
Check In 

òI want to go someplace where there arenõt any more changes!ó I said to my best friend and husband Richard one day. Do 

you ever feel that way? Many of you are adjusting to changes now or perhaps planning for future changes. In this tenth issue of 

Traveling without Baggage, John K. shares about his very difficult transition to life in the U.S.  Donõt miss his hard-won wisdom 

for making transition less painful. 

This issue also includes Natalieõs account of miracles. In addition, Daniel and Jenna share about what they are learning and 

Beth, Esther, Stephen and Nat sharing some suggestions for college life. Also check out the school profile of Edinboro Univer-

sity and the info on the Common Application, a tool which can speed your application process to colleges. 

TCKs from four agencies have contributed to this issue. As always, I welcome and look forward to your input for future 

issues. Please e-mail articles, poems, advice and input to beth@imi.org . 

by beth barron, editor 
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by john k., tck, kenya, u.s. 

crammed full of glorious outdoor things in the beauty of 

African nature. I was always outside, tending to my ever-

growing menagerie of critters. I kept tropical owls and toads 

as big as baseballs, bright-eyed green tree frogs and an assort-

ment of grass-munching tortoises. I was always climbing 

trees looking for birdsõ nests, or poking into aardvark and 

termite holes. Among my favorite pets was a pair of bush 

babiesñsmall nocturnal monkey-

like creatures with soft fur, huge 

eyes, and human-like little hands. 

My favorite memories are of drives 

through a game park, 

looking for lions or 

watching elephants  

For a moment, try to imagine yourself twenty years into the 

future. What kind of person will you be? Where will you work? 

What will be your hobbies? Will you be married? Have chil-

dren? How will you think? Who will you hang out with? Where 

will you live? It may seem impossible to look so far into the 

future. But let me tell you, I am living your future.  I will tell 

you where my journey has taken me. But first, allow me to 

back up and tell you about the most wonderful place on earth. 

I grew up in the highlands of Kenya, in East Africa. Every 

morning the sun rose at the same time, golden over the low 

mists in the little green valleys surrounding the tea plantations. 

Roosters crowed 

noisily from the  

village across the  

red dirt road.  

Green pigeons and 

iridescent glossy  

ibis birds preened 

themselves high in 

the fig trees in the 

early light. 

I was a nature 

child. My days were 
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feeding peacefully in the gray evening. 

   My father taught African students at a university for believ-

ers, and my mom was the school nurse, although she took 

plenty of time to home school us during the younger years. 

Several other American 

families lived at the 

university.  I had plenty 

of playmates, both Afri-

can and American. We 

built forts, made swings 

in the nandi flame tree  

in our front yard, and 

learned to milk cows at the school dairy. Gradually, without 

even knowing it, I absorbed the African culture. I loved the 

peopleõs open spirit and wonderful, yet simple, sense of  

humor. To this day, just hearing a familiar African accent 

makes me smile, and I feel immediately drawn to that per-

sonñlike they are a brother or sister. 

I was safe in Africa. I knew how life should be. I did not 

feel American; I was 

not African; yet all I 

knew at the time was 

that I was warm and 

happy and safe. I was 

loved and known by 

both cultures, and al-

lowed to grow in  

this safe place for many 

very happy years. 

Then, when I was 

fourteen years old,  

we moved back to the 

United States. My father began working on his doctoral  

degree at a major university. His studies utterly consumed 

him, and I hardly remember him interacting with me that 

entire first year back on U.S. soil. Mom had to take a regular 

job outside the home to pay the bills. Coming home after 

school each day, we missed her steady presence that had 

made us feel nurtured and contented in Africa. My brother, 

five years older, went out of state to college. My sister, 

three years older, threw herself into high school friendships, 

trying to fit in as best she could in this new and strange land. 

As for me, I felt utterly alone, like a terrified animal trans-

planted from its green, lovely habitat into the iron bars of a 

zoo cage. Whatever the U. S. was to me at that time, it cer-

tainly wasnõt home! Yet I didnõt grieve. I couldnõt.  I was in 

shock. I survived day to day. My entire world was turned 

upside-down. 

That first year in eighth grade was the worst. I learned the 

cruel truth that looks really do matter. You see I was born 

with a cleft lipña birth defect that was corrected through 
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surgery, but left scars on my unusual-looking face. In Africa I 

felt no different from anyone else. But in the States I began 

to be teased for my looks. I tried my best to look people in 

the eye and be friendly, but I didnõt know anything about my 

own cultureñwhat was cool to wear, talk about, or do. The 

other kids seemed to speak an entirely different language, 

talking over television programs that I hadnõt a clue about. 

In my home, we were always taught to be respectful and 

polite. To my shock, for the first time, I watched kids openly 

defying authority. The bottom line: I was totally out of place, 

like an alien dropped down from Mars!  I didnõt excel in 

sports, but I had learned good study habits, and felt safe 

when I focused on school work. I had no clue who I was, 

and no time to figure it out. I had to force myself to survive 

the daily rush of locker rooms, cafeteria lines, and learning 

how to navigate through the maze of different classrooms 

to find third period English. I hated lunch period, for I was 

never sure who to sit with, or what to talk about. òHey, 

donõt give me malaria!ó one kid shouted, and moved away 

from me on the long lunch 

bench. I didnõt know what to 

talk about except Africañ

that was all I knew. But I 

soon discovered these kids 

had no desire to learn about 

it. Instead, the fact that I had 

lived there made me all the 

more different. 

