
Mexrxr Honc Krncsrou Tbngwe-Tied

oNG AGo rN CulNa, knot-makers tied string into but_
tons and frogs, and rope into bell pulls. There was one
knot so complicated that it blinded the knot-maker. Fi-
nally an emperor outlawed this cruel knot, and the no-

bles could not order it anl,rnore. If I had lived in
China, I would have been an outlaw knot-maker.

- Y"y!" that's why my mother cut my tongue. She pushed my tongue up
and sliced the frenum.l or maybe she snipped it with a pair of nail scissors. I
don't remember her doing it, only her telling me about it, but all during child-
hood I felt sorry for the baby whose mother waited with scissors or knife in
hand for it to cry-and then, when its mouth was wide open like a baby bird,s,
cut. The Chinese say "a ready tongue is an evil.,,

I used to curl up my tongue in front of the mirror and tauten my frenum
into a white line, itself as thin as a razor brade. I saw no scars in my mouth. I
thought perhaps I had had two frena, and she had cut one. I made other chil-
dren open their mouths so I could compare theirs to mine. I saw perfect pink
membranes stretching into precise edges that Iooked 

"ury 
erro.rgh to cut,

Sometimes I felt very proud that my mother committed ,r"h , po"werful act
upon me. At other times I was terrified-the first thing my mother did when
she saw me was to cut my tongue.

"Why did you do that to me, Mother?,,
"I told you."
"Tell me again."
"I cut it so that you would not be tongue-tied. your tongue would be able

tonove in any language. You'll be able to speak Ianguages that are completely
different from one another. You'll be able to p.onorrn"" unything. your fienum
Iooked too tight to do those things, so I cut it.',

"But isn't 'a ready tongue an evil'?,,
"Things are different in this ghost country.,,2
"Did it hurt me? Did I cry and bleed?,,
"I don't remember, Probably.,,
She didn't cut the other children's. when I asked cousins and other chi-

nese children whether their mothers had cut their tongues loose, they said,
"What?"

"Why didnt you cut my brothers'and sisters,tongues?,,
"They didn't need it."

Published,os the.first cha.ltter of rhe woman warrior: N{emoirs of a Girlhood among
Gho-sts ( J 9 76 ) , Kingston's highly acclainted accowmt of her Asian Americam girlkood ani
her family history.

l. The connecting fold of membrane on the underside of the tongue.
2. In Kingston's story the chinese immigrants see white Americans as ,,ghosts,,, whose
Ianguage and values they must adopt to become American.

z8z

'ltlnouu-'l'rrp
283

"Why not? Were theirs longer than mine?"
"Why don't you quit blabbering and get to work?"
If my mother was not lying she should have cut more, scraped away the

rest of the frenum skin, because I have a terrible time talking. or she should
not have cut at all, tampering with my speech. When I went to kindergarten
and had to speak English for the first time, I became silent. A dumbness-a
shame-still cracks my voice in two, even when I want to say "hello,, casually,
or ask an easy question in front of the check-out counter, or ask directions of
a bus driver. I stand frozen, or I hold up the line with the complete, grammat-
ical sentence that comes squeaking out at impossible length. "what did you
say?" says the cab driver, or "Speak up," so I have to perform again, only
weaker the second time. A telephone call makes my throat bleed and takes up
that day's courage. It spoils my day with self-disgust when I hear my broken
voice come skittering out into the open. It makes people wince to hear it. I,m
getting better, though. Recently I asked the postman for special-issue stamps;
I've waited since childhood for postmen to give me some of their own accord.
I am making progress, a Iittle every day.

My silence was thickest-total-during the three years that I covered my
school paintings with black paint. I painted layers of black over houses and
flowers and suns, and when I drew on the blackboard, I put a layer of chalk on
top. I was making a stage curtain, and it was the moment before the curtain
parted or rose. The teachers called my parents to school, and I saw they had
been saving my pictures, curling and cracking, all alike and black. The teach-
ers pointed to the pictures and looked serious, talked seriously too, but my
parents did not understand English. ("The parents and teachers of criminals
were executed," said my father.) My parents took the pictures home. I spread
them out (so black and full of possibilities) and pretended the currains were
swinging open, flying up, one after another, sunlight underneath, mighty
oPeras.

