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I found myself attempting to reinvent my mother’s herbal
chicken soup last week as the local grocers in Guåhan didn’t have
the vegetables shipped in. I half jokingly asked my mother on
Whatsapp, «Can I add bok choi in the herbal soup?» she responded
with three laugh emojis, and said seriously, «please don’t!» I ended
up adding frozen corn and garlic, which did not belong in the soup.
Like many others stuck overseas from the pandemic, I spent the
past nine months of my life in Guåhan, an island in Micronesia.
While that meant a lot of Migrant Zine Collective’s projects came
to a halt, I was excited to work on this new project with Sochetha,
a graphic designer based in Pōneke, who I was suprised to find was
connected to our past organiser, Sophanha, who had moved back
to Cambodia.
Reading through the 23 contributions, I somehow felt less alone
while navigating a new space away from Aotearoa. I empathised
with the accounts of interpersonal racism, questions on belonging
and home, and finding new ways to approach cultures, practices
and traditions in the diasporic experience. The idea of reinvention
constantly came to mind when writing this editorial. Like the
reinvention of my mother’s herbal chicken soup, working on
«The Life of Inbetweeners» reminded me of the constant shifts,
adjustments and creative ways we invent to approach our everchanging identities.
I envision «inbetweeness» in this publication not as a hyphenated,
opposed state of being in which we’re constantly neither here nor

there with our identities. Rather, as Sara Ahmed described with
the concept of «uprootings/regroundings», being grounded is
not necessarily about being fixed; being mobile is not necessarily
about being detached. I invite readers to question preconcieved
understandings of home and migration, and how you think of
them as static and binary opposites.
Growing up as the children of migrants can at times be painful,
confusing, and isolating. But as we’re older, we can also engage
in new ways of reclaiming our nuanced and complex identities,
experiences, and histories. As noted by many of our contributors
in their stories on family, food, media, and language there are a
multiplicity of ways to empower ourselves and transform.
With this year officially marking the five year anniversary of
Migrant Zine Collective, like our other zines over the years, I hope
«The Life of Inbetweeners» brings you strength, solidarity, and
new ways to reinvent yourself moving forward. I leave you with
an excerpt from Maggie Liu’s contribution which deeply resonated
with my thoughts:
We belong to each other.
We know struggles others do not.
We know how it feels to sacrifice innate parts of you
in order to adapt.
We have learnt to love our clashing cultures.
We have combined them.
We have challenged the rules.
We have survived.

Foreword
Sochetha Meng
It was an honour to have been given the opportunity to collaborate
with Migrant Zine Collective for ‘The Life of Inbetweeners’, an
ambitious idea I had after completing my final capstone project
at University.
The struggles of an inbetweener are rarely known or spoken about
and are often kept deep down inside. We aimed to bring together a
little community of ‘inbetweeners’ and shed light on what our day
to day life looks and feels like through storytelling, photography,
illustration and collage.
This zine is like a personal diary with 23 diary entries from 23
individuals who have the shared experience of juggling two or
more cultures in diaspora. Intimate and familiar stories about
family, culture, tradition and identity. Collaging each individual’s
childhood photos filled me with immense warmth and joy. It was
as if I made new friends.
We hope this zine brings you to places you’ve never been before,
the world as we—inbetweeners face it.
Enjoy!

Emily Nguyen-Hunt
If you asked me where I’m
from, I wouldn’t know how to
answer you.

I’m not comfortable with calling myself an Australian. Even though
I’ve lived here since I was six years old and I’m an Australian citizen,
I’m hesitant with this title. Half of it is because I don’t want to
be associated with white Australian culture and the other half
is because I don’t really feel like an ‘Australian’. I was born in
Wellington, New Zealand. As we left when I was so young, I don’t
really feel like I can call myself a Kiwi either. We moved to Brisbane
at the end of my first year at primary school.
My mum is Vietnamese, and my dad is Samoan/Cook Islander. Both
my parents aren’t as proud of their cultural heritage as they should
be and that makes me sad, but I also realise it’s probably because
they wanted to assimilate the best they could. My mum escaped
to Wellington during the Vietnam War in 1970s and eventually met
my dad.
My parents divorced when I was about nine years old, and since
then I haven’t had a good relationship with my dad and his side
of the family. This meant my sister and I weren’t exposed to any
Samoan/Cook Islander culture growing up. At primary school and
high school, I could probably count the number of Pasifika and
Vietnamese kids on my hands, including my sister and me. School
life was relatively easy for me, probably because I was whitewashed
from the lack of engagement with culture.
Growing up with white culture inevitably led to conflicts with
my mum when I was a teenager and a young adult. All my white
friends did whatever they wanted; partying, drinking, holidaying,
sleeping over at their boyfriend’s house. Their parents didn’t stop
them - heck they even encouraged them! I was angry because I
had a strict Vietnamese mum, and I didn’t know how to navigate
the culture clashes.
In the last 2 or 3 years I’ve noticed a growing desire to seek
connections to culture. When asked about my cultural heritage, I
proudly say Vietnamese/Samoan/Cook Islander but on the inside, I

feel like a fraud. I feel more connected to my Vietnamese heritage
because of my mum, but at the same time I don’t know much. I
know even less about Samoan/Cook Islander culture. I think one
of the main contributors to this feeling, is an insecurity that I can
only speak English.
When we go to Inala Civic Centre, there is always this awkward
moment when cô (the aunty) at the food stall will ask me something
in Vietnamese and I feel so bad because I have no idea what she
said, and I can’t answer back. I awkwardly mumble, “sorry, I can’t
speak Vietnamese”. Panicked, I call out “Mum! MUMMMMMM!” to
come over to talk for me. After every encounter like this, I always
say to my mum, “I wish you taught us Vietnamese when we were
little”. I haven’t always felt this way. I remember when I was
younger, telling my mum I didn’t want to learn. When questioned I
would say, “what for?’” Now I desperately wish she had taught me
and my sister. I feel grateful that I look Vietnamese enough for cô
to speak to me in her native tongue. It’s validating to know that I
am acknowledged as an Asian person by others.
I’m 26 – I have a lot to learn, and I’ve never felt so disconnected
from my cultures, but at the same time, I’ve also never felt so
proud.

Janice Chan

My parents sold Chinese food from their
pinstriped food truck in the city centre in 1995;
$5 fried rice, dumplings and deep fried wontons.
Friday nights at Canton Restaurant were their
busiest with buffets and drunken BYOs.
We celebrated birthdays with expensive cakes;
eating out of bright green rice bowls with
teaspoons and plastic covered tables. Sticky
school bags from leaky drink bottles filled with
warm water and Arataki Honey concoctions I
was reluctant to bring.
My parents drove us 5 hours to the big city
for yum cha and drove 3 hours to the nearest
Chinese supermarket. Mum brings the family
rice cooker to school for Rice Day 4 years in a
row. Dad sends us photos of what he’s eating.
How do you spell LOVE in Cantonese? F-O-O-D!
My Mum and Dad emigrated from Hong Kong
and picked Aotearoa as an idyllic place to
bring up my twin sisters, little brother and I.
Food related nostalgia brings me back to my
childhood growing up; from the food I enjoyed
to the food I denied.

What is being Indonesian
supposed to mean when you
can't even speak your own
language? Or when you don't
know what your own food
tastes like? When you have
to Google pictures of your
own cultural dress, because
you've never worn it before?
How do you identify with your
culture, when you cannot see
it represented around you?

