savings, as it would be a good
investment. I was happy Joe agreed with me. I could make
money later, but I could not make time; that was my
philosophy about life. I enrolled the MA program in the
fall. The application for the MA was much simpler than the
MFA.
Because it was very important for me to learn American
educational methods as a student at the University of
Indianapolis, I began taking two classes that fall, painting
and art history. I needed twelve credits of art history for
the MA program. The painting professor, James Viewegh,
respected me as an artist, and he was very accommodating
about letting me paint at home. Once a week he stopped by
my home to critique my work. James was a realistic
painter. He told me the MFA degree was a two-year
program if you went as a full-time student, and he spent
four years in finishing his MFA. One reason it took him
longer was that James lacked the necessary painting skills,
which caused him trouble achieving his MFA painting
projects. He was upset he had not learned the important
painting skills he needed when he was working on his
bachelor degree. As a result, it took him two more years
for his MFA. James’s MFA painting professor had been
an art history major. I learned that in America the MFA
programs had a significant focus on helping students with
their concepts and critiquing their work. Later, when James
began his teaching career, he insisted that his students
learn the important painting skills necessary to create a
piece of art. We had very good conversations, and we both
loved John Singer Sargent’s work. James also allowed me
to paint commercial portraits for my homework, and it
greatly helped toward paying part of my tuition. I was also
fortunate to sell some of my Chinese brush paintings on
canvas, in a style that I had developed while teaching my
Chinese painting and calligraphy course at Herron.
I remember that one of my colleagues from Herron who
had received his MFA from Yale University said that many
of his classmates dropped out of the program because
several professors gave them very harsh critiques on their
work and hurt their feelings. However, in this process he
had learned to listen to what his professors were trying
to tell him about their insights into his work. Critiquing
a student’s work was an important part of teaching and
learning in America’s art education, and thus I had to
learn to critique students’ work in a way that would help
them learn more while encouraging them. I knew I could

say nice things first, and then point where improvements
were needed. I also helped educate students to accept this
critiquing process and explained that their teachers were
trying to help them get better grades and become better
artists. Unfortunately, even with this support, some
students often cried when others pointed out where
improvement needed to be made.

Challenges of an Art History Class
My art history professor and I met to discuss a conflict

I had in attending her lectures because of my teaching
schedule. She was very kind and gave me the option of
doing a research paper as a self-study program. We met
once a week at her office. Until I began trying to
understand the professional art articles my professor
assigned me to read, I had never thought my language
skills would be such a big obstacle. I decided to go to the
English center to ask for help from Mary, a retired English
professor at the IUPUI. I was very fortunate that Mary
enjoyed reading the articles with me, and she confirmed
that the art theory and accompanying arguments were
very challenging. She helped me immensely in my understanding the articles and especially the importance of the
arguments. I also found some of the articles translated in
Chinese by some professionals, and so I read the article in
both Chinese and English to make sure I fully understood
them. After I began to write in Chinese the knowledge I’d
acquired and my argument, I translated it into English.
It was a lot of work, but I learned a great deal about how
different professional arguments could take on differing
positions about a piece of art. In China my college lacked
these art arguments and theoretical training when I was at
college.
My art history professor liked all my papers, and she was
also interested to hear me tell her about how I studied and
wrote my papers in Chinese and then translated them to
English. Also I studied the Impressionist movement in
the nineteenth century, and American realism as well. I
focused on studying Claude Monet, John Singer Sargent,
Vincent Van Gogh, Édouard Manet, and Edward Hopper.
These studies improved my artist’s vision, and my desire
to see the original works of these great masters greatly
increased. During the time I was at my college in China,
we did not have a course in the history of Western art. I
remember one of the professors, Yan, tried to introduce
Western art history to us. Sadly, some of my classmates
protested his lecture and accused him of being a Capitalism educator. They even complained to the president of
our college. At the time, many Chinese people still lived
under the negative influence of Mao.

Return Series
In 2003 America entered the Iraq War to overthrow the
government of Saddam Hussein. The United States
military led a coalition of forces from England, Australia,
and Poland. I was against the war because it reminded me
of the millions of innocent people killed by Mao Zedong
in order to keep control over the Chinese people. Also, the
“weapons of mass destruction” were never found. I was
sad for the soldiers who died on both sides, and I often
thought about the loss to their families. I remembered
being a child with my mother and grandmother while my
father was in prison. Without my father, we were always
hungry and afraid, and we were always wondering when he
would return to save us. During this time, I was beginning
my studio class, and I wanted to try a new style of painting
by using realistic forms and decorative colors. I painted a
series of three paintings that represented a narrative
theme derived from an ancient Chinese story related to
the Chi Bi Zhang War. In this ancient time in China, there
was a couple who both had extraordinary power. His
name was Xiangyu and he was a great warrior. His wife’s
name was Yuji, and she was one of the most prominent
women in the ancient world. They loved each other very
much, and they both were very talented poets, singers, and
musicians. I created a series of paintings about war that
asks the question “will he return?” Although Xiangyu had
always won in war, the day finally came when he made one
fatal mistake and he lost an important battle as well as his
honor. The result was that he ceremoniously killed himself
with his sword, as was the custom. His wife could not live
without her husband, and she sadly followed him in her
own suicidal death. After I painted three abstract paintings
of the same story, one of my students told me about her
fiancé, whom she loved with all her heart. He was a soldier
serving in Iraq. She was waiting for her fiancé to return
from the Middle East, and she was making arrangements
for their wedding. She waited and waited as he extended
his tours of duty. Finally, she broke off their engagement,
telling him, “The war has change you because your heart
has turned to stone.” She was broken hearted, but she could
not marry a man who could not show his love. She agreed
to be a model for me to continue the series of paintings
that shows what women experience while they await their
men to return from war. Soldiers do not suffer alone as a
result of war. Their loved ones also feel the pain and bear
scars that take time to heal. The series is called Will He
Return? Later I discovered this story of Xiangyu and Yuji
was the inspiration of the opera and movie Farewell My
Concubine. Because Yuji was Xiargyi’s second wife, she was
considered his concubine, according to Chinese tradition.
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Waiting for His Return, 36 x 48 inches, oil on canvas
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Daughter of the Sea, 24 x 36 inches, oil on canvas

Will He Return? 36 x 48 inches, oil on canvas (triptych)

Will He Return? 16 x 20 inches (each), oil on canvas
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Museum and Gallery Exhibitions,
Cultural Differences between
China and America
Having your artwork shown in the galleries and museums
is very important for an artist’s career. I quickly learned the
significant differences between the American and Chinese
process for submitting artwork for exhibitions. When I
worked in China, one of my jobs was to organize our city’s
artists in Longgang to submit their work for the national
juried exhibition held annually at the GuanShanYue
museum in Shenzhen. Chinese museums are supported by
government, but the government also controls the

photographs. Artists did not need to pay any fee to submit
their work for an exhibition in China. However, artists did
not have the freedom to paint what they wanted to paint to
express their heart and soul. In America, most of museums
and galleries would rely on sponsorships and a government grant. The fees to submit artwork are very important
to cover the basic operating costs for an exhibition and
paying a judge.
Starting over in America to establish myself as an artist, I
needed to have as many juried exhibitions and to provide
my art for as many community service events as possible.
These activities would help support my applications for an
MFA scholarship and for a future full-time faculty position. I looked for any opportunities to exhibit my artwork.
In 2004, the Indiana University East had a Whitewater Valley Art Competition exhibition, and they would come to
the Herron School to pick up the artists’ work. You could
also bring your work to watch how the judge selected artwork for the show. I was eager to attend, and I found it
interesting to observe how one judge selected many
different styles of art for the show.
I brought my Return series to be judged for the exhibition.
When I walked into the gallery I saw many people
surrounding the judge while he was examining each
applicant’s work. I put my paintings near the aisle, and
watched the judge to see how he went about selecting a
piece of work. The judge was an abstract artist, and he
picked up an abstract painting that consisted of a few
drops of paint on the canvas. He then began a detailed
explanation his opinion of the art to those gathered around
him. Though I had studied the great abstract artist, and my
Return series would be judged as abstract art, his critique
did not make sense to me. I decide to gather up my
paintings and leave. When I walked back to my Return
series, there was a man looking at my paintings. He
introduced himself to me as the Indiana University East
gallery curator. “Very nice work: would you like to have a
sole exhibition at our gallery?” he asked. I was surprised
and delighted by his offer. “Of course,” I said with a big
smile.

museums and all artwork exhibited. When artists submit
her or his art, the subject must celebrate the Communist
Party. Usually there were five to seven jurors who would
judge a show. If the artist’s work was selected or received an
award, the city government would also honor the artist and
their school or company. Our department also provided
financial support for artists to go out painting and taking
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I had a very successful sole exhibition at the Indiana
University East gallery, and was most pleased with the
reviews in the college newspaper. After many years of
studying art, applying my skills, and experimenting with
new techniques, I was most gratified by the comparison of
my work to Matisse, Chagall, and Picasso.
Photo: (Left top) BiLan next to her work at the Heron faculty
exhibition
Photo: (Left) BiLan next to her work Going to Love Fair that is
showing at the Indiana State Museum

Purdue University Lutheran Church, West Lafayette,
Indiana, 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas (gifted to the
church, 2000)

Painting: Purdue Park, 30 x 28 inches, oil on canvas, 2000

2009 Paducah Ice Storm, 16 x 20 inches, oil on canvas

They Are in Love, 24 x 18 inches,
charcoal on the paper.

San Antonio River-walk, 24 x 18 inches, oil on canvas, 2001
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Indiana University East – Currently Showing

“East Meets Midwest” in Upcoming Art Display
“With a focus toward Asian artistry and practices to scenes

from her Indiana home, Liao BiLan is bringing a unique show to
the Whitewater Art Gallery.
“The Art of Liao BiLan–East Meets Midwest will be on display
beginning July 11 through Aug 12, 2005. As an artist, BiLan is
schooled in Western and Chinese painting, Chinese calligraphy,
photography and fashion design.
“I saw BiLan Liao’s paintings for the first time when she entered
the 2004 Whitewater Valley Art Competition, said Ed
Thornburg, gallery curator. ‘I was impressed with her very
straightforward representational figurative style.’
“Thornburg said that BiLan used bright, nearly primary tones, in
her portrayals and seems to be able to blend modern and
classical Romantic and Eastern styles in her works. ‘When I view
her work I am reminded of works of Matisse and Chagall with
the energy of Picasso. I am pleased that we are able to display her
work so that it can be shared with the community. This is truly
an exciting collection,’ Thornburg said.

Photo: BiLan’s exhibition poster card, East Meets Midwest
by Liao BiLan

“Over the past six years, BiLan has establishes residency
in Indiana, making it her home. The Indianapolis resident has
taken scenes from around her to create pieces including After
Tornado, an oil painting which depicts the destruction of a tornado that passed within a mile of her home and studio in 2002. The
painting has been displayed at the Swope Art Museum 59th
Annual Wabash Valley Juried Exhibition in 2003, and at the Indiana University Kokomo Art Gallery Juried Regional in 2005.
“Other aspects that BiLan instills into her art includes the lives
of Chinese people, the culture and landscapes. Through this, she
hopes to give Americans enjoyable art and a chance to
experiences the Chinese culture. Going to the Love Fair is one
oil painting that depicts the culture in which she was raised. The
painting was selected for showing at the 2004 Hoosier Salon 80th
Annual Juried Exhibition at the Indiana State Museum.
“BiLan has been an art instructor with the Indiana University
Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI) Herron School of Art
and Design since August 2001. She instructs students in drawing,
color and design theory, and color and interior design. BiLan has
added to the curriculum a course on Chinese painting and
calligraphy . . . .”
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Photo: Indian Indulge newspaper on June 16, 2005, sole
exhibition at the Indianapolis Arts Garden, Circle Center Mall

After Tornado, 18 x 24 inches, oil on canvas, 2002, Indianapolis, Indiana Exhibit at the Swope Art Museum
of the 59th Annual Wabash Valley Juried Exhibition, 2003

Fire in the Sky, 24 x 48 inches, oil on canvas, 2003
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Photo: BiLan’s graduation exhibition poster card, (paintings on pages 121 to 129)

For the six years I lived in Indiana I had five sole
exhibitions and over ten juried and group exhibitions at
museums and galleries. I was also invited as a judge to jury
many shows. I supported many community art activities
such as the Indianapolis Zoo, where I was invited to paint
for one day at the zoo. I donated two paintings to their art
exhibition and auction to benefit to the zoo. Volunteer and
community services are an important part of the American
culture.

MA Thesis Painting

The MA program required that a series of paintings be

completed. I had a choice of writing a thesis or taking two
additional classes. I chose to write the thesis for two
reasons. I could save paying the tuition money for taking
the two courses, and I would have the opportunity to paint
and write the stories of my journey from China to
America. I had a passion to paint in my soul, along the
desire to tell the truth about Chinese history. Just as I had
made my decision and was excited to begin, I learned that I
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did not have the time to finish such a massive undertaking
to tell the story of my journey to America.
To graduate in spring 2006, I would need to focus my
thesis on another topic. I changed my topic to Coming into
Tibet. I painted twelve paintings for this series. It was not
difficult for me to work on this project, because I had been
to Tibet and visited different locations on three different
occasions. I had already written a lot about my travels
throughout Tibet and published articles in Chinese
newspapers and magazines when I was back in China. I felt
I had more confidence in writing my thesis after I learned
to write my papers from my art history course. I
appreciated James’s great guidance and his feedback during
my writing process. Also, Joe helped with my grammar on
my thesis. Once my writing was complete, I made three
copies and sent the thesis to the bookbinding company. I
saved one book that would be kept at the University of
Indianapolis library.