    School days were torture. 

Moreover, we lived in a tiny 

apartment and I desperately 

missed the green country 

setting where I had grown up. I had no critters to keep me 

companyñonly a small tank of tropical fish in my room. I 

gazed at them for hours, trying to get back that sense of well-

being that I had known in the African outdoors as a kid. I hid 

my pain so well, my parents didnõt know I needed help. 

The torture of eighth grade continued. Then one day I 

met Dawn. Her hair was matted and tangled; she was chubby 

and wore thick glasses; she always looked at her feet when 

she shuffled along. Dawn was an outcast, the lowest in the 

pecking order. She had lived many years with the taunts and 

jeers of her classmates. òDawn, youõre the ugliest person in 

the world,ó or òOoh, we better disinfect that seatñDawn 

sat there.ó 

Wowñat last someone I could relate to, somebody who 

had it worse off than I did! How I ached for her. I would be 

kind to her, I decided. I would be her friend. Somehow, in 

finding this outcast to help, I could, in a twisted way, try to 

heal my own pain. Dawnõs pain became an extension of my 

own; or perhaps it was easier to focus on helping her rather 

   

I felt utterly alone,  

like a terrified animal  

transplanted from its green, 

lovely habitat into the iron 

bars of a zoo cage.  
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than myself. I still remember burning with shame during the 

8th grade graduation exercises as Dawn, wobbly in high heels 

for the first time, stumbled and fell on the platform steps 

amid snickers and jeers from the other students. I felt her 

misery, yet it was really my own. 

We moved again after that first year, but I had found a 

way of relating to other kids in this strange culture and I 

clung to it like a drowning man. I would help the underdog; 

befriend the friendless. It was my chosen track to acceptance 

with my peers. And best of all, I could have relationships and 

keep my distance at the same time by staying focused on 

othersõ problems rather than letting them know the real me. 

Throughout high school this identity became entrenched. I 

had a small circle of friends, and they learned to come to me 

with their many woes. I would help them feel better by lis-

tening and offering advice. Yet I spent a great deal of time 

alone, feeling disconnected from God and others. My soul 

had not yet healed. I simply had learned to cope. Thankfully 

we moved to the country and I spent many hours alone in 

the woods. It seemed to be the only place I felt true peace. 

We got two family dogs and one of them was Laddie, my 

faithful collie. He soothed many of my troubled thoughts 

with his unconditional love and companionship. 

In college, I became more and more cut off from others 

due to the pain of not belonging that was lodged deep in my 

heart. I began to envy friends that were better looking or 

more accomplished than myself. I seethed with anger at 

God for all the bad things Heõd thrown in my life, yet I was 

in complete denial about this rage. On the outside I was your 

perfect Mr. Nice Guy, always interested in helping others, 

but my helpfulness was motivated only by a desire to feel 

better about myself. Inwardly, I hated myself. I wanted to be 

anyone but me. I longed to feel ònormalóñnot cut off and 

separate from everyone elseña feeling that had seemed to 

settle deep into my soul the moment we returned to the 

U.S. from my beloved Africa. 

I longed to date, and admired several young women from 

afar, not having the courage to admit my true feelings for 

them. One after another, I watched them go off with 

òmore deservingó and more handsome guys instead of me, 

and I burned with anger and bitterness inside. I spent hours 

wishing I could live inside the skin of some campus jock 

instead of my own insecure, unhappy existence. 

I went back to Kenya as a student, which began my healing 

process. I was able to visit my childhood home and once 

again stand under that trees I had climbed as a child. Yet 

the campus was different. Land 

had been bulldozed for new 

buildings and I hardly recog-

nized some of my old haunts. 

They only lived in my mem-

ory. In some ways, this added 

to my sense of loss and lone-

liness. Yet living in Africa 

again as an adult was helpful.  

Mr. President will be a TCK  
Third-Culture Kids are those who have been influenced by 

spending significant developmental years outside their pass-

port countries. The September 20-27 issue of World Magazine 

recently pointed out that both U.S. presidential candidates are 

TCKs. Senator Obama was born in Hawaii and grew up in 

Indonesia and Chicago, whereas Senator McCain was born 

into a military family and grew up in the Canal Zone. Certainly 

growing up as a TCK equips you in special ways to influence 

the world. 

TCKs have also distinguished themselves in a number of 

other fields: Actors Keanu Reeves (Lebanon) and Reese 

Witherspoon  (Germany); top ten American Idol contestant 

Chris Sligh (Germany); writers J.R.R. Tolkien (South Africa) 

and Barbara Kingsolver (Congo); athlete Kobe Bryant (Italy) 

and CNN journalist Christiane Amanpour (Iran). See which 

names you recognize from a more extensive listing at http://

www.tckid.com/group/famous-tcks/. 