Yani Widjaja

It’s safe to say that I’m a regular user of Google Translate for my
own language. In fact, my relationship with my culture is kind of
like my relationship with Bahasa – somewhat lacking. As a mixed
Pākehā-Chinese Indonesian, I’m constantly translating, adding my
halves together and trying to make sense of them.
My brother and I were born in Auckland to our Pākehā mother and
Indonesian father. Since none of our Indonesian family live in NZ,
my dad was our main connection to our culture. We have visited
Bapa's side of the family in Indonesia twice. Once when I was 7,
once when I was 14. As much as I wanted to learn Bahasa growing
up, we only ever spoke English at home. We ate Western style food
most nights, (albeit for the pot of rice Bapa insisted on having with
every dinner) and grew up in predominantly white communities. I
was privileged to have a stable and relatively normal childhood.
But I was also completely estranged from my own culture. What
is being Indonesian supposed to mean when you can't even speak
your own language? Or when you don't know what your own food
tastes like? When you have to Google pictures of your own cultural
dress, because you've never worn it before? How do you identify
with your culture, when you cannot see it represented around
you? Even as a child there was always this big question in my mind
about my culture, and a certain desperation to connect to it.
There’s a small, but not insignificant population of Indonesians in
Auckland, and yet I never met many Indonesians growing up. It was
only when I started working across town that I realised I had been
living in the wrong suburb my whole life. I remember the shock I
felt in my first few months there when I started meeting people
in my store and finding out that quite a few were Indonesian.
That crazy excitement/desperation must have shown up too, as
there were a few hesitant faces when I implored them about their
Indonesianness. Slowly, however, I started befriending some of the
older Indonesian ladies at work. They would speak Bahasa to me,
(even though I couldn’t understand it half the time) and we would
talk about our families, food, and Indonesian mutuals we might
share.

I think it’s hard for people to understand the feeling of meeting
someone from your own country when you’re a minority group in
a place like New Zealand, and especially so when you’re a part of
a particularly small ethnic minority. It’s instant common ground,
instant recognition of a way of being that you don’t have to explain
to the other person. I started that job about two years ago now. In
some ways I think it was a major catalyst for my cultural learning.
I no longer felt so alone and estranged, because for once I was
being treated as an Indonesian, instead of a Pākehā mixed with
the unknown. To my surprise, I also realised that my supposed
absent Indonesianness was teased out in these encounters. I
had embedded cultural knowledge that I had learned from my
dad without knowing. And for the first time, I was having these
conversations about what being Indonesian meant with him as
well. Truly, I was born and raised a Kiwi, and I’ve accepted that I will
probably always be that before Indonesian. But I’m excited about
what’s ahead of me. I’m excited to grow into this part of me that
I struggled so much with before. As soon as the borders open up
Bapa and I are going to go back to Indonesia, and I’m going to meet
my family for a third time.

Pauline Seralvo

the two-dollar change was in my right. I was eyeing the fish and
chips shop as we passed the shops and asked for it to wait for me
after school.

Home is the foamy waves chasing my feet and my grandpa
holding my hand. The shore was my birthday cake, the candles
were endless rows of coconut trees and the fireworks were waiting
to be lit. I was born on the day of the fiesta, grandma said.

Home is the barista-made coffee warming me and my fellow
carpoolers up for the road. The cows and horses were little brown
and white dots, and the landscapes were elongated brushstrokes. I
was slowly being rocked to sleep and I knew after my nap, I’d wake
up to a real painting.

Home is the dusty hammock tied under a mango tree and my
grandma cooking pata. The sugar cane field was my playground
and the hills were quite literally a jungle gym. I was Mario and
my grandpa was Luigi, and we were collecting as much fruit as
possible: atis, langka, bayabas, star apple, siniguelas, santol and
sampaloc.
Home is the pink elastics cutting the blood flow to my head and
my mum making sure the plastic strawberries were facing the
right way. The red school bus took me to the teal building of my
school. I was pumped for another day of learning with friends, but
mostly for the dance practice after school.
Home is the shared veranda of our apartment block and my
dad’s shadow walking from the top of the street. The telly was
playing the late night telenovelas and the bathwater was running
in the bucket. I was on the couch, knackered from an afternoon of
patintero and Chinese garter.
Home is the morning breeze kissing my cheek and my parents
sitting under a pōhutukawa tree. The long white cloud was our
welcome banner and the sunshine was ourspotlight. I was ready
to face dive into a pile of fallen leaves asit was after all, my first
autumn.
Home is the big teal roundabout greeting me and my mum’s text
buzzing in my pocket. The paper ticket was in my left hand and

Home is dad’s plethora of DIY projects in the backyard and mum’s
freshly cooked pancakes. The black leather couch, well-loved
barbie and boxes of photo albums moved with us from house to
house. I was grateful for my parents and the roses on the table,
freshly picked from the garden.
What is home for an inbetweener? Home isn’t simply a place,
location or four-walls. It is an experience. Some live with you for
a longer time than others, but they make up who you are all the
same.
Home is te tangata.
Home is te whenua.
Home is tapu.
Home is me,
and home is you.

Esther
Zhuang

I never knew what to say when my classmates asked me what I
had for dinner. I had... chicken? And rice? And some vegetables
cooked with bones to make it flavourful? I only knew the words for
three ways to cook: boiled, fried and roasted.
Now I know how to describe more of my favourite foods : chicken
nibbles marinated in shaoxing cooking wine, and pan fried.
Eggplants steamed and stirfried with oyster sauce and garlic.
Crispy roast duck skin rolled in flat pancakes with raw strips of
scallions, carrot and hoisin sauce. A large pot of boiling, spicy and
meaty broth that we dip meat, fishballs and dried ring rolls in. Hand
pulled noodles in a chilli oil and peanutty sauce, pork mince on top.
I still find myself lost for words when my friends ask me what

I had for dinner when I visit my parents. I don't know what the
lamb hotpot dish with carrots that my Mum makes is called. I
don't know what to say that would show that dinner is basically
three different stir fries that have gone through steaming as well.
Jujubes, wood ears, gourds and chokos are foods I had to Google. I
don't think I've ever spoken the word 'choko' out loud. I am a total
simp for fresh deep fried oil fried devils, a.ka. youtiao, Chinese
cruller, Chinese breadstick, Chinese oilstick, Chinese doughnut or
Chinese churro.
Food is life. Food is a distillation of history, culture and family on
a plate. I might not know how to make it sound appetising, but the
best part of being a person of colour, is being in between the food
- chopsticks on one hand, and fork in the other.

Ghina Furqan
When my little sister came home from our other home, I hugged
her and pushed my nose into her clothes to get a good sniff of
her scent, a scent she brought from Qatar which I miss. I inhaled
as much of it as I could when it was most distinct and before it
was gone. Seconds later, she pulled away from me and said “That’s
enough!” It’s funny how I’m still a child, only now in an adult body,
who’s delighted to savour every crumb of familiarity I can find.
Vanilla, oud and a touch of oak. That recognisable scent is what the
flat in Qatar, my home away from home, smells like. The smell of
my childhood when I lived with my parents and my dad would burn
pieces of oud inside a mabkhara. That’s what my sister smelled like
when she first came home. Then days passed as she settled into a
new place, and the scent of the old place eventually vanished.
How do you know when you’ve stayed in one place long enough
to say that you’ve settled there? I say you’ll know when you can
no longer pick up the scent of the place you’re staying in. That
characteristic smell you first knew when you came in is gone,
or your senses can’t pick it up as something unique anymore. It
becomes part of you like the limbs of your body.
The house that I’m currently staying in used to have mixtures of
smells I could pick up when I was a guest. I was once able to pick
up the distinguishable scent of our softergent, which smells of
roses, everywhere around the house even if I wasn’t doing laundry,
but now it’s subtle. When I’m not sitting next to a lighted scented
candle, I breathe in and smell nothing exciting. It’s just fresh air,
essential but not noteworthy.
For the first time in years, I’ve not left my home in Indonesia for
over a year. Not only that, I spend a majority of my time inside
due to health and safety protocols and travel restrictions. Life has

become still, and it’s oddly unusual to me. Sometimes I panic when
I realise I can’t smell what I used to be able to smell. I’ll think that
I’m losing my sense of smell when it’s still there, though a little
fuzzy for a moment.
I can never see myself being tied down to one place. I’m used to
living in motion lugging my baggage wherever I was called to, but
it’s quite lovely to be still. My things have a place to settle in that’s
not a suitcase, my roots sink into the ground a little deeper each
day, I don’t notice the smell of my house like I used to, and this is
all normal. At least for now.