I greatly enjoyed writing my thesis and painting Coming
into Tibet. For a long time, I had a great appreciation for
Tibet, where I spent much time, as I have previously
explained. It is amazing to me that Tibetan people all have
a commonality in culture and religion even though they
live in very different regions within Tibet. Though they
have many regional distinctions and styles of clothing,
Tibetans seem to love bright, colorful clothes and jewelry
to decorate themselves.
Usually, one can observe their social status from the quality
of the clothes they wear. Coming into Tibet is a series that
celebrates the Tibetan people by depicting their religion,
their spirit, their daily lives, the rich colors and patterns of
their clothing, and their architecture. The paintings are
based upon my personal observations in Tibet with the
support of my photography. While I was there, the
people of Tibet were very kind toward me, providing me
an insight into Tibet and its people that impacted me
deeply and spiritually. But I had other inspiration as well.
During my MA program I took many opportunities to
study and see the work of many great masters in museums.
The greatest influences on my work include Goya’s
paintings, because his work brings out a deep emotion
from within the viewers. I’ve also been greatly influenced
by Monet’s brush strokes, Van Gogh’s bright color with
contrasting reds and greens, and Edward Hopper’s use of
cool and warm color for his painting of shade. John Singer
Sargent is my favorite portrait painter, and there are many
others. The Coming into Tibet series of paintings combines
impressionistic color with realistic forms distilled from
observation. Thee realistic forms symbolize the hard lives
of the Tibetan people, and the impressionistic colors
represent their religious spirit and rich culture. Thus I
combine realism, impressionism, and naturalism to show
colorful and lifelike scenes.

MFA Portfolio Day in Chicago
I

was looking forward to continuing my education and
receiving my MFA, the degree I needed to pursue a
full-time faculty position and secure my future as an
educator. While researching the process for admission to
educational institutions that offered an MFA, I discovered
that a recruitment meeting was being held in Chicago
in fall 2005. Several colleges and universities would be
there to review the artist’s portfolio and interview each art
student. My research led me to the Kendall School of Art
and Design (KCAD) in Michigan because their program
supported a more realistic style and most of the painting
professors and drawing professors painted a realistic style.
I planned to attend the event in Chicago and bring my
portfolio, including two pieces of my original work.

I arrived in Chicago with my portfolio in hand and
located the building at the Art Institution of Chicago.
When I entered the room, I discovered that many colleges
and universities had been assigned tables around a very
large room. At each table two or three faculty members
from the art school were reviewing the artists’ portfolio
and discussing the benefits of their program. I saw many
people standing in lines at each table, waiting for an
interview, and hoping for a chance to be accepted into an
MFA program. Most people were young. I looked around
at the people in the lines and I looked as if I were the
oldest person trying to get into a school. It was then when
I noticed an empty chair at the KCAD table that seemed to
invite me to come have a seat.

MFA at Kendall College of Art and
Design, Grand Rapids, Michigan

A

man named Jay Constantine, who was the chair of the
KCAD painting program, looked my portfolio and saw my
original paintings. He said that I had the necessary
painting skills and added that his program could help
me develop more concept in my work. He offered me a
merited scholarship that included a work-study program
of twenty hours a week. KCAD would also accept twelve
of my art history credits along with some studio credits
toward the KCAD MFA painting program. I could start
school in the fall of the next year, after I had received my
MA degree from University of Indianapolis. In fact, KCAD
had been my first choice. Jay told me that KCAD would
send me a formal letter of acceptance into their MFA
program. I suggested to Jay that I would like to visit the
KCAD campus, and he concluded our meeting, letting
me know that he would be looking forward to seeing us at
KCAD.
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MA Graduation

That day I remembered being back in China when my
mother had held my hands with tears in her eyes as I
showed her my college diploma. We were both so proud
to have kept alive the dream of my going to college during
these dark years in China when I was allowed to attend
only five years of normal schooling. During the Cultural
Revolution, my mother supported my informal education
from my Capitalist coworkers when I was a welder in the
factory and studying in secret. Later, she continued to
support me by taking care of Ling during the years I was at
college. Without the support of my loving mother, I would
never have achieved my desire of attending college and my
America dream.

Farewell Party
I

Photo: BiLan at her MA graduation

My MA thesis exhibition was very successful with my

paintings on display at the college gallery. The college
provost came to my opening reception, and James
introduced her to me. James mentioned that she would
like to have one of my paintings for the college permanent
collection, specifically one of the paintings from my Tibet
series called Dawa with His Mother. I told James that I
really wanted to keep the painting, and he reminded me
that it was quite an honor for the college to have one of my
paintings. Instead I offered the college another painting,
called Pilgrims, for the right price. I used the money to
purchase a video camera for our trip to China in June.
Ling, Joe, and his parents came to my opening reception,
and they were very happy for me. Mary, my English tutor,
came to my graduation ceremony. She was both proud of
me and amazed when I receive my MA with the highest
GPA, when only six years earlier I could not speak English.
I received the 2005–2006 Provost Award for my outstanding graduate work. The school bought my painting
Pilgrims, and it is now proudly displayed at the Provost’s
office. I had a very busy year of three one-person
exhibitions in Indianapolis, Indiana.
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was very moved when the Herron Foundation Studies
and Electives for Non-Art Majors had a farewell luncheon
for me. At the party, Anita, the coordinator of the Electives
for Non-Art Majors, told many funny stories about me and
my teaching. I loved the leadership of the Herron School
because they knew how to motivate members of faculty
to work hard for their students. I was the only part-time
faculty member who was from another country, and I had
a very strong Chinese accent. They never criticized my
English in a negative way. It was just the opposite: they
appreciated me for using my many means of communicating with my students. They thanked for me bringing
diversity and international culture to the Herron students.
I was very pleased that for five years I had been a part of
Herron’s very strong Foundation Studies program and a
great and well-trained faculty team. Many of its members
are still my friends today.

Photo: BiLan (back third from left), Anita, coordinator (right),
Sherry next to me on left and other faculty members at the
farewell party

China Trip, 2006

I felt sorry we did not go to China for our honeymoon five

years earlier because I had lost my bag. Joe’s excitement
about his first trip to China made up for it. Before we left, I
received calls from several people interested in buying my
two of my paintings: Sisters and Going to Love Fair. They
had seen my paintings at MA art exhibition and at my solo
exhibition at the Indianapolis Art Garden. I told them I
would contact them when I returned from China. I wanted
to wait to see if I would need to sell some of my paintings
to support my school costs even I though did not want to
separate the Tibet series of paintings.
When we finally arrived at the Hong Kong airport, my
friend’s driver picked us up from the airport, and the
driver turned out to have been one of my photography
students in China. My friend was the Chairman of the
Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese in Shenzhen. As
we drove from the Hong Kong airport to my apartment.
Joe was amazed to see that Shenzhen had such modern
buildings. He marveled at the sights, and commented that
it looked like Chicago! In his mind he imagined that the
Chinese people were all very poor and lived in
broken-down houses like the ones he’d seen on the
American television.
My friend suggested we give Joe a tour of Shenzhen and
arranged for his office manager along with his driver to
take us for a one-day trip. We visited a school for the deaf
in Shenzhen, and Joe was amazed at the school’s very large
and modern classrooms. He had a good time talking with
sign language to some the deaf Chinese students. We then
went to the largest park in the Shenzhen and at lunch we
had a dish that was a huge lobster holding a boat.
We also visited the local hospital to see my friend, a
woman doctor. Joe commented to her that in America
physicians made a lot of money. She told Joe that was not
the case in China, where artists make more money than
doctors because they are very smart. Then she pointed at
me. Joe did not believe the cultural difference, because
artists in America were often not respected and seldom
made a good living.

Meeting My Artist Friend Yun
I promised Yun I would see him when I returned to

China. I did not tell Joe about my past relationship with
Yun, because I did not want to hurt Joe’s feeling. My love
for Yun was in the past, we were now just artist friends. I
asked Yun to meet me at a restaurant the first time. I told
Joe I had a business meeting for a few hours. When I arrived at the restaurant, Yun was waiting for me. I had

not seen Yun for six years, and we both had tears in our
eyes. He knew why I moved to America because he had
helped me with my application in Hong Kong that was sent
to my attorney in the United States. Later, I found out my
attorney had never received the application materials I sent
from China.
Yun and I had both changed over the six years. He had
spent more time painting and traveling, and I was more
focused on my mission, though I had continued painting.
He had gone to Sichuan a few times to paint landscapes
with one of our artist friends from Sichuan. Yun told
me they missed me over the years, as we had often gone
painting together. The Hong Kong ambassador in Paris had
invited Yun to have a solo exhibition, and while there he
would also enjoy painting Paris. He asked me to join him,
but I could not. I would be at KCAD for my MFA, studying
to achieve my American dream.
Yun told me he would love me forever as his sister and
friend. He was happy I had found someone who loved me
in America, and he would treat Joe as his own brother. He
invited us for a field trip to his hometown in Haifeng along
the sea. Joe liked Yun, and he told me that Yun seemed
an honest and a nice man. Yun introduced his business
friends to us in Haifeng. One of his friends was an artist
and businessman named Cai, who had escaped from
Haifeng to Hong Kong during the Chinese Culture
Revolution. Yun had lent Cai money to go to America to
start a picture frame business. After Cai retired with his
Social Security benefits in America, he moved back to
China, where he became a successful businessman—but he
never repaid Yun what had been a considerable loan. Yun
felt uncomfortable asking for his money. Yun was a good
businessman and very well respected, and he wished for
others to have the same reputation.
Cai offered for all of us to stay at his hotel. He was a great
host and provided a fun party our first night in Haifeng.
Some young girls come to the party to dance with Joe and
Yun. Joe had never had such a good time. The next day, Cai
showed us his new shopping street, where he’d just bought
land along the sea. There was a local TV reporter following
us. Joe was so excited on this journey, and he was amazed
to see that Cai was so successful in China. Cai and Yun
planned to build a museum together in the Lily
Mountains. Also, Yun planned to build an artist’s studio
next to the Pengbai Museum. He wanted to invite artists to
come to his studio to painting for free. He hoped I would
come back to China every year to spend some time
painting with him at his studio.
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Searching for the Truth of My
Family Stories

both talked only a little about their experiences, and then
they cried. Finally, they told me they did not want to talk
about it, because it was too painful for them to remember.
I understood their feelings, but I was disappointed that
they had never told their children about our past.
We visited Liao village to collect stories about my father
and my grandparents. We traveled to Zhuzhou to interview
my step-aunt and uncles on my mother’s side of the family.
We spent much time doing research in Changsha. One of
the most important stories was about my older sister, Tao
and the truth about her death, as I previously described,
(page 40) Joe also cried with me over my sister’s story
during the interview as I translated to him. I hoped he
would better understand the reasons I
immigrated to America.

Photo: distant relatives (second from right) remember
BiLan’s father

Our vacation included a visit to Changsha to see my

family. I also wanted to interview my family members,
relatives, and witnesses to learn more about the true stories
of our struggles during the disaster and destruction of the
New China Era under Mao Zedong. In America the New
China Era was often referred to as the Cultural Revolution,
but that was only one of his many programs within his
New China movement. When I was in America in 1999,
I read many historians’ research and analysis about the
truths of Chinese history that were not allowed in China.
My studies helped me to understand how dictators destroy
their own people in order to keep themselves in power,
as Mao had done. It became clear to me that it was my
responsibility and obligation to let future generations know
the truth about why we suffered. I wanted to warn people
not to forget these history lessons, so that we could prevent
history from repeating itself and causing more sorrow. I
planned to tell my family’s story in my MFA thesis
paintings.
My family was as happy to see me and my new husband
Joe as I was to see them. My brother and sisters had done
well after the Chinese Culture Revolution ended. Like most
of Chinese, they were satisfied to have food to eat and a
place to sleep, and to be able to support their children at
school. They did not want to remember the life they
suffered and to think about what had happened. When I
interviewed my sister Jin and my brother, Qiang, they
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Photo: BiLan has a conversation with a Shenzhen local artist,
after giving a lecture hosted by the Shenzhen Democrats party

I Sell My Chinese Apartment

We left Changsha to return to Longgang, Shenzhen.

There I had purchased my three-bedroom apartment on
the third floor many years ago. When I had left China, I let
my sister-in-law live there to help her daughter finish high
school in Shenzhen. Her daughter went on to finish
college, and then she came back to Changsha to live with
my brother. Then I had let one of my friends use my
apartment for his guests so he would help me maintain
my apartment. I planned to stay in China for six weeks to
travel and fix the apartment to rent it.
One morning, Joe was sad and very stressed in telling me
that the housing market was not good back in America.
He told me that we would not be able to sell our house any
time soon. Also, Michigan was suffering the worst
economy in the nation. Joe thought that he would not be
able to find a job there. He told me we would face financial
problems if we moved to Grand Rapids. I knew we had to
pay the mortgage, my school tuition, and our health

Good News from
Ling and Qing
It was so good to return to

insurance. If the Indiana house could not be sold, we
would have severe financial problem.
Facing this new reality was overwhelming, and I told Joe
that I needed to take a walk by myself. The apartment
was my only property in China. In China very few people
owned a house in the city, as everyone lived in an
apartment. The Chinese real-estate market was very good
and constantly exploding, and my apartment value would
be very high in the near future because it was in a very
good location at the city center. It was very unfortunate
that I could not wait to sell, as I needed money when I
returned to America. My life philosophy came into my
mind, “You always could make money later, but you could
not make time.” I resolved to sell my apartment and went
straight to a real-estate company that had many customers
hungry to buy apartments. They immediately called one of
their customers, who wanted to come to see my apartment
that afternoon.
I walked back to my apartment to find Joe watching TV. I
told him I was going to sell my apartment, and people
would come to see it that afternoon. I could see he was
immediately relieved. I then called two of my friends to tell
them about it. Both suggested that I wait just a few months
so that I would get a much higher price. I had to tell them
that I needed the money now, and they could come by to
see if they wanted any of my furniture. What they did not
want, I would leave for the new owner for free. The buyer
and the agent came to my apartment in the afternoon,
and they were very happy to buy my apartment. The next
day the new owner put cash in my bank account. Later
I changed it to America money. I gave my deed to them
and signed the selling document. My friends in Shenzhen
took most of my furniture and electrical appliances. A
jade sculpture that I loved was too heavy and big to carry,
so I asked one of my friend to take it. My friend Peng and
his wife were very nice to keep many of my old paintings
and my photographs at their home for many years. Later I
brought them to America.
I gave half of the cash to Joe to carry and to pay our house
mortgage and to our living expenses until we moved from
Michigan. I carried my cash hidden in my waist belt as I
had the first time I came to United States. Joe was very
nervous carrying so much cash with him. He said he
had never had so much money in his hand. I told him
we would be honest when we filled out the form for U.S.
customs.