During the first silent year I spoke to no one at school, did not ask before
going to the lavatory and flunked kindergarten. My sister also said nothing for
three years, silent in the playground and silent at lunch. There were other
quiet chinese girls not of our family, but most of them got over it sooner than
we did. I enjoyed the silence. At first it did not occur to me I was supposed to
talk or to pass kindergarten. I talked at home and to one or two of the chinese
kids in class. I made motions and even made some jokes. I drank out of a toy
saucer when the water spilled out of the cup, and everybody laughed, pointing
at me, so I did it some more. I didn't know that Americans do.r1 drink ort of
saucers.

I liked the Negro students (Black Ghosts) best because they laughed the
loudest and talked to me as if I were a daring talke'r too. one of the Negro girls
had her mother coil braids over her ears Shanghai-style like mine; we were
Shanghai twins except that she was covered with black like my paintings. Two
Negro kids enrolled in chinese school, and the teachers gave them chinese
names. Some Negro kids walked me to school and home, protecting me from
the Japanese kids, who hit me and chased me and stuck gum in my ears. The
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Japanese kids were noisy.and tough. They appeared one day in kindergarten,released from concentration 
"u-p], which was a tic-tac-toe mark, rike barbedwire, on the map.

It was when I found out I had to tark that school became a misery thatthe silence became 
" Til".y: I did not ,f"* urra felt bad each rime that I didnot speak' I read aloud in first g.rd", thorrgh, and h"".a ti" b"."rt *r,irpe.with little squeaks come out ofLy ih.ort. ,,Louder, ,rii ;h" ;;;"her, whoscared the voice away again. The other chinese girls did not tark either, so Iknew the silence hadtolo with beinga -iir,"r" girt.

Reading out loud was easier tha"n speaking f,""u,rr" we did not have tomake up what to say, but I stopped oft".r,'u.rl th"e tea"herw""rJirrr"r. I,d gonequiet again. I could not undersiand "I.,, The chinese ,,t,'hui r"r* strokes, in_tricacies' How courd the American "I," assuredly wearing; ili;k" the chi-nese' have only three strokes, the miidre * .r.uighr? wi.i it o,rt of polit".r"r.that this writer reft off strokes trr" *"y u cli.r"r" has to write her own namesmall and crooked? No, it was 
"o, p"tir".r"ss, ,,I, is a capital and ,,you,, is alower-case. I stared at that middle ti"" u.rJ *urred so long for its black centerto resolve into tight strokes and dots that I forgot ," pr.i""""" iL The othertroublesome word was ,,here,,, 

no strong co.rso.rrot to hang on to, and so flat,when "here" is two mountainous ideoiraphs. The teachJ, -rr"'rr"a aheadyt3ld me every day how to read "I' 
""a 

':t 
"i"," put me in the Iow corner underthe stairs again, where the noisy boy, ,r,r"liu ,ut.

when my second grade crass did a play,'the whole crass went to the audi-torium except the chinese girrs. The i""li"a lovely and Hawaiian, shouldhave understood about us' b.-ut instead l"i; ;, behind in the classroom. ourvoices were too soft osionsrips,,,r*,y,*,li'":f::?l#:"H,['"ffi"J,:il:1,#:*LjTi:
door a crack and peeked out, bur closJ ii-"g"t" quickly. one of us (not me)won every spelling bee. though.

