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What Do TCKs REALLY Think About Growing Up Global?

· Most research done in 1993, inspired by Mary Wertsch who wrote the excellent book, Military Brats: Legacies of Childhood Inside the Fortress
· Her book made me wonder whether growing up as MK had similar ramifications

· Questionnaire: 15 questions to 600 people who grew up in Angola and Congo between the 1930’s and the 1980’s; remarkably same replies no matter what decade

· 89 responded in essay form (15% response rate)

Caveat: Not a scientific survey, but responses match findings of Van Reken/ Pollock research; I was unaware of their TCK research before sending the questionnaire

1. Issues of returning to North America

Was your return to North America difficult, easy? Did/do you look upon yourself as different? In what ways? How did you cope with the problems you encountered? Did other kids accept you?
The majority of respondents (66%) found entry to be difficult; of the rest, 16% found it easy, 4.5% thought parts were easy and other parts difficult, and 13.5% did not address the issue.

What does it mean to “return?” What is my identity?

Most of us were not “returning” to North America. We were leaving Africa, being forced to leave our homes to go to the homes of our parents. Where would we belong? Who were we?
“Missionaries would say things such as, 'Next year we're going home for eight months'.  Or, 'next year we go home because we are retiring'.  Who is 'we'?  I wasn't going home.  I was born in Angola; my friends were all Umbundu. The 'Missionary Syndrome' blinds those it afflicts from seeing the full implications of the facts of their children's place of birth, their de facto mother tongue, versus that which they sort of share with their parents. The kids are simply expected to fit into the missionary's grand design.”

"My return to North America was difficult and was against my will.  I felt that Zaire was home and that I was being uprooted from it.  People in the US seemed to think I was 'coming home' to live in California and I resented that notion.  I loved Zaire and still feel that it is home and I'm merely residing in California.  I have a difficult time answering the innocent question 'Where are you from?' because I don't feel like I can claim any particular town here but I don't want to alert people to my strangeness by saying I'm from Zaire."

"The search for "home" is not just a search for Angola and for my parents but a search for something that has never been and cannot be—the experience of being unselfconsciously embedded in a culture—to be part of a people.  From my birth I have been an "outsider." I can never know in myself the experience of rootedness and nourishment that comes from being part of this land or this tribe or this nation. After many years of trying to find a place where I could "fit in" I realized there is no such place.”

Feeling Different
Several respondents articulated the concept of “hidden immigrant,” which Pollock and Van Reken discuss in their book. Hidden immigrants look the same and sound the same as their peers, but their experiences make them feel like foreigners. The expectations of their peers don’t hold true; what they presume is not what they get and they can be unforgiving of unexpected behavior or ignorance. Meanwhile, the respondents also are unforgiving of their peers.
"I am responsible for my actions in this world and I made my own way difficult at first by deliberately not fitting in and exaggerating my differences to my disadvantage.”

“The point is that I WAS different. I had lived in a different culture and been exposed to numerous other cultures and I was more accepting of people’s differences that most of the people that I lived around. I find that my differences are strengths rather than weaknesses. I think that I have made them so. When you are born, where you are born, are all accidents over which you have no control. What you do with your life is up to you, however!”

“Going into a large school, in the seventh grade, after the school year had started was difficult. I wanted so much just to be like everyone else and to “blend in.” I didn’t want the other kids to know I was from Africa or that my parents were missionaries. That was not to be, however, as they had heard ahead of time that I was coming and where I had come from. How do you explain to anyone what you life has been like up to this point, when it is so different from anything they know?” 
"I've always felt different from other Americans, but in general my differentness is good. I may not know much about "Leave it to Beaver" but I know a lot more about other cultures and countries.”

Coping Strategies
The respondents used a variety of strategies to cope with entering American culture. Among them were therapy, developing pride in being different, immersion in sports and school, corresponding with parents and friends, learning to fit in, keeping their distance, going back to Africa, and developing inner strength.
An Easy Adjustment
What makes for an easy or difficult adjustment? Personality, personal circumstances, attending boarding school rather than public school, whether the person was alone or had family around all must figure in determining if the reentry to North America will be a piece of cake or traumatic. The 16% who considered their reentry easy and those who rated it both easy and difficult had these comments.

