Life on the Run
a translation of Chua Bing Ching’s narrative essay by grandson Gershom Chua

During the holidays, my wife usually cooks up a storm, preparing our grandchildren’s favorite dishes.
The stream of phone calls ringing in often heralds the return of our children and grandchildren back to
the old ancestral house.

After the sumptuous meal, the family often gathers in the spacious hall to catch up and share stories.
One of our grandkids, Ah Long, usually gets these storytelling sessions going by asking us about our
reminiscences. We've made a habit of sending our grandchildren to summer study tours to help them
further their interest in Chinese language and culture, and Ah Long has been sent out the most times
because he has shown great promise with his command of the language. By our last count, he's joined
summer language camps in Taipei, Beijing, Shanghai, and Xiamen.

This afternoon, Ah Long gets the ball rolling by sharing that he has always wanted to accompany me
on a trip back to China to revisit our hometown and find our roots there. He asks if I can share stories
from my childhood, what it was like growing up there, and what had led to our exile to the Philippines.
With the other grandchildren also eager to listen, this old grandpa is left with no choice but to indulge
their curiosity.

With eyes closed, I turn back the wheel of time in my mind. Piecing together the bits and pieces of
childhood that I can still remember, filled in by stories my elders have told me, I attempt a
reconstruction of the events of that time.

This story begins in 1938, when my father returns home from the Philippines and excitedly tells my
mother that he has already completed the processing of our family's "Tua Di Mia” (Large Character
Certificate) immigration papers. She is overjoyed at the prospect of finally being able to join her
husband in the Philippines permanently, no longer having to endure separation for the sake of
maintaining the family business there.

It is only when she starts reading the preparatory documents for the immigration interview that she
realizes that her eldest child, my older sister, has not been included in the list of family members being
petitioned, replaced instead by my younger uncle. Older sister has always been the apple of our
mother's eye, and the two share a deep love for each other. We knew then that her exclusion from the
list meant that she'll be left behind indefinitely, making our departure from China the final time we'll be
able to see her. Thinking of this now, I cannot help but hold back bitter tears. Our mother refuses to
leave without her daughter then so father has no choice but to return to the Philippines by himself.

The situation turns dire in the span of just a few months however, as the Japanese army begins its
invasion of China, threatening to annex the entire country. The provincial capital of Xiamen falls to
their control and our prefecture, Quanzhou, faces relentless Japanese bombardment. The Chinese army,
ill-equipped to resist, loses ground by the day.

Braving the dangers of war, my father rushes back to our hometown, accompanied by a family friend,
Uncle Tan Bun-yok. They each take their families from Quanzhou and travel by bus to nearby Fuzhou,



boarding a ship to Gulangyu Island and then sailing towards Hong Kong. Uncle Tan arranges for his
family to settle in Hong Kong for the time being, probably because the sudden onset of war has left him
without enough time to prepare his family's paperwork. Meanwhile, on the same boat, we finally make
the fateful journey to Manila. Before setting sail though, we are subjected to eye exams and stool tests
for medical clearance. The doctors at the port spot some redness in my younger uncle's eyes and he is
diagnosed with trachoma, so he is made to stay in Hong Kong for medical treatment. Father, mother,
and I receive a clean bill of health and are allowed to continue on, but my younger brother who was
barely a year old develops an irregular bowel movement en-route. Upon our arrival in Manila and after
going through customs, my father, being a registered resident, is allowed to leave the port to tend to
business without issue, while my brother is immediately sent to the hospital with our mother in tow.
Meanwhile, I, a seven year old ignorant country bumpkin who has never travelled outside of our
hometown, let alone the country, am now left by myself to stay at the Tsuy-chu (the "Water House” or
Immigration Detention Centre), where I am locked up with seven or eight other children awaiting our
parents’ return.

Oddly enough, despite being a kid in a strange place surrounded by people I do not know, I feel
absolutely no fear. I do not even cry. These other children may be strangers to me but they treat me so
kindly and are so friendly. I have no clue as to what to do or how to behave here, so I just follow their
example. When they eat, I eat. When they bathe, I bathe too. Everything is just so new and fascinating
to me.

