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#MinneAsianStories

Illustrated Living History

M innesota’s Asian American and Pacific Is-
lander (AAPI) community established the 

Coalition of Asian American Leaders (CAAL) in 
2013 to harness the “collective power of Asian 
Minnesotan leaders to improve the lives of 
community by connecting, learning, and act-
ing together.”¹ The group creates opportunities 
to weave relationships amongst the state’s di-
verse AAPI leaders; focuses on the community’s 
priority issues of education, economics, and 
immigration; supports civic and social justice 
leadership; and builds partners and alliances.² 

As of 2017, 84,000 Asian Minnesotans called 
Ramsey County home.³ Like everyone in this 
state, all carry rich histories of where they or 
their families came from, but they also are cre-
ating living histories. This community is pre-
serving its many cultures through Hmong song 
poetry, Karen dances, Southeast Asian recipe 
books, YouTube videos, and, as you’ll see in the 
following pages, short graphic (illustrated) sto-
ries that garner the interests and talents of the 
younger generation.

In 2018, CAAL invited its community mem-
bers to write and share some of these living 

histories as a part of their #MinneAsianStories 
campaign. These were then turned into a travel-
ing exhibit, released online and on social media, 
and selected stories were illustrated in a graphic 
booklet. These stories share the diverse experi-
ences of Asian Minnesotans, helping youth 
and communities see themselves and providing 
a platform for everyone to connect and learn 
together.⁴ We’d like to highlight a few excerpts 
from CAAL’s 2019 This is Home volume here. We 
believe Ramsey County grows richer and even 
more interesting with the addition of these sto-
ries to our collective history. Enjoy!

Courtesy of the Coalition of Asian American Leaders.

Community members 
and MinneAsianStories 
contributors enjoyed the 
kickoff of Asian Pacific 
American Heritage 
Month at the Capitol 
in May 2019. Courtesy 
of the Coalition of Asian 
American Leaders.
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Open Heart, Open Palate
zoua vang

“You like Hmong girl? Eat it,” my mother said, 
politely challenging him.

I was twenty-six years old. Darrell was the 
first man I brought home. Darrell is Chinese and 
Japanese, born in California and grew up loving 
baseball. I am Hmong, born in the mountains 
of Laos and grew up having to learn English. 
We are both Asians, but we couldn’t have come 
from more different worlds.

Darrell asked, “Oh, what is that?”

“Cow stomach,” my mother said. “If you like 
Hmong girl, you have to eat it.”

I looked on, but other family members acted 
like they were watching TV. Their bodies were 
positioned elsewhere, but I knew their ears were 
all tuned into the show that was unfolding in the 
kitchen. Darrell stared at the bowl of steaming 
tripe. The pungent dish saturated the house.

Darrell responded nervously, “It looks differ-
ent, a li)le grayish.”

I explained to him it looked different because 
it wasn’t the bleached honeycomb tripe he was 
used to seeing at Chinese dim sum. My mother’s 
tripe was harvested from a cow we had killed at 
the local slaughterhouse. I saw how her skilled 
hands clutched a small knife which masterfully 
danced with the tripe as she swi*ly cleaned and 
cut it.

Her tripe dish was seasoned with only a 
dash of salt to ensure the natural odor and 
flavor lingered. Tripe is a delicacy. At Hmong 
parties, you can hear the elderly instructing 
those preparing the tripe not to clean it too 
well. Some believe tripe is best when there is a 
pronounced scent.

My mother anxiously waited for Darrell to 
start eating. Annoyed, she said, “If you don’t 
like Hmong girl, you don’t have to eat it.”

Yusanat Tway was born 
in a refugee camp on 
the border of Thailand 
and came to the United 
States as a Karen immi-
grant in 2007 at age six. 
She is a student at the 
University of Minnesota 
Twin Cities working 
on a double major in 
psychology and political 
science, with a minor in 
social justice. Yusanat 
aspires to become an ad-
vocate for international 
human rights. 

Illustrator Lilian Reiter 
is an eighth-grader who 
loves to explore the arts 
through drawing and 
making music. She plays 
badminton and enjoys 
the outdoors. Photos 
courtesy of the Coalition 
of Asian American 
Leaders.

Zoua Vang’s then 
boyfriend, Darrell, was 
not initially happy to 
try the dish that sat in 
front of him. Courtesy 
of the Coalition of Asian 
American Leaders.
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NOTES
 1. This is Home: #MinneAsianStories 2019 (St. Paul, 
MN: Coalition of Asian American Leaders, 2019), 37.
 2. This is Home, 37.
 3. Wilder Research, report, commissioned by the 
Coalition of Asian American Leaders, 2017.
 4. This is Home, i.
 5. The translation of the Hmong sentence at the start 
of the story is: “Names are important; you give your child 
a bad name and he will be mischievous; you give your 
child a great name, he will be righteous;” From 1961 to 
1975, the United States ran a Secret War in Laos to pre-
vent the spread of communism. The US Central Intelli-
gence Agency trained Hmong and other Laotian soldiers 
as surrogate troops to fight for US interests. A'er the 
Vietnam War when American troops departed Southeast 
Asia, Hmong soldiers and their families were le' to fend 
for themselves; Wilder Research, report. About 48,000 
Hmong lived in Ramsey County as of 2017. 
 6. According to CAAL, there are no concrete numbers 
for the Karen population at this time. However, 9,200 Bur-
mese resided in Ramsey County in 2017. The Karen usually 
indicate Burmese in data, so some of the 9,200 are likely 
Karen; Reg Chapman, “Wind-Fueled Fire Claims 2 St. 
Paul Homes,” WCCO-TV, April 1, 2015, accessed January 16, 
2020, h)ps://minnesota.cbslocal.com/2015/04/01/wind 
-fueled-fire-claims-2-st-paul-homes/.