America. My new homeland
had the sweet smell of fresh
air, and I felt clean with a
feeling of spiritual freedom.
And I came home to great
news: Ling was accepted
into the Ph.D. marketing
program at the University
of Connecticut. I helped her
move to Connecticut, where
she would live in the college
student housing. I lent her
money to buy a new car
because it was scary for me
when she drove her old car that had broken down in the
middle of the highway.
Photo: Ling and BiLan walking at the University of Connecticut
campus

My niece, Qing, had been accepted into the graduate
program in statistics at a college in Indiana. Ling helped
her communicate with the college, and we were happy to
pick her up before the fall semester from Indianapolis
airport. Qing had received her master’s degree in accounting from Beijing University, and now she would be pursuing a second master’s degree before entering the Ph.D.
program in America.

Enrollment at Kendall
College of Art and Design,
Grand Rapids, Michigan
A

fter we returned from China, we located a rental company with hopes to soon rent a house. I planned to use
my Chinese money, as I did not want to sell my paintings
that I’d saved for future exhibitions. I scheduled to meet
Professor Jay at KCAD, Ferris State University, Michigan,
and to meet with some apartment owners in Grand Rapids.
We arrived early for our appointment at KCAD to find out
more about the program. The KCAD was in the center of
downtown in a five-story building. It was within walking
distance to the Grand Rapids museum and the city library.
We saw a few students in the lobby of the school even
though it was summer break. Professor Jay was happy to
see us, and he gave us a tour of the school. The painting
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classroom was filled with many still-life paintings by
the students. I was surprised that there was only the one
classroom for all of painting classes. Jay said that KCAD
would expand soon. There were two drawing classrooms
across from the painting classroom and there was one
small lecture room for painting and drawing lectures. Jay
showed me the art department faculty office, as well as his
own office. He informed me that I would be his teaching
assistant, and be meeting with him in his office. Jay took us
to visit the student studio on the fourth floor. There was a
large room divided by many smaller rooms about ten feet
by ten feet, for more than twenty graduate students in the
MFA painting program. Students rented a studio space
and created their own paintings. MFA painting professors
came to the studio for individual or group critiques. I
was not surprised by the method of critiques used in the
teaching process because I had my own such experience in
my master’s program. It was good to know the studio was
always locked, and only those who rented a space had keys.
The students could come to work at any time. I remember
when I was at IUPUI for my master’s, a thief stole many of
the graduate students’ artwork from the painting studio. I
was lucky I was painting at my home studio at the time.
KCAD had another student studio located outside their
downtown facility. I liked the studio at the school because
it was very convenient to the classrooms. I asked Jay to
reserve studio space facing a large window, so I could
paint the way I liked, with natural light. I was very happy I
had come early to check things out. I relaxed a little when
KCAD offered me a job working twenty hours each week
as a teaching assistant. I also worked at the art history
department, preparing slides by using Photoshop, which I
had learned while I was in Lafayette. The five years’
teaching experience at Herron also helped me at the
KCAD’s Continuing Studies program as an adjunct
instructor teaching courses in Introduction to Figure
Painting and Charcoal Figure Drawing to adults. Joe was
not surprised about my heavy workload. He always joked
with me, saying I could work three jobs at the same time.
I also enrolled Joe on my student’s health insurance. For
safety, I applied for a student loan for my tuition for the fall
and spring semesters. I wanted to keep my Chinese money
for an emergency.

Renting an Apartment
We met an apartment owner at a historic house with a

beautiful garden beside the building. He told us that most
of renters were students from KCAD, and it was only two
blocks from the house to KCAD. He showed us an
apartment that was available on the third floor, with one
small bedroom, a bathroom, and a kitchen across from the
living room. I loved the view out the two windows of the
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living room, and it was all very artistic looking. The most
important thing for me was that the rent was under $500 a
month, and I could walk to school every day. Joe wanted us
to rent a house for over $1,000 a month plus utilities, and I
would have had to drive to school. I rejected his suggestion
and reminded to him that we had to pay the mortgage on
our house in Indianapolis. My work-study income could
pay the apartment rent and our living cost, and my
Chinese money could pay the Indianapolis house
mortgage. We hoped the house would soon rent. I did not
know how long it would take Joe to find a job in Grand
Rapids. Finally, Joe agreed with me to rent the apartment.
Joe was not a selfish man like my Chinese ex-husband, but
he was not good at dealing with the realities of life. I did
not know if it was a cultural difference or just Joe. But in
this case, and in others, I did learn I had to insist on my
opinion, though sometimes he felt I was too bossy with
him.

Photo: Self photo taken in my apartment to create a
composition for my painting The Window

Our First Argument
I packed most all our belongings to bring to our new

home in Grand Rapids. We left our sofa and other large
furniture at the house. I planned to take only the things we
needed that would fit in the one bedroom and small living
room. Joe had given his old van to his nephew, so we had
to rent a big moving truck, and I drove my red Toyota.
After we had loaded our stuff into the truck, Joe was in a
bad mood and complained as we moved to Michigan. We
had an argument. I asked him why he did not tell the truth
about being unhappy that we were moving. I felt dejected

that he did not support my getting my MFA. Once we had
arrived, we had another argument about where to locate
the cats’ litter box. Our rooms were too small, and I did not
want the litter box in the bedroom close to my bed. Finally,
the box was placed next to our dinner table in our living
room.
I thought Joe might be happy if he was pursuing his
master’s degree from Ferris State University (FSU), as
KCAD was part at the FSU. However, Joe didn’t pursue the
MBA program at FSU, and I was disappointed, I tried to
understand that he had trouble finishing school in the past
because of his OCD. Instead he contacted a high school in
Grand Rapids about some volunteer work to occupy his
free time.
In the meantime, I found a sofa next to a trash can at
KCAD to put in my studio, and an easel along with a small
microwave I bought. I was glad it was just a short walk
to the school. Furthermore, the First United Methodist
Church across the street invited me to have a solo exhibition in their gallery. After I had I visited the church and
met the minister, I exhibited my Tibet paintings in the
church. During the reception, I met a woman who was
interested in my work and asked me to teach her to paint.
Later she took weekend classes with me at KCAD.

To Know My Neighbors
Our building had

over fifteen
apartments, and
most of the tenants
were young people.
It looked as though
we were the only
older couple living
in the building. The
building manager
was a Jewish woman
who was over sixty
years old, short, thin,
smart, and capable.
She invited Joe and
Photo: BiLan painting at
me to her home for
her apartment, 2006
lunch one weekend. I
loved to hear her story
about her childhood, and how she escaped from Germany
during Hitler’s persecution. I told her that Mao was worse
than Hitler because he destroyed millions more Chinese
people. We also met her oldest son at lunch. He was about
thirty years old, and he lived in our building. Because he
was out of work, his mother helped him pay his rent.

My MFA Studies
At our first MFA project meeting, Jay was interested in

hearing about my research and interviews in China. I was
relieved he would accept my proposal to paint and write
my MFA thesis about my journey and my family story. I
was also looking forward to Jay and my other professors
helping me with my concepts about my paintings. I was
excited that I would finally start the project after six years
in America. I wanted to paint my personal story, and to
explore Chinese history, culture, and fine art as part of my
American dream.
I took figure painting my first semester. The professor,
Boyd Quinn, told me I was a very good painter, but he
wanted me to try a different style. He suggested I try my
hand at an impressionist painting by painting more quickly
by using less detail with thick colors. I learned a lot and
enjoyed his class. I completed twelve paintings, some
over 30 x 40 inches size. I also took the Teaching Seminar
course and learned a great deal. For our studio course with
Jay, I worked on my research and paintings. We met at our
studio once a week in the evening to critique our work and
get feedback from professors and my classmates.
My time was very limited, and I felt every minute was
precious. In the mornings, I left home when Joe was still
sleeping, and I came home late in the evening. I had my
three meals at my studio with a lot of fast noodles cooked
in the microwave. I did not do my homework at home,
because we did not have space to set up my easel, and my
allergy got worse because of our two big cats living in a
small apartment. But it couldn’t be helped. Joe loved the
cats and treated as though they were his babies. Later, I
helped Joe get part-time work at the history department,
working on the computer database.

Concept for My Thesis Painting
I was a fast painter, but developing the concept of a

painting was a totally different experience for me. I decided
to base my thesis project on my MA project, called Coming
into Tibet. I started with the images from my photos I had
taken on my trips to Tibet, and the simple compositions
I had done. This time, I wanted to paint this series of my
journey with a unique composition and lower color keys. I
wanted each painting to speak to me and the viewer about
the beauty of the art and answer questions about why
we were suffering. My intention was that my MFA thesis
paintings would take a truthful look at the political, social,
and cultural issues. I hoped it would encourage people
to look more carefully at the world around them, and to
discover beauty in unusual places. It was also my wish to
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encourage viewers to be true to their own journeys and to
never give up their dreams.
It took a lot of time and much hard work before I begin
to write my story. I reflected on my memories and finally
began the first painting. With limited time for each
painting I knew I would need all the help I could get to
speed up the process of my concepts and my paintings. It
was a great help that I had my photographs and could use
Photoshop to advance my concepts, composition, sizes,
and images. I also took a photo of myself to study the
postures and lighting before I began looking for models.
Finding just the right model was always very challenging.
I asked one of my classmates to be my grandmother and
the painting Feast. She was Spanish, but I painted her
more like my Chinese grandmother. I went to the Chinese
Sunday school to take photos of a girl to paint to represent
myself when I was a little girl, and a boy who would be my
brother in my painting.
I began my paintings in a realistic style, and I then
incorporated several painting styles of romanticism,
expressionism, and surrealism. I designed each painting to
include a window to symbolize looking through a window
into the past, and I also included various elements to
represent different times and events. As I painted, I gained
a deeper understanding about the complexities of creating
concept paintings along with my creative process. I often
made many changes to the composition, size, and
emotional expressions of the characters, symbolic
elements, perspectives, and colors. With each stroke of my
brush, I thought deeply about how to communicate the
event and my deepest emotions began to appear onto the
canvas. I became thoroughly immersed as I was worked
on my paintings, and I began to stay very late into the
evening. It was very cold and quiet on the street when I
walked alone in the deep snow on my way home, with only
my shadow to accompany me. I experienced the Michigan
cold and snowy weather, and I was glad I did not have to
drive in the snow. I was also very relieved to see Joe
soundly sleeping in bed, and I was careful not to awaken
him.

concerned that the stress might cause me to have an auto
accident. My figure painting professor allowed me to take
two days off. However, he requested that I finish my
homework, which was a 30 x 40 inches figure painting that
would require a critique class after the Thanksgiving
holiday. Jay allowed me to work on his teaching
PowerPoint presentation during part of my work hours. I
also got additional work from Jay’s wife, Patti, who taught
foundation courses at that time. She asked me to design
a Balances Study project by using Photoshop tools and
writing the steps for the project. I tried to get more work,
because I wanted to keep my savings in the bank to keep
my peace of mind.
I loaded my paint box and canvas and prepared to hit the
road. We drove overnight from Grand Rapids through the
Canadian border to the hospital in Connecticut. When we
arrived at the hospital the following morning it was around
10:00 a.m. I felt relieved to learn that my daughter’s life was
not in danger. We stayed at a hotel close to the hospital so
that we could see her during the visiting hours. I painted
my homework at the hotel room and worked on Jay’s
PowerPoint to make up my work hours. Joe was surprised
to see me working so hard during this stressful time. He
commented about my strong mind and ability to deal with
the realty of life. I told him that I did not have a choice and
that I had to deal with many such realities as a part for my
life in China.
However, I never expected Ling to be seriously ill,
because she had been very healthy as a baby and a little
girl, except for the normal childhood issues. She had bad
experiences with her father because she was a girl, and

Ling in the Hospital
One morning as I woke up, I had the strange feeling that

something had happened to Ling. When I called her, I
found out she was sick and had gone to the hospital. No
words could express my sadness at that moment. I told Joe
I must leave that night to go to Connecticut to see Ling.
The Thanksgiving holiday was to begin in just two days.
Joe told me that he would go with me and that he was
worried to see me in such a sad state. He was also
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Photo: BiLan’s studio at KCAD. Painted fifteen paintings
at one figure-painting class

most men and Chinese culture greatly preferred having
a son. All of my life I tried to protect Ling and raise her
by myself while enduring the verbal abuse and neglect
of her father, my Chinese ex-husband. Joe understood
I loved Ling very much. I was very thankful when we
finally discharged her from the hospital and took her to
her apartment before we drove back to Michigan. We told
her we would come back and bring her back home with us
for Christmas in Indianapolis along with her cousin Qing,
who lived in Indianapolis.
My heart was filled with joy that Christmas when I saw
Ling and Qing together. We stayed overnight at our
Indianapolis house, which was still on the market. I was
a bit nervous when Joe told me he spent all the Chinese
money I gave him that he was supposed to use to pay the
house mortgage. But I was relieved when I learned
someone would rent our house after the new year. I hoped
that 2007 would be my lucky year.

in common. That was all behind me, and I had to now look
forward to my future in America. I invited Yun and my
Tibet artist friend to come to America for a painting trip
with me after I graduated in summer 2008.
Embarking on a career as a professional artist would mean
having many exhibitions at museums and galleries, and it
would help toward securing a full-time teaching position.
When I submitted many of my new paintings for juried
exhibitions, many were exhibited at museums and received
awards. The painting Father was selected at the juried
exhibition 79th Regional Juried Exhibition at the
Muskegon Museum of Art in Muskegon in 2007. Feast
was selected at the juried exhibition, Festival of the Arts,
Regional Juried Arts Exhibition, at Grand Rapids Art
Museum, and I received a Blue Heron Academy Award
for the painting Window, which was selected for the juried
exhibition 11th International Open Group Exhibition,
Woman Made Gallery, in Chicago in 2008.