“Later, when I returned to the States to enter boarding school, I was aware of my unusual background and was, as a teenager, eager to assimilate into the American way of life. I had no trouble making friends with fellow students, teachers and the cooks. Being safe in a boarding school was the best way to assimilate the American way of life. By the time I transferred to the public high school near the Missionary Home, I was Americanized."

2. Effect on Later Life

How has your life abroad affected the course of your later life? Do you consider it to have been a positive or negative experience on the whole? Why?

"The Zairian flowers, trees, rivers, animals, insects, fruit, foods, smells, textures, and colors are alive in my memory and are like a reservoir which feeds my strength and nurtures my personal identity.” (survey respondent)
On the whole, we look upon our overseas experience as being very positive, particularly in our exposure to many cultures, languages, and worldviews. Although few of us followed directly in our parents' footsteps by becoming missionaries, most express admiration for our parents’ strong sense of purpose and commitment to their work. They transmitted important moral lessons and values, whether or not we now claim to be faithful Christians. Although most still feel different from the mainstream culture, even after many years, at this point difference is not considered to be a negative. Going away to boarding school is considered positive in the sense of making us independent and self-reliant.

"Having grown up overseas lent itself to my decision to live and work here now. Not just the sense of serving as missionaries, but the whole flavor of international living. I have appreciated my exposure to multi-cultural things and find I like and look forward to any travel or introduction to new culture and places. I believe it has given me a different worldview, an appreciation for the good in cultures different from mine. It has helped me break out of the narrow worldview that I find when returning to the states. It has helped me to evaluate more correctly my American culture, to judge it a bit more objectively. I think what made (makes) it a positive experience was the attitude of my parents and friends. Living in Africa was an adventure, a privilege, and opportunity to do things and see things not possible in the states. I guess I understood and accepted what my parents were doing, thus our living overseas was valid for me. None of my immediate mission community friends resented their life or time there. We seemed to enjoy it and that basic attitude can carry one over many a hurdle and pain."

"On the whole I consider the first few years of my life in Angola to be an overwhelmingly positive experience in shaping the person that I am today. I have always felt that I had a very special experience that gave me a unique perspective on the world. This feeling stems not only from the fact of being born in another place, but also from the reasons for being there. Growing up with the knowledge that my parents had felt so committed to making the world a better place that they were willing to dedicate their lives to it was a very gratifying feeling. I am still somewhat in awe of the courage and commitment this must have taken."

“I feel my growing up in Zaire was a very positive experience. It is the always feeling different and like I don't quite fit in anywhere here in the United States that has been negative."

"Positive Experience! I have no doubt that my early years have made me a resilient and open person. I don't meet a situation that I can't handle and rarely meet people that I can't handle either.”

"I believe that living overseas has taught me what the really important things in life are and it helped me shape my values."

"On the whole, I am glad to have had the experiences I had growing up in Zaire. Many of my memories are painful, confused, and unclear, but the richness of my past experiences—both the negative and positive elements—and the complexity of the influences, events, recollections, is something to be valued.”
"I am very glad I grew up in Angola, can speak Portuguese, know a bit about Umbundu culture, and have traveled in so many different countries. This does provide a breadth of perspective and the possibility of empathizing with people from very different backgrounds. It contributes to a critical perspective on parochial attitudes. The down side it that is can be easy to become cold and negative about things that matter a lot to people. We had very clear messages about political and social values. The issues of imperialism, colonialism and various sorts of aggression were realities, not ideas or television images."

“On the one hand, I must say I think the overall experience was positive. I have seen more of the world, been exposed to more cultures, and learned more than someone who had grown up in one place all their lives. On the other hand, moving from place to place, country to country, has left me more or less rootless and insecure. I am afraid to form close friendships because I learned at an early age that to do so would only result in pain if my friend or I were transferred. Thus, trust and intimacy have been a problem all of my adult life.”

3. Choice of Profession

How do you make a living? Was your choice of profession a result of any childhood influence?

It is perhaps predictable that almost half of the MKs have clustered in the following professions. Health and mental health attracted 20%, education attracted 19%, and religious professions attracted 7% of respondents. 63% felt their choices were influenced by childhood experiences while 15% felt they were not influenced.