 7. Hu Plig (who pee) is a ceremony meant to help 
heal or prevent sickness.
 8. Similar to Easter eggs, Chinese eggs are boiled 
and dyed red, a color symbolizing prosperity and good 
fortune. They are o'en served in celebration of a baby’s 
first-year birthday.
 9. Obon Festivals are observances to honor ances-
tors. Japanese Americans usually host cultural and food 
bazaars featuring art, cuisine, and Japanese Ameri can 
history. Paper lanterns are o'en released as night draws 
near. In St. Paul, the public can join what is known as the 
Lantern Lighting Festival in mid-August.

Notes to Sidebar on p. 24
 a. “About Asian Pacific American Heritage Month,” 
Asian Pacific American Heritage Month website, ac-
cessed January 27, 2020, h)ps://asianpacificheritage 
.gov/about/.
 b. David Zander, “History and stories of Asians in 
Minnesota date back 130 years,” Twin Cities Daily Planet, 
May 14, 2008.
 c. Bo Thao-Urabe, correspondence with editor, Janu-
ary 25, 2020.

Darrell let out a nervous laugh. A bowl of rice 
was next to the bowl of tripe. He scooped rice 
onto his plate. Then, he slowly spooned a few 
pieces of tripe on his plate. Finally, he combined 
a lot of rice with a li)le tripe and as casually as 
possible, li'ed the spoon into his mouth. He 
chewed. He swallowed.

“It’s good,” he said with an unconvincing 
smile.

My mother laughed. “Yes, it is very good,” 
she said.

And just like that, Darrell pried his way into 
my mother’s heart and began to make room for 
himself in the Hmong community. If you like a 
Hmong girl, having an open heart and open pal-
ate goes a long way. A year a'er Darrell passed 
that test, we were married in Hmong, Chinese, 
and “American” ceremonies.

Our children are Chinese, Japanese, and 
Hmong-American. They have grown up with 
Hmong Hu Pligs (spirit calling ceremonies),⁷ 
Chinese red egg parties,⁸ Japanese Obon Festi-
vals,⁹ and endless baseball games.

Asian Minnesotans may look alike, but we 
come from unique cultures and have rich stories. 
I wish our neighbors could see and appreciate 

how blessed Minnesotans are to have such a 
diverse, vibrant, and thriving Asian American 
community. Reprinted with permission by the 
Coalition of Asian American Leaders.

Acknowledgment: Special thanks to the au-
thors and illustrators of these stories and the 
Coalition of Asian American Leaders for grant-
ing Ramsey County Historical Society permis-
sion to reprint their work. To learn more, visit 
www.caalmn.org.

Zoua Vang is a sto-
ryteller, strategist, and 
advocate. She has spent 
more than two decades 
in the communications 
industry and was the 
first Hmong television 
journalist working in 
mainstream media 
in the United States. 
She now lives in Hugo, 
Minnesota, with her 
husband, Darrell, and 
three children. Courtesy 
of the Coalition of Asian 
American Leaders.
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The Ramsey County Historical Society’s vision is to be widely recognized as an inno-
vator, leader, and partner in preserving the knowledge of our community, delivering 
inspiring history programming, and using local history in education. Our mission of 
preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future guides this vision.

The Society began in 1949 when a group of citizens acquired and preserved the Jane 
and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon Heights, which the family had acquired in 1849. Fol-
lowing five years of restoration work, the Society opened the Gibbs Farm museum 
(listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974). Originally programs focused 
on telling the story of the pioneer life of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance 
of a Dakota Advisory Council, the historic site also began interpreting Dakota cul-
ture and lifeways, building additional structures, and dedicating outdoor spaces to tell 
these stories. The remarkable relationship of Jane Gibbs with the Dakota during her 
childhood in the 1830s and again as an adult encouraged RCHS to expand its interpre-
tation of the Gibbs farm to both pioneer and Dakota life.

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine, Ramsey County 
History. In 1978, an expanded commitment from Ramsey County enabled the organi-
zation to move its library, archives, and administrative offices to downtown St. Paul’s 
Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts building on the National Register of His-
toric Places. An additional expansion of the Research Center was completed in 2010 
to be"er serve the public and allow greater access to the Society’s vast collection of 
historical archives and artifacts. In 2016, due to an endowment gi# of $1 million, the 
Research Center was rededicated as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs Burke 
Research Center. 

RCHS offers a wide variety of public programming for youth and adults. Please see 
www.rchs.com for details of upcoming History Revealed programs, summer camps at 
Gibbs Farm, courthouse and depot tours, and more. RCHS is a trusted education part-
ner serving 15,000 students annually on field trips or through outreach programs in 
schools that bring to life the Gibbs Family as well as the Dakota people of Cloud Man’s 
village. These programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and 
foundations, all of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not yet a member of RCHS, 
please join today and help bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
The mission statement of the Ramsey County Historical Society  

adopted by the Board of Directors on January 25, 2016.
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