The Busy and
Dramatic Year of 2007
Joe had a slight stroke at the beginning of our spring

semester in 2007. My student insurance did not cover his
hospital stay, which accumulated bills of over $7,000 for
just one night. I was very stressed out about the events with
Ling and Joe, and he was in a deep depression, as he was
not happy with his life in Grand Rapids. Many times he
grumbled to me about leaving Indianapolis. When I asked
Joe if he wanted me to withdraw from the MFA program
and move back to Indianapolis, he said that I had to finish
the MFA in order to fulfill my dream.
More and more doubts began to creep into my mind about
my marriage, and the feeling that Joe and I were growing
further apart. I realized that he and I were very different
and on separate journeys in our life. With so many stresses
on me since our move to Michigan, I began having
problems with high blood pressure and had to take
medication. I could not help remembering that my
mother had died from a stroke because of the many
pressures on her. I often recalled the Chinese monk and
my great teacher, Gus, encouraging me to never give up my
dream. Then Yun sent me a letter from Paris with photos of
his art exhibition, which at was very successful. He invited
me to Paris again so that I could see his exhibit and to
visit the museums together. I called him and told him that
because of my responsibilities at school, I could not make
the trip. However, I really missed the times when Yun and I
went on our painting trips together. He was the one person
in China whom I loved romantically, and we had so much

Photo: BiLan (left) is receiving an award from
Grand Rapids Museum, 2007

Studying Renaissance Art History
and Fresco Painting in Italy
In 2007 I had an opportunity to study in Florence, Italy.

I had been to Florence in 1998 on a business trip paid by
the Chinese government. Now I wanted to delve deeply
into studying Renaissance art history, and I also had a great
desire to learn fresco painting. I had never forgotten the
Chinese fresco I saw at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
in New York. I particularly wanted to learn how to move
a fresco painting from place to place. I hoped to enroll in
two graduate courses: Fresco Painting and Art of the
Italian Renaissance at the Studio Art Centers International
in Florence. The class would be from May 18 to June 23,
2007.
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When I told Joe, he was not excited about going with me
to Italy, because he did not have enough money. He told
me, he would be sad if I had to go by myself. I made the
decision to help Joe enroll in an art history course in Italy.
I was glad I had kept my Chinese money for such a special
occasion. It cost over $20,000 for both us to travel to
Florence and pay for our tuition, housing, and other
necessities. I believed the six weeks of studying would be
of great value in my life, and I hoped it would save our
marriage. As I often told myself, I could always make more
money later, but I could never make more time. Joe became
very excited about our Italy trip, but he was concerned
about who would take care of his two cats. Joe was relieved
when he arranged for a neighbor to stay in our apartment
to look after them.
I loved the art history class! In Italy our art professor
allowed us to also record her lectures. The course included
our traveling two or three days each week to museums and
churches in different cities. After class, we came back to the
hotel, where we both would study our notes and recordings
together. I learned so much about Renaissance art history
and painting styles, and I opened my mind to how master
artists developed their skills and art ideas to creative their
art. For my final fifteen-page paper I chose to write about
five different artists in different periods who had painted
the Virgin Mary and her child. I enjoyed comparing and
exploring the artists’ development of the compositions,
technical aspects, and styles. I spent most of my weekends
at the Uffizi Gallery, studying the five artists of these
original paintings and many others. I was in art heaven!
Not only was I glad that I received an A– for my final but
also that Joe got an A for his paper about sculpture.
The fresco paintings class was easy and fun for me. The
studio was across a bridge from the Florence center, about
twenty minutes’ walking distance from my hotel. My
teacher could not speak any English. We had an assistant
teacher, Mirco, who taught us fresco painting, and his
English was very poor. The way he taught was like that of
an old master, by having his students observe him at work
and then incorporate what we learned into our skills. I
called this teaching style “monkey do, monkey learn.” He
allowed me to take photos of his demonstrations in order
to capture the process and techniques of fresco painting.
I planned a lecture for my return to KCAD about how to
paint fresco paintings. I completed three fresco drawings
and three fresco paintings on the stone blocks. Then I
moved three fresco paintings to a wood panel for when I
returned to America, but we had to leave our drawing on
the blocks. I also learned from my art history class why
and how the fresco paintings were moved. In addition, we
visited museums to see the original fresco paintings and we
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went to churches to see the original drawings on the walls.
It was one of the greatest experiences of a lifetime for me to
study Renaissance art history and fresco painting in Italy.

Photo: BiLan painting fresco painting

Photo: Basic fresco painting process

Later, I presented a lecture to the KCAD students and for
to the public: “How to Paint and Move Fresco Paintings.”
The Grand Rapids TV channel came to my lecture and it
was shown on television.

Photo: BiLan (third from left) after her fresco lecture with KCAD
professors and audiences

In the midst of the excitement of my lecture, I got very sad

news from Yun’s friend Peng, who told me that Yun had
died the day before. Peng told me he had dreamed that Yun
had asked him to call me to tell of his death. I told Peng I
would come back to China to pay my respects to Yun in
Haifeng the following year. Yun loved me, and I loved him.
I couldn’t accept his death, and I cried and cried in my
studio.
When we returned to our home, I was completely shocked
when I saw the huge mess where the cats had been
neglected and their litter boxes left unemployed. We also
found many beer cans under our bed, and it looked as if
there had been a wild party. I also found some of my nicest
clothes were missing. Joe was disappointed in the young
“friend” who was supposed to look after our apartment.
About that time, I introduced Joe to the husband of one of
my church friends. He was a minister and the same age as
Joe. I was hoping they both would go out for a movie and
become friends, but Joe told me he did not feel comfortable with him. Joe felt more at ease with young people.
I had heard that America men were more childlike and
naive than Asia men. I did not know if this was true, or if it
was just Joe’s nature. Once Joe told me that I had a strong
mind about my mission, and that I was not as fun-loving
as American women. I was also discovering that Joe did
not enjoy my interest in concerts and dancing. I told him
many times that I intended to keep our
marriage vows because he treated me so much better than
my Chinese ex-husband.

tation. I modified these forms by duplicating one bowl and
making it larger, showing its emptiness, and then warping
figures, banners, and walls to show them twisting as if they
were being pulled into the center. I severely warped the
ceiling and surrounding walls to create a dark vortex in
the center of the painting. In this way the realistic ceiling
and surrounding walls were warped out of recognition to
represent something other than their original meaning
and context. The warping of these elements into a drain or
black hole symbolizes pulling everything into an abstracted
vortex of chaos and confusion. This was the concept I
wanted to convey to compare the way the Chinese Cultural
Revolution had drained Chinese society of its education,
culture, and productive citizens. I had lived through this
dark period, and had experienced what felt like a dark
force sucking the citizens destructively into the black hole
of its backward ideology, attempting to crush out the very
existence of the best that China had to offer.
I was Jay’s teaching assistant in his class. He asked me to
work with the KCAD painting club and with the first
KCAD fashion competition. I helped to train models.

Abstract Painting and
Sculpture and Functional Art
Later that summer I took an elective course called

Sculpture and Functional Art. I learned woodworking
skills on machines and wished I had more time to make
wooden sculptures. At first, I tried to do a functional
woodwork art depicting a window that would open to
reveal a painting. This would support my series, Painting as
a Window into Chinese History. However, I did not like the
results when I had finished. During these studies, I build
my own frames for all my paintings. Also, I took my final
elective course on a Photoshop class with Jason. I wanted
to use my Photoshop skills to help to create added
images and compositions to my realist painting images.
Jason provided great critiques for helping me with my
abstract concepts.
The Feast of the Tiny Mouse (Abstraction) The painting is
one example in which I began with a photographed image
of the Feast and then modified specific images such as the
table, chair, and bowls by altering their realistic represen-

Photos: Two of my fashion dresses at the fashion showing
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Chinese Art History Class
KCAD accepted my twelve credits from MA degree

toward my MFA degree, saving me time. I needed to take
only one more art history course to complete my MFA
program. In the fall, I planned to take a Chinese art history
course from Bob, who had taught the Chinese art history
course for many years at KCAD. I wanted to learn how
an American professor would lecture about Chinese art
history. Bob was a little surprised when I signed up for his
class. He was happy, however, and asked me to do some
demonstrations for the class. He liked to ask me about his
pronunciation of Chinese artists’ names during his
lecture. I was the only Chinese student in the class. All my
classmates were Americans, and they were interested in
learning about Chinese art history, Chinese painting, and
Chinese calligraphy.
They were as amazed as my former students at Herron had
been when I demonstrated how to use Chinese writing
fonts to create Chinese paintings. I did a final presentation
for this class, exploring the famous Chinese master, Shi
Dao. The course was a reminder that I really appreciated
the methods of learning and teaching in America, where
students openly participate with freedom of speech. In
China, students rarely asked questions, and Chinese
professors were more serious, like a father figure.

Teaching Assistant
Jay also recommended me to the painting professor, Boyd,
and encouraged him to hire me as his teaching assistant.
Boyd had taught at KCAD for over twenty-five years and
had never wanted to hire a graduate student as his
teaching assistant. I was the first grad student to work for
him. A requirement for all fine art major students was to
take a figure-painting class before he or she graduated.
Many students waited until their final semester to take this
course before their graduation. I learned many of them
were afraid to paint by using a life model.

Sometimes Boyd asked me to correct some of the other
student’s figure-painting proportions and perspectives. I
remember while I was trying to help a student with the
figure proportions, he told me that he did not like to paint
realistic paintings. Instead he liked to paint abstract forms
like Picasso’s work using Cubism. I was surprised that he
did not know about how Picasso’s art style had developed.
I explained to the student that first Picasso learned foundations of art. As Picasso’s work progressed into different
periods during his development, all of his art was based on
his early work of realistic painting. The student only knew
Picasso’s cubist art. I hoped the student would learn more
about art history and develop an interest in learning the
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skills necessary to become a professional artist.
Jay’s MFA major was in printmaking. I liked Jay, and he
was very open to discussions and helping with my painting
concepts. However, I did not like his glazing methods. On
one occasion when he was critiquing my painting
Education Was Hard Labor, he told me to use a glaze across
the painting to unify the value and color. I asked him to
demonstrate this technique on my painting. He used a little
blue with a lot of linseed oil to brush over the painting.
After he left, I cleared off the blue glaze because I did not
like the effect, as it lowered value and hue contrast.
However, I used this skill and applied it to different kinds
of paintings.
One of my classmates asked me why I arranged my colors
on my painting palette differently from the way she did
hers, and she was also curious about the way I held my
brush to paint. My painting palette had only nine colors
while her palette had more than fifteen colors. I noticed at
the beginning painting class that students mixed color first
from the still life they saw, and some students spent hours
in just mixing colors before they painted. I told her my
colors were arranged like the color wheel. Also, I mixed
colors both on the palette and sometimes on the canvas.
I told her if you paint outside, you do not have time for
mixing colors first because you had to catch the light as
fast as you can. I also explained to her I never sat down
to paint. In addition, the way I handled the brush made it
easy to move around to create brush work. She wished her
art teacher had taught these foundations of painting to her.
Her comments helped me know the importance of teaching these simples methods to beginning students.

Chinese Community
Grand Rapids had a large Chinese community. A

Chinese professor, Hu from Ferris State University,
Michigan, contacted me, asking me to write two large stage
posters on red cloth for the celebration of the Chinese
New Year in Grand Rapids. It was nice to be involved in
the Chinese cultural events and to make many Chinese
friends. One of them was Helen, who visited my studio in
KCAD to pick up the posters. She was from Taiwan, and
she had volunteered to help with the Chinese New Year
stage design for many years. I participated in many of the
Chinese community events before I left Michigan, and it
was always a lot of fun.
My boss at the art history department, Anne, asked me if I
could help a Chinese woman who could not speak English.
When I called the Chinese women, she was very emotional
when I talked to her in Chinese. She cried on the phone
and wanted to see me. I asked her to visit me at KCAD.

Figure study: Classmate (rough study), 20 x 6 inches, oil on canvas Classmate, 40 x 30 inch, oil on canvas

Girl in Blue,
40 x 30 inches,
oil on canvas
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When she arrived, she looked like a young country girl.
She told me she had lived in Grand Rapids for two years
at the home of her American “fiancé.” She did not speak
English. I asked her why she did not take English classes,
and she replied that she was afraid to go out because her
visa had expired a year earlier. Her “fiancé” did not want to
marry her, and she was afraid to go back to China for fear
of never being able to return to America.
She missed her parents, and I thought it best that she
return to China to be with her family. She asked me to talk
to her “fiancé” for her about her visa issues. She was afraid
to ask him herself. I wrote an invitation to her and her
“fiancé” to attend my exhibition at the Grand Rapids
Museum. He came with her, and he looked to be a very
educated man about the age of forty. Before they left, I told
him it was his responsibility to help his “fiancée” with her
visa. After their visit I did not hear from her. Unfortunately, I knew many poor farmers sent their daughters to
Zhuhai and Shenzhen to work to make money to support
their family. Some of the poor and uneducated girls became sex slaves to get regular meals, a clean place to stay,
and at least a little sense of security. She was one of many
lost women in America, but she was lucky that her
American man was not treating her as badly as many. I felt
sad for and disappointed for these girls.

Failure
in a Telephone Interview
At school, most of the graduate students worried about

their employment after they graduated. I was lucky Vance
had shared his experience of for applying as a full-time
teaching professor. The course I took was very difficult. It
covered many areas, including how to prepare your
application materials for a teaching position, my strong
resume, my education in both China and America, my
teaching experience, my strong of body of art work, my
student’s work, community service, my excellent
student evaluations, and my teaching philosophy exploring
many learning methods. However, I understood that each
available teaching position would have many hundreds of
people apply, as the field was highly competitive.
I was thankful for my former colleagues Vance, Sherry,
and Anita, who wrote nice outstanding reference letters for
me. However, I worried about my telephone interviews,
with good reason. At my first interview, four or five people
asked me questions that were hard to hear clearly and
understand. I was not successful on the telephone
interview and I did not get the job. The same thing
happened when I got another call from the chair of a
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hiring team at the Mundelein College in Chicago. She
loved my work, my student’s work, and my application
materials. I did not have trouble talking with her one to
one on the phone. But she told me I had to have a
telephone interview first with the hiring committee, the
college dean, and five other members. I scheduled it for
when I was at the College Art Association (CAA)
conference and used the hotel land-line in my room. Even
with Joe’s presence and support, I got confused when
several people asked me questions, and I did not know
how to respond. I felt frustrated and stressed. When they
ended the interview, tears ran down my face. If I could not
pass a phone interview I would never get a full-time
position. Later, my American classmates told me they also
had trouble with the phone interviews.