My ‘fun fact’ for icebreakers is always a little long, but I can usually
guarantee no one else in the room has it. I was born in Sri Lanka,
moved to New Zealand when I was one, moved to Scotland when
I was 7, moved back to Sri Lanka when I was 11, then moved to
Australia when I was 13 and finally returned to New Zealand when
I was 18 for University.
People are always a little quiet before they catch up with what I’ve
said, but afterwards people are always really excited. It explains a
lot of things for them; why my voice sounds that way, why I don’t
know any of the niche radio jingles, why I always seem to know
more about international news than local news.

Indira Fernando

The truth, I always tell the person who inevitably asks, is that I
wouldn’t change it. I’ve had great experiences and I’ve had awful
ones. I’ve been opened with welcome arms into completely new
places and I’ve been threatened with deportation because a new
government decided the old one shouldn’t have let me in.
Being an immigrant has always been part of my identity because
it’s a part of my families identity. My fathers family lived in
multiple countries all over Africa. And my maternal grandparents
were so nomadic that despite the fact all her siblings were born in
Nigeria, my mother was almost born in the UK, but ended up being
born in Sri Lanka. Not bad for a family where a few generations
earlier people would barely have left their hometown.
I laugh and tell people I get the shakes when I stay in one place
for too long, but it’s true that I can’t imagine a life where I stay
put forever. The idea of putting down roots now in my twenties
seems ludacris, but I suddenly realise that for most of my friends
it’s totally normal. It scares me, because being an immigrant is
so closely entwined with my identity. My family live all over the
globe and have no intention of staying put forever, my aunts and
uncles still talk about coming to New Zealand and my cousins
are dreaming of going to Canada and Europe. My home is made
up of people, and as long as they're still moving I still feel like an
immigrant, even if I’m staying still.

Viv Whyte

学好中文

My grandfather has a funny story he likes to tell at family Christmas
time of a 5 year old Vivien who brang up her cup of H20 childrens
wine to cheers with all the adults. I loudly and resolutely joined in
the shouts of “Slàinte mhath”, “干杯 (gan bei)” and “Cheers” with
my own “a-bliv-ah-blah” polyeurasian gibberish. Being born and
raised in Aotearoa, my Chinese-Indonesian-Samoan-Pākehā salad
bowl of a cultural background means that I’ve always felt like I
occupied a uniquely gibberish space in between everyone else.
I remember reading somewhere that humans always look for
the simplest answer. They’ll try to believe whatever's easiest to
fathom. I think this tendency to lump things together in palatable
packages is what has plagued any in-betweeners' sense of
homeland and sense of unbelonging. Like many others I didn’t fit
in with an identity that got to call Aotearoa home - but I couldn’t
really relate to a homeland either. For me, I’m asia-passing which
meant that while growing up I often got lumped in with a certain
set of stereotypes and assumptions. I allowed myself to lean into
these, often feeling like it was easier to digest myself as a chinese
1.5 generation kid rather than my strange concoction of ethnic
identities. A lot of the grey areas in my identity politics came in
the form of not being able to relate to anyone. My parents think
differently to me, but so did my many of my asia peers who I
often felt lumped in with. I could laugh along with them about the
struggles of having immigrant parents and an asian tiger mum.
About being in between east and west mindsets, about being
scared of COVID-racism and not fitting a white beauty standard.
But on the flip side there was a whole other side of me that didn’t

feel quite at home with them either. I even make jokes about white
men going after asian women, and then have to remind myself to
look at my parents.
Like many in-betweeners I speak many languages in order to
traverse the double life. By this I don’t mean my heavily accented
mandarin, but the languages of food, music and underlying cultural
formalities that connect me with my family. My 爷爷 (grandfather)
used to make bao and dry seeds on the porch. My 奶奶 (grandma)
would feed me tang yuan and chinese medicines. My Pop is the
BBQ King and cooks us black pudding. And my grandmother cooks
homey, hearty meals and has a pavlova recipe from her mum
we like to whip out for special occasions. Growing up I found
music was the perfect conduit to connect with my Samoan and
Chinese sides to jump over the language barrier. And there’s love
languages between words that you learn to understand - like my
mum bringing me food during lockdowns and my grandparents in
china reminding me to 学好中文 (study chinese hard) every single
time I speak to them. And all together, there’s the concept of being
part of a whole, sticking up for family and making time for them
whenever you can.
It was only in my 20s did I begin to feel whole and rid myself of
the Pākehā practice of slicing myself into quarters like a cake, and
start a journey of rediscovering what it meant to be 100% Kiwi,
100% Chinese, 100% Samoan and 100% me. And start looking for a
more complicated answer to who I was.

Cileme Venkateswar

Recently - like, quite literally two weeks ago - I finished an
Honours thesis on literature from the Indian diaspora, about
diasporic searches for home as we exist in an in-between, liminal
space of being. In the ten months of reading and researching,
countless moments stuck with me more than anything. Moments
that grabbed me from the page and stared me in the eye, held
up a mirror to that endlessly confusing migrant life between two
orbiting worlds.
Here’s one:
The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh is split into two parts: Going
Away and Coming Home. It references a family joke that the main
character’s grandmother, Th’amma, doesn’t know the difference
between coming and going. The punchline of the joke originates
from a Bengali linguistic conundrum in which colloquially, the word
for “going away” is actually “coming.” When departing a place,
one would say “Aami aaschi,” which means, “I’ll see you later” or
“I’ll be back”, perhaps most literally, “I’m coming.”
You will always be back. There’s no permanence in bidding farewell;
in Bengali, a departure is always weighted with the assumption of
a return. Th’amma is referring to Dhaka, from where she had to
flee after Partition. Her linguistic slip is because there’s no word
for her having left a place and never returned. The narrator of The
Shadow Lines describes it as: “What my grandmother was looking
for was a word for a journey which was not a coming or going at
all; a journey that was a search for precisely that fixed point which
permits the proper use of verbs of movement.”
TLDR; there’s no language for diaspora. It’s how we end up in the
in between, torn between cultures, countries, communities where
we don’t fully fit.
‘Going away’ and ‘coming home’ are equally complicated for me. I
grew up as the daughter of academics. I spent my entire childhood

travelling, every summer in the romantic sounding Lake Gardens in
Kolkata. But those humid days under coconut trees were dialogued
with broken English and Bengali/Tamil/Hindi conversations I could
never hope to understand. In New Zealand, I was always just out of
place, always inexplicably, always beyond my own understanding.
The place that I felt completely free, where nobody looked at
me and questioned whether I should be there, were the airports
between India and New Zealand. I’d make friends from all corners
of the earth who I knew I’d never see again after we boarded our
flights in four hours. Airports were those weird liminal spaces
where times and places didn’t exist the same as everywhere else a physical in-between that matched how I always felt.
Years later, I still find an odd kind of peace during layovers. Not
having any kind of obligation to be in a place, to see the sites and
find ways to be there. I love those hours of existing nowhere and
everywhere, untethered. I’m going and coming at the same time,
and those moments in-between are finally a place to belong.
Maybe it’s comforting because I know I’ll be back. Where I’ll be
back to, I don’t know - India, New Zealand, or neither. Maybe to
that in-between.

