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Introduction

Helena Lee

I was rudely shaken out of my second maternity leave by Quentin Tarantino. It was the summer of 2019, and we were having a rare night out, watching the much-lauded film Once Upon a Time in Hollywood. Halfway through, we were confronted with the Cliff Booth versus Bruce Lee showdown in which Brad Pitt gets in a tussle with Mike Moh, who stars as the legendary martial artist but depicts him spouting philosophical nonsense, using dodgy noises and outdated kung fu tropes. Bruce Lee’s ultimate humiliation – as a fighter at the top of his game unable to conquer this middle-aged white guy (who is, to be fair, played by Brad Pitt, so needs no validation) – sent the cinema around me wild. For them, this was by far the funniest part of the movie.

I was astounded. This was racial stereotyping; a racism that was completely unacknowledged by anyone around me. And yet I felt powerless to counter it. The whole film was intended as a reverential ode to the Hollywood greats, yet as part of that, Bruce Lee, the only non-white historical figure, was taken down. We hardly ever see an East or Southeast Asian face on screen, and when we do, they are there to serve as an object of mockery.

I began thinking about other depictions of Asians. There was the strange girl in the film Pitch Perfect, who mumbles inarticulately and is clearly constructed to be laughed at. I struggled to remember characters of East or Southeast Asian heritage in domestic dramas. And then there was the time when the footballer Diego Maradona was caught on camera accepting praise from a group of South Korean fans, but after he turned his back, pulled the sides of his eyes with his hands. The Match of the Day pundits shrugged a little uncomfortably, and the world’s media laughed it off.

It was as though I wasn’t within my rights to be outraged by any of this, because if I was, it wouldn’t be acknowledged. Traditional campaigning media didn’t seem to pick up the causes for East and Southeast Asians in Britain. People with faces like mine weren’t being cast in lead roles for films or television series. If we were cast at all, then it would be for parts that required a Chinese accent, or was linked to a crime syndicate or was a typical Asian computer nerd – we seemed only qualified to act in the role of a racialised ‘other’. The three-dimensional characters that reflected my own experience of growing up in the suburbs, of everyday family life, were scarce indeed.

Dr Diana Yeh articulated it well in her 2018 paper, in which she wrote: ‘“British Chinese” [a term ascribed to those perceived to fall into the category “Chinese”] cultural practices can, to cite Salman Rushdie (1988), be “visible but unseen”, present in the social and cultural fabric but rendered invisible within the social and cultural imagination.’1 Why weren’t we considered for kitchen-sink dramas, helming documentaries, helping set the news agenda? If we weren’t being represented in any meaningful way in mainstream media, that meant there was still an otherness to seeing an Asian face on screen. It was as though British East and Southeast Asians were an anonymous part of British culture. To me, it explained this empathy gap. Our stories weren’t seen as valid enough to be told or reported on, and so we’ve long been excluded from the cultural canon. I certainly didn’t want my children growing up in a world that did not see, acknowledge or validate them.

And so, in February 2020, East Side Voices was born. I wanted it to be a platform that aimed to change this outdated cultural narrative and combat these damaging stereotypes by amplifying the voices of those with East and Southeast Asian heritage who are living and shaping society here in Britain. And though the platform is open to everyone, I hoped to reach people who could help change the status quo – casting agents, literary agents, writers, journalists, directors; the people who frame the way we look at the world through media. We were to meet once a month at a cultural salon, hearing from diasporic Asians with tales to tell. I thought it was important to glimpse into the experience of the diaspora as they are the link between all our cultures – occupying this rare space where they understand what it is to be British, but are also a bridge to ways of life we may be less familiar with. They help equip people with the vocabulary to talk about the complexities, richness and diversity of Asian identity in Britain. For that, we need good storytellers; stories are what help connect us.

East Side Voices launched with two events at the Standard Hotel in London, the first with the acclaimed novelists Sharlene Teo and Rowan Hisayo Buchanan, and the second with the fashion designer Rejina Pyo, each attended by everyone from national newspaper and magazine editors, film producers, publicists and photographers, to doctors and musicians, who listened, engaged, and talked with one another. When the opportunity to create this book appeared, it was the natural next step, and I couldn’t wait to collect these powerful insights from talented writers from around the country into one place.