Success in a Face-to-Face Interview
I would not give up! The CAA conference had a job fair,

and interviews face to face, and I had two interviews that
were very successful. One was with West Kentucky
Community and Technical College (WKCTC). The person
who interviewed me was the new Paducah School of Art
director, Harvey Sadow. He introduced me to the idea of
building an art school program in Paducah. He was
looking for a person who could design the painting
program and teach all levels of the painting classes and
drawing and foundation courses. This opportunity
sounded very exciting, and he said I could be the boss of
my own program. Harvey loved my body of art work and
my student’s work; he also enjoyed my presentation, saying
it was energetic and enthusiastic. He told me he would
contact me soon to bring me to the face-to-face interview
in Paducah. I had another job opportunity at a campus
with an interview in March at a military university in
Vermont. I talked to the art school dean a few times on the
phone, and he was excited to meet me at his campus. Joe
came with me, and we were shocked there was still very
heavy snow in March. Joe and I did not want to live in such
cold weather. However, I had a good interview and I liked
the military students. When I critiqued their drawings,
they gave me a military salute.
Soon, Harvey invited me to Paducah for a tour of the
campus and to have a personal interview. I was grateful
for the opportunity to meet the president, Dr. Veazey, and
I was delighted to receive an offer as a full-time faculty
member at WKCTC. Harvey asked me to list all the
requirements necessary for the new school’s painting
program, such as a paint shelf, still life model table, and
easels. My American dream to become a full-time
professor had come true!

Photo: BiLan

Photo: The college dean awards MFA diploma to BiLan

Photo: BiLan answering visitors’ questions
about her painting

Photo: (Right) students wearing
Chinese national costumes with BiLan
(second from right) at the reception

Photo: Grand Valley State University
professor (left) encourage many of his
students come to the show. Joe (next to the
professor.

Photo: Paintings on the
MFA exhibition postcard
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MFA Thesis Exhibition
and Graduation

argument about Mao’s misuse of power. However, they
were delighted that I invited them both and their students
to come to my exhibition reception. I also asked the Grand
Rapids Chinese community to promote my exhibition. Joe
also gave a lot of help to prepare for the exhibition.

My MFA exhibition title was called Paintings as a

Window onto Historical Events: The Chinese Revolution
and Chinese Culture Revolution. The opening reception
was scheduled in April 2008 at the KCAD student gallery,
and the school also allowed me the use of the gallery lobby
for my exhibition. Students had to design and hang all
their paintings as well as organize and promote the event.
I planned to design the lobby with a Chinese Cultural
Revolution atmosphere by using red and white Cultural
Revolution style posters. I was very happy the Chinese
community lent me five national costumes to me for five of
the KCAD students to dress up as guides assisting visitors
during my opening. I also planned to have Chinese food
served.

Many people came to the show, and they enjoyed my
paintings, my stories, and the food. Many people asked the
same questions: “How could Mao have come to power and
destroy people’s lives, and why did the Chinese people not
stand up to against Mao and the communist government?”
I showed the painting of my father along with many
Chinese people being sent to prison because they did stand
up in opposition to the government. I hoped my paintings
and story would be a reminder to people not to forget
history, watch our governments’ political ambitions, and
never let such disasters be repeated in generations to come.
My thesis exhibition was very successful. Jay and the graduation committee were pleased to accept my thesis and
MFA thesis exhibition.

The next important step was promoting the event and
inviting as many people as possible to attend. I visited a
Chinese professor, Yang, who taught Chinese history at the
Grand Valley State University. I printed invitations with
images of my paintings, and gave Yang one during our
visit. He loved my paintings and stories, and he encouraged me to publish a book with my paintings for use as a
Chinese history reference book. He also introduced me
to his colleague, an American professor, who believed in
Communism. In his office there were many posters of Mao
hanging on the wall. We had a discussion and a bit of an

On graduation day, I was pleased to design a pathway, at
Jay’s request, using the MFA flags. The flags directed people
to walk from the KCAD campus to a big church where our
graduation ceremony was held. Our graduation ceremony
was small because KCAD included only an art school. Still,
I was happy I had achieved the highest level of art
education in America and had begun painting the story
of my journey. I knew I would continue to paint my story
after I moved to Paducah, Kentucky. After the ceremony
Joe was waiting for me outside, and he looked very sad and
unhappy.

Photo: MFA exhibition postcard
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Marriage on the Edge
Joe asked me to continue teaching part time at Herron,

and to move back to Indianapolis. I emphasized that I
needed a full-time position to be able to support our health
insurance and living costs. I did not trust Joe’s ability to get
a good job in Indianapolis. I also wanted the opportunity
to build a new painting program from the beginning.
Besides, I had learned the city of Paducah had an artists’
relocation program in Lower Town Arts District. Many
artists were moving to Paducah from across America to
have their own gallery in Lower Town. The art school
would also be located in the Art District. I saw an
opportunity to adapt American and Chinese teaching
methods to my painting classes. I felt that moving to
Paducah would be a great opportunity for me as an art
educator, and an artist’s dream.
I’ll never forget the day that Barack Obama came to Grand
Rapids to give a speech. Joe planned to attend, but he did
not want me to go with him. I could not understand why
he got angry, broke a plate on the floor, and walked out.
After he left there was a message on my phone, telling me
that he wanted a separation. I called him, but he did not
answer my calls. I called the building manager to ask her
about Joe. She told me that maybe Joe was having an affair.
I was surprised at the manager’s suggestion that I close my
bank account; I did not believe Joe was in an affair, and
would steal my money. I guessed that Joe had fallen back
into a deep depression again. By late that evening, Joe had
still not returned, and I became very worried about him. I
called Joe’s parents to ask for help because I did not know
what I could do. Joe’s mother said she did not know what
she could do to help. I called my church friend, who
suggested that when Joe came home we both go to see
a marriage counselor, whom the church provided as a
service for their members. Finally, Joe answered one of
my many calls in the middle of night. I asked him to come
home, telling him that I loved him. He came home, and he
was in a very depressed state. He agreed to see the marriage counselor the next day. I told Joe that I wanted to save
our marriage, and we could plan our future together.

before the move to Paducah. The house had just been
remodeled, and there were over fifteen windows with no
curtains, no washing machine or refrigerator, and no
garage. Joe said he would buy a washing machine and
refrigerator, and put curtains on all the windows. We
signed a one-year contract. Joe seemed pleased. Later, I
had to buy the curtains and put them up because Joe was
too slow and admitted he did not know how to do it. He
did agree to take care of the yard.
My only income was from my teaching, and the rental
house and utilities took most of my revenue. I did not
know when Joe would get a job. I worried about money,
which I had never done before. I could live like a poor
person, but it hurt me to waste money. There was no
reason two people needed to live in such a large house.
There were three bedrooms, and we had only a queen
mattress to put on the floor in the master bedroom because
we could not afford to buy a frame for the mattress. In one
bedroom we put the two cats and their litter box. Another
room was empty because we did not have any furniture.
Downstairs, in the front room we put an air bed, and Joe
agreed to bring our sofa from Indianapolis to Paducah at
some point. We lived in a luxury house, but we were house
poor. And we had only my red Toyota for transportation. I
cared about Joe, and at the same time I was frustrated with
his immature decision that meant I had to watch every cent
I spent. Sometimes I did not understand him. He seemed
to be attached to material things to feed his vanity as a
man. It was an additional frustration for me when I tried to
renegotiate a rental fee, and Joe defended the owner of the
house. Yet, I was happy that I had finished my education in
America and now had a full-time teaching position.

Move to
Paducah, Kentucky

Joe wanted to rent a very large house with a high rent. I

no longer had any savings in the bank, and I was anxious
about renting the big house. Unfortunately, Joe was
determined to rent the house, and I had agreed with him

Photo: Paducah map
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Building New Art School
WKCTC had an

art department, and
only one full-time
faculty member. His
name was Randy, and
he taught drawing at
the WKCTC campus.
The new art school
was going to rent
an old three-story
building owned by an
artist named Sara at
409 Broadway in the
downtown area. She
lived on the third floor,
Photo: BiLan in front of art school
and our school rented
the first and second
floors. The new school director said our good faculty
would build a good school. Harvey hired me to lead the
painting program, and then hired another faculty member
named John to lead the ceramics program even though
Harvey was a ceramics artist.
My painting program was on the second floor, and the
drawing and ceramics programs were on the first floor.
Class work for fall 2008 began in the middle of August.
Harvey was happy I came in early July to help prepare the
school. The painting classroom on the second floor had to
be ready for fall classes, and Harvey planned that the front
room of the second floor would be for a school gallery. I
was responsible for hanging the exhibitions in the gallery,
but Sara’s partner, George, was to give me a helping hand. I
was glad Joe volunteered to help me open the many
packages of easels and set them up. He also helped Harvey
set up the ceramic classroom.
In addition to much preparation, I had to attend the new
faculty members’ meetings for three days. I met other
newly hired faculty, and we introduced ourselves to one
another. Some new hires had worked at the college for
many years as part-time faculty, and finally they were so
happy to be full time. I quickly learned it was a very
different culture compared to the Herron School, where I
taught. At Herron, they never hired part-time teachers to
become full-time. I was very surprised to learn that many
of my new colleagues were from Kentucky, and few had
traveled farther than Chicago. I was the only person who
had traveled around the world. During the meeting I was
pleased to hear the director, Betty, from the WKCTC Adult
Learning Center, was looking for an instructor to run the
228 THE YEARS IN PADUCAH, KENTUCKY

ESL program. I immediately suggested Joe to her. Betty
asked Joe to come to see her next day. Joe was very excited,
and he made postcards to promote the program. I went
with him to the Chinese restaurant in Paducah to promote
his ESL program.
The Paducah School of Art had a very successful opening.
The college president, Dr. Veazey, was happy to see her
dream of an art school finally come true. I had very high
respect for her ability and was amazed by her capability
to achieve her dream. I thanked her for hiring me and
for asking Harvey to bring me to Paducah. She loved my
paintings and mentioned my work to others many times. I
felt life was good. I loved the school, and Joe got his dream
job. I also loved the art district, Lower Town.

Obama Elected President
In November

2008, I was not
surprised when
Senator Barack
Obama became
the president of
the United States.
Many Americans
had grown tired
of the violence
and death caused
by the Iraq War,
and people were ready for a change. President Obama
immediately inherited the financial crisis caused by such
events as the big banks profiting from bad loans to people
for their home mortgages. The American dream for many
people was to own their home, and now their dreams were
gone. President Obama’s ability to handle the possibility
this financial catastrophe quickly proved he was the man
for the job as president. There was much news about his
being the first African American president, and
discrimination against minorities, women, and equal
pay for equal work. I also had some understanding of the
struggles of the African Americans. My family had been
discriminated against in China because my father was a
doctor and labeled as a capitalist. School children would
shout at my family, calling us “Black.” I also knew how
it felt to be discriminated against as women regarding
housing, equal pay, and sexual harassment. Women suffer
around the world with dreams that a life in America will be
better. Obama helped keep my dream alive.
Photo: President Obama

First Painting Class

Photo: Many retirees took BiLan’s first painting class in 2008 and
continued to learn from her until 2016, when BiLan retired early
from college. Students, Susan (left) Phyllis. (second), Jane (third
from left), and Martha (right). They learned painting skills from
me, and I learned America culture from them.

T

he city of Paducah was located next the Paducah
River. It was amazing to me that the small city had the very
professional Paducah Symphony Orchestra at the Carson
Center, and a National Quilt Museum. Many riverboats
brought visitors to Paducah each day to visit the
downtown shops and the Lower Town art district. Two
large hospitals also helped increase the quality of culture
for the people. The art school was not only for college
students; its purpose was also to serve the community. In
Kentucky the tuition was free for students sixty-five and
older. At my first class, I had many senior students who
had successful careers as doctors, nurses, and educators,
and many had retired in Paducah.

S

ome of my students told me they were artists, and they
took many art workshops across the country and around
the world. They wanted to paint what they wanted to paint,
and not necessarily the assignments I had planned. I told
them they could paint the way they would like, but I would
still teach them my techniques and share my knowledge. I
set up a still life, and asked them to paint from their observations and not copy from photographs. I knew many art
workshops would let students copy the instructor’s work,
and everyone would paint from a photo. This approach
did not support a true understanding of the value and the
colors, because they were only making a copy. I instructed
them that they could not paint on their own after class. I
gave my painting schedule to them, and we explored what
they would do in each class. I did demonstrations for them
to show how to begin a painting. They loved this approach,
and they told me they had never been taught this before.
They were wonderful students, and many of them had
been studying art to achieve their dream for many years.

Some students had been studying art because it was like
therapy for them. At the end of the semester all my
students visited my home, and they very kindly put
together a few hundred dollars and a Christmas card
thanking me for teaching them. I was very moved by their
show of support and kindness. However, I could not accept
their money, though I was happy to keep and treasure their
card. They told me they wanted me to stay in Paducah to
continue to teach them. They assured me that even though
Paducah was a small city, the art school had created an
artistic culture that had expanded throughout the
community. After they left, I discovered they had
secretly left me their money on the table. I used the money
to purchase a coffee pot to make tea during the class and a
microwave for all students to use.
I developed and taught all levels of painting courses,
including Chinese Painting and Chinese Calligraphy,
Two-Dimensional Design, Color and Design Theory, and
Drawing. I also taught Introduction to Art (art
appreciation). It was a wonderful experience to have so
many students reflecting such diversity, especially with the
many younger and older students. In 2009 I was
nominated for the WKCTC Faculty Employee of the year
Award.