Three days later, with my brother and our mother now out of the hospital, they too join me at the Tsuy-
chu. I am taken from the children's ward and placed with my mother for the remainder of our
mandatory quarantine. After three days of living here, I have learned that rice porridge and bread are
always served for breakfast, and that I can have one or the other, or even both if I so wish. So when we
wake up the next morning and before my mother can ask around, I immediately run to the kitchen and
ask for the full spread—a bowl of rice porridge, some fish and meat floss, a few pieces of bread, and
coffee. I bring these back to my mother who, fighting back some laughter, ask me to help her finish
everything.

After passing our interviews with the immigration officers, we are released the very next day. Father
comes to pick us up, and we are all put up in a hotel along Tomas Pinpin Street. Whenever I find
myself with nothing to do, I go out unaccompanied and walk along the stretch of road between Tomas
Pinpin Street and Ongpin Street. The area is bustling with business and filled with people with places to
go, and I dare not venture very far for fear of not being able to find my way back. I only ever go as far
as the Tua Geng Bing cinema, where I spend hours just looking through the movie stills posted outside.
It is on one of these walks to the cinema that I encounter a young Chinese boy scout by the busy
roadside, asking for donations to buy bullets for the army back home. News has spread that Quanzhou
has once again been bombarded by Japanese artillery, causing the death of so many innocent civilians. I
cannot fathom the inhumanity of the Japanese army.

When we get to the Southern island of Tacloban, my father enrolls me at the local Chinese school, the
Leyte Progressive High School. Since classes back in my hometown have been taught using Bannam-
ue (the Hokkien language), and the local Chinese school uses Kok-gi (the Chinese national language,
or Mandarin) as the medium of instruction, I frequently get ridiculed by my classmates, especially as



there is no one to guide me or offer tutorial classes. Soon after our arrival in the island, my father also
notices my mother's struggles getting used to our new home, not knowing anyone nor being able to
speak the local language. Around this time, an associate of my father, Mr. Po Keng Suy, puts up a
traditional Chinese medicine shop, moving his family into a nearby building with a spare room that he
has put up to board. Father moves our family into that rented room, allowing me to befriend Mr. Po's
children. From then on, I would have big brother Tong-diong and big sister Hwi-tsin to walk home with
from school, and to work on my assignments with and ask for help from into the evenings. When my
father is away to tend to business, my mother has Mr. Po's wife (whom I affectionately called auntie) to
accompany her, making us feel a lot less isolated in this new place.

Eventually, Mr. Po also moves his family to live above their traditional medicine shop, leaving their old
space open to new renters. Luckily, Uncle Tan Bun-yok, who has now come to Tacloban with his
family from their temporary stay in Hongkong, fills in the vacancy and we find ourselves with new
neighbors once again.

The year 1940 rolls in and the Japanese army begins its invasion of Southeast Asia in earnest, and soon
General Douglas McArthur, the head of the American colonial government in the Philippines, after
many defeats, retreats to Australia. Everywhere in the Philippines, schools are ordered to shut down,
businesses close up, and the people flee the cities to run from the invading forces of the Japanese in a
bid for safety.

Our family retreats to Pastrana, the base for the business that my late grandfather founded and that my
father had to take over for when he was orphaned at only age 11. Twenty years on and the locals have
come to regard my father as a fellow villager, speaking their dialect fluently and being no stranger to
them. His generosity and helpfulness have earned him the respect of the young and old alike. Running
a general merchandise store and facilitating the sale of local produce in a place at least 10 kilometers
away from the city has made Father quite a popular figure among people, who have become his regular
customers and with whom he has built great friendships with throughout the years.

When Mr. Po Keng Suy brings up the idea of taking his family to hide out in Pastrana with us, we have
already gotten used to having them as neighbors for so long that Father happily welcomes them into
our new home. Uncle Tan and his family initially stay back in Tacloban until they too decide to join us
after a couple of weeks. Other Chinese families soon follow suit and settle in huts and houses near ours.
Although we do not know these later families as much, our shared experience as reluctant refugees has
taught us the value of mutual aid, prompting Father to encourage all the families with us not to hesitate
seeking help in any form, demonstrating such a powerful act of kindness at such a time of great need
and danger.

Uncle Tan and Father are close friends, as most of the fabrics and textiles sold in my father’s general
merchandize business is supplied by Uncle Tan’s firm. Too young then to remember Uncle Tan in much
detail, I do know that the demands of his shipping business made it so that he was seldom home with
family. I remember him as a tall man, and with the exception of his eldest son, whom I have never met,
of his children, big brother Ying-hok resembles him the most.