But then, the global pandemic swept in and destabilised the world. China, in particular, was spoken about with a lexicon of fear and derogatory tones. The then-US president Donald Trump referred to the ‘China virus’ and ‘kung flu’, aggravating the prejudice against the East and Southeast Asian diaspora that had always been there. In the UK, those of Black, Asian and minority ethnic backgrounds were disproportionately affected; to take one example, Filipinos make up the largest ethnic group of nurses in the NHS, and in May 2020, they were the single largest nationality to die from Covid-19. Police estimates suggest there was a threefold increase in racially-motivated hate crimes in London towards those of East and Southeast Asian heritage in the spring of 2020 compared with the same period the year before. The following October, when Parliament held its first-ever debate on racism experienced by the ESEA community, not one Conservative MP or government minister was present.

The pandemic also revealed that the media hardly considered these injustices important, and at times even contributed to the prejudice. Thirty-three per cent of images used by media outlets in the UK to report on Covid-19 featured Asian people, propounding the idea that the virus was specifically an Asian problem despite afflicting the whole world.

In March 2021, there was a mass shooting in which eight people were murdered at three spa and massage parlours in Atlanta. Six of the victims were Asian women, showing the devastating and tangible effects to cultural non-representation and racialised objectification. All the Asians I knew were deeply affected by this, but there wasn’t much in the news that gave credence to our pain. It was against this backdrop that The Sunday Times ran a front-page story paying tribute to Prince Philip that referred to him as ‘an often crochety figure, offending people with gaffes about slitty eyes, even if secretly we rather enjoyed them’, thus not just offending the East and Southeast Asian communities at a time when they were considerably shaken, but also their own readers by suggesting they were racist. Who’d have thought we’d be so unprogressive and ignorant in the twenty-first century?

The mission of the book has therefore evolved from inspiring empathy and raising our voices through the magic of stories, to also breaking the cycle of systemic non-representation. There has been a groundswell of positive movement in the past few months. Even now, as I write, East Side Voices is starting work with the Commission for Diversity in the Public Realm with the Mayor of London. The #StopESEAHate campaign, spearheaded by the actress Gemma Chan (who also contributes to this collection), has launched, creating a centre of gravity for individuals, communities, allies, grassroots movements and pressure groups such as Besea.n and End the Virus of Racism, that are already doing such good work. And then there is talent like Emma Raducanu proudly making her heritage a big part of her story and becoming a worthy role model for a new generation.

Personally, I feel so privileged to have spent this last year immersed in the worlds of these seventeen brilliant and unique storytellers, to foster a spirit of community and to draw them together for this book. Through essays, poems and memoir, they explore themes of identity, connection, disconnection, food, rejection, relationships, history, art, love … there’s a universality to their experiences, even if the stories themselves are beautifully unique. We are taken onto hospital battle grounds, discover the lasting effects when a Caucasian relative deliberately whitens skin tone in a portrait, and uncover the culture of television and film casting for Asians. We ask what it’s like to be East and Southeast Asian in Britain through the lens of the pandemic, and interrogate the way Asian women are ‘seen’ or rather not seen, in being conflated with other races, erased and sexualised. I want these stories to challenge your expectations, be troubling, be illuminating, resonate. I want them to sit with you for a long time, be recurrently thought about and shift world-views.

The anthology is by no means meant to be exhaustive – I’m aware that there are ethnicities and subjects that I’ve not been able to include. There are many more experiences that need to be brought to light, and stories that need to be told. But my hope is that this book is the beginning of a conversation that will only grow bigger, and will enrich your lives as much as it has so far mine.





Once Upon a Time in … Middlesex

Helena Lee

‘The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other.’

– Edward Said, Introduction to Orientalism (1977)

My mother never told me what it was to be like me, a ‘BBC’ – not British, mind you, but British Born Chinese.

My mother had a telephone voice, which was posher than her normal voice. It was the more pronounced ‘T’s and ‘D’s that gave it away. Only later, when friends would say: ‘I didn’t know your mum was foreign,’ meaning ‘not from round here’, did I realise that she didn’t sound British. She was born in what was then Malaya in the city of Ipoh, the capital of the state of Perak. Ipoh was known for two things, she said, beautiful bean sprouts and beautiful women, which seemed, although self-congratulatory, reasonable to me. The stories she wove from her childhood were threaded with the otherworldliness of the extraordinary – malevolent spirits, crocodiles, a stepfather who had supposedly been kidnapped by the Japanese occupation – but she left that all behind when she was twenty to study in what she considered the motherland: Britain, drawn to the literature, the temperate weather and the lack of mosquitoes. I had the impression that the Malaysians loved the British, even if they were not supposed to (yes, they might have colonised the Straits, but look at the order and freedom they bestowed!). China hardly got a mention, perhaps because she was several generations removed from the country. Britain, on the other hand, was seen as a place of steadfast opportunity. The British allowed her to come and live with them and she felt at home. So much so that she met a man in St Albans from another colony, Hong Kong, and married him. He became my father. No wonder she liked it here.

