From Saigon to Sydney

Author: Indigo Williams,  Adopted Vietnamese Australian

The story of growing up in Australia post-Vietnam War as an adopted Vietnamese child in a non-Asian family in Sydney.
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Photo L to R: Adoptive mother Kris Lee,VN adoptee Indigo, her adoptive mother Annette Williams, VN adoptees Chris Brownlee, John Ryder, Brent Kurkowski, Kelly Brownlee, Andrea Lee on a group trip back to Vietnam
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Photo: Indigo meets her family as a baby in December 1972.

People would yell at me as a kid, "Go home" and I'd get confused. To me, home was one block down from their house. Nowadays wishing to go and visit Vietnam I think I'd yell back, "Sure, buy the ticket?".

People would yell out, "Stop the Asian Invasion" to me. It would confuse me. Vietnam troops didn't come over to the west and drop napalm.  If I had a dollar for every time I heard a racist slur as a kid in my mainly white neighbourhood I'd be very rich now. It happened daily and I'd come home from school in tears. I'd look in the mirror and think, why am I so ugly. I'm a monster. I'd try to avoid people seeing my face by putting my hair over my face in shame. My eyes, my nose, my profile - as a child in a colourblind environment became "slanty" and "flat like a slope" in a 'race' conscious society.

Because I spoke English as a first language I'd give quite a few people a shock when they would say nasty things to my Asian friends and I'd say out loud, "Why don't you go #@$% yourself?" in anger. But I could never defend myself. When I was alone and people would taunt me, I'd hang my head in absolute shame. I didn't feel like a worthy Westerner because I looked Asian, and I didn't feel like a worthy Asian because I was Western. 

I once had five teenage skinheads come up to me and say they were going to kill me sooner or later because they hated Asians ruining their country. I didn't do anything; I was just waiting for a bus. Another time I was coming home on the bus and a really 'respectable' good looking, obviously rich and educated couple were chatting behind me. The guy said their day out at the picnic would have been really nice if all the Asians there didn’t ruin it. His girlfriend, sort of embarrassed, said, "Well at least they're clean". 

Great. Really comforting. I turned around and looked at them with tears coming out of my eyes and all I could say was "that is very mean" and got of five blocks before my stop and walked home. My mother, yet again said nice well meaning motherly things like, "they're only jealous" or "just pity them sweetheart". As a kid I thought 'what on earth would they be jealous of? They're not ugly monsters who happen to be clean'. How on earth could I pity them when they had everything I wanted - the right to spend a day without someone harassing you due to the colour of your skin. Adoptees will often say that when they'd get upset over adoptee issues, people would ask them, "What have you got to be upset about?" It was usually not much comfort to be told by some people you shouldn't be upset and then quite often then be told you should feel grateful. I can understand what they meant now, but as a kid you still are developing an understanding of how to cope with life's sadder moments and one way is to actually grieve (as adults we all become better at hiding our true emotions for better or worse). 

For example, imagine meeting a person who has just learnt that they lost their entire family in a car crash when they were only a child. They then find out that they were the only one to survive, and that the people they thought to be their birth family are actually an adoptive one. On finding this out, that person would usually receive sympathy and grieving time-out for the tragedy it is. It'd seem a bit rough at least to yell out "don't be sad you lucky thing" to them. But if you are a 'third world' child adopted by a 'first world' family, even if you learn you've lost an entire three generations of family in a brutal village air bombing attack, it wasn't unusual to hear, "gee don't you feel you're lucky?" Perhaps it's not a socio/race/economic thing. But it still hurt not to have that grieving time and general understanding. 

For me, as an adoptive person from the Vietnam conflict, every person you see in old war footage is a potential relative - a mother, a sister, a brother, a grandmother.... Those kids running naked, burnt from napalm, the Mei Lai massacre. The young men being shot and falling into the camera frame to become the war correspondent's most memorable shot. The newspaper's front page. The relatives' most horrific memory. It was a haunting possibility and the chances of that being a reality are high enough. 

In the 1970s, the emphasis of many families adopting a foreign child is to make them "fit in". It was with the best intentions that this activity was undertaken. The fact is no matter how much you try as a child - others will be quick enough to point out that you are different from your adoptive family. You look different. And as an Asian adoptee from a white family I believe that you are different. What the dominant society, in this case, white, does not think about, is a white child in an all-Asian/African American/Hispanic/Aboriginal/Native American etc. family. The child will feel different, and outspoken observers will say it. 