No matter what, I’ll be back.

Dasha Fedchuk

own amalgamation of Russian and English. But this fake language
was no help in a crisis. Mum dialled the number. And it rang. And
rang. Nobody picked up.
I had a moment of sobering panic. What if this had all been
some elaborate lie? I wasn’t certain that Aotearoa existed.
This archipelago was a mere freckle compared to my Russian
motherland. My friends at school mocked me - “you’re moving
...there?!”. Others stated with confidence that the country was
fake because the world maps were inconsistent on its existence. I
didn’t know who to believe.

My first diary entry upon coming to Aotearoa was about the
supermarket Foodtown. That day my dad picked me and mum
up from the international arrivals terminal at Auckland airport. I
was 12 and a half. We’d spent two gruelling days flying, and had
a 13-hour stopover in Seoul, which I only remember through my
mother’s retelling, as I had spent the whole time asleep. I still have
the postcard.
Coming through the airport turnstiles, our first breath of Aotearoa
air was a gasp. My dad was nowhere to be seen. We were alone with
only a mobile number, given along with these instructions: “Use
only in an emergency, mobile calls are very expensive”. I watched
my mother exchange money in broken English so she could use the
pay phone. I had spent my pre-teen days in my room as an only
child singing along to a Britney Spears cassettes (my favourite song
“Lucky” without knowing what the lyrics were about), creating my

The phone continued to ring. No answer. Mum ran out of money.
We’d been through this before when my dad moved us to the Czech
Republic, and promised to meet us at a bus station, but the bus
was overtaken by fake “passport control” who diverted our bus. It
must have been traumatic, but in my blurry memories we survived
somehow, and this time would be no different. It transpired that
my dad had attached his first ever cell phone to the back of his
belt, and as it kept ringing the unfamiliar sound irritated him and
he thought to himself - “which fool isn’t picking up his cellphone?”.
We found him within the hour.
My first excitement of the day was not the two rooms we moved
into as a family, situated in an old Grey Lynn villa which we shared
with three 20 somethings, that was also being renovated by my
dad in exchange for cheap rent. Nor was it the stroll in the park
which followed. The first excitement came from the comforting
navy-blue colours of a building called “Foodtown” and its
fluorescent bright lights, wide isles, and food in every shape and
colour. I’d never seen anything like it! How unfamiliar it all felt, yet
how riveting. I went home and made a diary entry, detailing what
we bought that day.
That was 19 years ago. Last year, a stranger introduced me to the
term 1.5 generation migrant. We found an unspoken understanding,

and spent hours discussing our complex sense of belonging, and the
melancholic sentimentalism ensuing from that. I’ve always found
it difficult to articulate the love I have for my motherland, and the
simultaneous disconnection I feel. This unnerving “inbetweener”
feeling, further complicated by my coming out. Russia is a hostile
place for queers, and I have never been able to be myself with
my parents, or the Orthodox company they keep. My feet stand
precariously between my Soviet childhood, filled with pickles and
snow, and Aotearoa’s liberal embrace which afforded me the
luxury to be myself. I am perpetually adrift, stuck between values
and culture clashes.
I used to subvert parts of my identity to acculturate. I forced
myself out of my accent, I gave English names at cafes because I
thought it was easier than the constant struggle of having to spell
mine out. Now my name is the only thing that visibly connects
me to my Russianness. And when I go home, I get a sore jaw from
using my mother tongue, tiny muscles which go into hibernation
between trips back to my parent’s house.

Ashton King

For as long as I can remember I have always felt “different”, an
outsider living between worlds. I am a 3rd generation New Zealand
Chinese or Chinese New Zealander, and I’m also part of the
LGBTQIA+ community.

being a stranger in your own country, or more importantly being
a stranger in your own body. So in dealing with this I ended up
creating my own space – a space where I could take a bit of all my
cultures and craft it into something I could call uniquely my own.

Born in Christchurch I was exposed to racism regularly. I went to
the “Hogwarts of Christchurch” where British boy school culture
was at its finest, and this meant having to adapt to the world you
live in. At home I was free to be “Cantonese”, at school I was to be
a “Kiwi”.

Growing up my exposure to my Cantonese culture was mostly
from family and my exposure to the wider Chinese culture was
though media such as the TVB variety shows I would watch in the
school holidays at my grandparents or the many Steven Chow,
Bruce Lee and Jacky Chan Movies. Family food culture has also
been to me a way of consuming culture. To me food is culture, a
reflection of a culture past down from generation to generation,
adapting techniques and changing with the times. It is a tool for
expressing cultural values. The very act of cooking and eating has
always been central to my life from helping pick vegetables during
the school holidays in the market garden to making wontons, baos
and other Chinese goodies with the aunties in the kitchen for
family gatherings, this idea that it takes a village to raise a child
or the idea that you are what you eat.

My grandparents came from the Guangdong Province to Aotearoa
when they were teenagers, and my parents were born here, which
meant the culture of the motherland was filtered down through
the generations.
Moving up to Auckland for uni allowed me to express my true self
more. I saw people openly on the street expressing themselves as
if it was the norm. This made me realise that being “different”
wasn’t a bad thing.
LGBTQIA+ culture isn’t really talked about in Chinese culture, rather
it is swept under the rug. Coming out to family is hard but throw
in Chinese stigmas around queer culture which is often faced with
the idea of disownment for being “different” or frowned upon for
not being “normal”. I’ve often been asked if I am sure I am “gay”
as I don’t “act” gay. But like my Chinese culture I am still trying
to navigate queer space and understand my place within these
spaces and how that shapes who I am.
Sometimes I feel like this is a classic case of being too mixed up and
having too many colours. But somewhere in all that inbetweeen
space is where I found my peace, finding a balance of adapting
the best of everything. I have often been told “your culture is not
our culture” and “our culture is not your culture”, this tension
of not being enough or being too much of one thing, the idea of

I like to use the word disorient as a way of explain my life. The idea
that you lose your sense of direction or feeling confused of who
you are, but the whole journey is about navigating your way to a
place of personal growth and fulfillment where you can be proud
to express who you are and just be uniquely you.

Goodbadenglish

I can speak fluent in English AND hijack and warp it with Malaysian
English. I can practice Western medicine AND respect my family’s
choice to use traditional Chinese medicine. I can love durian AND
be unapologetic for its aroma.
Sometimes the ratio of my Malaysian and New Zealand identities
shift and my perspective is shaped more strongly by one, but I’ll
always be looking through some form of a Malaysian-Kiwi lens.
As an only child, it’s been a lonely ride navigating a strange and ever
changing space. Life in the grey zone is so hard to begin articulating,
that finding others occupying this space can be a challenge in itself.
Just broaching the topic of being Asian New Zealanders results in
discomfort and disengagement amongst some friends. Perhaps
they are at a different stage of their journey. I am so grateful to
have found this growing and supportive community of migrants
of colour in Aotearoa.
A multi hyphenated identity is empowering and limitless. I am this
and that, here and there, Malaysian and Kiwi.

This or that, here or there, Malaysian or Kiwi.
I am of Malaysian Chinese heritage and have lived in Aotearoa
New Zealand since I was six. In New Zealand I look too Asian to
be white, and in Malaysia I sound too foreign to be Malaysian.
Growing up, I thought there were two circles, one contained my
Malaysian identity, and the other encircled my Kiwi identity. I
struggled to reduce myself enough to squeeze into either of them.
In retrospect, I was never able to stay in bounds. It wasn’t until
recently I recognised that being a Malaysian and New Zealander
are not mutually exclusive. If the two circles are pushed close
enough together, there is space for me to occupy the intersection
of my hypothetical Venn diagram.

