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Drinking Tea with
Both Hands

Nancy Hom

I drink tea with both hands
boil a chicken on holidays
1 celebrare old traditions
dancing wildly
—from the poem “Drinking Tea
With Bosh Hands,” 1977

I am a first-generation Chinese American who immigrated
to America from Toisan, China, when [ was five Vears
old. 1 grew up in New York City in a small, cluttered
railroad flat on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Afcer
I graduated high school in 1968, I decided to become an
artist and got accepted to Pratt Institute, a private art
college in Brooklyn.

In New York

old women from Toisan
laugh about the times
they cradled me in China
the times they rolled eggs
on my forehead

to wipe away bruises

and made bitrer teas

to break my fever

Bur it would be too simple
to say that I seek my roots
because of them

that in them I find

the pulse of my culture

—from the poem
“Drinking Tea with Both Hands” 1977

The old ladies from Toisan didn’t know, couldn’t have
known, that this dutiful daughter sitting silently beside
her mother was the same person sprawled on the floor of
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The old ladies from
Toisan didn't know,
couldn’t have known,
that this dutiful
daughter sitting
silently beside her
mother was the same
person sprawled on
the floor of
somebody's dorm at
Pratt Institute the
night before. ..
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somebody’s dorm at Pratt Institute che night before,
listening to the Beatles drone “Shek so heavy” on and on as
the colors of the walls came alive in sprays of red, blue,
and vellow. This voung Chinese immigrant was
Toisanese enough to know that you never visit without
bringing oranges; this is the same
person who wrapped toilet paper
around an armature for her art final
and drank dark beer in questionable
Bedford Stuyvesant bars with men in
Hells Angels jackets. There were so
many things the old ladies didn’t know
about me; [ was an artist—I drew the
wind and clouds; I followed the
patterns of light as it lit the trees and
buildings; I wrote odes to the lily

child.

A piece of window wriggles just a lictle
beneath the smoky wave of hear. Here
you sit totally undisturbed in your
own mind cavern, fecling with your
groping fingers a touch of something
not materialized yet. ltscepsin
through sponge walls in the form of a
lily child; with eyes searching for that
ever-present mystery in your face,
with eyes black like far-away waters,
wich her baby voice she sings strange
lullabies to you and the jasmine night.
(cirea 1969)

When Chris [ijima and Joanne (now known as Nobuko)
Miyamoto came to sing at Pratt one afternoon, I was
intrigued. They sang of things that resonated with me,
songs of garment workers and railroad builders, people
like my parents. They told me to come to this group they
belonged to called “Chickens Come Home to Roost” on
New York’s Upper West Side. I went there and entered
another world, But it was not so simple; [ was an artist
and not used 1o being connected to a group. | felt
uncomfortable at these meetings, and didnt want to
associate myself as a member of an ethnic identity.

The faces are new to you, the eyes scrutinize you, define
and package you and label you. . .the eyes have been
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tested for slantiness and accepred as a credit card inro 2

group. . .. (circa 1971)

[ believed I had a gift of seeing the world ina
different way. Collective art was not part of my
vocabulary., Giving up that image of mysclfas a
lone visionary and opening up to another was a
difficult process.

Once vou ran after butterflies in magic forests and
Jike

phantoms people moved around you, polite and

saw colors in the air and stained glass trees. .

admiring, but not understanding and you pitied
them. It was casy in those days to carve your own
Now the

voices that once crooned “see” “feel” “be” are

space and make up your own songs. . . .

whispering something else; a pew vocabulary has
taken over but you are reluctant to follow. . ..

{civca 1971)

Still, awareness that I was Asian American was starting to
sink in. When Cambodia was invaded, [ watched the
newscast and felt a connection with the victims. I began
to see myself as an Asian American with ties to Asians in
Asta—what happened to them also affected me. Twas
moved by what was happening in other parts of the
world, like Latin America. Participation in study groups
and Asian women'’s groups helped me to face issues of
identity and to understand the oppression of minority
cultures both in this country and abroad.

You have already seen yourself in the mirror and
the image sticks to the back of your mind, the taste
lingers in your mouth, the smell has entered your
nostrils. ... It is all around you and you cannot
deny what vou saw. . . . Too tired to question, to
analyze/dissect/define, you empty your mind and
let the new ideas seep in, accepting finally the
slanted eyes that beseech you, the voices thart plead
with you, the arguments that persuade you, saying
with no regrets or uncertainties—yes, I am Asian

American. (circa 1971)

At “Chickens Come Home to Roost,” I met Bob
Hsiang, Corky Lee, John Kao, Gordon Lee and
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others. They were part of a group called the
Asian Media Collective, and since one of my

majors at Pratt was filmmaking, I joined them, We

Henry Strest Falr Summer 1%’:‘2,




produced Super § films and slide shows that caprured the
emerging Asian American movement —the Vietnam
War protests, the first Chinatown health fair, the
admission of China into the UN, the first mural in
Chinarown, Asian women’s issues. I spent a lot of time
downtown at 217, the apartment in Chinatown that
= they shared, talking late into the night and working
[ on projects. Bob Hsiang moved to another
2 apartment on Pike Street, and we held many
| meetings of the Asian Media Collective there. Talso
worked on slide shows with Nobuko Miyamoto and
the Asian Women United women'’s group. Itwasa
i fertile, exciting time. As artists our loose, bohemian
actitude contrasted with more dogmatic approaches,
but we reflected che soul and spirit of the movement

through our creativity.