Finding refuge from the fighting and the bombardments, we live out a peaceful life in the next few
months. For some unknown reason, Uncle Tan one day confesses to my father that he wants to leave
Pastrana and hide out somewhere else. This development takes Father by surprise. He has lived here for
a long time, and the local community sees him as a fellow villager. His friends, Uncle Tan included, are
treated as friends by the locals too, and there is no reason for anything untoward to happen to them.
Sourcing rice and grain among the villagers will never be a problem, if that is what Uncle Tan worried
about. Father’s villager friends have also helped build a large hut way up in the mountains, waiting for
us at any moment should any dire changes happen in our area that necessitate fleeing further into the
wilderness. Given the situation and our warm relationships with the other villagers, we are completely
in an advantageous position. Of course, during times of chaos such as this, there really is no place that
can guarantee absolute safety, and as a friend, Father can only suggest and never dictate upon Uncle
Tan, but I know he asked his friend to rethink his decision.

In the end, Uncle Tan decides to leave Pastrana and take his family to cross the sea towards Samar.

Soon after, the Japanese army occupies Tacloban and stations troops along the outskirts of town to keep
the provincial capital under their control. The people who have remained in town to safeguard their
homes and property are initially terrified of the invading force, until they find the Japanese troops to be
otherwise well-disciplined and very much intent on keeping the peace. As soon as news of their
demeanor spread, the people who have fled into the mountains and further into the wilderness gradually
come back to their homes and businesses in the city.

News arrives from Tacloban: Uncle Tan has been shot in the palm of his hand by a bandit’s bullet. He
has been taken to Tacloban by canoe to have his wounds treated, but because he hates the Japanese with
a stubborn fury, he refuses treatment and dies due to infection.

Since Pastrana is not situated along a major transport route, the Japanese army does not station any of
their troops there. Clear of any Japanese presence, the Filipino guerrillas often come to the area to
donate food or daily necessities to the villagers. Upon hearing about these activities, the Japanese army
sends out their military vehicles to make chase, but the guerillas, having gotten wind of their plans, are
long gone when they arrive. They engage in this cycle of hide-and-seek numerous times but always to
no avail. Trying a different tactic, the Japanese army attempts to get local guides to help them look for
the guerillas hiding out in the mountains, but their search turns up nothing. When the Japanese troops
have gone, the guerrillas return and arrest those who served the enemy as guides, threatening to execute
them on the spot for their betrayal. Only after their family members have begged and pleaded their
cases, saying they have only done so under duress, and with the intercession of the other villagers, did
the guerillas relent and allow them to return to their families in peace.

We wake up the next day to an eerie silence that seems to have enveloped us. The usual cacophony of
crowing roosters, barking dogs, and people going about their day is suddenly nowhere to be heard.
Going out to inspect the silence, we find that all our neighbors have left earlier that morning. Realizing
that Mr. Po’s family, who's been staying with us, and our family are the only people remaining in that
corner of Pastrana, Mr. Po and my father quickly assess the situation, deciding that it will be unwise to
track through the mountains together for fear that the Japanese army might mistake us for guerillas
should we encounter them in our flight. In the end, the Po family decides to make their way back to



Tacloban City, while our family trudges inland to Palo, where Father knows he has some friends and
business partners who can lend a hand.

With no means of transportation and not daring to take the main road for fear of being caught, we walk
through fields, uneven meadows, and up and down mountains on foot for more than 10 kilometers
before reaching our destination. We stay in Palo for a few months until we get caught up in the
crossfire between the Japanese troops and the guerilla forces, leaving us with no choice but to make the
dangerous trek back to Tacloban City for a life away from the active fighting.

Some months pass and a huge typhoon hits Tacloban, blowing down trees and leaving the city in a state
of total disrepair. The day after the typhoon, when the winds have finally stopped roaring, early that
morning we hear the sound of a number of low-flying planes circling above, causing a panic among
many in the city who have mistaken the planes as Japanese reinforcements. Amidst the confusion, a
man who has gotten a clearer view of the descending planes shout out to the crowd, "The Japanese
have retreated, General McArthur has come back! We have been rescued at last!” This is where our life
on the run finally ends.

To my grandchildren listening with rapt attention, I hope that you grow up to love and value peace!

<the original essay in Chinese, presented below, was published in the "Legacy" supplement of the
United Daily News on 28 June 2010>
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