“Compelling.”
—Ben Fong Torres, author of The Rice Room
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to all the Ming Quong women
and to all women who have overcome adversity.

“Ming Quong,” the Chinese girls’ orphanage, means
“radiant light” in Cantonese, which is the spiritual in-
terpretation. In the academic sense, it can also translate
to “brilliant, bright, and shiny.” The two Homes where I
grew up were located in Oakland and Los Gatos, on the
San Francisco peninsula.

My fascination with bamboo stems from early
childhood days at the Home in Los Gatos, where a small
stand of wild bamboo grew and survived without care
from anyone. We all had jobs at the Home; as a pre-
schooler, mine was helping the nursery teacher with the
daily wash. One very cold morning, I noticed a strange
sight—white smoke wafting in the air from the hillside
below. Perplexed, I finally realized it was the dirty laun-
dry water gushing from an exposed pipe and draining
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into the bamboo. Surprised, I wondered if the hot suds
and bleach would kill the plants. Decades later, while
visiting the Home, I was happy to see that the bam-
boo was not only still there but had grown into a large
grove! Later, at my Ming Quong gift store in Walnut
Creek, I chatted with a Chinese couple, Marlene and
Walt Hoy, telling them how much I loved bamboo, and
Marlene remarked that bamboo represents strength and
durability. In that moment, I felt a rush of excitement
as | realized what bamboo means to me—“the women
of Ming Quong!” From that day forth, whenever I have
a book reading, I always include the old metaphor, “A
good woman is like bamboo; when the winds blow, it
bends; it doesn’t break.”

I especially thank all the women whose stories are
told in this book. They had the courage to open up
decades of buried childhood secrets. It was sometimes
painful to relive the past, and I felt great empathy for
all of them. Many of the stories came from life-long
friends who had never told me of the suffering they en-
dured as youngsters. Throughout the unfolding of these
stories,a sense of incredible strength came through, re-
vealing the remarkable spirit they all possessed—the
power of overcoming adversity. Their willingness to re-
veal their backgrounds completes the human, personal



side of the history of Ming Quong that I began in
my first book, Chopstick Childhood in a Town of Silver
Spoons. To all the women of Ming Quong, I sincerely
dedicate this book to you. You are all truly the radiant
lights of Ming Quong.






INTRODUCTION

In 1935, when I was 2'2 years old, my world shattered.
My immigrant mother took me to an orphanage 30
miles away from our home in San Francisco, placed me
on a stranger’s lap, and walked out the door. I remember
screaming in terror as she disappeared from view, but a
group of young girls instantly clustered around me and
a small hand reached out for mine. I looked up and saw
another little girl not much older than I, her eyes were
brimming with tears—and I was comforted.

I never saw my mother again.

I grew up there at the Ming Quong Home in Los
Gatos, California along with 35 other Chinese girls who
became my family, as close as any “true sisters” could be.
We were raised by 5 missionary women (3 Caucasian
and 2 Chinese who cared for us in their strict manner).

As an adult in my fifties, I began to hear disturb-

ing statements about the Home. One was that “bad” girls
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lived at Ming Quong and that Chinese parents would
threaten to send their daughters there if they didn’t be-
have! Two college students I knew also gave me some
startling facts: classroom discussions and a required text-
book featuring Ming Quong stated that prostitutes lived
at the Home! I was shocked. I couldn’t believe these un-
truths! Never in my thirteen years at the Home had I
heard such allegations or seen anything to support them!

A decade later I researched the history of Ming
Quong for my first book, Chopstick Childhood in a Town
of Silver Spoons. As with a puzzle, bits and pieces of facts
began to fit together, and by the end of my research, I
understood the teachers’ staunch silence: they had been
protecting us!

The history of Ming Quong dates back to 1915, but
in actuality it goes back further, to 1848, when a ten-year-
old boy was on a stagecoach from Sacramento, looking
forward to a romp in the ocean in San Francisco. Even
more exciting, this fourth-grader had a secret which he
had sworn not to tell to anyone. However, he heard en-
thusiastic fellow passengers talking about the rumor of
gold having been discovered at the creek at Sutter’s Mill,
near where he lived. The boy was stunned, as that was his

secret! Unable to contain himself, he suddenly burst out,
“It’s true! Gold was found at Sutter’s Mill!” And that’s
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