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Lilli Hime: Hi, my name is Lilli Hime. I'm twenty-one going on twenty-two. I was adopted 
in Anhui, China, specifically Chaohu City. 
 
Jena Heath: Great. It’s great to talk with you today, Lilli. Maybe we should start out by just 
asking you what you'd like us to know about you? 
 
Lilli: I actually recorded a previous interview like this my freshman year. It’s my senior year 
now. I asked you if I could do another interview. I did that because I had seen so much 
change in my understanding of my Asian American identity and my understanding of my 
Chinese adoptee identity, of where I fit in in either societies, in either cultures. A big part of 
learning and understanding those was my own storytelling, not telling my story because I 
was figuring it out, but telling others’ stories. I'm a student journalist here at St. Edward’s. 
Something cool about being a student journalist is you get to pursue a lot of the topics and a 
lot of the stories and people you're generally interested in. I was naturally drawn to Asian 
American stories. Through that and, whatever given, some leeway in classes to do projects 
on a certain topic that we get to choose, that was something that always attracted me to Asian 
American topics. It’s through stories that I came to understand this big part of who I am. 
Telling my own story is not only something that's really empowering, but it’s a way of 
giving back. If maybe someone were to hear this, it would help them the same way other 
people's stories helped me. 
 
Jena: What do you think in your understanding of your own story has changed the most from 
the first interview we recorded to this one? 
 
Lilli: College, it’s crazy. You literally put aside three and a half, four years, four and half, 
five, depending on your degree plan, solely for yourself, your growth. Yes, there's plenty of 
life happening in between. There's plenty of responsibilities still. The classes you're taking 
and the activities and the opportunities you have are solely to better yourself. When are you 
going to have that chance in life? That's just me pushing college. To have that incubation 
period of growth really helped me figure out this part of my identity. The biggest thing that I 
saw change was going from freshman-me, not really having an awareness or a consciousness 
about being Asian American or a Chinese adoptee, and also not really feeling I fit in with 
that, and still carrying around, maybe it had grown out of some shame of not fitting in, of not 
being part of the community enough, of not feeling enough of that, to this indifference. The 
biggest thing that I've seen change is I'm proud of it now. I can tell people. When I say, “I am 
Asian American. I'm adopted from China. I'm a Chinese adoptee,” I'm proud of that now. I 
know how to tell them why I'm proud of it. That's the biggest thing for me. It’s being 
connected to a community, to multiple communities through that. 
 
Jena: Aside from the cumulative effect of college and it being this great period of 
developmentally personal growth as you described, is there anything that's happened in this 
period that has helped you go from shame to not just acceptance, but pride at being both 
Chinese, Chinese American, and being adopted? Is there anything you've done or anywhere 
you've gone that has helped catalyze that process? 
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Lilli: This summer, I got a scholarship and I got to actually go back to China for the first 
time. I got to study intensive Mandarin and Chinese poetry for ten weeks. I was studying in 
Chengdu. This was never a goal. I was so, so happy to get to go in general. I didn't care that, 
“I need to go see my hometown. I need to go see Chaohu.” That was never in the plan. It was 
enough just to be there. I went with this goal of just feeling that hitch of daily life and being 
present there. That was my only goal. It wasn’t even, “I have to fit in.” I wasn’t going to fit 
in. I don't know Mandarin. I was raised in America. I'm Asian American. There's two parts to 
that. On the last weekend there, I was messing around and I was like, “Let me look into train 
tickets. Let me just see the feasibility of going to visit Chaohu.” By then, after nine weeks of 
three, three and a half hours of class every weekday for Mandarin -- oh, my god -- and 
consistently being forced to practice just walking around, it was a buildup.  
 
That was what gave me a lot of confidence to go get to Chaohu, to take the bullet train over. 
I'd gained a lot of confidence in my Mandarin, in general independence, which is a part of 
study abroad, that independence to get around in a culture that is so different from anything 
you've experienced. I had really good friends there that I knew I could message or text if I 
needed anything. Even if I was really far away, if I needed anything or needed to talk to 
someone, I knew they had my back. It was a nine-hour bullet train. I got to go to Chaohu. It 
was really incredible. I still think it’s one of those experiences that words almost defy. It was 
incredibly humbling. It was one of those things where you feel the very moment that you're 
in, and you do that with every single moment. Every single moment, there's this reverence 
you're feeling towards everything around you. It felt like the epitome of what presence feels 
like. To get to be there was an absolute privilege. It’s not even that it’s any special city. It’s a 
small fishing/farming community, small city, especially compared to a lot of the bigger cities 
in Chaohu. It’s so gorgeous. Being there, I got to really feel proud. I got to connect to the 
community. I got to have this place that I've always known about. I got to connect memories 
to it. I got to see it, and really see it. Obviously, that was a big deal. Equally as important was 
leading up to it, was getting the confidence to do that.  
 