And a lot more.

Sochetha Meng

Inbetweeness is a phenomenon that I have experienced
throughout my teenage years until now.
It’s as if I have two personas, one for being “Kiwi” and one for
being “Khmer” but as time goes by they completely disappear.
When I try to be both at the same time, it doesn’t always end
right.
I find myself feeling frustrated, annoyed, angry and hard to
explain in words.
At worst, my whole entire brain shuts down.
Expressing myself fully in Khmer is becoming a struggle
due to my limited vocabulary and often the root of all
misunderstandings and frustrations.
Yet, speaking Khmer no longer justifies “being Khmer” if I don’t
fully know or understand the infinite amount of cultural customs
and behaviours that are expected of me.

At home, we would follow all the Khmer traditions, consume
Khmer food and speak Khmer. English was only ever spoken
between the younger generations.
School was where I spoke English and intuitively observed others
to try and fit in with the crowd.
I was the kid whose name nobody can pronounce and the
complete opposite of typical Asian stereotypes.
I wasn’t good at maths or science and I definitely did not become
a doctor or lawyer.
The creative field is not well received in the Khmer culture so my
family never thought highly of my degree.
It’s not as hard or seen as elite as other fields and “difficult to
understand”.
However, being an inbetweener is not always full of stress and
worry.

There’s immense pressure to be perfect in everything or you’re a
disappointment to the family.

I feel so lucky and privileged to be able to grow up within two
cultures and have an expanded worldview.

I am the foreign-born niece, cousin and granddaughter who is not
well versed in traditional Khmer manners and can be seen as rude.

I love that I can switch between speaking Khmer and English
whenever I want.

It wasn’t obvious to me as a child but as people constantly
question your origin, background, history, or make excuses for
your shortcomings, you start to question yourself.

I have the best of both worlds and wouldn’t want it any other
way.

Which culture do I identify the most with?
What do I feel like?
Where do I see myself in 10 years?

My name is Thuba Thi Nguyen. In 1990, I was born in Cai dau Chau
doc, An Giang, Vietnam. When I was 9 months old, my parents, sister,
and I, migrated to the Philippines where we lived in a refugee camp
for months before being relocated to America. I grew up in a small
suburban town called, Sioux Falls, SD. Growing up in a town that is
predominantly white conservatives made it extremely challenging
to seek proper representation. As a child, I was naïve and believed
the images and models of clothing, culture, food, activities, and
general pastime were the ‘norm’ or ‘standard’.
As long as I can remember, my parents idolized “the American
Dream.” What I didn’t realize was what that meant as a biracial
child navigating the intercultural changes of my environment. In
my childhood and much of my adolescent life, my parents NEVER
spoke about race but emphasized the need to assimilate with my
white peers, school, and social activities. While my parents pushed
this agenda, they didn’t have the resources or tools to support
these ideals- I had to learn on my own. Much of my life, I have dealt
with the early trauma of finding the perfect answer to “what are
you?” I think my earliest account of recognizing I was ‘different’
from my Vietnamese peers was when a white peer scolded me with
a fierce question, “if Kai is Vietnamese and YOUR Vietnamese, why
is your skin brown and his is white?” The only logical explanation
I had was a 7-year-old was, “my family is from South Vietnam
which is closer to the equator, that’s why, I’m brown.” I told myself
this line so often, I started to believe it.

Thuba Nguyen

It wasn’t until my 6th grade that I learned I had African American
roots in my heritage. Though I was undergoing a personal
epiphany, it was interesting how the narrative went from, you’re
“ALL” Vietnamese to now, you’re 25% African American and 75%
Vietnamese. I was celebrating a chance to finally understand and
evolve my identity, however society turned me into a ‘foreign
piece of pie’. Because of this, for years, I lived my life balancing my
‘Vietnamese’ side and my ‘Black’ side- rather than living my truth
as a person. As ME.

My hair was super thick, frizzy, and ALWAYS in a bowl cut with by
bangs hugging my eyebrows. When the era of Abercrombie and
Fitch, Hollister, and Aeropostale struck the town of Sioux Falls,
my mother would dress my siblings and I in the warmest cotton
matching outfits, usually imprinted with a variety of floral designs
or cartoons or matching silk outfits she had custom made from
Vietnam.
During family or community gatherings, the objectification of my
body was on constant display and used as a catalyst to talk about
weight, make up, domestication, marriage and being obedient.
Conversations were never led or ended with positive affirmations
or uplifting comments - just toxic language about my body size.
I was conditioned to never to talk back or disrespect my elders,
which was a psychological trauma that fragmented the way I
would empower and advocate for myself.
Now as a 31-year-old, biracial creative and Early Childhood
Education Specialist, I am a champion of cultural representation
in early childhood settings and home. I want to empower migrant
families/parents to design opportunities for themselves to
achieve their version of the ‘American Dream’ however it should
not come at the expense of their children. There is a naturalistic
way for families and parents to balance cultural preservation
while adapting to new cultural spaces, practices, and way of life.
I believe all young children, especially young girls of color and
biracial ethnicities, should feel beautiful at every age and given
opportunities to explore their identity freely in a healthy positive
way with avid support by adults in their lives.

I believe all young children,
especially young girls
of color and biracial
ethnicities, should feel
beautiful at every age.

Demi Chang

The teacher came over and said “You can write anything.” “Now,
what do you want to write about”?
“A mermaid,” I said.
So with the help of the teacher I wrote down the first line: “Once
upon a time there was a mermaid who lived in the sea.”
Following the first line, I wrote:
“The mermaid was greedy and she wanted to go to the end of the
rainbow to find a pot of gold and leprechauns.”

I remember the first time I wrote a story. I was in Year 3 and had
moved from Taiwan to Howick, Auckland for the second time. I
couldn’t speak English well and as a result felt self-conscious.
When people asked me questions I didn’t know what to say back
and oftentimes had to guess what was going on in the class by
looking at gestures and following what others were doing.
At the time I dreaded going to school everyday, the sheer confusion
was too much for my young brain and I often felt anxious at the
thought of school. Every day was a dredge through another peg in
the machine, a painful machine.
I would plead with mum to give me days off from school, where
I could be safe in my bubble. I had lived in New Zealand prior to
that summer, but didn’t have this problem. Perhaps by Year 3 I had
reached an age of more self-awareness and sensitivity.
One day in class the teacher asked us to write a story.
It was a relief to have quiet time on my own, but I was stuck on the
blank page, didn’t know where to begin and how to fill the blank
lines.

From there on I was gripped by my imagination and transported
to the world under the waters. It was as if the story took hold of
my mind and hand and wrote itself down on paper. With a lot of
misspelling I wrote down how the Mermaid met different friends
along the way on her path to the end of the rainbow, and how
when she arrived at the end of the rainbow she had discovered
kindness and humility, alongside the gold and leprechauns. By the
end of her journey, the mermaid was no longer greedy and selfish,
she had discovered treasures beyond what she had searched for
when she started the quest.
It was as if time suspended when I was writing the story, I had
forgotten about my troubles and worries and simply went on a
journey with the little mermaid.
When the class ended I was saddened to leave this magical world,
but the story of the mermaid stuck with me through the years
and she will probably swim in the depths of my mind for the years
to come.