A wineglass in our hand, we smile softly and talk of Asian
American themes. ... We hang out in the streets eating

mai fon at 3 o'clock in the morning. . .

(eivea 1971)

My mother made mai fon, buc it didn't taste as good as
when I went out with my new friends at the 217
Collective. Mother’s mai for had seasonings from 4,000
years of righteous upbringing, served on Sundays to the
old ladies who came by to visit and reminisce about
China. My parents and the old ladies clucked at my
coming home at 2 in the morning or not at all,

lifestvle
wearing beads and headbands made of men’s ties. T didn’t
understand why they disapproved; what [ was doing was
for them-—rthe Health Fair, Food Fair, the protests, the
films and slide show —the movement was for their
benefit; yer all they saw were the strange clothes and the
demonstrators being dragged by police on TV.

In me echoes the cries of ancestors
screamns of Westerners
blending in dissonance

Ea
and harmony”

[ also frequented Basement Wozrkshop, where the
beginning of an Asian American arts community was
forming. I took some of the classes, worked on a film
about the first mural in Chinatown, and volunteered on
some of the events. Still, there were conflicts between my
individual expression and collective identity. . . .
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Sometimes

I'want to forget it all

this curse called identity

[ want to be far out

paint dreams in strange colors
write crazy poetry

only the chosen can understand

burt its the hands
[ still drink vea with both hands

— from the poem “Drinking lea
With Both Hands, " 1977

In 1974, I moved to San Francisco and joined Kearny
Street Workshop, an Asian American arts organization
situared in the International Hotel. My work at Kearny
Street Workshop and other organizations helped me to
evolve a definition of community arts that continues to
guide me to this day. In the Bay Area, I silk-screened
posters for community causes, participated in creative
writing workshops and readings, painted murals, and
mounted exhibitions on such topics as the Chinese
Detention Center at Angel Island. Interaction with the
International Hotel tenants and their struggle, and my
awareness of other social issues within and beyond the
Asian American community, helped to shape my artand
my writing. Some of the issues included:

The International Hotels struggle for low-income housing

manong
hold high your cane
the battle is not over

this fand lies red
with the blood
of ancestors

this ocean rages

with thelr tears...

for every mouth
that hungers
while others feast
the struggle must

continue

(1977)
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Sweatshop workers

she sews

in a sweatshop

still
dreaming
of gold
MOUNIans

reliving
her past
through
holiday
rituals

patiently walting
for her house
in the suburbs

helplessly
I watch the
years roll by

on the horizon
no house in sight

just mountains

made of brass
and sweat

(1977)

Solidarity with Third World cultures

Across the rocky stretches of Bolivia,
not a gun in sight for you, Paulina.
How will you fight them —
Saturdgy Aprils the arrogant white foreigners

Bro who decided for you
that you should not have children;
who stole them from your womb
and buried them with your fertility dolls
in the high mountains?

_ When I saw “Blood of the Condor,”
sponsor Asior Aerscan Stusents Asce. ar ke I saw your face mirrored in the eyes

of all those who have felt the weight of poverty,
whose lips are pressed in painful silence,

and whose hearts are heavy with the burden of living,
Someone has told your story, Paulina;

and [ will add my small voice to the thunder,

telling the next person and the next

until the skies blaze red with outrage!  (1977)
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Bridging intergenerational understanding

Oba-san
sits in a Buddhist temple

her hands fFoldes
. th ?‘nd gol('jcij As;an Cent@r N@w strk City ¢ 1971,
like birds resting Phorcaraphar unkionn Gios (Ul 1979) AASG-RR.

on her lap

Her eyes halt-closed

she lets gagaku winds
blow her to Japan

to old and dignified rituals
of harmony and order. ..

But Oba-san

Did vou know that the one
who blows his sho so foreefully
stayed up all night

trylng to save a girl

who had ODd on drugs?

And did vou know thac the one

who dances so precisely
was seen that morning
passing out feaflets
protesting an eviction

in downtown Nihonmachi?

