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Dragonwings

by Laurence Yep (248 pages)

Laurence Yep's Newbery Honor book offers insights into the lives of
Chinese-Americans in early 20th century California. The story begins
as eight-year-old Moon Shadow Lee journeys across the Pacific to join
his proud and clever father at the family-owned laundry in San
Francisco. The boy recounts their problems with prejudice, as well as
the kindness of uncles and cousins. Father and son must leave the
protection of the family to move out of Chinatown, but they find
refuge with a generous and friendly landlady. Once they have
successfully established a repair business, they turn their attention to
making a flying machine. Yep draws heavily on his own heritage, but
also includes figures such as Teddy Roosevelt and the Wright
Brothers, and historic events such as the San Francisco Earthquake.
The result is a heartwarming story set in a familiar time and place, but
told from a new perspective.
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Ever since I can remember, I had wanted to know about

the Land of the Golden Mountain, but my mother had
never wanted to talk about it. All I knew was that a few
months before I was born, my father had left our home
in the Middle Kingdom, or China, as the white demons
call it, and traveled over the sea to work in the demon
land. There was plenty of money to be made among the
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but Mother would not let me give up; and eventually I
got quick enough and strong enough and smart enough
so that my kite would be flying far overhead—so far

-away that I would lose sight of the string I had attached

to the kite, and the kite would seem to be some colored
patch of rainbow that was following me about. And then
Mother would say that she was sure the kite was flying
so high that the Jade Emperor, the Lord of Heaven and
Earth, could admire my kite from his palace window.
That was what flying a kite was all about.

And of course, Father’s kites were the most truly
balanced and the strongest and yet the most beautiful.
In fact, his kites practically flew themselves. At first
Mother only let me use Father’s ordinary kites. He had
made some special kites just before he left, when he knew
my mother was pregnant; but Mother said I could not
fly those kites until I was older and wiser—that is, when
I turned eight. (The Tang people count the first nine
months the mother carries the baby as the baby’s first
year. By demon reckoning, I was only seven.) I can’t
say who was prouder, my mother or I, when I finally
managed to fly Father’s special kites.

One was a sharply climbing swallow kite that was hard
to get up, but there was nothing as fast as the swallow
once it was up. The swallow swooped down with the
slightest flick of the wrist or soared skyward with the
tiniest jerk of the string. There was a large, long cater-
pillar kite, too, that took even longer to get up than the
swallow, but once it was in the sky, it would stay forever,
crawling back and forth over the clouds.

But the best thing about flying any of the kites was
what it did for Mother. She would throw off all her cares
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couraged wives from leaving because it would mean an
end to the money the husbands sent home to their families
—money which was then spent in the Middle Kingdom.
The result was that the wives stayed in the villages, seeing
their husbands every five years or so if they were lucky—
though sometimes there were longer separations, as with
Mother and Father.

We had heavy debts to pay off, including the cost of
Father’s ticket. And Mother and Grandmother had de-
cided to invest the money Father sent to us in buying

* more land and livestock. At any rate, there was no money

to spare for Father’s visit back home. But my mother
never complained about the hard work or the loneliness.
As she said, we were the people of the Tang, by which
she meant we were a tough, hardy, patient race. (We did
not call ourselves Chinese, but the people of the Tang,
after that famous dynasty that had helped settle our area
some eleven hundred years ago. It would be the same as
if an English demon called himself a man of the Tudors,
the dynasty of Henry VIII and of Elizabeth I—though
demon names sound so drab compared to ours.)

But sometimes Mother’s patience wore thin. It usually
happened when we walked over to the small side room
in the Temple, where classes were also held. Like many
other people, Mother and Grandmother could neither
read nor write; but for a small fee, the village schoolmas-
ter would read one of Father’s weekly letters to us or
write a letter at our dictation. In the evening after dinner,
we would join the line of people who had a husband or
brothers or sons overseas. There we would wait until
it was our turn to go inside the Temple, and Mother would
nervously turn the letter over and over again in her hands
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Grandmother sighed. She had been married to Grand-
father only a year before he had left to make his fortune.
“Perhaps, but,” she added meaningfully, “the demons
would just as soon beat up the Tang people for no good

reason.”
I nodded in understanding when Grandmother spoke of

senseless beatings, for I had seen some of the other

“guests” who had returned. There was Crook Arm, whose

left arm dangled down uselessly by his side with two of

his fingers missing. And there were other men whose
backs were stooped, their fingers gnarled and their faces
worn and tired as old masks (I did not know at the time
that this was simply all from a life of hard work; I thought
that torture had done this to them). Many of them had
the lung disease—tuberculosis was the demon word—
and they hacked and spat constantly. Bit by bit they
coughed up their broken lungs. Everyone in the village
knew they had not long to live. Still more returned in
their coffins, a silent testimony to the harshness of their
demon “hosts.”

I did not realize that I would find out at first hand about
the Golden Mountain. One day, shortly after my ninth
birthday (or eighth, as the demons count such things)
we had a visitor, our cousin Hand Clap. He was in his
fifties and lively as a cricket. He was a cousin because
we had the same family name of Lee, though we had
never seen him before. He said he had worked in the
same store with my father and Uncle Bright Star overseas.
Hand Clap obviously enjoyed the respect we gave him.
Over tea, he told us he had decided to go back to the
Land of the Golden Mountain and work a few more years
while he still could. As he said, his two unmarried daugh-
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I sat bolt upright in my chair as Hand Clap spoke.
“His father wants him to come over now with me. He'll

learn the demon tongue better when he’s young.”

“But the demons will beat Moon Shadow,” Mother
protested.

“They don’t do that so much anymore.” Hand Clap
carefully wiped his sticky fingers on his tunic sleeve. “And
they wouldn’t do it to a child. Even the demons have some
principles.”

Grandmother leaned forward on her cane. “And what
if there are some lawless ones? They might not know any
better and beat him.” ,

“Not while I and the Company are around,” Hand
Clap said. “And there are always the fighting brother-
hoods.”

“Big talk,” Grandmother grunted. “Youre like the
blind man who catches sparrows and calls them phoe-
nixes.” : .

“And besides,” Mother insisted, “Shadow doesn’t want
to go yet.”

It was an important moment in my life. Perhaps the
most important. I had never seen my father, though I
had often tried to picture him from Mother’s and Grand-

mother’s descriptions of him. His letters were certainly
warm enough, filled with his worries about us and his
longing to be back home. But a man cannot be a father
in a letter.

Mother had talked quite a bit about him and so had
Grandmother; but that too was not the same. They were
speaking about a young man who had lived in the Middle
Kingdom, not a man who had endured the hardships and
loneliness of living in the demon land. I knew he made

kites; but as marvelous as his kites were, he and I could
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