Dreams Come True
I visited Ling at her college in Connecticut because she

had sleeping problems, and she did not feel well. We had
both been in school studying hard for a very long time.
Ling had been in school for nine years, had finished her
two master’s degrees, and was now finishing her Ph.D.
I understood her thesis was very difficult, and required
much higher level of research than my MFA thesis. I asked
her to come to Paducah to spend time with me and take a
break from her thesis. Later, she came to Paducah to spend
a month with us. After she had finished her thesis and
received her Ph.D., she received an offer for a full-time
faculty position in Massachusetts. People interviewed her,
and said she was well qualified for the teaching position
with two master’s degrees, a doctorate degree, and many
publications. I believed Ling and I were finally living our
dream of freedom in America. I enjoyed the freedom to
express my truth as an artist and to paint and speak from
my heart and soul. I was proud of Ling for her nine years
of studying and working hard to accomplish her
professional career. She had married an attorney and they
had a beautiful boy, whom I called the New Dreamer. I
also gave myself a good score for working very hard over
the eight years, because I did not give up my dream. Still, I
missed Yun, and wished for a more loving relationship.
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2009 Paducah Ice Storm

My First Home Art Gallery

Before the winter came we discovered the house we

Before I moved to Paducah I researched the Artist

rented had an insulation problem. Joe climbed under the
house and unsuccessfully tried to install insulation. The
house heating bill was very high, and still it was cold in the
house. When Joe complained to the owner in Tennessee,
he said he would come to fix it, but he did not. I called and
left a message for him that I would stop paying the rent if
he did not fix the problem. He came the next day, and it
was a snowy and icy day. That night the wind was howling,
and the next morning I saw that a big tree next our house
had flattened my car. I never imagined such a thing would
happen to me. I had only collision insurance and I wished
I had bought a more comprehensive plan. Later, Joe bought
a small, used truck, and I bought a Kia jeep.
My school closed because of the weather, and all the city
was out of power. However, the bad weather created a
beautiful landscape, like an Icelandic countryside, that I
never experienced before. I wanted to capture some of the
beauty of this catastrophe. I took my camera and carefully
walked on the ice around the Lower Town area, as well as
downtown. All the city was immersed in the ice and snow.
Although it was too cold to paint outside, I took many
photos and went to my school studio. I quickly painted the
images on canvas, 20 x 16 inches, and called the painting
2009 Paducah Ice Storm. I painted two paintings, including
one with brush work and another by using a panting knife.
In the spring, the Paducah Yeiser Art Center invited me
to have a solo exhibition at their gallery. I exhibited my
Return series and Coming into Tibet series. I made several
copies of the 2009 Paducah Ice Storm to be sold as
donations to my painting program. Later, I donated the
painting created with a painting knife to the WKCTC
Scholarship Auction. The president, Dr. Veazey, bought the
painting. The other painting with brush work, I gave to my
friend George for fixing my house. During the years I lived
in America, I learned that volunteering was an important
part of American culture. Chinese did not participate in
events if it was not beneficial to them. I had some Chinese
students in my drawing class, and I tried to encourage
them to volunteer as a part of American culture. Every
year I donated one piece of my art to the WKCTC Scholarship Auction, and volunteered to help with the event. I also
donated other pieces of my art work to support other
community events.
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Relocation Program (ARP), which originated from one
of the residents’ initiative to improve his neighborhood.
The ARP had a neighborhood brainstorming sessions that
resulted in an idea to attract artists to the Lower Town area
by offering them financing and loan incentives to purchase,
renovate, and build properties in the area. Along with
these incentives, the low cost of living in Paducah
provided artists the possibility of owning their own home
and gallery space.
I made an appointment at the ARP office next door to
my art school. The agent, Monica, introduced the ARP
program to me and informed me about the houses that
were available. Although I liked a two-story stone house,
it turned out to need too much work, and instead Monica
suggested that I give the ARP an offer to buy another of the
city’s houses on Seventh Street. It was a nice, small,
one-floor house that was about 1,000 square feet. George
told me the house was built very well in 2005. The city had
put the house up for sale for many years for over $120,000,
but no one wanted to buy it. Next to the house was an
empty lot with weeds growing wild around the house, and
over the adjacent, empty lot. On the other side of the little
house was an air conditioning company, and the yard piled
up with old air conditioning machines. Across the street
there was an old small house that was for sale. It seemed
that the Seventh Street corner was in a depression.
I wrote a proposal to the ARP office, and stated that my art
and my reputation would bring a great value to
Seventh Street. I hoped that ARP would allow me to
purchase the house for $50,000. I said that I would also
support the Lower Town art events by opening my home
studio to the public on Saturdays. Soon Monica asked me
to come to a meeting to speak to the ARP committee. I
took many photos around the house and the street to show
how bad the environment had become, and I created a
PowerPoint presentation for my meeting. I asked Joe to
review and correct my presentation. He told me this was
my project, and he did not want to any part of it, though he
did offer check my PowerPoint. I was successful with my
presentation, and the ARP committee provisionally agreed
to the price I offered. After the committee had put an
advertisement in the Paducah Sun newspaper for two
weeks to see if some artist wanted to make them a better
offer, I was very happy when Monica noticed me to come
sign a contract with the city. The contract stated that if I
sold the house during in the next five years, I had to sell
it back to the city at the same price. After five years, I had
total ownership of the house.

Dream Comes to Light, 50 x 45 inches, oil and acrylic on wood panel
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2009 Paducah Ice Storm, 16 x 20 inches, oil on canvas

I sold my painting Where Are You from (page 123)
from my Tibet series to pay the down payment on the
house and got the mortgage from the Paducah bank.
Joe did not believe the mortgage monthly payment
was under $500. I moved into the new house, but Joe
wanted to stay in the rental house until the lease ended.
Next, the city approved my application to construct a
building for my gallery on what had been the vacant
lot next to my little house. I kept my word to open my
home/gallery to the public.
In addition to teaching all my classes, I continued to
paint my story. “Never give up your paintbrushes; art
is our soul” was written on the oil paint box cover by
Yun, and given to me when I left Hong Kong for
America in 1999. Painting was also my therapy, and
it helped greatly to release the tricks my mind played
on me from time to time with negative thoughts and
worries.
Photo: The Paducah Sun newspaper reported about
my new studio
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Teaching Private Class
My reputation soon became well known in the small city

of Paducah. Often people asked me to give them private
lessons at home. Usually, I advised them to take a class at
art school, but I accepted one private student, Carlos, an
oncologist who had painted for many years at home and
did not want to come to school. Carlos’s wife begged me
to accept him as my private student because he had blue
moods from seeing too many deaths in his career as a physician. She worried about what would happen to him after
he retired. I told her I would try to teach him at home for
two months to see how it went. Maybe he would change
his mind and paint with other retired students at school
and enjoy a good group of fellow artists. I remember at
the first meeting, Carlos was fifteen minutes late. When I
opened my door, he had his painting box in his hand. He
looked to be about sixty. I told him I did not like students
to come late for their art lesson, and he explained that it
was because of the traffic. At our next class he arrived ten
minutes early. I liked students who came on time or early
to class, as it was an indication they were serious about
their art. He was smart and learned quickly.
After two months, he signed up for my painting class at
school. Carlos liked to ask questions in the classroom. I
found that teaching older students was very different from
teaching young college students. Once, Carlos wanted
to paint a landscape of a snowy scene from his photo. I
lectured him about painting snow, as it has different colors
and not just white because the snow accepts the colors
around it. Carlos wanted to argue with me, and he painted
snow with only a white color, but the snow did not look
like snow after he finished. I took his brush and added the
colors. He smiled and told me I was right. One of my students joked with him, telling him not to argue the teacher
because she was the expert. Another student had been
Carlos’s former college professor. He was a retired heart
doctor. He joined in the fun and also joked with Carlos,
saying that he always argued in his classes also. Everyone
had a good laugh, including Carlos. My classes were great
fun. The students were serious about their art and supported one another with loving-kindness. A number of my
students became my dear friends. Some students
continued taking classes with me for eight years.
Carlos invited me and Joe to a party at his vacation house
in the mountains. He invited the city mayor, a bank owner,
and other wealthy people in Paducah. People knew me and
respected me because of my many students’ good compliments. Joe did not feel comfortable at the party, and he
sat with the housekeeper, drinking whisky. I wanted for
Joe to make friends with some high-level, cultured people.

Many of them liked to go to the Paducah Symphony and
supported it with their donations. I loved concerts, but Joe
did not like to go. Many students offered me free symphony tickets, and I went many times by myself. I loved to
ballroom dance, but Joe said that a man who went dancing
was a homosexual. It was becoming disappointingly clear
that Joe and I lived in two different worlds.

Trip to Honor Yun
in Haifeng
I

wanted to keep my promise to show my respects to Yun
in Haifeng. I contacted Peng and Wang, telling them both
I would return to China during the summer break. They
arranged several events during my visit, and asked me to
speak to students at the high school where Yun had been a
student. Vance was very happy that I invited him to join us
for our trip to China. Back in 2002, I had been interested
bringing Herron students to China. At the time, my
professor Li was enthusiastic about helping me create a
free travel deal for Herron students, paid by the Guizhou
province TV station. Li arranged for the TV reporters to
accompany the Herron students on their visits to
various locations of educational interest, and the governor
of Guizhou planned to join us because he loved
photography. I was very disappointed that I could not get
an agreement from the Herron School for these
arrangements because I was only a part-time faculty.
Professor Li was disappointed with me, and I had
explained to him that my situation in America was not as
it had been when I was in China and had the authority as
a leader to create such programs. Again, in 2004 I asked
Vance to join me to arrange a trip for Herron students to
go with us to China. We began making plans, and I
contacted Shenzhen University, and they offered a great
deal for Herron students. I worked hard making all the
arrangements. Again, things did not work out for the same
reason, that I was only a part-time instructor, and Vance
was disappointed, too.

Photo: Yun (left), next to him is Tibet artist, Nima, Wu Hai is a
Hong Kong artist (next to me), 1992. I will never forget the many
times we went out to paint.
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Speaking at College and
High School in China
Vance suggested that China include some lectures at

Chinese colleges and schools for our professional development requirements. I had been a counselor for LuHe High
School in 2007, and decided to email the owner of the
school to let him know that I would come to Shenzhen. He
was very happy that I would visit his new school and speak
to the students. In Chinese culture you had to bring some
gift to celebrate the event. I told him I would donate some
text books that I would buy in China, and I would bring
a painting to donate to the school. Next, I emailed the
college president in Yiyan, where I had attended school, in
hopes of creating an event there. I had not visited the college since 1986 when I graduated. It was a pleasant surprise
when I received a response that the president planned to
have a national art education conference for our visit. The
college invited professors from other colleges in Beijing
and other provinces. Three of us had the opportunity to
make presentations at the conference.
I mentioned to my director, Harvey, that it was very
interesting to have a connection with my Chinese college
and my high school in Haifeng and LuHe. He told Dr.
Veazey, and she informed me that she would like me to
make the connection with schools and my college. She
also told me that there would be a long process to have
the overseas enrollment materials ready in English and
Chinese. I had learned from my past years at Herron that
American colleges have many procedures to make such an
event happen. In China the procedures were very simple
during this time. One leader would decide to have a
conference at my college, and plans would be made within
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a few days of receiving my itinerary. My college in China
was also interested in creating a relationship with our art
school. Other Chinese high schools wanted to know about
our college program. Harvey suggested I design a simple
booklet in Chinese about our art school’s program, and
I brought it with me. I was happy the college paid for Joe
and me to travel to China.
During the two weeks in China, Vance and Joe had a
high-speed experience with our very busy schedule. At
6:00 a.m. a car was waiting for us at our hotel to take us to
breakfast, and after each day of many activities it was late
in the evening when we returned to our hotel. I very much
enjoyed speaking to Chinese high school students as well
as giving presentations at Chinese colleges. Since Chinese
schools had not taught the students their own history, I felt
I had the responsibility to let them know what happened
during a dark period of Chinese history and how it
destroyed millions of Chinese lives and dreams. Whenever
I traveled to China, I always took time to speak to the
students. I was very happy to see that the students were
so interested in learning from my presentation, and they
also asked many questions. We made many presentations.
Vance and Joe were both excited and also very tired. I told
them that this was the Chinese way of working and
doing “business.” They had a great time experiencing many
events unlike any they had ever had before.

Photos: (Left) BiLan (right) giving her presentation at the Hunan
Arts and Craft Vocational College. (Below) Attentive audience.

BiLan Liao Gallery
A

fter I returned to Paducah from China, I began the
process of building my gallery, which I designed to look
like a Chinese building that incorporated the Lower Town
old architecture. Keeping in mind how to display my
artwork as in a professional gallery/museum, I had to
carefully consider the building size and architecture along
with the finances I could offer. I did not want to have any
loans to build my gallery. Finally, I decided on a design
with two large rooms. One room in the front would be the
gallery. The room in the back was designed to incorporate
my studio with large windows, a reception and dining area
for parties, and my kitchen.
I enjoyed studying the foundation and building materials,
and considering the costs for labor. I learned a lot from
George, who was inspecting buildings for the city. I hired
a local architect to create my blueprints, interviewed many
building contractors to see who would do good work at an
acceptable price, and hired Jim to build the gallery. I also
hired an electrician, two brothers for the plumbing, and an
air and heating company. My contracts were all very
detailed, including the times for completion of the work
and coordination and communication among all the
contractors during their work process. The four
contractors were surprised about my knowledge and the
details included when they signed the contract. George
agreed that I would pay him with my paintings for him to
do the finished work, but I would be his assistant for the
manual labor. Organization and follow-up were my work
style. Many people think artists are messy and unorganized. This is not true because many great art masters had
to be good managers and organize their projects,
considering every detail while keeping in mind their
artistic vision.
One of my female friends warned me that men in
Kentucky did not respect women in business, and that I
needed to ask Joe to talk to them about any business
arrangements. I told her they would respect me because I
was their customer. I was right; all of them looked up to an
experienced Chinese woman who could do good
business and bargain fairly with their prices. They also
treated me very nicely as their “friend.” I checked their
work, following the blueprint after they had done the job
for the day, and left notes to them. Along the building
process many mistakes were made: the drywall installer
made a hole for the new plumbing, the builder did not
make an electric hole in the cement foundation outside,
and outside posts were cut too short. I soon learned that
my architect forgot to give one sheet of instructions to the
builder.

