                     Thoughts on the Reunion

                          Shengyu Lai 

   Though I only spent one year at Tunghai, in retrospect it was one of the most special and memorable years in my life.  I admit that I was disappointed the first day I arrived.  The campus seemed remote and desolate, like a scene from Wuthering Heights.  The dormitories were small and uncomfortable.  The student population was sparse and school life seemed to lack color.  A lonely person could become even more lonely in a place like this, I thought to myself as I went through registration.

But I had underestimated the beauty of this place.  The gentle slopes of Da Du Mountain, the woods that surrounded the campus on every side, the cow pastures and banana groves below us, the view of Taichung and the tall mountain range that loomed behind it, the distant vista of the sea on the other side of the mountain, the wilderness beyond the library that was so magical at the end of the day, the howling of the wind in the dormitory windows on winter evenings, the singing of cicadas in summer, the appearance of the milky way on clear nights….All this had a power that grew with time and took hold of a person, even if he was unaware of it. 

The small number of students and faculty and the mandatory campus housing arrangement were also advantages.  We were close to each other and close to our teachers.  Classmates dropped in all the time to have a chat.  Sometimes the conversations continued late into the wee hours.  Students visited teachers in their homes.  I remember having dinner with Dick and Gail Solberg who taught Freshman English and afternoon tea with Chuang Che  who was then an instructor in the Architecture Department.  There was freedom and also camaraderie, more perhaps than any other school at the time or since could offer.

I was in Physics because it was something pure and beautiful which appealed to the imagination and was a fashionable thing to study at the time.  But I had no idea how difficult advanced calculus would be and how job prospects would change in the post-NASA budget cut era.  That year, I learned very little about Physics except that I lacked interest in it.  One class that did capture my imagination, however, was a required Chinese Literature course taught by Hsueh Shunhsiung (薛順雄).  It was not only the material of the course, but also the personality of the teacher that was interesting.  He didn’t mind if all but 2 or 3 of his students cut class, which they often did.  He would go on teaching just as spiritedly as if they had all come.  Like the author of <歸去來辭>, the poem he spent the most time talking about, he was content with whatever he had.  When we took the final exam, I was slow writing answers.  When the bell rang, everyone else had finished and left but I was only half done.  I was surprised when Hsueh came over, took a look, smiled, and said that he would be waiting for me in the teacher’s lounge.  So I continued all by myself in the empty classroom.  When I had finished half an hour later, I went timidly to the lounge, fearing that he would be angry.  But he received my exam paper with the same serene smile. 
It was not only the school that had special qualities, the times were special too.  There was a war going on in Vietnam.  The American military had a large airbase at CCK and Taichung had some unusual facilities designed for R & R but open to local people.  There was a USO cafeteria where you could go and buy genuine American food, hot dogs, hamburgers, pizzas, chili con carne at very cheap prices.  It doesn’t sound like anything now but this was before the advent of McDonald’s and other American food chains in Taiwan.  There were several nightclubs with Filipino bands playing authentic American music from the 60s and early 70s.  It was more glamorous and more fashionable than anything happening in Taipei at the time.  People from Taipei would make “pilgrimages” to these clubs to get a taste of the latest in music, clothing, and dance steps.  Sure, it was decadent.  But it was a phenomenon that could only have happened at a certain period in time, the result of a coincidence of circumstances that included the fury of the war, the vitality of the music of the 60s and early 70s, and the tolerance of the Taiwan government.

The school itself may have been conservative but I remember there were many young American teachers who were children of the hippie era.  Their values and ideas had an influence on the mood of the campus.  I learned about Janis Joplin and Woodstock through first-hand accounts by Peter and his Chinese-American girlfriend, students in the Oberlin Program.  They often sat in the canteen by the post office talking about the exciting, spiritually-liberating things that were happening in American culture.  This foreign influence coincided with the natural beauty of the school and its ambience of relaxed intimacy, resulting in a unique atmosphere.  It was known as the “Tunghai aura” (東海氣質).  Whether they were aware of it or not, most Tunghai students shared a certain friendliness together with a pureness and cleanness which distinguished them from students of other schools.  They had been refined by the air of the mountain and tamed by their closeness to each other to achieve a distillation of elements that was unusual and that could be recognized by kindred spirits.  A Tunghai student in Taipei would see a stranger in a crowd who was radiant with this aura and would not be able to resist asking, “Are you from Tunghai?” to which the answer would more often than not be yes.  It might have been a familiar face that gave the stranger away.  But it could also have been this intangible quality that was apparent at first glance.