Picture this, your Asian child, and in my case a female, is now a teenager. She is out with her teenage brother. People assume you are his girlfriend, his buddy - but his sister? It does throw doubt. You are at a big family gathering, someone says, "Gee he looks like his mother". You know you are not going to hear it if you're Asian and the family you are with are, umm, not. Or at the doctor's for a simple test and he says, "Any history of high blood pressure/whatever in your family?" The answer being, "Yes, but it doesn't necessarily apply to me." 

There is also a difference between you and your non-adopted Asian friends. You have only learnt to speak the language of your family, of the country you and they grew up in. Your friends speak two languages. Their families are all connected biologically. When they hear a racist slur, their family can comfort them with a certain sympathy your white parents can't, blanketed by the colour of their skin. You are different here too. And, like all teenagers, you just want to belong but you can feel like an outsider. 

Society's "outsiders" are usually not there by choice. Sometimes the vulnerable of a society join together with other "outcasts" with the tie of their feeling of "being different" - whatever the cause, and use that as the basis of belonging (because if not somewhere, then anywhere will do). The problem with this is that a weak base with no strength can sometimes lead to unstable alternatives to create that strength (i.e. drugs, gangs, false bravado etc). In part of my youth I jumped right into the deep end of being an outsider. It was like I was walking around with neon sign saying "vulnerable - please exploit". A lot of sharks and bullies took up the offer. Luckily I was able to leave that road behind four years ago and change into being positive and feeling like I deserved to live as much as the next person. Even if I was "different". 

The one thing I wanted to hear as an adopted child in an all white family during a troubled time of defining who I was and where I belonged was: "You are different. You come from a different country, rich with heritage and the spirits of your ancestors. You carry that within your soul, and in your appearance. You were an orphan. It is tragic to lose your mother, father - the brothers, sisters you may have. You carry a sorrow of war and separation like those in your country of birth. You need time to grieve. 'You were adopted by us. The world is a wide and varied place. You now live with us and we love each other, love having no boundaries. Others may never learn this, or understand it. It is a gift to treasure if one is lucky enough to know this. A gift to all of us. Because we love, the hardest road is over. You have our support to explore your heritage and share in ours. It is also yours. You have our support to one day search for your biological family. We are also your family. We don't expect you to be like us. We want you to be yourself, but you are never by yourself. There are many people adopted just like you and we will help you meet them." 

On the 25th anniversary of the American withdrawl from Vietnam, there were a lot of media stories about adoptees. It had been a long time since I'd seen this. I wondered 'where are all the adoptees'? So far in my life, I'd known a few adoptees but we'd pretty much been anonymous to each other for the most part. I wanted to find the adoptees and join forces in our search for birth parents and concerns in coming to terms with some of the hardships of being an adoptee. I also wanted to do a two-year project in the area of adoptee issues, and sent a proposal and questionnaire survey to an international group of adoption agencies and asked them to forward the information to any adoptees they may know. To my surprise, Holt International in the US and the Post Adoptive Resources Centre in Australia gave me the two most valuable resources. The contacts of a large group of adoptees in the US who were gathering for an adoptee reunion in Baltimore, US for the anniversary of Operation Babylift'75 and the ICASN (Intercountry Adoptee Support Network) in Australia. 

I was so happy to find out so many of us really did exist (statistics on a graph never quite give you the same sense of comfort). And I was so grateful that the adoptees who were kind and interested enough to begin to make contact. A website www.adoptedvietnamese.org was launched and it grew into an international meeting place where we could all correspond and plan together a range of services, support and resources for each other, despite our geographical distance from each other and from our birth country. Finally, the isolation and hardships of earlier adoptee life seemed like they could be halved in struggle and doubt with the group of adoptees interested and committed to similar goals.

Whatever the result of the Adopted Vietnamese International online project will be, it is so far the most rewarding thing I've ever been able to do. From the Internet a return trip for adopted orphans to return to Vietnam was organised and some have even found surviving Vietnamese relatives. Hopefully by our building such online networks and community activities, younger adoptees coming to the West and their families will not grow up as isolated and under-resourced as many of us once did. There's so much to explore and discover. Our transcultural and transracial experience adds a unique perspective to the Australian story.

An earlier version of this was written for Migration Heritage http://www.migrationheritage.nsw.gov.au