Several respondents have changed their careers. For example, they have switched from homemaker to teacher, military to missionary, missionary to librarian, minister to social worker, and public relations to international development.

4. Religion

Are you a religious person? Since living abroad, has religion played a large part in your life?

49% of all respondents consider themselves to be religious vs. 53% of MKs. 23% say religion plays no part in their lives vs. 20% of MKs. 8% of both groups are ambivalent and 20% did not answer the question vs. 18% of MKs. Of the 89 respondents, 75 (84%) were missionary kids.

Of all the questions on the survey, the responses to this one were the most surprising to me. Only half unequivocally "believe in God, the creator of all things... He's there in time of need, uncertainty, triumph and thanks." More than a quarter of respondents were not religious or were ambivalent about religion. For some it was an uncomfortable, delicate question in light of their parents’ careers. That may explain the 20% who did not answer this question.

What factors affect MKs stance toward religion?
Exposure to other religions and cultures

Going away to school
Losing Africa and family
Parental denominations:

Conservative denominations:

78% Baptist MKs and 80% Mennonite MKs still practice their faith

Liberal denominations:

40% Methodist MKs, 38% UCC MKs, and 33% Presbyterian MKs still practice their faith

5. Schooling Abroad

Comment on the education you received abroad and how it affected later schooling. If you went away from home to school, how many years did it involve, how old were you, who did you live with, how often did you see your parents?

The experience of living apart from parents in hostel, dorm, or boarding school elicited some of the most poignant remarks from the respondents. In the life of a TCK, going away to school and adapting to North America were the most difficult parts of growing up abroad. Those children who always lived with their parents seem to have survived better psychologically.

"I went to school at an American School (TASOK) and I believe my education was good. I never felt behind or out of place on the years of furlough in the States. I had no trouble with entrance exams or college work academically. If anything I believe my educational level was enhanced by the privileges that an inter-racial-multi-cultural school can give. I have also thought perhaps that teachers who go overseas are often exceptionally motivated and perhaps have a wider horizon or worldview, which contributes to good learning.”

"The education I received in Dondi was of an independent nature with Miss Torrey's one room schoolhouse and probably served me well once I got beyond the initial shock of the Classical education that I got into at the boarding school. Since I was sent to the States by myself, I learned to be independent early in life. I saw my parents two years later for brief visits during their furlough. Then another five years separated, a few brief visits during that furlough, and another five-year separation. We were close in that we knew each other through a long association; but we were strangers and my independence served me well. Not all missionary children fared as well.”

“The education I received abroad was somewhat disjointed. The first part was at home, most was in the Dondi school for missionary kids with one year in United States and the good part of one year on a part passenger-part cargo ship which took months to travel down the west coast of Africa. I don’t think it provided the best possible basis for high school. I did complete high school and took two years of post secondary schooling but the fact that I was anxious to have a home life I think had an influence on my decision not to go to University. The most difficult thing was I was lonely for family when away at school. “
"The most profound and still unresolved problems for me cluster around 1) being sent away to school, 2) the search for "home" and 3) a conflict between solitude and domesticity (i.e. relationship, intimacy, children, money, etc.) These are all related, but each has its own flavors and resonances. I had problems before going away to school—recurrent nightmares of falling into a bottomless black hole, bed wetting, rages, erratic violence towards others, falling off walls or on rocks and breaking my head open—but somehow being sent away feels like the event that finally broke me.”
"It is difficult for an 8 year old to feel good about himself when he is sent off to school. Oh sure, my parents to this day tell me that they wanted to teach independence so that, when 17, I would be able to function in the United States without them. But what they failed to recognize was the impact that sending me away would have on my emotional, social, psychological, etc. development and warp my sense of belonging, self-worth and freedom for these many years. What I was told was that it was normal. ‘This is the way it is done.’ What I received was that I was not wanted. I had so little value and worth that my parents would choose to send me away. This feeling of nonacceptance and rejection permeated my feelings and clouded my relationships and thinking. I felt abandoned. Feeling of rejection were fed, inadvertently, by the many children in the same trap as I and this small flame was fanned by me into a raging fire which continued into adulthood. I am a recovering nonacceptable person. It is freeing to accept back into my self that little boy who could only hide because of the pain he felt and to accept myself as I am."