There is a saying that “the grass is greener on the other side.”  Towards the end of my freshman year, I had a chance to transfer to Taiwan University and took it, thinking that it would be a change for the better.  In some ways it was.  But I also regret my decision.  I, who was in the seemingly coveted position to make comparisons, found Taida to be a very impersonal place.  It was a city school.  There was no closeness to nature and no closeness between people.  Nearly everyone commuted to school.  The average number of students in a class was 80, well over the threshold for cohesiveness in a group.  Many students had good academic records which made them arrogant and self-centered.  In this situation, one would only get to know 10 or so other classmates and would spend time with only a few.  As for the other students in the class, there was no hope of interaction.  By the end of the senior year, you still wouldn’t know their names.  They say that no man is an island.  But at my new school, every man was, and every woman too.  My classmates didn’t know what I was talking about when I told them how nice Tunghai was and how close people there were.  They probably thought I was a lunatic.  But to me, they were the abnormal ones.

The more I looked back on it, the more attractive the school of my freshman year seemed.  It was a Pastoral, a kind of Edenic place that also had culture that was noble and nightlife that was exotic.  On the contrary, Taida was an arid desert or an icy polar region with permanent winters.  A long time after I left Tunghai, the memories of my freshman year continued to wash against the consciousness like water from a spring in the mountains.  I sometimes had daydreams of the place as I sat in class at Taida.  And in them, everything seemed more real and more beautiful than they had been at the time.  It is ironic to think of it this way, but my transfer to another school, which made sense and was even enviable to many people, seemed to me like a kind of “exile.”  It reminded me of the story of the fall from grace in The Bible.                      

To try to resolve this paradox and to see if these feelings were real or imaginary, I made several return trips to Tunghai.  I remember spending time with schoolmates in Architecture and visiting with Dick Solberg.  There was one trip just to go to a roast pig party he had organized.  Each time I went back, I regained some of the “good” feelings that I realized were a kind of treasure that my schoolmates who stayed on at Tunghai were unaware of or took for granted.  But I could never keep them for long.  Like a tan from a summer outing, each time I returned to Taipei, they would fade.  The city environment and the cold atmosphere at my new school could not sustain them.

In my third year, I made a further transfer from Physics to Chinese Literature.  People who knew me were dumbfounded because they had never heard of anything like this before.  But I knew that my future was in things that had to do with the life of the spirit.  And at that time, there happened to be several professors in the Chinese Department who had a wonderful knowledge of old things and who were the last of a dying breed of scholars.  As I got busier with course work, there was less and less chance to go back to Tunghai.  My separation from something that had become very near and dear to myself grew wider with time.  

After graduation, I went to the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor to study English Literature.  There, I discovered a Tunghai connection.  Chuang Che had left academia and assumed a new identity as resident artist in Ann Arbor.  He lived together with Mary Ma, a potter, on the outskirts of town in a pastoral setting.  He did some of his best paintings when he was there, then moved to New York.  Dick Edwards, who had taught Art History at Tunghai, and Steven and Dee Ouyang, who were his students, were also at Michigan.  Dick Solberg was there too, though I’m not sure he was doing so well.  He had separated with his wife and, true to his Bohemian spirit, could sometimes be seen playing country violin for money on street corners.  

For the last twenty-some years, I have been teaching in the English Department at Taiwan University and doing some writing for literary supplements of newspapers and TV documentaries.  In some ways, I am still true to my high school nickname “Laomei” because I am involved with things that have to do with foreign culture.  But in other ways, it is the opposite.  My interest in Chinese things has grown with time as I realize that they are a more important but also very fragile part of our identity in these times.  It is true, as the saying goes, that opposites attract and that we spend most of our time and energy making up for our inherent deficiencies.    

At this weekend’s reunion, we are all coming to look for something.  I am sure people will not be disappointed and will find more treasure than they were looking for.  Tunghai is such an abundant source of wealth that it will never be exhausted, not even with the passing of long time.  Its power increases as time goes on, providing solace for the loss and hardship that are part of life in this world.  For a person who left Tunghai earlier than his schoolmates and had a chance to see things from the other side of the fence, such wealth is both more apparent and more precious.  And so it is that someone who is half an outsider and could probably qualify as only one-fourth a Tunghai class of 74 alumni has as keen an interest in this event as his schoolmates, maybe keener.
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