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A mother of a story 

By: Monty Tayloe 
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Veronica Li wrote “Journey Across the Four Seas” about the life of her 88-year-old mother. 
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Standing with the aid of a cane before a crowd at Patrick Henry Library, Vienna resident Flora Li, 88, described her life in bleak terms.

"I had a hard time all my life. I have nothing good to tell you," Flora Li said. Her daughter, Veronica Li, also of Vienna, strongly disagreed.

"My mother's life is so interwoven with history. Her generation of Chinese women freed themselves from oppression in one generation," Veronica Li said. 

Veronica Li, 55, is the author of "Journey Across the Four Seas," a book about her mother's life. Li, a former employee of the World Bank, wrote the book at first just for her family but was persuaded by writer friends to get it published.

Veronica Li describes her mother's generation of Chinese women as the "big foot" generation because they were the first not to be subjected to foot binding, a traditional Chinese process in which the feet of young girls were bound tightly with bandages, breaking the bones and causing the feet to grow stunted and deformed.

"Her life was nothing but turbulence for her first 49 years, but her generation brought monumental change to China. For the first time, Chinese women had ambition," Li said.

In her book, Veronica Li tells her mother's story in Flora Li's voice, dividing up the story by the tapes she used to record her mother's stories.

The tale is a strong illustration of how much has changed in a short time for Chinese women.

"Her story is not unique for women of her age. Everyone who reads this tells me it is their mother's story, too," Li said.

Flora Li was born in 1918 to a trader with two wives. Her name was changed to Flora at school by Anglican nuns. At 23, she became a wartime refugee, contracting tuberculosis while cut off from her family.

She married the son of Wang Yun-Wu, the deputy prime minister of China before the Communist revolution. Flora Li came to America with her family in 1967 when Veronica was 15.

"She had to transfer her ambition to her children," Veronica Li said. "She always wanted to be a writer, and she is happy that I can do this for her."

Li compares "Journey Across the Four Seas" to Frank McCourt's classic "Angela's Ashes" and hopes that it will help connect younger Chinese Americans to their past.

"I think they will want to know these things when they are older," Li said.