You might not have approved
the way he detied police orders

Bur Oh! Oba-san! Ly drmk tea wath boti ;
boil a chicken on Hol sdays
iy ce!ebrate mld tr' Halel

He dances the bugaku so well
holding his head high

flicking his wrist just so

like in the old days

You shake your head in confusion

Whar does it all mean? 94RO
and harmony,
(Oba-san i Somet me_- ~
He plays gagaku -~ lwanttof tﬁge‘t

‘thzs curse called

lwanttobefaro
. paint dre‘an}s in stranqe o6
o owrite graz ’poetry

He dances bugaku
for the orphaned souls

in America

so that they may embrace - only the chosen
your heritage © understand

He passes out leaflets - butits not
Coahstill drink
with both ha

so that they may fight

for its right to survive

(1977)

When I joined the movement, 1 was fresh out of art school

and I had just started becoming aware of my identity as
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an Asian American and discovering what my parents
went through as immigrants in this country. [ was
wondering what [ was going to do with my art and how 1
can use my skills to conuribute to society. Then I came to
San Francisco and visired the Inrernational Hotel, where
Kearny Street Workshop was, and I knew it was home.

1 have made Kearny Street Workshop and the Bay Area my
home for over 25 years. The lessons of the movement are
not forgotten as [ nurture a new generation of artists
who, while honoring the experiences of the older artists

and activists, are forging their own identity and defining

their own issues, Kearny Street Workshop is a creative
incubator for them and other members of the
community. [t provides a base for artists
who desire who seek a connection to their
cultural roots, their history, and their sense
of activism and civic responsibility. As its
direcror and as a community artist, | am able
to provide an imporrant link. My personal
art has broadened to include topics that are
not as didactic or issue-driven. Butits notso
simple; I still drink tea with both hands.

MNancy Hom was introduced to the Asfan
American movement in 1971, when she joined
the Asian Media Coliective and other groups
in New York. The political climate of the
1970s influenced her development as an artist.

Since 1974, she has been involved with Kearny
Street Workshop, a San Francisco based multi-
disciplinary Asian American arts organization. She became its
Executive Director in 1995. At Kearny Street Workshop, she
produced shows and exhibits that were relevant to minority
communities and found creative outlets for her interest in
writing and visual arts. An artist, writer, and Executive
Director, Hom inspires, nurtures, and supports efforts that
honor and celebrate communities through historical, cul-
tural, and artistic expressions.
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Growing Up in Turmoil

Thoughts on the Asian American Movement
805 Hsiahg

One afternoon, my friend and [ were leaving our New York
City high school when we heard via the radio that
President Kennedy had been shot in Dallas. Shock and
disbelief raced through my mind as we came home only
to watch the confirmation of the assassination by a
tearful Walter Cronkite on a black-and-white TV. This
momentous event was the end of a tranquil adolescence I
spent in my birth city, the Big Apple. But in the carly
1960s, there was trouble brewing nationally and globally
as the Civil Rights Movement gathered strength, and the
frightening Cold War came to a head with the downing
of a U-2 spy plane and the Cuban missile crisis.

Growing up in this period was a blend of moments:
happily playing on the New York City handball
courts; cheerin g the dominance of the New York
Yankees; preparing for nuclear attack in the
classrooms and bomb shelters; and my family
fighting deportation to Taiwan. Strict
immigration policies prevented Chinese
immigrants from remaining in the U.S. and
obtaining citizenship. Learning why Chinese
were being singled out for deportation was one of
many lessons of my later involvement with the
Asian American Movement ten years later.

I was the youngest son of a successful Chinese
banking and insurance manager who identified
strongly with Confucian values, the Chinese
classics and the Kuomingtrang Party of China,
overthrown in 1949, 1 was raught that Communism was
a form of tyranny to oppose with all one’s heart and that
the Japanese had committed unspeakable acts against my

Growing Up in Turmoil— 11
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relatives and the Chinese people in the Sino-Japanese
War. Completing high school with honors, 1 enrolled ar

FREE HEALTH CLINIC
mcdl‘cai- 'zdwce First aid Bfi(}; t::sis
meﬁnimi'ms cheek ups v4d. tests
preseriptions t.h. tests

a school in Buffalo, New York as a pre-med major. My
mission was clear — to get into medical school and train
for the ultimate goal of being a docror.

Phone ; . . .
But around 1966, the war in Vietnam began to take ona

serious escalation. Many young men my age were being
drafted and sent to fight against a bloody, guerrilla-style
war in the jungles of Vietnam only to return in wooden

caskets. At firse, [ regarded this as a necessary sacrifice to
prevent the “domino theory,” which dictated thar
Comumunist insurgency must be conrained in order to
save the “free world.” At the same time, there was an
emerging movement that questioned the U.S. role in
Vietnam and the commitment of soldiers and materiel to

the far-off country being ruled by a puppet government.
There were events called “teach ins” and tables manned
by groups called “SDS,” or Students for a Democratic

Society.

