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My family belongs to a community of individuals who have built a microcosm of 
the world in our corner of Yingge County.  My character has been shaped to 
encompass the virtues of the people around me, whether it is my grandmother’s 
dedication or my grandfather’s iron resolve.  Living among families of similar 
socioeconomic backgrounds, my neighbors fostered a sense of mutual trust and 
respect, the idea that there was always a lesson to learn if one were willing to look. 
Wandering the rundown streets, I kneeled beside elderly women kneading dough 

and learned how to make dumplings from scratch.  I discovered the calming 
properties of prayer as my lungs filled with the wisps of incense smoke at the nearby 

shrine.  Everywhere I went, I paid attention to how words were spoken. Even then, I understood that the Chinese 
language thrived on hidden emphatic nuances.  As I wove through the steady hum of conversation that lingered 
over my village, I realized that the relations between my neighbors and me relied chiefly on how we chose our 
words.  
 
When I moved to America, it was the first time my father lived under the same roof as I; his was the face I only 
recognized from his brief visits twice a year.  Now, we sat together at the cracked wooden table of our apartment 
and immersed ourselves in the history of the Chinese character.  From the bold edges of Sing-Tao newspaper 
headlines to the sprawling cursive on the zodiac calendar, my father demonstrated to me how the curvatures 
of basic words combined to form more intricate characters.  He explained the beautiful complexities that 
constitutes our mother tongue with a master sweep of his pen; as my knowledge of the Chinese language 
deepened, so did my understanding of the nuances in speech from my early childhood.  My father would pull 
out his calligraphy brush, bestowing upon me the art that his father had taught him.  His large, calloused hand 
would grip mine as I steadied the brush between my outstretched fingers and guided it to spell my Chinese 
name, three different words that captured individual facets of the identity my family had given me.   As time 
passed, I found solace in calligraphy, because it provided the creative outlet to reflect the stories of people in 
my past and present. Focused on crafting a written masterpiece, I let my experiences direct the way I wrote. In 
doing so, I grew closer to my loved ones and appreciated more the culture they held so dear.  I began to see the 
Chinese language as the keystone that drew my people together.  
 
Every Sunday night, I sit beside my father as I coax the brush to obey my wrist’s command.  We do not speak, 
but only because our brushes do so for us.  With tenderness, I channel the recollections from my childhood into 
each word I write now, choosing carefully the angles and depth of my brushstrokes depending on the 
connections I find.  Different characters represent different memories.  Sometimes, my strokes are quick and 
short, mirroring the patter of children’s feet on dirty pavement.  Other times, they are graceful and elegant, like 
the qipaos the neighborhood women would wear on special holidays.  But always, each piece of writing 
embodies the unfinished discussions and unspoken lessons from my elders and surroundings that have come to 
define my existence.  The art of calligraphy transcends generations to articulate language timelessly.  As Chinese 
evolves, I see the flexible balance between slang and tradition, reveling in the language’s ability to preserve 
culture while also keeping up with the communication between modern youth. 

Today, I continue to change just as my language changes, and we both develop by maturing from the lessons 
around us.  Compassion stems not only from my actions, but also from the words I speak; I know they are a 
powerful reflection of my spirit.  My Chinese heritage has empowered me to bridge the Chinese-American 
cultural divide with eloquence and elasticity.  Likewise, my village has since instilled in me the curiosity to seek 
and make the most of the resources given to me, for the greatest answers only appear to those who look in the 
most impossible of places. 