Hapa is derived from the Hawaiian Pidgin term to describe
mixed ethnic heritage. To understand the history of this word,
it was originated as a derogatory term towards mixed children
on plantations in the Philippines, China, Japan etc… in the 20th
century (NPR). But now it’s a word of embrace for mixed people
like myself. This word has been such a helping part of discovering
my community as a half cast bhaddie! I have strongly identified
with it for so many years, and will continue to do so for the rest
of my life.
Growing up I've always had people come up to me asking who i
am, what i am, where i came from, phrases I'm sure a lot of mixed
race people hear on the daily. Never being one identity was really
confusing for me. Going back to China every year up until I was
13 was a chore, i hated it and wanted to be 'normal' and spend
my summer holidays here in NZ, but it was when I was 15 sitting
at the dinner table in China with my Mums old university mates
that I realised just how cool being Chinese is. The intricacy and
storytelling like language, the delicious food and just the cultural
mindset such as Feng Shui that rule my daily life. I am so grateful
that my mum immersed me in my Chinese half and made me
realise just how beautiful it is.

Erin Geraghty

As an artist now, this kind of representation is so important to
how I front my music. Using images and visuals and being proud
of what I am. I am a first generation Kiwi, my mother was born
and grew up in China, and my father was born and grew up in
England. My sister of whom I share with my dad, is half Maori, half
European. My diverse cultural upbringing was so educational and
opened my worldview, but my internal struggles of wanting to fit
in just never really happened. I was either too Chinese, too white,
sometimes Samoan, sometimes Russian. It’s hard to gauge who I
am when people are constantly telling me I don’t look like the real
me. Learning to love myself has shown me that that also includes
my dual cultures. That was a really hard thing to overcome and
every now and then I have major identity issues, especially when

It comes to dating. Caucasian cis men are literally the worst
always unintendedly projecting yellow fever – “omg, you’re so
exotic”, “mixed kids are so beautiful”, or just simply choosing my
Caucasian friends over me.
I speak mandarin at home but can’t read nor write it. My mum
put me In Chinese classes on the weekends when I was younger,
but I just didn’t fit in and it made me feel so alienated. I learnt
Chinese from ear from my mum at home, but the catalyst was
going back to China every year. That forced me to learn the
language. I remember one time when I was 8, my mandarin was
pretty average, and it snowed for the first time. I ran down the
park to make a snowman to teach my little cousin who was 4 at
the time, my nai nai was screaming and running after me and I
didn’t understand what she was saying. I ended up breaking the ice
on a pond I didn’t know was there and fell into the water. Thinking
back that was the funniest thing ever, and makes me appreciate
silly little moments like that.
Sometimes I literally feel homesick, Covid restrictions has really
made me sad that I have been unable to go back and see my nai
nai, and the rest of my family. I consider China my second home.
For the past 20 years, I have spent at least 1-2 months there every
single year, and it deeply upsets me that I may not see them for
a couple more years. Seeing myself in Chinese wears in those
photoshoots that happen in China, that was a visual catalyst for
me - knowing that yes, I am Chinese and I am so cool and proud
to have that blood in me. There are so many stories to tell about
living in two worlds, but this is just the start.

Isaac Chen

Food has always been essential to my understanding and
experience of my Chinese heritage and culture. It’s also been where
misunderstandings and hurts have occurred. What seemed so
trivial or even unknown in my mind were make-or-breaks with my
family. Conversely, something food-related can be so important
to me and my friends, but trivial or unknown to them.
One of these intersections was the dreaded requirement that was
school camp home baking.
The first time I went on a school camp, I was a bundle of excitement
and nerves - what clothes should I bring to look cool in front of
everyone? What if they got dirty or muddy? What sort of plastic
cutlery do normal kids bring?? What the heck is a tea towel???
Still, the most foreign to me was the concept of home baking. I
had only tasted these mystical treats before at my white friend’s
birthday parties or at school fundraisers as a form of edible

social currency, but here I was instructed to produce a quantity
enough to be shared among all camp attendees?! What made it
worse was that you had to name your container of home baking
so EVERYONE would know how amazing or terrible yours was. This
was horrifying for a simple reason - my family and I did not know
how to bake at all.
This didn’t deter my auntie though. She was particularly great
at making food hospitable to the community around us, and one
of her specialties was spring onion pancakes. She only needed
the simplest of ingredients, and the true mastery was how flaky
she could make the pastry. She would even sometimes premake,
flatten and glad-wrap the dough for family friends to collect and
pan fry at home. She decided to make the pancakes for me to take
as my camp baking contribution and cut them up into pizza-like
slices, each separated by paper towels in the ice cream container
so they wouldn’t get too soggy.
I was grateful but embarrassed - I couldn’t bring these pancakes
out for shared baking time! The other kids and the teachers would
have no clue what they were, let alone be brave enough to try
them. And they were savoury, so they wouldn’t pair well with the
other sweet baking. It was hard enough trying to fit in and eat the
same sort of foods as those around me without them judging the
food that I had brought - which evidently missed the mark.
What did I do? I pretended I didn’t bring anything. I laughed it off as
being Chinese and not knowing how to bake. Luckily enough, some
kid’s parents were quite gungho bakers and made enough to cover
my shortcomings. I couldn’t hurt my auntie’s feelings either, and
so I ate them all secretly in my cabin, out of sight - bite after bite
of delicious, crispy guilt.
Looking back, I’m sad that I felt I had to resort to such measures
for the sake of fitting in. I think that the food culture and diversity
in Auckland has vastly improved. Kids now should be able to freely

and proudly show off and share their cultural foods to no prejudice
- be it internally or externally.
In some ways, my auntie’s spring onion pancakes embodied the
meaning of home baking more than I could comprehend at the
time.

They, like home baking, are
lovingly made from scratch
with the purpose to be shared
and enjoyed by all who are
lucky enough to receive and
partake.

Gella Mae Sadumiano

To honour the blood that runs inside of me is to honour the blood
that came before me. I am a Filipina. And the Philippines will
always be my home. Aotearoa, also is my home, it is the whenua
that I was birthed on, the whenua that has allowed me to live on it,
and with it. To find my people, to help nuture our communities. To
learn about myself and my layered web of intrinsic identity.
Kirikiriroa is the city I was born in, although for the first two years
of my life I lived with my whānau back home in the Philippines.
When my aunty brought me back to Aotearoa, the only language
I knew was Ilocano. As I grew, saturation of the pākehā language
slowly wringed my indigenous tongue out of me. Every attempt
of my māmā trying to keep Ilocano in my orbit, I would reject. I
became obsessed with detaching from everything I innately was,
to pursue what was promised to me as a more ‘superior’ way of
living.
I rememeber a lot of my childhood turned into blocking every
avenue that could possibly label me as a Filipina. I remember
asking my mum to stop speaking Ilocano to me - in my memory,
this resides so starkly it hurts. A version of myself that I don’t
recognise anymore. I remember being asked where I was from
and I’d always respond with “I’m from the Philippines but I was
born and raised here.” I always felt as though the emphasis on
“but I was born and raised here” was my key to a more accepting
response.
Growing up in a predominantly pākehā-speaking country, while
forgetting my own language, was the most internally perplexing
path I’ve walked in the realm of navigating my identity.
Parts of me declined re-learning Ilocano because nothing in the
mainstream encourgaed me to speak an indigenous tongue.
Simultaneously, something more visceral didn’t feel drawn to
learning english, this always felt like a forced default setting, one
that could never quite encapsulate the level at which I felt things

or the depth of how I wanted to express my perspectives because
it was never actually the default setting I wanted. I felt displaced,
and cultral orientation existed in shades of confusion. I supressed
a lot of my verbal communication to develop an alternate language
of expression though creating art. I was thirsty and I was curious
and I wanted to reach down and touch the thing inside of me that
was boiling, waiting to be tapped into. I began following the pulls.
Inviting my mum to speak more Ilocano to me again. Listening to
the village stories my parents grew up with. Slowly but surely, I
was learning and I was returning.
Everytime I carve out space to learn about my roots there is a
symbiotic synchronicity of shedding and forming. A destruction
of colonised structures and rebuilding of indigenous paradigms.
This is a return to self. A ruthless decolonisation of the patterns I
learned. A rewiring of perspective that I want to bring forward for
our future. This is me refusing to allow the intergenerational pain
that my whānau have haboured, to be recycled through my life.
This is self-forgiveness. This is going inward, to listen to the soft,
bold whispers of my ancestors that run in my veins. This is for
something bigger than me, to honour the blood that came before
me. To honour the blood that comes after me.
Deepening my learning, layer by layer. I’m in my twenties, a brownskinned, indigenous, queer cis-woman. A harpist, a writer, an everevolving interweaving artist. Morphing and dancing between all
that intrigues me. I’m a being that is learning to embrace expansion
and fluidity. And before anthing, I am, so gratefully, a Filipina.