“My high school years stand on their own as a segment of my life associated with a lot of growing up, in the context of a sisterhood. In the absence of our own parents, with a set of dorm parents who were ill equipped to deal realistically with the travails of adolescents, my peer group was the stabilizing factor. There were also multiple temporary surrogate parents who rescued me on weekends and vacations, or even a Sunday afternoon. The rigid rules prohibiting mingling between the boys and girls, except at meals and church, led to widespread after hours escapes through windows, for that purpose. How else could young first loves be nurtured? We saw nothing amoral in breaking the rules- because in our minds the rules were amoral, or at least moronic!”

6. Language Acquisition

Which languages do you speak? Which African language was your primary one? Any comments on language acquisition?

The consensus on language is to learn it young in the country where it is spoken. And the more languages you know, the easier they are to learn.

7. Family Life

How was family life managed, was communication between family members good, do you feel that your parents were able to balance professional responsibilities with family responsibilities?
The consensus is that our parents, especially our fathers, worked too hard, but many MKs had the unique chance to participate in their parents’ work.  Communication took place through letters; even now as adults, writing to parents can be more comfortable than verbal communication for some MKs.
“Although we were separated physically, I feel like our family communication was good. We were required to write a letter every week from 4th grade on. I think that we substituted talk by writing to each other. In some ways that is easier. I have always felt I can express myself better in writing than speaking.”

“I think the secret for stable family life and relationships with people who live overseas and are separated from parents is the sense of security and trust that is fostered in the early 
years. If a child learns self-worth and esteem and security from his/her parents early on, those bonds will do much to enable the child to withstand separation, moving around, etc. And the parents’ attitude is crucial. Going away to boarding school was very hard… I think much harder on my parents when the time came than on us kids, though I didn’t understand that till later. But they always emphasized the fun and good things about what we would do and enjoy, never dwelling on the negative, so parting was make that much easier.” 

“My mother did her level best to be very attentive. Birthdays and Christmas were exciting, etc., but there is the unavoidable fact that the overall scheme was service in Angola, and we were to fit in. That is why so many others were sent away to school at ages 12, 13, and 14, definitively ending their “homebound” childhood. It means that I am almost single-mindedly a family man. All in all it has been fine for the survivors. But how many of our fellow “mish” kids are social cripples? How many are truly living according to their talents and vocations and avocations? I don’t know.”
“We were a close family. My parents would feel that they should perhaps not have sent us away to school in hindsight. But, I have only positive feelings about having left home. They were loving people who lived the spirit of their religious beliefs and I respect them more than any other missionaries I’ve met. I know that my sisters at times felt neglected by my parent’s immersion in their mission work. As the youngest child, however, I probably didn’t need as much parental attention as they did. I had siblings and friends to take excellent care of me.”

“Communication in the family was not always good, but that has something to do with temperament as well as work. Mother was better at balancing family and professional responsibilities than Father was, but by temperament Father is better at listening and communicating. Especially as adults, all four of us sisters have come to be very close, though we are very different.”

 “I have to say that our move to Zaire had a resounding effect on our family life. Without the TV we suddenly had to talk to each other and we did. Both my parents worked but had no trouble keeping the family on track. Not long after we arrived, my parents realized that they didn’t need to keep such a tight reign on us and we were allowed to attend all the parties that they did. Some of my most fond memories are, however, of times spent in our living room just talking. Our house was always busy with young people going in and out. Every one in the community respected my parents and most of the kids loved them. I was very lucky that our tour in Zaire allowed my parents to be a little more liberal than would have been acceptable in small town USA and that they became the coolest parents any teenager could have had. It was during our time in Zaire that I began to like my parents as people. I don’t think that it would have been as easy to be friends with them had we stayed in the States.”

 “I think family life was very good for us overseas. It was idyllic in many ways, especially during the years or so when I was too young for the hostel and lived with my family. Dad worked down the hill, mom was generally around, and there were lots of local kids to play with as well as my younger brother and sister.”

8. Living Abroad as Adults
Have you spent any time as an adult living in another country? Did your desire to live abroad stem from your childhood experiences?

“My MK experience had made it difficult for me to envision being content returning and living/working in the US.”