I began to develop an interest in art and photo-journalism
after seeing many works by war photographer Eugene
Smith and the Magnum Agency. Later, I joined the
newspaper staff on campus. I began covering all the
various political and cultural events of the lively campus
known as the Berkeley of the

Fast.

Gradually my notions of a just

war were challenged as
witnessed the bloody events
unfold on nightly television
and saw the mounting tension
in the country. | noticed
many of my peers undergoing
a similar re-evaluation of the
U.S. intervention and the
pressing domestic issues that
were facing our generation —
the treatment of people of
color including Native
Americans, the inequalities of
wealth and power, i.c., class
nature of the society, and the
growing sense of urgency that the war had generated.
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It was in November of 1967 that a major shift in my

consciousness occurred as [ carpooled with several friends
Health Falr New Yok,
ahg PRnTssy ol the A

to participate in the Pentagon March. It was my first

anti-war march, and it
galvanized my beliefs
toward my country’s

terror of that event, which
included being tear-gassed
and cornered by the police
at the entrance of the
Pentagon, was surreal and a
fitcting reflection of the

overwhelming muilitary
power and will of this
country. My life was
changed forever after that
night.

These were heady days for a
newly formed movement
that was rooted in a blend
of old left politics, 605

Aside from Vietnam, 1 began o recognize the Black Power
Movement that gathered steam after the assassination of
Martin Luther King, Jr. With John E Kennedy, Robert

F Kennedy and ;J.r. King gon'e, it seemed that this counter culture, Asian pride
country was due for some major changes and upheavals and Third World politics
that it hadn’t seen since the Civil War. The from the RBlack and Latino
disillusionment with the American Dream was only to communities

get worse as the 1968 Democratic Convention debacle

unfolded, and many college students dropped out of
traditional roles of following the status quo.

Leaving college with my ideals and beliefs shaken ro the
core, I returned to New York City and shared living
arrangements with a “collective” of Asian Americans near
Chinatown. With the belief that my government was
involved in a genocidal war against a country that posed
no direct threart to its power, I joined a small group called
“Chickens Come Home to Roost.”

It was within this context of young Asian Americans like
myself that I became interested in working in media and

still photography. I discovered so many other students
that had come together to reclaim their identities as
Asians and work to stop the war against their Vietnamese

brethren.

' Alan Gleadas Sl Ao AASGRE

These were heady days for a newly formed movement that
was rooted in a blend of old left politics, 60s counter




culture, Asian pride and Third World polirics from the
Black and Latino communities. It was between 1971
and 1974 when [ began to perceive myself as a person of
color, clearly unwelcome in this country and at war with
the established order of a basically white, Eurocentric
ruling class. During this time frame, the Vietnam War
had clearly become a costly military blunder of the
highest order, forcing the majority of the U.S. population
to oppose it and demand the government to pull out it
forces.

‘/ M%"i’aﬁigw Pear] But the war also became symptomatic of a wider domestic

: problem that could partially explain the fundamental
racism and disregard for the poor and the
disenfranchised. The war abroad was clearly becoming
the war at home. Authors such as Pranz Fanon, Le Rot
Jones, Mao Tse-tung and alternative media like Ramparts
or Gidra magazines became crucial in establishing a new
method for analyzing soctety and establishing models for
“revolutionary” changes and “self~determination.” The
equally important and pivotal role of the women’s
movement had caused a major shift in our lives as the old
assumptions of women’s roles began to disintegrate with

each new rally, consciousness-raising session and pro-

feminist book published.

Although the Vietnam
conflict didn officially
end until 1975,
politicized Asian
Americans shifted their
focus from opposing the
war to “bring the war
back to the
communities” whete
Asian ghettoes were
being neglected. I telt it
important to work with
those attempting to
address issues in
Chinatown such as lack
of decent health care,
discrimination in job

opportunities and
educating people against racism. With primicve tools
and small resources, the Asian Media Collective

114 ~bob hsiang
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collaborared in creating slide shows and super-eight films

L fSmash US, imperialis

to present an alternative view of the events concerning L1970, YALLaie

Asian Americans.,

Qur purpose was to inform in a direct and simple way the

need for action in the communities and in the anti-war A

LE VR CE:

cffort. We attempred to persuade people that there was
another way to view the events in the news media and
that Asians didn’t have to be passive in their lives. Some
called these “agit-prop” shows, as in the classic Marxist-
Leninist style. The images were powerful and designed
to make an immediate imprint on viewers. Some of -
those subjects included Asian Gls — a treatment of Asian
Americans conscripted to fight in Viernam and the
racism they faced in the military. Another production

dealt with the Chinatown Health Fair that was

conducred in 1971,

This grassroots event was organized by students and health
professionals attempting to address the health needs of
the community faced with racism, language barriers, lack
of information of basic health matters, and the
importance of alternative therapies that have since
become commonplace in the 1990s. These first attempts

in community-related involvement created the
groundwork for furure health clinics in New York
Chinatown, similar to the way that health clinics came to
be in various Chinatowns throughout the couney. Ialso
participated in guerrilla-style theater and media
productions that addressed the same kinds of issues.

