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My Dad 
 

By Cindy Lao Gitter 
 
Ba is the first-born male in an academic family who emigrated from China to Taiwan and 
then the U.S. As such, he was spoiled and indulged by his kin, which contributed to his 
somewhat emotional and obstinate nature. As the oldest of four, Ba served in Taiwan’s 
version of the Army Reserve and did so well at the prestigious Taiwan National 
University that he earned his way into Harvard for postgraduate studies in the mid-50s. 
 
A self-proclaimed “egghead,” Ba loves knowledge. He can still recite poems he had to 
memorize as a schoolchild, and his academic expertise lies in a very specific type of 
ancient Chinese poetry. After retiring from teaching at Ohio State, he has spent a lot of 
time reading about things that interest him—Chinese and American politics at the very 
top of the list. He is always on the Internet following the latest corruption scandal or 
campaign poll. Elections get him very heated. My son Nicolas, a die-hard liberal, credits 
Ba for indoctrinating him from a young age, telling him, “George W. Bush is a lying 
asshole.” As you might be able to glean from this declaration, Ba is also very principled 
and righteous—for him there is a right and wrong in almost every situation. 
 
In early elementary school, I was completing one of those “family portraits,” and I 
finished the sentence, “Fathers are good for…” with “fixing things,” because Ba was 
always very handy. He was at Radio Shack a whole lot in my youth, and I will always 
remember him wearing the cut-off bottom of a brown paper bag on his head to protect his 
hair when he scooted on his back under the car to change the oil. Ba always had an 
abundance of Popsicle sticks on hand for any number of odd jobs around the house, 
including but not limited to mixing epoxy. Out of habit, he still collects them. He helped 
me with my sixth-grade science fair project, a homemade telephone, which this eventual 
English major would never have figured out on my own. He has also always been up-to-
date on the latest gadgets: he gave me a dial-tone converter when I went away to college 
so I could use our Sprint account to make calls home from my dorm-room rotary phone. 
We were the first family on the block to own an enormous first-generation VCR, and Ba 
was able to use a shaved cork and paper clip to jimmy the clunky remote control for our 
interactive cable TV service so we could watch premium movies for free. Unlike many in 
his generation, Ba is very proficient at computer use—he has been on email and the 
Internet for decades. 
 
I have very faint memories of Ba being tender and loving with me when I was very 
young—hugging me at bedtime, for example. As I grew older, it was the stern father side 
of him I saw more, but he was never disconnected. Since he worked on the flexible 
schedule of an academic, he would drive the carpool legs to school, and when my brother 
and I were young, he would enforce our naps by sitting in the hall directly outside our 
rooms. The fact was, though, that we were a bit too old to still be taking naps, and often 
Ba would fall asleep and start snoring while sitting upright instead. As I got older, he was 
very involved in helping edit and improve my English papers and college essays. 
Although English is his second language, he has always had an impressive command 
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over words. During high school summers, I would attend classes at the university where 
he taught, and I would have lunch and pass the time in Ba’s office between classes or 
while I waited for him to be done with departmental business. His office was cluttered 
with books and papers, as organization was never one of his strong suits. 
 
Ba is a latent musician. He owns a large collection of classical music (mostly on LPs, of 
course), and he appreciates the golden-era crooners like Perry Como. One of his favorite 
songs is the heart-tugging traditional Irish ballad “Danny Boy,” and I remember his 
enjoying the Lawrence Welk Show on the television every week as I was growing up. Ba 
can carry a tune in Chinese karaoke and play the flute. When I was a toddler, my parents 
taught at the summer language school at Middlebury College in Vermont, where Ba 
participated in the faculty-performed Chinese opera. I remember sitting on my mother’s 
lap in the audience, facing away from the stage because the ghoulish greasepaint on the 
faces of the male players frightened me. Despite his humble beginnings, Ba is an 
enormously educated and sophisticated man. He prides himself on his Ph.D. and truly 
relishes his role as an intellectual. 
 
As I mentioned, Ba is very emotional. When my brother and I were young, we feared 
him, because he had a very bad temper. I recall some nights when he’d get so angry about 
I-don’t-know-what that he’d smash watermelon rinds over his head or squeal away in his 
car. I remember one time when he pulled over on the side of the road to spank us—in 
front of family friends! As a teenager, though, I began to outgrow my fear. I stood up to 
him, and sometimes we would have all-day arguments that evolved into something more 
resembling debates (sorry, Mom!). On the flip side of his anger, Ba can be very moved 
by things both sad and poignant, and he is very sentimental. Consequently, and much to 
my mom’s chagrin, he is a pack rat and is reluctant to throw ANYTHING away. He has 
boxes upon boxes of books from all eras of his life, and even junk mail may yield some 
important use somewhere down the line. As an adult who is married to another emotional 
man, I like to think that Ba is a passionate person who cares and feels deeply. It’s just 
part of who he is. I relate, because I am emotional too. I can admire people who are 
logical and even-tempered, but I don’t know what it feels to be like them. 
 
When I encountered health problems after giving birth to my sons, my husband David 
and I leaned heavily on my parents for support. We relocated from the east coast to be 
closer to their home in Irvine, and in those early years of the boys’ childhood, Mom and 
Ba were a constant and reassuring presence. Mom fed the boys her home-cooked Chinese 
meals; after the boys begged not to return to Chinese school, Mom and Ba set up an easel 
and taught them the fundamentals of the Chinese language; and there were many hours 
spent playing Play-doh and climbing and sliding at the local playgrounds. It’s true what 
they say about the distinction between being a parent and grandparent—as a grandparent, 
you can enjoy the fun parts of a child’s younger years without the responsibility. This is 
definitely so for Ba, who has let us discipline the boys, and even says at times that we are 
too hard on them. Ba has influenced the boys in the way they see the world—and 
themselves. In sharing pride in his heritage, he has passed on that legacy to the next 
generation. Just as Nicolas has inherited Ba’s politics, so has he inherited his ethnic 
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identification. If you ask him, he is Asian, not mixed race; and he fully steeps himself in 
learning all he can about Chinese language and culture.  
 
Fathers are often overlooked in a family—it’s usually the mom that gets credit for 
building the relationships with the kids, and rightly so. When I phone my parents now, if 
Ba answers, we may chat for a few minutes, but he then he will invariably say, “Let me 
get Ma, just a second…” But Ba has always been the moral backbone of the family—
providing guidance and the steadfast values that I like to think characterize our bloodline. 
He can always be counted on for a strong opinion, which is often grounded in facts and 
research. We share many a conversation about the daily news headlines—often mutually 
shaking our heads at human behavior—and I rarely vote in an election without consulting 
him on candidates and state referendums.  
 
Ba has his flaws, as we all do, but he is a good man with a good heart. The years have 
mellowed him; his stubbornness has softened and he can laugh at himself. I am grateful 
we live close by so we can see each other often. I can see parts of him in me and even my 
children. I hope they are the good parts, but either way, I’m grateful we carry him with us 
and always will.  