“I definitely attribute wanting to be somewhere else to my childhood, my past. Definitely. Most Americans have such a near-sighted view of life, of the world.”
"I have no desire to live in another country now. I'm happily married and have three wonderful daughters and, having finally made it so that I belong here, I'm going nowhere."

"My husband and I have just completed our Master's degrees and are anxious to get back overseas, particularly to Africa. I want my children to have the same cross-cultural experiences as I had. And, yes, my desire to keep moving around the world stems from my childhood experiences. I am a global nomad and am not content to stay in one place for too long."

"I find living in London more congenial than the US because it is a global city. There is always someone from Africa at parties or meetings, so I don't feel quite so alien. The dominant culture is also more introverted, which suits my temperament. Nonetheless I am acutely aware that I am not English."

"Travel is like a drug. The more I travel, the further I want to go to discover different regions and people. I could not stay in one country for longer than a few years otherwise I'd feel like a canary in a cage. (This is) unlike many American kids I've known, who eventually went back to the States and although yearning to leave the country again, have ended up reintegrating into typical everyday American lifestyles back in their hometowns. ... the world really is my home. I could never go back to a place and reintegrate into a small community with half the locals not knowing the places you've been to.”

"I have not spent any time as an adult living overseas and I don't have the desire to. I have become accustomed to the luxurious lifestyle in the US. I also don't want to go back to being considered a 'weird' person. I'm trying to blend into US culture and be 'normal' (or at least look normal). It took a great deal of pain and effort and time to adjust to the US culture and I don't want to go through culture shock for awhile."
9. Childhood Friends
Do you stay in touch with any of your childhood friends, whether African, European, or North American?
"I do stay in touch with my childhood friends; there are unbreakable bonds forged in the joys and tears of shared childhood memories. As I said, these were extremely important to me the first years of college as a point of contact with my past experience as well as who I was.”

"No, it is difficult to stay in touch with friends when you move all the time. One develops a detachment even in the face of affection for them."

"Circumstances are such that I am not in contact with any childhood friends. Due to their religious beliefs, it was not possible. It is a hole in my life, but one which I simply accept because that is all I can do."

10. Playtime

What were your favorite playtime activities, toys, and playmates?

Playing outdoors and reading voraciously defined our playtime activities. Depending on where we lived, we played with MKs, ex-pats, or African kids. Large group games like Run Sheep Run and Sardines were typical. We climbed trees, rode bikes, swam, and created from our imaginations.

11. Humorous Stories

What humorous stories of growing up can you remember?

Common themes include dorm pranks, outhouses, the infamous Dondi teacher Miss Torrey, animals, language use and misuse, and sailor and ship stories.
12. Traumatic Events

What traumatic events shaped you, did your parents know about them, how did you deal with them?

Each child’s personality determines what he or she will find scary or traumatic. The losses and traumas specific to TCKs involved war and leaving home at young ages.
“I went through a time of homesickness at the hostel. I don’t think my parents knew how badly it affected me. I dealt with it by turning inward, locking it up. I think that experience has influenced me a great deal. I tend to be independent and not real expressive of my feelings. I learned early on that I had to do things myself; there was no Mom to do it for me. Hostel life is good in many ways; it teaches much about self-development.”

“Traumatic events which have shaped me include unreasonably strict hostel parents, encounters with soldiers on the street at night, and rape. My parents did not know about these and I didn’t resent them not being there for me. I learned how to take care of myself early in life and have always valued my independence. The psychological skills I needed for personal healing in these events did however come from a strong, loving, and accepting relationship with my parents. So they were in some ways part of my healing process. I had learned from them the lessons of forgiveness, sharing with close friends and seeking strength from the spiritual realm, which helped me get through the traumas of life.”

“The war! We were all involved. Most traumatic however was when my father remained behind for six months while Mother and I lived in Toronto. Such events help me understand screwed up kids I deal with. I think it’s helped me to be firm, but fair and understanding.”

“I believe that the fact that I had to leave home before I was fourteen, traveling on a freighter ship in the custody of a Norwegian captain and landing in Philadelphia when I was met by a stranger, all scary things to do, and more traumatic than I knew, made a huge impact on me for years to come. But the impact proved to be a blessing in disguise, because I was able to handle situations coolly and with inner strength.”