Maika Nguyen
I was born in Auckland in
1995 and I was also raised in
a very diverse suburb within
Auckland. My father is a
Vietnamese boat refugee,
who successfully escaped
the communist regime back
in the 1980s after multiple
attempts. He moved to New
Zealand at 13 on his own, after
a kiwi woman named Betty
sponsored him after hearing
his story at her catholic
church in Hamilton. She was
my father’s caregiver and
the mother figure who raised
him to be the man that he
is today. My mother is the
daughter of a boat refugee,
her father was a fisherman
who successfully escaped
Vietnam back in the 80s.
After getting settled in NZ
he sponsored the rest of his
family (including my mom)
and helped them migrate to
NZ in the 90s. My mother was
in her late teens when she
migrated to NZ.
Cultural
diaspora
is
something I have experienced

my whole life, but never
understood until the last year
when I decided to start seeing
a psychotherapist. Culture
diaspora has affected my
family beyond just me, but
also my parents. My father
migrated to NZ before he hit
his crucial teenage years, and
he was raised in a city that
was predominately European.
Betty was able to teach him
English and most importantly
Kiwi culture. He was also
supported by the catholic
community which was also
predominately European. He
attended a private boy’s high
school in Hamilton and then
went on to get a Computer
Science degree at Waikato
University. He has detailed
his experience at school to
me my whole life and how
he was always the only Asian
boy in all his classes. For a
Vietnamese migrant, he was
well assimilated into Kiwi
culture in comparison to all
the other Vietnamese elders I
have met.
My mother on the other
hand only got to opportunity
to attend high school for
a year. She detailed how it

was always a struggle for
her to understand anything
in school and so she dropped
out of high school to start
working full time to help her
family. She migrated to New
Zealand with her whole family,
and by the time she moved
here was an established
Vietnamese community in
Auckland. What this meant
was that she was supported
by a wider Vietnamese
community who still strongly
practiced their Vietnamese
cultural
traditions.
She
never got the opportunity
to learn English and was
constantly surrounded by
Vietnamese people, so she
never assimilated to western
culture well.
Then there is me, a daughter
who was raised by parents
who experienced cultural
differences within their own
marriage. A mother who
still strongly practiced her
cultural traditions, and a
father who has forgotten
most of his own. A father who
grew up quite independent
and a mother who was
closely supported by her
Vietnamese family. I grew

up spending a lot of my time
around my mother’s family
since my father had none in
NZ, yet I never felt close to
them because they never
understood me. For example,
my father would teach us
how to sit at the dinner
table and eat with a knife
and fork at home. But when
I went to my cousin’s house,
we sat on the floor to eat
with chopsticks. My mother
cooked
predominately
Vietnamese food, yet I
watched my dad crave blue
cheese and spaghetti. But the
oddest thing of all is that they
are both full Vietnamese, and
so am I.
I grew up my whole life not
feeling like I fit in anywhere,
I didn’t fit in at school or at
work. My family has been
back to Vietnam twice and it
feels just as foreign to me as
if I was going on holiday to
America or Thailand. I don’t
fit into my own extended
family, but I was lucky enough
to have an immediate family
that has gone through the
same experience as I have. I
am very close to my siblings,
and that is why a lot of the

photos I have sent through
feature my three brothers.
I have come to accept that
not fitting in it has become
my superpower and it has
taught me to be a better
human being. By having this
experience, I can extend my
empathy to anyone else
that may be experiencing
cultural diaspora. And, if
you are feeling confused by
this my best advice is to try
to understand it, accept it,
and grow from it. There is
something beautiful about
being different.

Maggie Liu

We belong to each other.
We know struggles others
do not. We know how it
feels to sacrifice innate
parts of you in order to
adapt. We have learnt to
love our clashing cultures.
We have combined them.
We have challenged the
rules. We have survived.

When I was four, my parents got divorced. Dad moved back to
Shanghai; Mum and I stayed with my grandparents in sprawling
Sydney, in a council area filled with immigrants like us.
I visited Shanghai often, going back and forth, spending months at
a time with my Dad. Everything was different, but everything was
home.
My school was nice. Grandpa packed me lunch every day, filling my
lunch box with spring onion pancakes, steamed buns, and Yakult.
One day, I forgot my lunch and my favourite teacher bought me
chicken nuggets from the canteen. I took one bite and placed them
promptly in the bin. I found Western food to be distasteful. I hated
cheeseburgers, and cereal. I did not understand sausage sizzles.
When I was seven, my Mum, Stepdad and I moved to Brisbane. Back
in Sydney, my best friends were Chinese, Lebanese, Vietnamese.
Here, I was alone. Brisbane felt more like a small country town than
a city. My teachers were all white. Our neighbours too. I noticed
for the very first time that I looked different. I became distinctly
aware of the shape of my eyes.
I stopped taking Chinese lessons and broke my Grandpa’s heart.
I quit piano, I distanced myself from my Mum. When we spoke in
Shanghainese, people stared, and I was embarrassed by her broken
English.
I began dreading my trips back to Shanghai. I wished my family
went camping during the summer rather than travelling back to
China. When I did make it back, I was the odd one out there too.
Westernized – “whitewashed” my family sighed.
I belonged nowhere, I was ashamed everywhere.
When I was eleven, I reached high school. I was now a certified
Aussie, because people liked me better when I was less Asian. My

peers threw backhanded compliments at me: “Don’t worry, you’re
not a real Asian”, I was assured. “I don’t even remember you’re
Asian half the time! You’re practically white!”
I was no better. I participated in encouraging racial slurs. I did not
sit with international students. I chose not to focus on my grades,
careful not to be pigeonholed into the smart nerdy stereotype.
Reckoning with the complex nuances of identity is a lifelong process
to unravel. One filled with shame and startling self-realisations. It
has taken many years for my face to stop burning at the mention
of my race.
I don’t blame anyone for my experience, nor do I regret who I have
become as a result. But I am sad. I am sad I cannot speak my native
language fluently. I am sad at years lost rejecting my heritage.
I am sad at the energy spent blending and erasing, trying to be
palatable; feeling as though I am split in two.
Here I am at twenty-eight, knowing that I wouldn’t be who I am
today without those experiences. I feel empowered to accept and
celebrate all that I’ve been shaped into. Australian, and Chinese.
Bilingual. Grateful. Proud of my family. The fresh Australian air is
my home, as is the city night skyline of Shanghai. I still eat spring
onion pancakes, I no longer detest cereal.
I am a part of more than one history. I am also part of a group of
second-generation kids.
We belong to each other.
We know struggles others do not.
We know how it feels to sacrifice innate parts of you
in order to adapt.
We have learnt to love our clashing cultures.
We have combined them.
We have challenged the rules.
We have survived.
And we have made our own culture.

signaling his enjoyment with an occasional smile and wordlessly
adding more food to our plates.
My mom would always tell us that spending time with him was
enough. Living in the Canadian prairies meant that we could only
get out to Vancouver during Christmas or summertime. Most of
my friends would have large family gatherings every few weeks,
but our family could only get together maybe twice a year. Mom
would say that Gong Gong only needs us to do the small things
while we were there- pour his tea, hold his hand when he’s walking,
and show him what we bought with our Christmas money. Any
presents that we attempted to get him would go unused – he
liked to buy the same kind of shirts and already owned the things
he wanted to use every day.
A part of me still has a hard time believing that he could be so
generous and want so little in return. I grew up on media where the
main character dreams about getting rich and showering elderly
family members with first-world comforts. I was already selfconscious about being the spoiled Asian kid in a city where you are
considered ‘rich’ if you get dropped off at school instead of taking
the bus. Gong Gong always wanted to eat the best food and buy
us things that weren’t even on sale yet. To accept his generosity
so openly was to risk becoming a bigger target for the white kids
whose sense of humor began and ended with Jackie Chan jokes.