During 1974, 1 moved to San Francisco as it had close
parallels to New York and a vibrant Asian American
community. With Nancy Hom, [ joined Kearny Swreet
Workshop (KSW), located in the International Hotel.
This area, known as the “Block,” was the central locarion

and base of operations for several community groups.
The goals of Kearny Street Workshop were to provide an
alternative place to acquire art and writing skills in the
community.

Large-scale mutals were created reflecting the realites of a
community facing displacement and evictions.
Exhibitions revolved around the Angel Island experience,
the threatened eviction of the International Hotel tenants

and other community issues. There were poetry readings

by Al Robles, Genny Lim, George Leong, collaborations
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with Manongs, or the elder Filipinos, that lived in
Manilarown, photography classes and life drawing

SESSIONS.

As an instructor of photography, I became good friends

with fellow photographers and became a student myself
as 1 shared knowledge with other KSW members. In
August of 1977, the I-Hotel struggle culminated in a
stand-off and subsequent eviction of all residents
including KSW members and other communicy
organizations. KWS documented the entire evening
until the last Manong was removed from the building.

The event reminded me of thar night at the Pentagon

where armed police shoved and pushed demonstrators
literally “up against the wall,” and now, another group of
armed police imposed a vircual martial law order upon
the old besieged hotel on Kearny Street. [ asked myself:
where are these old people to go? This was just another
symptom of a society that values property and urban

development over human beings.

As KSW moved to other locations, I continued
photographic documentation of the [-Hotel
aftermath, the beginnings of the Asian American Jazz
movement and Festival, Nihoamachi Street Fairs, and
portraits of artists in the community who were
creating powerful and self-affirming work in the Bay
Area. Itis my continued belief that Asian Americans
have much to offer to America beside the negative
stereotypic roles as meek, congenial workers, exotics,
martial arts experts and technicians.

Bob Hsiang: I am a second-generation Chinese in New
York City. My parents, brother and sister emigrated
from Shanghal, China in the late 19405 and early 1950s.
My interest in photography was influenced by the late
19605  counter culture and the national student moblii-
zations against the Vietnam War. During those years, |
was a photojournalist at S.U.N.Y. (State University of
New York) at Buffalo, where | covered the teach-ins,
marches on Washington, demonstrations against the
administration and the jailing of political prisoners. In
1971, after undergraduate studies, | moved to New York
City and became involved in the nascent Asian American

Movement. With others, | helped form the Asian Media
Collective, a group dedicated to <reating multimedia produc-
tions and films. In 1974, | moved to San Francisco and took a
job as a photography instructor at a local museum schoaol.

During this time, various community groups in Manilatown
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Pkepar%ngf for the'sheriffaand tolicy,
} ) I-Hotel Bvistion Night August 1877
were waging the struggle for the preservation of the interna- ‘ Photagraphet, insidentas nois! teridnt

tional Hotel. 1 was a volunteer at Kearny Street Workshop, a i stoe ol g
grassroots arts organization that developed
exhibits, held poetry readings and taught art
classes, and had a ground-fioer storefront in
the International Hotel, In addition, |
became involved in various San Francisco
Asian American arts groups as a documen-
tary and publicity photographer. Presently, |
am a freelance photographer in the Bay Area
covering both corporate and nonprofit
sectors. My work has been regularly fea-
tured in local and national magazines and
books.
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Parting the Wild Horse's Mane:

Asian-American Images and
the Asian Media Collective

A One Act Readable Play

© Gordon Lee
All Rights Reserved

Act |

the year 2000, USA

Narrator: I'm sicting in a large room on the campus of a
graduate school. The subject is diversity. The group is
mostly white. They talk for what seems to be a long time
and no decisions are made. I see two other Asian faces in
a room of about forty people. It’s my first meeting so
wait. [ listen. After thirty, forty minutes the room
becomes tense. People seem uncomfortable. Thereisa
lot of “dancing,” verbal dancing.