13. Other Comments

“I’ve been living in the United States since 1974—almost 20 years and I still feel like I don’t fit in. Something is just not right. I rarely speak of Zaire or read of Zaire or even hear of Zaire… but every time I do or even any part of Africa, my heart skips a beat and I find myself longing for something I had long ago. Nobody near me understands but I know there are thousands of other adults out there, just like me, who do. Africa owns us.”

“In the past ten years or so I have heard many of the people who grew up in similar circumstances as I complain that they were dealt raw deals in life by growing up as third culture kids. I personally do not feel that I was done any disservice by being brought up as a third culture kid. Indeed I feel exactly the opposite. I am impatient, to the extreme, with people who bemoan the lot given to them by life. None of us have a choice about that! Our only choice is how we choose to get on with our lives, given the circumstances we were born into.”

“Sometimes it feels that I have more in common with people a generation older than myself—I think this is in part due to the fact that as a child I lived at various times without electricity, television, gas stoves. In Bunjei we got mail once a week—brought by bicycle from Galangue, 40 km away. All our water had to be hand pumped from the well. The modern world was very far away.”

“The other aspect of life that hasn’t really been touched in the questionnaire is the joy that comes from living in an African community with individuals who are not fragmented and splintered emotionally, the strength of traditional African society, the deep spirituality, and the support given to every individual who is part of the community. In the end, I think the reason I find it very difficult to relate to the Christian church in America is because it seems so very un-Christian; what I know of love that supports and doesn’t judge has been shown to me in Africa.” 

“For years, I have felt as if I have led three or four totally different lives and actually have been three or four totally different individuals: Protestant missionary child in Angola (my Portuguese self); contract teacher in Rhodesia (my colonial British self), expatriate American in Europe (my French self), and liberal intellectual in Bible-belt America (my American self). Each one of my separate lives is a fairly well integrated totality, but there is almost no connection between lives.”

14. Responses from Parents

Living Overseas with Children

How did you reach your decision to live overseas and how did you envision your children fitting into that life?

“I was very dedicated to Motherhood—there were families all around us; we believed that children would make us a complete family—it brought us closer to the people.”

“My late wife and I felt “drawn”/attracted to missionary work before we had children and we, probably naively, gave little consideration or thought in advance as to how children would fit into that life. From the time we began training in Hartford, CT, and while in Portugal for language study, we were with families with children so it seemed very normal and natural that children be a part of that life. I remember that quite early, as we had youngsters while in Angola, we made an intentional decision to de-emphasize the uniqueness or different-ness of our or their lives and allow them to think of their lives as ‘ordinary.’ When the situation in Angola became unstable, we were forced to choose that the youngsters share the risk with us in the interest of the witness, for which we felt that we were there.”
“How did your envision your children fitting into that life? I cannot remember thinking about that question! We continued to enjoy our family as we headed for Africa without great concern as to how our children would fit into that life. We knew that there were families among the missionaries in Angola and the news we heard from them was mostly positive. About this time we also read some report making the argument that missionary children were ‘advantaged.’ This thesis was supported by a study of Who’s Who, which discovered that a disproportionately high number of MKs had achieved success in a variety of fields. To the best of my recollection I assumed that our children would be favored by being brought up in Africa.”
“I believe I’m right in saying that all three of our children were happy to have been born and brought up and educated in Africa. As I consider the present upbringing of children here today in the western world, I say many times over that I’m glad our children were brought up in Africa. It has deeply affected their outlook on life, and their chosen professions.”

“The question about how we envisioned our children fitting into that life doesn’t have a perfectly clear answer. To begin with we were unsure what life would be like. We made material preparations as anyone would for going to a somewhat uncertain future life, and asked lots of questions about what to expect. But as to how our children would fit in we had no definite idea. We trusted that God would give guidance, those who were there ahead of us would give us advice, and that our own common sense and instincts would serve us well. We believe the answer to this question will unfold along with the story of what we did.”
“As the parents of 7 children, we were fortunate not to have to face many of the challenges our colleagues did, in that we always lived in Kinshasa and were not required to send our young children away to school. All, that is, but our elder son, who was left in the US in a boarding school after our evacuation from the Congo in 1960. That was, we feel, the only “sacrifice” we made during our 35 years in Africa. Not only did he miss growing up in the family (he was 13 when we left him), but we missed much of the give and take of life during those formative years. He never complained about being separated from us (although we saw him only one summer during his high school years), but later, when he was about 30, the resentment and regret bubbled out, and he spent several years being ‘mad at God’ because of what he had missed. Only in the past 3 years has he been reconciled with God and the church, and he is now 47 years old.” 