When the problems showed up, I did not get angry. I just
dealt with the contractors about how to fix the problem,
and who would be responsible for the bill.
Everything worked out very well. I was glad the city
building inspector inspected my new building very closely.
I liked the city’s rules about constructing new building in
Lower Town, even though it cost more to meet the
inspection rules. George was great about teaching me how
to do the finishing work. As his assistant, I learned how to
do the flooring, lay tiles, paint kitchen cabinets, paint the
interior and exterior, and other tasks. Joe did not come to
help, because he told me that it was my project. When my
student, Phyllis, offered to help me one day, Joe came to
help paint the ceiling. I did not complain to him, because I
accepted that it was my project.
Once it was finished, the dream of owning my gallery came
true. Visitors loved my gallery with its outside Chinese
style. Inside, the gallery space worked very well for the
professional display of my painting series, Diary of the
Dragon’s Daughter: Painting as Window into Chinese
History. I had a very successful gallery opening reception
and painting exhibition. Dr. Veazey gave a wonderful
speech about my accomplishments since I had come to
Paducah. She also mentioned that she was lucky to hire me
even though my phone interview had not gone well.

Photo: BiLan so happy to have a large space for
painting and displaying her art work
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Photo: PaducahSun New Paper, BiLan (fourth from left), the city mayor, Kaler (fifth from left), and college president, Dr. Veazey,
(third from left) cutting the ribbon for the BiLan Liao Gallery opening

Congratulatory Letter from Daughter on August 19, 2011
Dear Mom,

I remember 10 years ago, when we first arrived in

America, I asked you if you have achieved your dream.
You said, “The day will come when I have my own gallery
(display my own paintings).” I have watched over the years
to see how you turned your dream into reality with your
extraordinary talents, perseverance, and courage. You have
transformed from a new immigrant who did not speak a
word of English to an established artist and art educator.
I witnessed how you conquered the language barrier. I
remember asking you which street we were on when we
first got here, you said, “One way.” How great today that
you are able to finish a master of art and a master of fine
art degree, and finally teach art at a distinguished college.
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The road was not easy. I remember how you biked to
school to study English in stormy winter days. I remember
how you spent countless hours preparing and practicing
every lesson when you finally got a job as an instructor for
the art college in IUPUI. I remember how you mastered
your collage to move to Michigan for our master of fine
art degree. I remember how you struggled to finish your
degree and help me during one of the toughest times of my
life. I also remember how you finally found “home,” a prospering artist community and a great college to work for.
Through you, I am not only witnessing a dream come true,
but a spirit, an American spirit that dreams will flourish
when there is faith, courage and perseverance . . . .

Photos: BiLan’s art work at her gallery
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Chinese New Year Celebration

I enjoyed supporting the Chinese New Year (CNY) celebration when I came to

America in 1999. I soon learned that hosting this event was very different here in
America. In China the government provided abundant financial and manpower
support, including government employees. In America we had only volunteers, and
little financial support through donations. I was really moved by how the Chinese
students from Purdue University worked so hard to organize the CNY event. I created
a dance performance, and sewed the dance dresses for the Purdue University Chinese
Student’s Club. When I moved to Grand Rapids, I was happy to help with the CNY
celebration there. The college arranged for me to work with the diversity committee.
At our first meeting, I learned there was no faculty or staff member to lead the Chinese culture events or activities. There was a Spanish class instructor who led Mexico’s
Day of the Dead event every year. I suggested to the WKCTC diversity director that I
would lead the celebration CNY 2009 at our college campus. She was
pleased for me to organize the events.
Photos: Paducah TV Channel 6 is interviewing BiLan

I designed the CNY program, and I was glad we had many
faculty members and students who volunteered to participate in the
six-dance performances. They enjoyed learning the Chinese dances
from me, and I showed them how to make their own dance clothes.
Joe was very involved in my stage play along with the students, and
he was funny and a good actor. Before the CNY day arrived, I decorated the event room with the help of some of my colleagues. We arranged Chinese lanterns, red posters, banners, and chimes to create a
wonderful Chinese atmosphere. I designed a poster and sent it to the
Lower Town community, and WKCTC promoted the event on the
college website. When the day of the event arrived it was cold, but
many people showed up, crowding into the room we had arranged.
People enjoyed the Chinese food and loved our performances. The president, Dr. Veazey, wore a red Chinese dress and
gave out the customary New Year’s “Red Bags” with money to the children for good luck. Many people told me the CNY
was their favorite cultural event at our college. Since that time, I led the CNY every year. It was a tremendous amount of
work, but I enjoyed it. I began to realize
how much I missed my homeland, and
my Chinese traditional culture.
Unfortunately, the Chinese Cultural
Revolution destroyed so much of our
wonderful culture and took away most
of our freedom. Fortunately, my college
paid a few hundred dollars to support
the Chinese New Year celebrations
because the event helped our students
and the community to learn about
Chinese culture and diversity.

Photo: 2012 was the year of Dragon, and I arranged to borrow a dragon. It was the first time I had taught volunteers to dance the Dragon through the streets, and we had so much fun. Over 200 people enjoyed the Chinese New Year celebration at my gallery. I was proud
of our Dragon Dance. It looked very colorful and exciting when broadcast on TV. Most of the Chinese New Year events were held at
our college campus.
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Photo: Paducah Sun newspaper reporting the
CNY on its first page

Photo: BiLan (third from left), Mayor, Kaler (fourth from left), college president, Dr. Veazey next to mayor, and many college leades supporting and
participating the CNY

Photo: People enjoy learning Chinese painting during the CNY
celebration

Photo: BiLan (right)giving drawing contest during the CNY
celebration

Photo: BiLan writing plays, and performances (left) with
her student (right) and her colleague
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Obama’s
Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act
I was working very hard, and pleased that my artwork and

teaching were getting positive support. I was shocked when
I learned I earned much less than a young male faculty
member who had been hired at the same time I had. I was
building the painting program, and the young man had
started the ceramics program. Harvey told me I was one of
the best teachers, and had more art education. On my
teaching annual Overall Evaluation Summary of 2009,
he wrote, “I think that we are extremely fortunate to have
such a dedicated teacher with such a strong personality
and so much enthusiasm for her students, for Paducah
School of Art and for WKCTC. . . . No one works harder
or is more successful in her teaching than BiLan Liao.” Joe
told me about a new law called the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay
Act signed by President Barack Obama in January 2009.
I asked Harvey about it, but he said he did not make the
decisions about my salary. Joe suggested I write a letter to
the college president and request equal pay. I had a
meeting with her, and she told me when she hired me she
did not have all of my CV information. She said that she
would support my professional actives. However, I was
happy with my life of freedom in America and I trusted her
offer to help me as much as she could.

Photo: Interviewed by Laurel Black of Paducah Sun
Newspaper for the article “Artist looks at history through ‘broken
Window,” published in Paducah Sun Newspaper, Thursday,
November 14, 2013, on page 1C, Current section

Photo: Interviewed by WSIU 2015 and on the PBS channel

Photo: Interviewed by Kate B Lochte at the
WKMS -Murray State’s NPR station studio, “How the Chinese
Cultural Revolution Brought Artist to LowerTown” on Friday,
November 15, 2013
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President Obama won reelection! Even though Joe and
I had different lifestyles and tastes, one thing we had in
common was that we both liked Obama, and we spent a
day to make calls in Ohio to help Obama win. We were so
happy on November 6, 2012, when President Obama won
reelection by a narrow margin over Republican contender
Mitt Romney.

BiLan Goes to China for Honorary Speech
M

y college invited me to China to give a speech and be honored at the Celebration of the Hunan Arts and Crafts
Vocational College on October 2, 2010. This was also during the time that Dr. Veazey was to receive a national award for
WKCTC. She requested that Harvey and I have a meeting about the China trip in her office. She asked me if I could go
by myself to keep the relationship with my college in China and told Harvey that he could not go at this time. Harvey did
not say a word to her during the meeting, but after the meeting he asked me to talk with Dr. Veazey and to change her
mind. I knew I could not convince Dr. Veazey to change her decision, and I told Harvey that she had made up her mind.
Also, Joe was against Harvey traveling to China with me.

Photos: BiLan is speaking at the college conference

Joe Finds His Dream
in China
Good news arrived when my grandson, Ed,

was born in September 2012. This blessed
event bought a bright light into the dark cloud
over my disintegrating marriage. We traveled
to Atlanta to see Ed. My friend Bin from
China called me to ask that I help him hire an
American educator to build an international
program at his new school in Dongguan. Joe
wanted to go China to apply for this director
job. He was not happy in Paducah, but I did
not want to send him to China. He asked me
to support him, telling me that maybe it was
his dream. When I suggested he work only a
short time and then come back to the States,
because he would have an international
education leadership experience to help him
find a better job in Paducah, Joe agreed. Bin
asked him to hire an English instructor in
America. I made all the connections and
helped him negotiate the best salary. I also
helped him with all of the documents he
needed for the Chinese international program
and trip to China.

Photos: BiLan is giving a speech

Photos : BiLan is speaking to students at the LuHe High school
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I left two weeks earlier than Joe to go to China for my own
business, and to help Bin prepare Joe’s office and apartment. I also had a meeting with the two young women
who would be Joe’s assistants. Both of them had received
their master’s degree from England and could speak English well.
I told Bin I was worried about Joe in China because our
separation might lead to divorce. Bin did not think this
would happen, because many Chinese couples live
separately for their careers’ sake as a normal part of the
culture. The school would pay for me to visit Joe in China
during my school break. When Joe arrived, he was very
excited about his new position. He was amazed when he
saw his spacious office and the large conference room that
was bigger than our college president’s office. His apartment had a great view, the school offered meals seven days
a week, and he did not need to cook. He felt he was like a
president. I asked the kitchen chief to cook some special
meals for him during the weekend. From the beginning we
emailed every day, and he asked me to help him deal with
the school’s administration.
After a few months, he emailed me that he wanted to
leave the school to make his own English training center. I
advised him that it was not good, because I knew how the
Chinese government system worked with non-citizens.
Also, his personality would not easily deal with Chinese
government issues and other challenges. Joe was not happy
that I told him the truth. He thought I was jealous of his
success in China. Shortly after that I received an email in
which Joe asked me for a separation and divorce. He also
wrote to Ling, explaining that our marriage had problems
for many years, and we were too different as people. He
wanted to find his happiness in China. I forwarded Joe’s
email to his parents, asking their advice. They replied that
I had tried the best I could, and suggested to just let Joe
choose what he wanted. I accepted our divorce.
Joe soon got married to a much younger woman than I,
with a much less ambitious personality, and then he left the
school. Joe’s parents wanted me to keep my friendship with
them, as I did with them. And I sincerely wished Joe would
find his dream love and career in China. Unfortunately, Joe
ran into trouble a few years later with the Chinese government and came back to America in 2017, with a better
understanding of my American dream. He thanked for
me for giving him support during his difficulty in China. I
hope he finds his happiness in America.
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Photo: BiLan in the classroom

Happy as an
Artist and Teacher

I moved from my small house to live in my studio and

kept the gallery open every Saturday. I rented out my small
house next the gallery. I spent much more time in writing
and painting my story. I also took piano lessons and sculpture classes, and I started to practice Tai Chi every day.
Marci, a professor at the Murray State University who was
working on a project to promote the Lower Town artists,
selected me as a part of the project. Every Saturday, she
came to my studio to have lunch with me to discuss how
best to promote my exhibitions locally and nationally. We
also worked on my book proposal for publication. I was
happy and busy with my teaching and my many projects.
I invited many artists from across the nation and locally
to exhibit their work at my gallery. I organized a fine-artists’ group and our Lower Town district to have an annual
meeting to share our art experiences and information.
I continued to lead the Chinese New Year celebration and
organize an annual exhibition for my students at the
Student Art Gallery of Etcetera Coffee in Lower Town.
Also, I was invited by many universities for presentation
and lectures, which I enjoyed very much. When the
National Public Radio asked to interview me, I invited
Marci to support me. My friends and my students invited
me to go out for events almost every week. In 2015 I was
awarded the Teacher of the Year for our Division of PSAD.

Photo: BiLan’s sculpture of her self-portrait
Ready to Take Off , 15 x 8 inches, clay (right top)
It was my one-night improvisation work. After ten hours of
painting at my studio I felt I could not continue. I had a little clay so
this was what happened.
New Dreamer, 15 x 8 inches, clay
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Dream of Love

Ling was concerned about my being lonely when I was

not busy, now that I lived by myself. She encouraged me
to find a man to fulfill my dream of love. For years I had
worked hard in America, so I could accomplish my dream
to paint my stories, receive my highest art education,
become an art professor, and support Ling to be successful,
marry, and have a lovely boy. Maybe it was time to look for
my dream of love.
I was visiting Ling in 2014 and decided to make my usual
visit to the Atlanta High Museum of Art. It was a beautiful
day in May when I ventured into a special exhibit on exotic
automobiles called “Dream Cars.” I was admiring one of
the cars when a tall, interesting-looking man asked me
what I thought about the design. We were soon discussing
art museums and artists, and he introduced himself. His
name was Ken Scroggs. I thought it was a funny name
and hard to pronounce, but the shape of his face made
me think of a sculpture of Andrei Sakharov, the Russian
nuclear physicist, and activist for peace and human rights.
I was very impressed with Ken’s knowledge about art. His
favorite artists were Van Gogh, Monet, and Goya. Ken was
a mental health professional with forty years’ experience
starting as a probation officer, Army Captain, and he had
three licenses; LPC, LMFT, and LCSW. He was also owner
and CEO of EAP Works, a nationwide EAP company
specializing in Crisis Management. I showed him my
artwork on my website, and he asked if he might email
me. A few days later, he sent me a message, and I found
out that he also loved music and dancing. His friends and
my friends advised us against a long-distance relationship,
with seven hours’ driving distance between Atlanta and
Paducah. But we both had a very strong connection, and
we wanted to try maintaining our relationship by using
our computers. Ken was experienced in that technology
because he also trained therapists to use TeleMental Health
technology. Each day we connected over the Internet to
share our morning coffee. In the evening, we saw each
other for dinner and shared the events of the day. We even
stayed connected via the Internet while I was in Australia for my presentation at an International Art Education
Conference.
We both felt we had found our dream love. Ken worked
very hard, and also wanted a romantic life. His career
mission was to help people toward a better life. He loved
my paintings and my stories. I asked Ken how I would
know if our love would last our whole life through. He
replied that we would share romance and reality. Ken said
we were “star-crossed lovers” like Romeo and Juliet
because our journeys shared a common destiny. He
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suggested that we both would support each other to fulfill
our common dream. Ken and I had a good conversation
about how the human spirit yearns for freedom to express
its thoughts, feelings, and desire to have a good life. We
agreed that unleashed human potential could solve any
problem. The roadblocks to the human spirit are often our
own lack of mental clarity and courage, and also the lack of
access to quality education, healthcare (including mental
health), and economic opportunity (jobs) that are controlled by oppressive governments like those led by Mao,
Hitler, Putin, Kim Jong Un, and even good people elected
to political positions who become blinded by power,
(See Dictator Mao, page 75). In America there is still an
ongoing struggle for freedom. Toward the end of our
conversation, Ken held my hand, looked into my eyes, and
told me, “We will work together to help others to never
give up their dreams and find their freedom.”
Ken impressed me with how much
he knew about Chinese culture. He
had studied Tai Chi and Taoism
under Master Hau Ching Ni, and
taken Traditional Chinese medicine
classes. He was inspired when he
heard the Dalai Lama speak about
Loving Kindness at Emory
University in 1987, and became a
member of Drepung Loseling
Monastery. There he practiced
meditation under Geshe Lobsang
Tenzin Negi, Geshe Dadul Namgyal,
and Geshe Ngawang Phende. He
told me he was a Christian, and
believed Jesus was the Prince of
Peace who taught us to love and
forgive everyone. He spent three
weeks in China and Tibet in 2006.
People told us that we were very
fortunate to find each other. My
dream of love had come true. Ken
proposed marriage to me on the top
of Stone Mountain in Atlanta
shortly before Christmas 2015.
Ken and I married on March 19,
2016. We invited my friend Vance
to travel with us to China for our
presentation at the Chinese Normal
University. It would also be a honeymoon for Ken and me,
and we got married again in a Chinese wedding.