When I was growing up it seemed perfectly easy to be like everyone else. After all, I sounded like them in the classroom (with that non-distinguishable accent that wasn’t like anyone’s from EastEnders or Coronation Street). I had kiss-chase and hopscotch friends, lived in a suburb of north London and rode hand-me-down bikes that cranked down long streets. I went to birthday parties where we jammed on hats and gloves and hacked at bars of Dairy Milk with knives and forks; my restaurant of choice was Pizza Hut, in which I loaded up on bacon bits from the unlimited salad bar and hoped the formidably big Care Bears with fur greasy from pawing toddlers would entertain us. I read voraciously, and loved traipsing down to Foyles bookshop, a place of joyful disorder, to pick up another Roald Dahl classic. I climbed trees where I could, because that was what it was to be wholesome. My mother and I would chat to the Jewish neighbours from Czechoslovakia, spend Saturdays in Brent Cross shopping centre and treat ourselves to M&S prawn cocktail sandwiches at 12 o’clock. Wasn’t that what it was to be British?

Every now and then, something would pop this British bubble of mine – the times of inexplicable exclusion when I just didn’t get the joke. Like the word ‘fart’ or other scatological terms that were bandied around the playground like plastic footballs. In actuality, I did know what these words meant. It’s just that I knew them in Cantonese. My mother had so adopted what she saw as the British attribute of modesty that she refused to say these words in English.

From then on, I began to see what else I’d not been told. The more Enid Blyton stories I read, the more friends’ houses I went round to, the more it became clear that our rituals were not the same as my blue-eyed, blonde-haired best friend Michelle’s. Her family feasted on turkey at Christmas, just not stuffed with soy sauce and glutinous rice. My evenings were taken up with piano and violin practice (I would typically run scales forty times every night) while Michelle acquired badges from Brownies. My mother taught me the currencies and capital cities of major countries, and asked me to repeat my times tables forwards – and backwards – in my spare time. I remember one particularly traumatic Bank Holiday during which my father made me watch The Last Emperor when I should really have been catching up on the latest episode of Neighbours. And then there was the time I was shouted at for gripping my chopsticks ‘like dead people’ – a technique apparently less favoured in the Chinese community. I’d wager that Michelle had never lost confidence in her fork-holding skills.

I stopped using chopsticks. I refused dim sum. I clamoured for McDonald’s cheeseburgers and spaghetti bolognese. I stayed away from the phone when my father’s mother Ma Ma called from Hong Kong because I was required to speak in Cantonese.

One day I came home from Chinese school, which was every Saturday morning, and started my homework. Out came the pen, out came the notebook of wide squares, each one about to be filled with a character meaningless to me. Shŏu Shŏu Shŏu Shŏu Shŏu Shŏu. Practising the Chinese strokes, repeatedly etching them, I worked from top to bottom, and I began to cry.

Why was I doing something that so forcibly differentiated myself from everyone else, learning a language that hindered rather than helped my communication with those I wanted to be with? Why was I immersing myself in a culture that separated me from my friends? Who were these other people in Chinese school – for whom school on a Saturday made sense? They were Chinese. It was their first language. It wasn’t mine.

I left Chinese school and I never went back. I gave up the idea of becoming a hot-shot violinist, or a medical practitioner. I didn’t want to be held up as a paragon in my family in the way every Chinese parent I knew did with their genius doctor-progeny.

I look back at the decisions I made. I thought it was about my own happiness, but it was my way of surviving my immediate environment. In the 1980s, there were no cool Asian subcultures or figureheads for me to cling on to – after all, if China was a brand, then it was synonymous with cheaply made goods, martial arts, and MSG. I wanted to prove to those around me that I could be as British as they were. At sixth form, I was introduced to Classics, and eventually went on to study the subject at Oxford University. I decided to learn Ancient Greek and Latin from scratch while I was there, so that I could understand the literature, philosophy and ideas at the heart of Western civilisation, but also to immerse myself in an area that was not expected of me, to strike out on my own, to do my thing. How telling. Could I have chosen a better subject that so clearly disregarded my heritage? How had I acquired such a distorted world-view?

In retrospect, I understand that these decisions were about a yearning for acceptance, rather than celebrating and embracing my difference, because no one else seemed to be experiencing that difference. I was distancing myself away from that convention of what Chinese immigrants were supposed to do, and that suited me fine.