Children’s Education

What process did you go through in deciding whether to send your children away to school, and where to send them?  Did you consider the possibility of leaving the mission field to continue your children's education?  What were the feelings and reactions of your children and you to being separated?
“Our mission board—Africa Inter-Mennonite Mission was governed by a Board of Men—they had established a policy for us. Keep the children on the station, teach them school (as best you could) through grade 3. Then in 4th grade send them to our AIMM Hostel in Kinshasa. Everyone was doing this among our co-workers. It was extremely difficult to send your 9-year-old child away from September to December 20, again January to April, 2 weeks break, April to June. We all suffered. The children wept for us and we for them at first. There were many tears on our pillows, but we knew their education was much much better in Kinshasa. I consider this the greatest sacrifice that I made in mission, not cement floors and wood burning cook stoves and kerosene lamps. I did not want to send my young children away. I wanted to care for them myself. My husband was more ‘detached’ as he left home a lot and traveled. I woke up mornings praying for my 3 children.”
“A high priority was given to our purpose in being in Angola, St. Lucia, and Zimbabwe in deciding to enroll the children in the local schools thinking this important in relating and witnessing. When in Zaire, the majority of the youngsters were of high school age and the main consideration was that they be prepared for college, and we thought it best that the younger ones be with their older siblings. I think that made it easier for them and for us. Our decision to return and to stay in the US was to be accessible to the five older ones already in college. That was the period of our most difficult adjustment with several major problems.”
“We were in Zaire when our son started school by Calvert Courses. When he was 8, we felt it best for him and two other station kids to go to Kinshasa to attend the Belgian schools. No, we never considered leaving the field to continue our child’s education. We were happy the ‘times had changed’ and we could have the children on the field, even if they were in a Hostel. Our 8-year-old was not too happy about leaving home but friends were doing it and he tried. It was difficult for him. Later for the 6th grade, when a baby sister had come along, he decided to stay at home with us and do Calvert rather than go back to TASOK.”

“After a period of home schooling, it became obvious that it would be of more value if in a school. The fact that the Board sent out a teacher brought on the decision to take Bob to Dondi. One of the hardest things I have done in my lifetime was to drive away, with him standing there, trying not to cry (both of us!). As to feelings and reactions to being separated, we never liked it, but we adapted. We could only get up to visit every month or two, but they were great times!”

“I can only guess at the reactions of the children to the separation; they seemed to us to take it as a mixture of adventure and fearlessness. We did not consider leaving the mission field for the children’s education; we might have had they been older. If we had been allowed to return in 1965, we then might have decided differently.”

“One disconcerting experience which I kept in the back of my mind all the years we lived overseas was an encounter I had with a young woman at Walker Missionary Home in Auburndale, MA while I was still in college, but under appointment. She was the daughter of missionaries and had been sent back to the States for her education, not seeing her parents for many years at a time. The resentment and bitterness she still obviously felt made a big impression on me and I often worried about what we would do when the high school and college years came. As it turned out, we never had to face that.”
Family Life

How was family life managed when members were scattered for many months of the year?  What means were used to communicate and to "keep the life lines and love lines flowing"? 
“Letter writing—they wrote to us every week and I wrote to them every week. On the station they used to say “You get the most mail from your children.” I let them know we loved them, we cared. I kept them informed of what was happening at home. They knew they had a HOME to come to.
“The absence of our children during nine months of the year was the hardest part of missionary service. Looking back, I’m not at all certain that we would have done it that way. Hindsight is the universal gift. At the time there was no reasonable alternative other than leaving Angola. But we felt that God had sent us to Angola and the work we wanted to do was by no means done. So we coped. But it was extremely difficult letting them go.”
“Most communication was by letter. Our boys were faithful about writing to us, and as we said, most of their letters made us feel good about them. We wrote often to them. Communication by telephone was rare. We didn’t have a phone in our house in Angola, nor in Brazil until we had been there eight years.”
Parents’ Other Comments

“Though a very difficult life and undertaken only because we felt it was God’s will for our family at that time, each one of our adult children have returned on their own to serve a term or two in Africa.”