Reporter: Americans of Asian

origin reported a 17 percent
increase in 1996 in the number
of anti-Asian incidents
apparently motivated by
racism, a report stated. They
included two murders, two
bomb threats, an arson atcack
and many types of harassment.
They cited many cases of racist
slogans, hate mail and abusive
telephone calls. According to
the statistics of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, the o

most frequently reported anti-Asian crimes were ones of
intimidation.
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the year 1971, New York ity

Narrator: My mind wanders—1971, New York City. I'm
sitting at a light table, looking at slides. Bob Hsiang is
sitcting nearby. He had done a bunch of Kodaliths—Dblack

and white negatives transferred onto positive

transparencies, like slides. Bob was
from New York but had returned
from college at Buffalo. We're
putting together a “multi-media
show.” Joanne Miyamoto was able to
get a film about Chinatown. We're
going to have two sets of slides to be
shown with the film. This is going
to be interesting. Multiple images,
stills and film, and live music—all
simultaneous. Using the technology
like this has not been done before.

[t’s exciting. But the presentation is
for tomorrow, and ics already late
into the night. Bob and I aren
worried, though. We focus in on the

images.

The images. Faces of Chinese kids
who live in New York Chinatown.
Instead of smiling, waving, they have
their fists clenched, defiant. It’s not
what you would expect—not the
Coolie, devoted to toil, unfeeling—
obedient—cunning—unassuming . .
— servile (pausing with each word,
with a slightly derogatory tone).
Instead, they're velling at haofe
(Caucasian) tourists who are
gawking at them. [t's almostas if
they (the tourists, the kids?) live in

another land, another country.

It reminds me of when 1 first came to the “mainland” for
college. “Did Ispeak English? Gee, you speal so well.
Do you live in a grass shack?” I couldn’t believe it.
Where did these people come from? But [ never objected.

Tt 2as like coming to a different country, only I didn’t need
a passport. And when I drove upstate to see my college
friends, on the way I usually stopped somewhere berween
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Binghamton and Rochester. [ once walked into a diner,
and evervone in the diner, they 2/ turned their heads, a
bir like Linda Blair in the Exorrist, and stared. lrwas
weird. Burlhadletivgo by. Tignored it. lvwas the way
thmgs were. *Myihs and Realities/Past, Present
ClartFuture pf Earth] Meavet ahd Hellt
\* 193% B f::c;ﬂg b Sirg@ty}/\fsrykgshppt §

the year 2000, USA

Reporter: In the San Francisco suburb of Novato, Eddy
Wu was stabbed repeatedly in a supermarket parking lot
by Robert Page. Page said he didnt have anything to do
when he got up on Nov. 8. So he decided, “What the
£, Umgonnakilla Chinaman.”

Narrator: I am weked from my mental wanderings. One

of the Asians in the room speaks. He seems to have a lot
on his mind. He has been waiting to speak, but he

seems frustrated. No one seems to hear him.

the year 1971, New York City

would know how he feels. Perhaps it’s how they scc us.

Images could be very powerful. The first time I heard

Chris and Joanne sing, something opened inside me.

A grain, a siny grain of sand, landing in the belly, in the
belly of the monster. . .

Layer afier layer, as its beausy unfolds, until its capror it
bolds in peril,

A grain, a tiny grain of sand . . .and { am a yellow pearl,
and you are a yellow pearl,

and we are the yellow pearl, and we are half the world.

—lijima & Miyamoto, from the song, “Yellow Pearl” : ¥ ihis Is our chingtewn
) ) & urer

e outsitde

I had never thought of myself that way—a grain of sand,

in the belly of a monster, a vellow pearl—descended

from a line of courageous workers who built railroads,
endured great hardships, faced exclusion acts, were not
allowed to own property or to marry outside our race——

and raised by women who slaved in sweatshops. But
these images were not commonplace, they were not the
ones the rourists saw, nor what those people in the diner
found so compelling,

1 hadn't seen them either. When I first saw Asian students

at college protesting, I thought they were crazy. Later,

when [ heard that they were goiag to take over one of
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the college classroom buildings, demanding an Ethnic
Studies program, [ hadn’t felt any connecrion.

the year 2000, USA

[ awake to the present. Someone said we are just trying to
decide if students and faculty can hold voluntary
meetings to discuss diversity issues.

the year 1971, New York City

Memories. Tt is early morning, the sun begins to rise and
you can see the early morning light. Bob and [ are still
sorting through slides. We have the skeleton pretry well
sct. Bur there are still a few more images to find. We had
first met at a storefront on the West Side where Joanne
and others had organized a group that was fighting
evictions. There was an immediate connection. We
often stayed up all night, talking—about photography,
media, images.

Had I really rooted for the cowboys against the Indians?
Had [ really played war and pretended I was the heroic
American soldier?

Enter, Immigrant Daughter, Father, and Observer

[¢’s hard to explain why it affects me so deeply, bur it is like
“seeing” for the first time. Seeing that we didn’t have o
fit into someone else’s world, into someone else’s image.
Learning about our own history, our own culture, one
that had been hidden for a long time. It is—like finding
a piece of myself. Ilearn how to write my Chinese name.
[ begin looking for my own stories. Something stirs
within me, something similar to what Maxine Hong
Kingston talks about in China Men:

Immigrant Daughter: Iwant to hear the stories about your
life, the Chinese stories. I want to know what makes you
scream and curse, and what you're thinking when you say
nothing, and why when you talk, you talk differently
from Mother ...

