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My Mother My Teacher

ook affectionately at the letter before me the oddhand-
writing reminding me of the peculiar voice that goes
with it. The writing could only belong to my mother
the character like her accent is unmistakable. Her
spoken Thai is now flawed only by a slight Cantonese accent
and her writing is so tidy and perfect it betrays the foreigner
hiding behind it.
My mother immigrated to Thailand over 60 years ago.
Over the years she has told me so many stories of China’ s sor-
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row and grandeur. I almost feel like I came from there myself.
She was always full of praise for her native land just like the
Chinese from thousands of years ago who thought China was
the center of the world. The Chinese community in Thailand
carried this heritage with them believing themselves to be
much better than Thais.

When [ was a child my mother’ s grasp of Thai was poor.
[ hated it when neighbors and the local shopkeepers made fun
of the way she spoke. People often called us" Chinks " which
made me angry. But my mother was never ashamed of her ac-
cent. The truth is she had no choice if she was to live in Thai
society she had to speak Thai.

[t wasn’ t always easy. Like two currents flowing against
each other native Thais and my mother tried unsuccessfully to
communicate with each other. While Thais spoke in torrents
she trickled. Thais spurted while she sprinkled. Thais enthusi-
astically bubbled she incoherently babbled.

Even my father a Thai man looked down on my
mother’ s unnatural Thai. He was a learned man educated in
England and I never fully understood why he chose a woman
such as my mother for his wife. An educated woman would
have been more appropriate for him but at that time in Thai-
land it was difficult to find a woman with both beauty and
brains. Women both Thai and Chinese had much less educa-
tion than men if any at all. As a result my father could
choose only one quality in his wife and for him it was beauty.
But this quality fades with time and he was soon left with a
middle-aged woman whom he could hardly understand.

My parents were unable to laugh at the same jokes or dis-
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cuss the latest political and economic news. When my mother’
s relatives came to visit only she and I could chat with them.
My father unable to speak Chinese felt like the odd one out.
The tables were turned of course when my father would tell
her in Thai to do something for him. Her poor grasp of the
language meant that she often completed the task incorrectly.

This was a miserable time for the little girl who had to live
in the gap that existed between her parents. But the miseries
for that little girl — me — were about to increase.

IT HAD NEVER made any difference to me that my mother
could not read or write Thai. But once [ began learning to read
and write she was quick to take advantage of my new knowl-
edge and I was quick to tire of her continual demands. She of-
ten had me read the newspaper to her. She wanted me to ex-
plain what each picture in my textbooks was about. [ had to
read our mail aloud for her.

My misery doubled whenever an official letter came. I
could read it but being just in third grade. I did not under-
stand any of it. Our neighbors could not help us because back
then many Thais were no more literate than my mother.

The worst times however happened when we watched a
foreign movie. I was forever answering her questions” What

did she say What are they talking about * Of course she
could not read the Thai subtitles.

One day when [ was still in primary school she began to
learn how to read Thai using my old notebooks and readers.
Rather than feeling proud of her 1 became more bitter. [ was
forced to be her teacher. She was 36 years old 1 was not even
ten. She always had so many questions about the alphabet
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pronunciation exceptions to the rules and the meaning of vari-
ous words.

She studied after dinner as I did my homework. Together
we sat at the dining table the noxious smoke from the
mosquito repellent making our heads spin. My mother read my
old books spelling aloud for me any words she did not under-
stand. Sometimes she spelled the word incorrectly and [ had to
get up from my work and look for myself. I gave the pronunci-
ation and meaning of the word and she wrote them down quick-
ly. Soon my old textbooks were full of her notes.

Now when I look back on those study days 1 see it was a
highly productive way to learn. Teaching her Thai gave her a
tool she would be able to use the rest of her life. In return I
learned more about the Chinese language [ had to explain
Thai’ s finer points in her mother tongue and my Chinese her-
itage than I ever expected.

There were other advantages too. As we worked through a
Thai translation of Aesop’ s Fables she would relate similar
Chinese tales to me. [ also was introduced to many other Chi-
nese proverbs and teachings. Indeed she went out of her way
to find new stories about her homeland making sure I did not
grow up ignorant of Chinese culture.

Now [ realize how much I gained from those evenings at
the dining table. But back then all I could see was wasted
time. The Christian school I attended believed in lots of home-
work and so I had my fill in math Thai and English. Helping
my mother took away from my own work. Her interruptions
were annoying. But she never became upset with me or per-
haps at that time in my life [ just never cared to notice. I do
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remember her sitting unmoved as her only daughter griped and
grumbled and then continuing on with her questions as deter-
mined as ever.

If it were me 1 probably would have quit but not my
mother. Her progress was unbelievable. Within five years she
could read anything in Thai from novels and history books to
newspapers. Once she had mastered Thai she moved on to
English.