“We have developed and benefited from a practice of structured sharing time, when together as a family, which we have named the H (heavy) hour. That has proven to be an important, useful tool for therapy and nurture, which we recommend. Each of us carries something of our third-culture experience with us and it is helpful when we are able to empathize and support each other in working through questions and adjusting to change. Some of us continue to struggle with this, after more than twenty years back in the US.” 

 “I don’t want to close these comments without reflecting also on the religious dimension of our experience in Angola. I felt that our decision to go to Angola was according to God’s will. This does not imply that at one point a thunderous voice came to me from heaven saying, ‘Go to Angola!’ Rather it is my conviction that God works in diverse (not all mysterious) ways to reveal his will. God worked in the roots of my childhood and youth to convince me of the importance of the Church and of the broadest horizon on human life. So those roots produced the fruit of a decision to go to Angola. My view of the Church as a family also influenced my view of the decisions to send our children away to school. 
Reinforced by the example of the extended Umbundu family, I guess that although we always regretted sending them away, I felt that they were still within the extended Christian family.”
“Most of the children were able to return to Zaire to visit after they were married. I think this was important “closure” for them, as they had sentimentally idealized their childhoods, and were able to see it with more mature eyes, and move on to the next stage. They all seem to me to be mature adults without more than normal hang-ups. In fact, we think they are pretty nice people. An interesting sidelight is that one daughter married a Nicaraguan and one son married a Korean. Do you think that is significant?”
Nancy Henderson-James

H-919-682-7878
C-919-485-9652

Nancyhendersonjames.com

nancyhj@mindspring.com
For the complete study, Africa Lives in My Soul: Responses to an African Childhood of 120 pages, please contact me.

MK & THIRD CULTURE KID SURVEY

Please respond to the questions below in as much depth as possible. For our purposes, one in-depth answer would be more useful than short responses to all. Make your reactions as specific and anecdotal as possible. Yes and no answers will not be very enlightening to us. 

Thanks for your interest in this project. Please return your answers either via email to nancyhj@mindspring.com or regular mail to Nancy Henderson-James, 912 Shepherd St., Durham, NC 27701.

Name___________________________________________________________________

Address_________________________________________________________________

City, St/Prov, Zip Code_____________________________________________________

Phone number____________________________ Email address ________________________________

Current date____________________________Birthdate__________________________

Parents’ names___________________________________________________________

Church/mission station associated with or parents’ business association

________________________________________________________________________

Countries lived in_________________________________________________________

Dates spent abroad________________________________________________________

Age when returned to North America__________________________________________

Remember, a few in-depth answers are preferable to many brief answers!

· Was your return to North America difficult, easy? Did/do you look upon yourself as different? In what ways? How did you cope with the problems you encountered? Did other kids accept you?

· How do you make a living? Was your choice of profession a result of any childhood influence?

· Are you a religious person? Since living abroad, has religion played a large part in your life?

· Comment on the education you received abroad and how it affected later schooling. If you went away from home to school, how many years did it involve, how old were you, whom did you live with, how often did you see your parents? What difficulties did you encounter?

· Have you spent any time as an adult living in another country? Did your desire to live abroad stem from your childhood experiences?

· Which languages do you speak? Which African language was your primary one? Any comments on language acquisition?

· Do you stay in touch with any of your childhood friends, whether African, European, or North American?

· How has your life abroad affected the course of your later life?

· Do you consider it to have been a positive or negative experience on the whole? Why?

· What humorous stories of growing up can you remember? Be complete and specific.

· What traumatic events shaped you, did your parents know about them, how did you deal with them?

· What were your favorite playtime activities, toys, playmates?

· How was family life managed, was communication between family member good, do you feel that your parents were able to balance professional responsibilities with family responsibilities?

· Comment on any aspect of life that I missed on the survey.