Facher: All Chinese know this story, if you are an authentic
Chinese, you know the language and the stories without
being taught, born knowing them.

Observer: So inextricably bound to the family’s life is the
oral tradition that its content and forms are passed along
unconscivusly from parent to child, performer to listener,



for talk-story is the language of commen people in its
most soulful form. [Linda Ching Sledge, Redefining
American Literary History|.

Narrator: That’s what this media stuffis all abour. And it
affects all of us. We can’t go back to being, to fitting
those old images anymore. Rather, can we find those
images that will reflect, will show us what we are and

what we can be?

Exit Immigrant Daughter, Father, and Observer

the year 2000, USA

Now, some thirty years later, I'm sitting here in this room,
and I'm wondering, how have our images changed?
Have we become part of this culture? In this school, why
aren’t there more authors of color in the curriculum?
Why so few students of color are in this program?
Something seems to be missing. There is still a gap, a
chasm between America and Asian-America?

[ turn to the left, and T hear, in my imagination, two

friends, talking:

George: The situation hasn’t really changed, but we think
it has. Well, in a way it has. Asians scem more
“successful.” Bur really, it is like being on the tip of an
edge; one little shift and there we go, back to the Coolze,
back to being the Yellow Peril.
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Father: All Chinese
know this story, if
you are an authentic
Chinese, you know
the language and
the stories without

-  being taught, born

knowing them.
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Alicer True

George: Ina way we can never be a part of the dominant

culture; we will always be the orfe

Did we think it would change?

George: Burwe live with these illusions, these
false images that we can all be rich and successful.
We thought we could change the images.

Alice: Butthe 80s happened, and the media was
co-opred.

George: We thoug}lt that if we could put out the

real images—the restaurant workers, the sweat
shop seamstresses—we thought we had found our

real identity, our lineage ...
George: ... and in away we did, didn’t we?

Alice: Yes, but not everyone wanted to be
identified with that.

Alice: In the 80s and 90s we wanted o be identified with
the rich. . .except for those of us who didn’t fall for the

popular media.
George: and how did that happen?

Alice: The popular media is very seducrive, and a lot of
people became worried abour money when they became

paren s,

George: This is our “story,” isn't it When we got married,
had kids, things shifred?

Alice: Forsome, yes.

George: So in a way this is my own “story.”

the vear 1971, New York City

7

Narrator: We finally get the last slide in place. We're tired,
but excited. We've been up all night. We think it’s precey
good, but who knows since we're not exactly awake, We
load up the carousels, the projectors, the film. Id's a big
load. Joannes up. Sheactually slept. She asks us if we're

We arrive earl

—to set up the equipment. We've never

/

done this before but it goes pretty smoothly. I'd never

124 —gordon lee
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secn a public school in Manhattan. Film projecror. Slide
projectors. Mikes, speakers, sound. Chris and Joanne set
up their stuff on stage. Bob and I make sure all che ‘Militant Demonstrations.”

K975, Fetow Seed, Phlladelphia ZdmeresiaArchives

how it looks. It’s a pretty big auditorium, holds maybe ILITA 1 .

about 300 studenes? Ok. Everything scems set. We're @§M§%g§@ﬁwﬁ@%§

ready to roll.

equipment is functioning properly. We run a test to see -

We take a short break as the students begin to file into the
room. There’s that kind of nervousness before you have
to make a speech or something like that. We look at
Joanne, and she seems perfectly calm. She’s looks as if

she's done this many times. Later, | found out she used
to be on Broadway. No wonder. The room is full. Every
seat taken. And there’s a lot of noise, a lot of energy.

Chris and Joanne open it up. They introduce the show.
We get ready. 1 feel a strange calmness, like when you
know i’s too late to worry anymore. The lights dim wo
black. We switch the slide projectors on. We start the
film. The music begins. The slides come up from black.

Here we go.

Ttis kind of a blur, But I remember the crowd becoming
o
quiet. Then, they roar when the Chinatown kids make

obscene gestures at the tourists. Yes, they could relate.
They could connect with the images of defiance. It is

interesting because most of the kids aren’t Asian. They

are black and Hispanic, but they know the same feeling,
They know what it feels like to be looked at that way. By
the time it is finished, I know it is going to be ok. They
stand and cheer for what seems an eternity. 1am numb
by then. Drained, exhausted, thankful that it is over.

the year 2000, USA

Narrator: I hear those voices again—those two are talking

again.

George: To be Asian in America today. . .do they sull
struggle to find a de-colonized, an authentic self?

Alice: 1f they are aware of it.