DEEP INSIDE [ had never believed that she would be able
to read and write effectively. Thus [ now consider every letter
[ receive from her to be a miracle. Like most women of her
generation she worked at home all day rarely going out. Life
consisted of doing household chores and listening to soap op-
eras on the radio. A woman' s world was made up of work and
waiting for her children and husband to come home. And
sometimes her husband would not show up until late at night.

Before she studied Thai with me she would spend long
hours sitting silently by herself her brow furrowed. The strain
on her face made her look old beyond her years. [ can still re-
member once as a child seeing her sitting brooding.” What
are you doing " [ asked her. Her face turned fierce and she
yelled at me to leave the room. I could not understand why she
was angry at me.

Later after I had come to understand her annoyance. |
saw a Korean mother living in Japan similarly reproach her
young daughter. [ so much wanted to tell the woman that if
she wanted to escape her misery she had to learn about the

language and the culture of the country in which she was liv-
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For my mother the ability to read Thai opened a whole
new world. She was able to understand her adopted homeland
and its ways. Her carefree face was evidence to everyone of her
newfound happiness. She was at ease with the people around
her. She could take medicine without asking others to read the
label for her. She could read the newspaper whenever she
wanted and watch movies without disturbing others. Most im-
portantly she could sign official documents without relying on
someone else to tell her whether or not she was being cheated.
She ceased to be a burden on others.

MY MOTHER now teaches my children another miracle.
My own work does not allow me to spend a lot of time with my
children but she has moved right in and watches over them
with a sure hand. She has translated her past difficulties into
indispensable lessons for her grandchildren.” The first time
you try something it will always seem difficult ” she tells
them.” As you struggle to do it you will feel that you will
never be successful. But if you keep on trying the day will
come when you can do it well and with great ease.”

As if to illustrate her point she speaks to them with a
clear Thai accent. Listening to her teaching my children Thai
with the voice of a Thai [ smile and reflect on the hot moist
nights we spent together studying Thai. My mother howev-
er is modest about her accomplishments. She says simply that
she did not want to be a grandmother who taught her grand-
children to sit up straight but who herself slouched.

Her education has greatly affected me also. First our
nightly Thai lessons gave me the ability to grasp languages
easily. With a little work I can master anything. Second 1
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know all about ignorance. Thus when giving directions to as-
sistants or teaching my own children [ have the patience to
help them. Third I believe there is no age limit to learning.
Upon turning 36 1 like my mother began studying subjects
which I had never had the chance to study before. All [ asked
for was the strength and the faith that I could do it.

The fruits of knowledge go beyond you alone they touch
all of those around you. It is never too late to pick from the

tree so long as you are willing to face the toughest struggle.

Notes
Cantonese
Chink
torrent
spurt
bubble
babble
noxious

. mosquito repellent
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. Aesop’ s Fables
10. chore

11. furrow

12. strain

13. brood

14. carefree

15. slouch



Reading Comprehension

1.

In Thailand Chinese immigrants

A. were respected by Thais

B. believed themselves to be much better than Thais
C. mastered Thai better than Thais

D. kept on speaking Chinese everywhere

. When the author was a child

A. her mother liked speaking Thai
B. her mother hated speaking Thai
C. local Thais praised her mother’ s accent

D. local Thais laughed at her mother’ s accent

. The author’ s father married her mother because

A. he loved her so deeply

B. he thought she was clever
C. he thought she was beautiful
D. he liked Chinese women

. When the author was a child

A. her parents had a good relationship
B. her parents could not understand each other
C. her parents shared the same joys

D. her parents usually discussed the latest news together

. Once the author began learning to read and write her mother

. had her read the newspaper

o >

asked her to read the mails to her

Q

wanted her to translate the foreign films to her when they
watched together
D. All of the above.

. When her mother began to learn Thai the author
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A. felt it was wasting her time
B. felt proud of her mother
C. helped her mother patiently
D. asked the teacher to help her mother
7. The Christian school the author attended
A. gave students lots of homework
B. gave students much spare time
C. asked students to help their mothers
D. asked students to do housework at home
8. Now the author praises highly those study days with her mother
because on those days
A. her mother mastered Thai which benefited the rest of her
life
B. the author learned much about the Chinese language
C. the author absorbed much of Chinese culture
D. All of the above.
9. In the author’ s opinion if one wants to escape the loneliness in a
foreign country he she should
A. make friends with the foreigners
B. not reproach children fiercely
C. learn about the foreign culture
D. go back as soon as possible
10. According to the article we can conclude that the author’ s
mother is a woman.
A. weak-willed
B. strong-willed
C. bad-tempered

D. self-centered