Jonathan Chan
My earliest memory of Gong Gong is seeing him silently eating
lobster rice during Christmas dinners. My mom and my aunt would
talk back and forth in Cantonese. He would occasionally nod and
say a few sentences The monolingual ones at the table - me, my
brother, and my dad - would eat in silence. There are many ways to
interpret the scene as awkward, but I vividly remember Gong Gong

It took me a long time to realize that letting your loved ones
take care of you can also be a form of kindness. My first job has
taught me how good it feels to have your generosity appreciated.
Instagram has taught me that the white kids had similarly generous
family members who they were just reluctant to openly discuss.
Grandpa only ever asked for quality time - something that seems
so abundant when you still think of your family members as
invincible. I’m grateful that my North American upbringing didn’t
make me disregard the importance of sharing a hot meal where
no words are needed.

Kirsten Marsh

Growing up in Singapore, I spoke Singlish (an English-based creole)
at school and American-accented English at home, thanks to my
dad. It took me a few years to pick up a new accent when we came
to New Zealand, and I’ll still switch back to American on autopilot
when my parents call or I go home to visit. I have no idea why and
it’s an odd default given I’ve never lived there. We visited often, but
America feels like an alien land I’m only tenuously connected to.
I learned Mandarin in school - my state sanctioned ‘mother tongue’
- but dad picked up Hokkien and Malay from hanging out with
all the aunties and uncles. To this day his regular use of certain
words and phrases keeps them alive in my head. He loves kopi-O
kosong (black coffee), suggesting we ta bao (takeaway) our food
at restaurants, and telling the story of when I was bo geh (literally,
no teeth) and cried every time someone called me that in public.
Strangers are much chattier back home and it was clearly a touchy
subject!
I found out recently that the Singapore government ran campaigns
to erase the Chinese diaspora languages - Hokkien, Hakka, Teochew
- so learning from our elders was the only way. These days I’m the
odd one out even in my generation, so I’m trying to learn Hokkien
from YouTube videos and my mother sending me voice memos
and laughing at the attempts I send back.
The first time I went back was in 2013, almost 10 years after I left.
On the last night of that trip, I started crying while packing in the
living room of my chek-kong (great uncle)’s house. Chek-kong
jokingly made a big fuss about how ‘I shouldn’t cry about my
suitcase being overweight and I would get home fine’. When my
tears turned into hysterical laughter he shook his head and smiled.
“Siao cha bo,” he said. Crazy girl.
Over the years I would think about that, how my mother’s family
doesn’t say “I love you” but will joke around to cheer me up, or say
“don’t wait so long before you come back next.”

The last time I went back was January 2020. In the months that
followed, during the quiet of lockdown, I had a chance to reflect
on the trip. I thought about reconnecting with my family as an
adult and the fresh perspective of home through the eyes of my
partner, the visitor. I made SO much comfort food, and had the best
conversations with my mother about her recipes and tips. I read
zines and books and Instagram posts by Asian diaspora writers.
I learned about ‘third culture kids’ and finally started connecting
the dots to my own experience as an immigrant.
For almost 2 years, I’ve been negotiating over a decade of heartbreak
and resentment - at my adopted country, at my country of birth,
at myself for losing my own language - but trying to heal and
practice self-compassion at the same time. These days I’m still
coming to grips with the parts of my identity I hadn’t shone a light
on before — I’m just trying to do it with more joy.

Keshav Kai S.
Krishna

I am of the first generation “Born Free” to the rebel girl of a
respected family and the rebel without a cause “James Dean,” of
our small town, Verulam. I was born in afternoon via a caesarean
section much like the Roman General the month is named for and
was as blue as my name’s sake of Vishnu.
Growing up I was raised by a whole community of grandparents,
uncles, aunts and cousins. We lived on a farm with deep roots to
the tales of Indian immigrants who left their homes in India and
came to Africa seeing new opportunities for a better future.
I was outside a lot exploring, hanging out with the animals, looking
for fairies, digging for dinosaur bones, which when I did not find I
decided to make my own buy burying my toy dinosaurs and Lego
in the mud and forgetting about them. This all did change however
after watching toy story as I did not want to end up like Sid.
I am a bit of a Mowgli, stuck somewhere in between the world of
man and the wilds of nature.
My mother filled my formative years with magical stories from far
and wide and of course a lot of adventure that has never stopped.
Even now whilst in the thick of a global pandemic, it is merely only
a short pause on what more is to come.

My name is Keshav Kai S. Krishna. I was born on the 2nd of July
1995 in the afterglow of one of the greatest days in South African
history, for this was the day after South Africa had won its first
rugby world cup. This sporting event brought our nation together
and for a moment allowed us to see Nelson Mandela’s vision for a
new, united and free South Africa.

Right now I live here in Aotearoa (The land of The Lone White
Cloud), but before moving to this country I lived in many places
around the world such as Bali (The Island of The Gods), Jakarta
(The Sprawling Metropolis that is slowly sinking), Taiwan (My First
Foreign Nation), Cape Town (The City of Good Hope) and of course
the central hub from which all my adventures spawn from Durban
(South Africa’s Playground).
Moving to Taiwan as a 5-year-old was my first international flight
and since I was travelling with a single mother in her 20’s Cathay
Pacific was nice enough to bump us up to first class. As a result,
all my future travel experiences have never quite lived up to that.

While living In Taiwan during the years of 2000 to 2002 I know for
a fact that I was the only South African Indian kid in the entire
country. At that time the expat community was very small and
mostly consisted of people in their 20’s that all hung out together
and I was one of the few kids. People would regularly get stop
me in the streets and complement my long eye lashes and curly
hair. Though other times I would feel the stares of so many just
watching me. It was a really tough time while living through it, but
looking back upon it I do remember how much fun it was and how
free and safe and lovely it was.
Growing up I have always been moving through many different
worlds and cultures. I am Born Free, grew up in nature, learnt how
to write Chinese characters before learning to write in English, I
am comfortable with eating using any type of utensil even my
hands, was always well dressed (mum is a fashion designer), loved
anime before my friends in knew what it was, always been one of
the tallest kids in the class, deeply tied to many lands and a seeker
of stories.
I have seen more places, people, and things that most of my peers
have never dreamed of. This has always made me feel like a bit of
an outsider on a never-ending quest, but don’t get me wrong I am
not complaining. Also ask me how many different animals I have
seen with my own two eyes and you will see the spark of joy that
drives me.

We lived on a farm with
deep roots to the tales of
Indian immigrants who left
their homes in India and
came to Africa seeing new
opportunities for a better
future.

