
  
My folks’ notion of freedom was different from 
the moment they met in Berkeley in 1955. Otto had ar-
rived in California, a political refugee after months spent 
in Peron’s Jails.  South America had historically been a 
testing ground for theories  of economic and  political 
liberties and his loss of freedom made him that much 
more ambitious. My mom’s early years entailed 
working for the war effort, Methodist youth groups 
and early desegregation in the UC dorms.  Sheltered 
and naivé, she wasn’t ready for my dad’s ambition a 
moody intensity grown from a steely military determi-
nation to prove himself to his parents, his professors and 
himself.  He was the prototyical striving immigrant while 
my mom was more a refugee of the American progressive 
movements.  They were married in 1956, one year after my 
dad arrived in the U.S. 
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At La Universidad de 
La Plata, my dad was a super star of 
Botanical Science.  He joined the Democratic Student 
Union where he organized a movement resisting some of Peron’s more authori-
tarian acts. As a result he was sought by the police; turned in by his parents; and 
ultimately put in prison; His entire college record was expunged.  After a stellar 
career in education, he left the country with little more than a letter from a pro-
fessor and a clandestine copy of his college records.  

My  Abuelita and Grosfatti.  Both immi-
grants to Argentina, Mabel Rose Mug-
glesworth, abandoned as an infant, would 
marry Hans (qua Juan) Solbrig in 1929, 
Hans had lost his arm in the First WWI, 
immigrating to Argentina to find work 
in 1928.  He would adopt the four chil-
dren from Rose’s first marriage to her step 
brother.

My father  left his troubled parents’ 
home to attend El Liceo, Peron’s top 
military High School.  Here Peron 
trained  military leaders who would 
rule Argentina in the post-war era.  
My dad experienced a variety of 
discipline and torture.

Concerned that their son was too influenced by military indoctrination. Mabel-Rose 
and Hans/Juan pulled my father out of school.  He resented this intrusion to his high 
school experience but concedes that as many of his classmates went on to participate 
in the military government, in hindsight they were wise.  Instead, his parents sent 
him to Patagonia to live with Gauchos for a year.  Here he encountered the poverty 
and ignorance of a flat, dry land of cattle; furthering a combined love for books and 
agriculture.   



My mother and father were married in 
my Grandparents’ backyard in Whit-
tier, California.  My mother wore her 
handmade wedding dress.  My uncle 
took the wedding photos, and my great-
grandfather, Francis White, served as 
officiate.  Dr. White was a minister and 
president of The Baptist University of 
Shanghai from 1900 until the 1930s.  
My grandma, Frances Finley Chittum, 
his oldest daughter had mixed feelings 
about the Argentine scientist her own 
eldest had brought home.  As the daugh-
ter of missionaries, she had grown-up in 
Shangahi, China, rubbing elbows with 
ex-patriot intellectuals.  Perhaps because 
of this, Grandma didn’t think much 
of elite colleges or academic prestige.    
She had received her Masters degree in 
American History from the University 
of Chicago in 1926, long before women 
were pursuing advanced degrees.  Fran-
ces White quo Chittum, it seemed to 
me, always knew her mind. My grand-
father, Joe Chittum, had proposed to her 
on their first date and she had accepted.  
She wrote her sister, saying, ”I know 
you don’t think Joe’s good enough for 
me, but he’s the only man I can stand.”  

My grandma believed in the enduring 
power of being normal, and embraced 
Americana as a counter weight to her 
intellectual roots.  She did not set foot 
on U.S. soil until she was 18.  She took 
a freighter to Chicago for college in 
1921.  She never returned to China.  Joe 
Chittum, my Grandpa was a small town 
Iowa boy and a research chemist who 
worked for Chevron research. This was 
after he had been denied tenure at the 
University of Purdue in 1936.  The fam-
ily rumor was that my grandmother’s 
work for the League of Nations had pre-
cipated his loss of position.  The same 
year my great grandparents had to leave 
China to escape the advance of the Peo-
ple’s Army of Mao Tse Tung.  My great 
grandfather wrote about the switch over 
to communism in China:  “Marxism is 
not a bad word, just when it is spoken 
with a Russian accent.”  Nonetheless, 
along with most westerners, he left Chi-
na for California in 1936 when Mao’s 
armies swept through China.  
Prairie socialists, my grandparents fol-
lowed them to Whittier, California dur-
ing the depression hoping that the or-
ange groves and open land would allow 
their utopian visions to thrive.

Who knows how my grandmother’s strangely sheltered yet ‘foreign’ childhood 
affected my mom-- There is no doubt that each was uncomfortable about being 
female.  My mom was an anxious, tomboy of a kid, suffering from insomnia and 
worrying more than seemed normal about the state of the world.  She figured out 
that if she ran through the acres of orange trees behind her house in Whittier, she 
could tire herself out enough to sleep.  