GCOI’g@I But many are not aware?

e

) s . : Kenrny St or Stockion”
Alice: 1don’t think so. 4 1980, Zand GesKearmy Strost Workshop, San Francisco

George: Because they have “bought” into the image of the

dominant culture?




Alice: Except perhaps some gnawing thing inside. . .yes.
George: And they have not connected with their lineage?
Alice: Probably not.

George: .. .becoming American, to hold onto our roots or
to assirnilate. . .

Enter Observer

George: 1o be the “model minority”, . ..
Alice: Yes,

Observer: If you fail to live up (or is it
down?) to your submissive image, you
may be told to “go back to where you
came from.” On the other hand, if
you are seen as some sort of super-
minotity it is also dangerous. Hvery
commendable trait can become 1t
opposite in another context:

To be hard-working is to be unfairly
competitive; to be good at math and
science is to lack people skills and
leadership abilities; to have strong families is to be too

insular.

[Frank Wu, “The answer is not black and white.”]
George: So these are really “new” faces in old clothes?
Alice: hmmm?

George: In a way there is a certain truth in both of them?
Or, is one truly authentic and the other not?

Alice: It’s hard to be so didactic. You run into the problem
like in the 70s, alienating people abour who is of the
righteous lineage, and who is an Uncle Tom.

George: Yes.
George:  In a way we could say both have a certain eruth?
George: 1s ok to be a banana, or is it the egg?

Alice: Twould think so. We can’t deny the both in both of
us. Because we have lived in this country so long.

George: Yes.

Observer: Because we have grown up as a racial minoriry,

126 -—qordon lee
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imbibing the customs of two cultures, our centers are not

stable and single. Our consciousness is double; our vision L
. . ] Ghinese New Year
bifocal and fluctuating. We have a o

need to explain ourselves to
ousselves. We oftren look within and
express the conflices of the two
cultures, whose two heritages are
out own. [Amy Ling, Redefining
American Liserary History]

Fixcit Qbserver

George: Yes. I think you're right.
They both exist in us.

Alice: We don’t want to only align
with the seamstresses. It’s a hard
life, and we all, including the

seamstress, want a better life yet we
can't deny where we came from.

George: | see the banana and itis me. How could I not
be? Tlive in a culture which bananizes me.

Alice: Yes. And youalso buy into it

George: Yet another part of me hates it. So I live with this
internal rage.
L=

Alice: Part of you doesn’t want to acknowledge that you

have bought into it. But you have to

accept that too. Itis part of you.

the year 1971, New York City ;?M

Narrator: We pack up the stuff. 1am n
ready for some extended sleep. But as
we are walking to the car, Joanne looks
at Bob and me, and she says something
like, “Well, you're a hit, you can’t stop
now.” Tam so tired I dont quite get the
impact of what she says. Butl do know
that somehow we touched a chord, and

it is something significant.

Later, after Bob and | had recovered, we
start talking about creating alternative media, media that
would present the real images of Asian-America. Joanne
rells us we had to mecr someone—a student at Prate. Her
name was Nancy Hom. Others like Corky Lee and John




Kao are also interested, and we decide to form a group.
We call it the Asian Media Collective, and its focus is to
generate media for the people, by the people.

The collective “covers” the movement—street Health Fairs,
anti-war demonstrations, community murals. One carly
morning Bob, Corky, and I load up our cameras. We go
out into Chinatown at 5 AM. We patrol the narrow
streets, Corky on the right, 1 take the left and Bob is in
the middle. It turns into a slide show about the life of the

community before the world is awake.

The work we produce is collective. No one has their name
on the “credits.” People take the shows all over the
country: Upstate New York, New England, the
Midwest, college campuses, community groups. We
share the images with each other. And somehow it helps
us stay connected, to create and be part of a larger

community.

the year 2000, USA

Here T am, sitting in chis meering, wondering where that
community is today, and how this meeting will end. . .and it
strikes me that the work we started is still, . unfinished.

Gordon Lee: Born and raised in Honolulu, Hawaii. In the fall
of 1967 he went te Columbia University, He became involved
in the Asian-American movementin the
spring of 1970 when students at Columbia
took over Kent Hall demanding an ethnic
studies program. He was active in an uptown
Asian American organization fighting for
squatters’ rights. He was one of the original
members of the Asian Media Collective, and
soon thereafter moved to New York
Chinatown. After leaving New York he joined
Third Arm, a community organization in
Honolulu, Chinatown and spent many years
there assisting residents to fight urban
renewal.

Subsequently, he became an attorney. In
addition to his legal work, he has developed a
health insurance counseling and assistance
program for seniors. He wrote, directed and
produced a video on Japanese internment in Hawaii during
world War Il Currently, he is pursuing a Ph.D. in depth
psychology at Pacifica Graduate Institute in Santa Barbara,
California.
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