And in the process, I have been guilty of perpetuating stereotypes, been apologetic for my culture. I’ve used the term ‘Tiger parenting’ as a shortcut to explain my proficiency at playing the piano aged three. But I was never comfortable with this inexcusable self-deprecation. I realise how reductive I was in branding my mother a ‘tiger mum’, and how dismissive I had been of her own achievements as a parent. I was writing off her own cultural journey, her way of imbuing me with a love of education, literature and learning. Her experience is to be lauded, not belittled.

There is a danger in the preservation of silence, in assuming that the experiences of previous generations exist in isolation. In my wider family, there is an unwillingness to reflect, to share, to pass on the wisdom gained from any sort of struggle. Instead, filial piety dictates that by virtue of being older, parents should be respected. Children should know their place. To question our elders – their actions, their judgement – amounts to transgression of the family structure. In turn, shame is a powerful emotion that all Chinese families would like to avoid. We would do well to forget the poverty of our youth and the achievement of social mobility. The American Dream would be anathema to the notion of Chinese success. When prodded on unearthing home truths about my father’s childhood in Hong Kong and my grandfather’s multiple spouses, one uncle refused to be drawn in: ‘Why do you want to talk about the bad times?’ he said with impatience. ‘We should focus on the future.’ The implication being that of course success has always defined our story.

But we underestimate the fluidity of these experiences, how the effects trickle down from person to person. It’s only in asking questions now that I am starting to understand the context I was brought up in. It’s only now that my mother has told me about the lack of opportunity she would have faced had she stayed in Malaysia, both as a woman, and as a descendant of Chinese immigrants. Her grandparents had faced starvation and left Hokchiu in the Fujian Province in the early 20th century to settle in Sitiawan on the west coast of the Malay peninsula. My grandmother, the elegant and reserved Madame Yew Eng Lan, was twice widowed and had been left with six children to support by her early forties. She had precious little time to spend with her brood, focused as she was on keeping the family afloat by dealing in stocks and shares. There was no extra money for further education, which was reserved for the Malays and the prosperous. And there was an added complication: as my mother had been premature – two pounds when she was born – her father had believed that she brought his business bad luck and had beaten her as a young child, and as the daughter of Eng Lan’s unloved second husband, my mother failed to receive the maternal affection and support that she craved. Her prospects were bleak indeed.

And so, when she left school, she answered an advert from the NHS looking to sponsor those in the Commonwealth to become nurses. In 1971, she boarded a Caledonian Airways plane for her first ever flight. Five stops, a prolonged fainting spell, and twenty-four hours later, she arrived in England, knowing, she says, that she would not go back.

What seems intrepid today was simply necessity. The year she arrived, she met my father – who was also studying – abandoned her ambition to become a nurse and decided to pursue accountancy.

They were first-generation immigrants. Cultural difference defined their lives. They were also Anglophiles, but not English, the ‘other’ in many senses (my paternal grandmother stopped speaking to my father for marrying a woman from Malaysia rather than China). In fact, they had to create their own ecosystem that was particular to them – one that didn’t even have the benefit of familiarity of coming from the same country. They had little money and a thirst for education. Independence was the goal of their endeavours – and endeavour they did, despite the name-calling, hardships and racism. The diploma in civil engineering from Hatfield Polytechnic – my father’s ticket to giving up the three jobs he’d been holding down – was a small victory. My parents moved from a room with no central heating, in which they cooked all their meals in a rice cooker, to a leaky squat in Hatfield that was so damp that my new-born brother was drenched in water as he lay in his cot. It was a significant moment when they were granted a council house. A garden! Three bedrooms! All their possessions fitted into two suitcases, so they furnished their lodgings with a bed from the Co-op and second-hand kitchen chairs that they bought for a pound each.

They had no blueprints for marriage, or parenthood, or how to forge a life in Britain. Drawing together a skeleton community – a cousin here, a colleague there – they collected not just friends who spoke Cantonese, but those who, like them, were new to the country: Italians, Iraqis, Americans, Czechs. There was the Irish butcher my mother had befriended, who took pity on them because they couldn’t afford to buy food for Christmas. He roasted a whole bird for them, which they lived off for two weeks (and might explain why they decided to jazz Christmases up with glutinous rice stuffing).

In keeping this from me, how could I appreciate their trajectory? All I saw were patchworks of traditions that were never quite right (why were laksas made with tinned pilchards? Why did my father insist on noisily slurping his noodles in front of my friends?). Equally, where was my curiosity about that elusive past, preferring instead to think that it had ever been thus, that we were somehow entitled to a normal, middle-class existence?
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