I remember telling the Hawaiian teacheq ,,We Chinese can,t sing ,land
where our fathers died.'" she argued ;;;-;" about poritics, while I meantbecause of curses' But how 

"a, Iiuu" trr"i -"-..y -h"r, I couldn,f tark? Mymother says that we, Iike the ghosts, hru" ,ro ,rr"*ori"r.
After American school, we picked ,p o,r, cigar boxes, in which we hadarranged books, brushes, und u, inkbox neatly, aid went i, crri.*r" schoor,from 5:00 to 7:30 p'lr. There *" 

"t""r"J,.'gether,_voices rising and fa,ing,Ioud and soft, some boys shouting, ;;;;b.dy reading together, reciting to_gether and not alone wiih on" uoiJ". wh;;*" h"d u;";o;;;tioi-t"rt, tr,.teacher let each of us come to his desk and say the lesson to him privately,while the rest of the class practiced 
".;)ri";.. tracing. Most of the teacherswere men. The boys who were so well l"frri"q in the imJ"r" ,"'fr.rf playedtricks on them and tarked back to th".n- ihe girrs *"* ;;;;ii". rr,"yscreamed and yelred during recess, when there were no rures; they had fist-

3' During world war II- more than 100,000 Japanese Americans were imprisoned in"War Relocation Camps,'in the United States.
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Iights.. Nolody was afraid of children hurting themselves or of children hurt-ing.school property. The glass doors to th" ."d and green balcorries with thegold joy syrnbols were -reft wide open so that we courd run out and crimb the
fire. escapes' we playld. capture-the-flag in the auditorium, where Sun yat-sen
and chiang Kai-shekta pictures h.rrg*at the back 

"r tn"'rirg", tie chinese
flag on their left and th-e American flag-on their right. we climbed the teak cere-monial chairs and made flying leaps off the stage. one flag headquarters wasbehind the glass door and the other on stage right. our feet drummed on thehglb: stage. During recess the teachers t"""rcj ,rr"*r"r""r 

"pl, it 
"i, offi".with the shelves of books, copybooks, inks from crrr".. in.y i.""r. ,u" 

"rawarmed their hands at a stove. There was no pray supervision. Ar-r.""r, *"had the school to ourselves, and also we courd-roa* ,. f". 
"s -" courd go-downtown, chinatown stores, home-as Iong as we returned before the berlrang.

- - 
At exactly z so the teacher again picked up the brass bell that sat on hisdesk and swung it over our heals, *hir" *" charged down the stairs, ourcheering magnified in the stairwell. Nobody had to li.r" .rp.
Not all of the children who were sirent at American school found voiceat chinese school. one new teacher said each of us had r; g;;6uid recire infront of the class, who was to listen. My sister and I had memorized thelesson perfectly. we said it to each other 

"t 
ho-", one chanting, one listening.

The teacher called on my sister to recite first. It was the first time a teacher
had called on the second-born to go first. My sister was scared. she granced atme and loo\ed away; I 

_looked down at *y derk. I hoped tf,"t ,t "-irrld do itbecause if she could, then I wouldn,t have to. She op"rr"d h", .rro,rth and avoice came out that wasn't a whisper, but it wasn't u p.op", voice either. Ihoped that she would not cry fear breaking up her uoi""'hli-tJg. ;.,a..root.
she sounded as if she were trying to sing th-.orgh weeping ""i ,ii""gri"g. st 

"did not pause or stop to end the emba..Irr-"r,L She kepi going ;;;i she saidthe last word, and then she sat down. when it was my turn, the same voice
came out' a crippled animal running on broken legs. you 

"orid 
h"u, splintersin my voice, bones rubbing-jagged against o.r" uro-th".. I was loud, though. Iwas glad I didn't whisper. There was one little girl who *hi.p"."d. '

4' Sun Yat-sen (1866*r9.25) and his successor, chiang lfui-shek (I888-1975), led theGuomindang (or Nationarist party) campaign to unify 6hina in tt 
" 
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Qursrroxs
l. Like Gloria Anzaldria in "How ro Tame a wird Torlgue " (p. 29a), Kingston uses thetongue as both a physical body part and a metaphor for speech. Locat"e examples of
these uses of "tongue" and explain them.

,. Yn, does Kingston call non-Asians "ghosts"? Are these the only ghosts Kingston
confronts? Discuss her usage of this term in the essay and in the subtitle of her auto-
biography, Memrirs of u C),irlhood among Ghosts.