Photo: (Top) Ken and BiLan first met at the High Museum in
June 2014
Photo: (Middle) Ken proposed marriage to BiLan at Stone
Mountain, Atlanta, in December 2015
Photo: Ken (left) with Geshe Lobsang Tenzin Negi, 2017

Farewell Party
I

t was time for my next chapter of my life to be with my
family and be a full-time artist. I applied to retire early
from my teaching position, beginning July 1, 2016. I led
the final CNY in Paducah before I moved to Atlanta. I was
moved by my students when they organized a farewell
party for me, attended by many people, including the
Paducah mayor Gayle Kaler, who awarded me the 2016
Duchess of Paducah.

Dr. Veazey wrote a wonderful letter to me, “. . . BiLan has
not only led the painting program, but she is seen by the
community as a true advocate for diversity, inclusion and
the promotion of human right. She has eloquently
presented her life in art and in writing, and given not only
the college, but our community, a glimpse of history of
the Chinese Cultural Revolution. I write this letter as the
president of West of Kentucky Community & Technical
College, and a true admirer of both BiLan’s art work and
her advocacy of issues of impertinence to our Communities and our nation.”

Photo: Mayor Gayle Kaler awarded
the 2016 Duchess of Paducah to
BiLan

Photo: Farewell Party

Paducah TV Channel 6 interviewing
BiLan during her book signing on
February 20 and 21, 2016 at the
BiLan Liao Gallery, Paducah,
Kentucky, February 21, 2016
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BiLan’s Home Gallery

Ken helped me design our house, making it a

lovely home, and I created a space to display my
three series of paintings; Return, Tibet and
Painting as a Window into Chinese History. We
had a wedding reception and my art work
opening on September 3. Sue Ann Taylor attended
the event, and I soon learned that she produced
films. She was deeply impressed with my art work, Photo: BiLan made a special event for the Atlanta Chinese community
and she learned much about Chinese history
on April 1, 2017 at BiLan’s home gallery
through the personal stories of my paintings.
She offered to develop a documentary film and a
feature film. Sue Ann has introduced me to many
of her associates, screenplay writers, and filming
friends. She has helped me to learn how a movie is
developed, and she has become our dear friend.

Photo: (Right) Sue Ann Taylor (back row, fourth from
right) with her two of her film crew (on her right) and
BiLan (front row, right). BiLan’s former colleagues from
the Heron School were interviewed. Vance Farrow
(back row, far right), Anita Gidding (next to Bilan),
Sherry Stone (front row, far left). Dr. Lenora Peterson
(next to Sue Ann) was also interviewed. Ken Scroggs
(back, far left) at Bilan’s home gallery on July 15, 2018.

Photo: Lisa (sister-in-law) and Qing (brother) next to
BiLan and Ken on September 3, 2016

Photo: Maestro Juan Ramirez introduced his latest composition dedicated
to the book and upcoming documentary film Diary of the Dragon’s
Daughter. BiLan and Juan at BiLan’s home gallery in 2018.

Photo: Sue Ann Taylor, Bilan Liao, and actress Toni
Hudson at BiLan’s home gallery, 2018
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Photo: Dr. Deborah Isom from Begin Again Ministries Inc. interviewing
BiLan Liao for Atlanta Channel 57 on June 6, 2018 at BiLan’s home gallery

Photo: BiLan (front row) was the
key note speaker at the Honoring
Champions of Community Service
& Humanitarian Celebration.
BiLan also received the Global
International Alliance Advocates
for National Community Service
award on May 11, 2018.

Photo: New Dreamers, BiLan’s grandsons painting at
BiLan’s home, 2018
Photo: BiLan’s presentation at the Canton Art Center theater, called Be
a part of the Movie! And learn about Chinese History through BiLan’s
paintings. This presentation was filmed and used in the movie Charlie’s
Christmas Wish to be released 2019.

Photo: We Are Here From GA, BiLan (left)

I do not

intend to
be political,
and I do not
consider myself to be either a Democrat or a Republican. I
vote for who I believe to be the best person who will keep
America free and safe. I simply make observations, tell my
true story about what happened to the people in China
under a dictator, and hope that it does not happen in other
countries, especially my dream land, America. The 2016
presidential election greatly worried me because Trump
would not release his tax returns or disclose his financial
statements. He made many conflicting statements to the
press, and when it became obvious that he had lied, he
continued to try to cover up the facts by calling the press
“Fake News.” I could not help being reminded of how Mao
had controlled the news media, and how he controlled his
inner circle of top officials with money and power. When

that did not work, he used intimidation, imprisonment,
and assassination. Like my one-eyed sculpture of Mao,
Trump kept one eye open, looking to secure his power
base, and the other eye closed on what he was doing to the
American people. I felt Trump was not a man to be trusted
as president, especially with his admiration for the Russian
dictator, Vladimir Putin, who called himself “President.”
On January 21, 2017, I rode a bus to Washington, D.C., to
join in the Women’s March on Washington. I knew no one
when I got on the bus, but I quickly made friends, including a group of women from Macon, Georgia. They invited
me to walk with them. We marched because we wanted
to have a good president, and we did not want to lose our
American dream. We walked and marched for hours and
hours with others, all of us hoping to warn America that a
bad leader could destroy our life.
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Wedding Dress (self-portrait), 18 x 14 inches, fresco

Beverly, 20 x 16 inches, oil on canvas

Dreamer (self-portrait), 16 x 17 inches, clay
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Watching, 20 x 16 inches, egg tempera on paper

Tybee Island, 48 x 36 inches, oil on canvas

Lily One, 48 x 50 inches (detail), acrylic on wood panel

Lily Two, 48 x 52 inches (detail), acrylic on wood panel
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Ken’s poem to me at our wedding

Thank you for finding me, for now I’m not alone.
Thank you for loving me, now my heart will not turn to stone.
Thank you for marrying me and turning our house into a happy home.
Thank you for living with me, so we can sing our happy song!
Photo (Right): Ken and BiLan giving a lecture to the faculty and students at the Xian
Education University during their honeymoon in China
Photo: (Left) BiLan and Ken wear Chinese traditional queen and king dress in China
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Dream of Love, 50 x 48 inches, oil on wood panel

A Life without a Dream Is like a Day without Sunshine

We must keep our dreams alive because our dreams

reflect our hopes and desires. Our dreams shine the light
of purpose for each one of us to understand how best we
can participate in the fabric of humankind as we evolve
as a species and a part of the universal plan. Our dreams
give life meaning, and help to answer the intrinsic questions “Who am I?” and “Why am I here?” Our dreams
are embedded in the hearts and minds of each one of
us. Our dreams are intertwined within our DNA. A life
without a dream of hope to overcome adversity during

the dark hours is like a day without sunshine. Though
this concludes the events in my life to this point, I will
continue to paint the additional parts of my story that
I have yet to express. I will also continue expressing my
passion for life as I paint, sculpt, photograph, and teach.
My wish is that my work will help others to find the
courage to tell themselves, “Never give up the dreams.”
My greatest desire is to die with my paintbrush in hand
and a smile on my face!
DREAM OF LOVE 251

Credits and Source:
Page 50 and 74 there are three images by Li Zhensheng.
Li Zhensheng: Red-Color News Soldier
Frank Dikötte: : Mao’s Great Famine: The Story of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe
Frank Dikötte: The Cultural Revolution: A People’s History, 1962-1976
Frank Dikötte: The Tragedy of Liberation: A History of the Chinese Revolution 1945 – 1957
Austin Ramzy, New York Times, May 5, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/15/world/asia/china-cultural-revolution-explainer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/15/world/asia/china-cultural-revolution-explainer.html (01/01/2018)
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tibet
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/tps/1900.htm#republic
Indictment Against Mao Yushi
http://twitter.com/cnforbiddennews Like us on FACEBOOK: http://www.facebook.com/chinaforbid dennews Renowned liberal
economist Mao Yushi . . . .
https://search.yahoo.com/yhs/search;_ylt=A0LEVr8v2tBVswcAsSml87UF;_ylc=X1MDOTU4MTA0NjkEX3IDMgRmcgN5aHMtaXJ5LWZ1bGx5aG9zdGVkXzAxMQRncHJpZANYSkFvTkZfTFNNaW56OUZhek
Overview of Chinese history 1911–1949:
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/history/euro-hist/China-early-1900s/v/overview-of- chinese-history-1911-1949?utm_
source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Copy%20 of%20Highlighted%20Content%20081615%20-%20revised%20
button%20text&utm_term=Stuff%20 you%20might%20like%20After%20Test%20Cohort%20Made
(P. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indiana_Klan (01/29/18)
Page 78 ABC news, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-01-13/the-pivotal-1977-exam-that-changed-china-forever/9313814
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Reactions to Diary of the Dragon’s Daughter
(Continue to back cover)
Dragon’s Daughter A Must Read
Ms. Liao’s Diary of the Dragon’s Daughter was a riveting
story of a life journey through great personal loss and
political repression to a determination to be free. With
fierce courage and an unparalleled work ethic Ms Liao uses
her skills in painting to give people everywhere faith and a
sense of beauty in the form of artistic expression as well as
life. Every person should read this true story that takes a
young woman from the Red Chinese take over of the
culture and political landscape of China to the courageous
decision to escape repression and resettle in America.
Once here she recaptures her life’s struggles by painting
her way from her early life in China, the death of her
father and sister to poverty, hunger and fear to the ultimate
achievement of freedom and ultimate success. Beautifully
illustrated!

— Sears Premier

Great Lessons, and Beautiful Paintings!
I went to BiLan’s book signing and purchased a book and
after reading it, I purchased eleven more books! Her story
of her dream of freedom in the United States touched me
so that I had to share it with my daughters, grandchildren,
stepson, nieces, cousin and an extra copy to loan to my
friends. Her story provides life lessons for people of all ages
and makes us realize how fortunate we are to live in a land
of freedom and plenty.
—Amazon Customer

A Touching and Inspiring Book about an Artist’s Journey
from China to the US
Illustrated with her beautiful paintings and photos, BiLan Liao’s book tells about her journey through the hard
times in China and her unwavering pursuit of a better
one in the United States. Touching, inspiring, and at times
heart-breaking, the book provides insight into the lives of
Chinese immigrates.
— Qingqing, Professor

History through Art
This book is an amazing blend of history and art. BiLan
Liao is gifted in so many areas and it’s a thrill to see them
all come together through her writing. The images are
vivid and the journey enthralling. Definitely a great read
and a super gift!
— Dr. Karen W. Dodson

A Journey to Freedom
This book is the poignant story of a young woman
yearning for freedom from oppression in communist
China. BiLan Liao chronicles her journey to freedom in
the United States through her beautiful, expressive
paintings and her sometimes heart-wrenching narrative of
her struggles along the way. Her story reminds us how
fortunate we are to have been born in the U.S.
— Martha Hinton

A Beautiful, Inspirational Story and Artwork
This book tells an incredible story of a woman, a family,
and Chinese history through the author’s artwork and
words. Being oppressed as a woman in a traditional
Chinese culture, struggling and persecuted through
Cultural Revolution, BiLan tells an inspiring story of what
it means to have hope and pursue your dream. I would
recommend this book to all who want to understand the
untold Chinese history and to all who want to be inspired.
— Amazon Customer

A Compelling Story of Life, Art, and Triumph
BiLan Liao’s new book Diary of the Dragon’s Daughter is
more than just her story. It is history, an art treatise, a compelling life story. Amazingly BiLan has come out of this
experience a whole person; kind, loving, well-educated and
well-loved by all who meet her. So proud to know her, and
to have read this wonderful story.
— Susan French

Touching and Beautifully illustrated
The Diary of the Dragon’s Daughter is a candid memoir
that brings home the tragedy of growing up during the
Cultural Revolution. BiLan’s inspirational story of survival
and conquering huge obstacles is moving. Of note were
passages wherein she is compelled by her desire for art to
be the touch tone in her life—truly uplifting.
— Jane Scroggs, Librarian

Changes Pain to Love
The artwork is beautiful and memorizing and displays such
a powerful message. BiLan Liao has overcome many obstacles in life and despite the odds she painted her pain away.
She could have turned her pain into negativity; however,
she has helped others while dealing with her own tragedies. When you hear her story she lets you know no matter
what your background is, we all have a story that can be
change from pain in to love when you see her work. She
has such an uplifting spirit and positive attitude. Her story
will definitely touch the heart of many others.
— Dr. Lenora Peterson, Ambassador
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