Before I even left for China, like I said, the storytelling aspect of when we did this my 
freshman year, I was like, “Yeah, that'd be cool. I have this interest. I've always had this 
interest, but I have no context for being Asian, for being an adoptee.” Getting to tell stories -- 
I did a profile on an Asian American slam poet Alex Luu. He talked about these feelings of 
shame around being assimilated or being bullied in elementary and middle school. I really 
resonate with those. I got to meet and become part of Austin’s Asian American community, 
specifically through art. I met my good friend now, Christine Hoang. She's a playwright. I 
got to see, I think it is the first Vietnamese English play in Austin. I got to volunteer and help 
her with that. In telling these stories, helping see these stories, I saw bits of myself affected. 
It helped me figure out parts of who I am.  
 
I went in a very healthy mind-set of going and knowing I wasn’t going to fit in. There's two 
parts to Asian American. There's two parts. You're caught in between these two countries 
and these two cultures. You're incredibly fortunate. Sometimes it can feel a little isolating 
because you don't fit in enough on either side. At the same point, think of it as a crossroad or 
an intersection. You're a bridge. Literally, two cultures and two people and two countries, the 
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two huge entities, they're united in the frame of your little being. That's such an empowering 
way to see it and to know that you're also not alone. When I was doing more research on it, 
there’s, I want to say millions, there's millions -- you'll have to fact check me later on that 
one -- there's so many people affected by the one-child policy in China. It’s a little 
saddening. It also means there's so many people like you. There's huge Asian American 
communities. In Austin, I hadn’t found that. Because there was no context, I didn't know that 
was something I needed to go look for. That goes into why representation matters, why 
seeing or finding communities that look like you matter. [laughs] I don't remember the 
original question. 
 
Jena: You answered it. It was whether you had any specific experiences or gone anywhere 
from freshman to senior year that would have helped you come to the conclusions that 
you've come to. It sounds like your journey around identity and ethnic identity, your sense of 
yourself as an Asian American person, a Chinese American person, has really solidified. It’s 
really interesting to listen to your first interview and hear you now. You can feel so much 
development.  
 
When you went back to your hometown, to your place of origin, did you do any of the trying 
to go -- I don't know whether you were in an SWI, an orphanage or not, or whether you were 
with a foster family -- did you have any interest in retracing any of that? Was it enough for 
you be in this place and get a sense of this place? 
 
Lilli: It was really enough for me. I didn't feel like I had this burning urge to go track down 
my orphanage or go try to find it or anything. For me, it was about the place. It was about the 
city and getting a feel for a few days in the life and feeling the culture and eating the food, 
walking around. I literally walked everywhere. My feet hurt so bad after those days. I had a 
sunburn. Taking in as much as I could of that city, I don't think it was in one place for me. It 
was the whole place. It feels like you have twenty years of making up to do. I know that's not 
the best place to operate from because obviously you can never make up twenty years. 
You're just so engulfed in it. For me, the experience was more about getting to go and just be 
part of that for a moment. 
 
Jena: Did any of this have you thinking about how you think about family, what family is? 
 
Lilli: My grandma on my dad’s side, she keeps a long family lineage, a family tree. To 
contextualize, my mom and her side of the family are white. My dad’s side of the family is 
Mexican American. It was this long family tree of [indiscernible] and Hernandezes and 
Rodríguezes, etc. It’s very proud Mexican roots. I would see that and I would think to 
myself, “I feel like I'm ruining this,” whenever it gets down to my branch. I would feel like 
I'm almost an intruder. I'm messing up this proud Mexican American family tree. It would be 
strange. I wouldn’t tell my grandma that or anything. It would feel like, “Am I messing this 
up? Am I intruding?” What was the question again? 
 
Jena: Has any of this informed what you think family is? What's family to you? What you're 
talking about is really, really interesting. 
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Lilli: Part of being in an interracial family, especially when you're adopted, is you know 
you're different than either of your parents, especially when most days, the only Asian you 
see is the one in the mirror. You know when people question it or say something or ask about 
it. In elementary school, I remember I would get made fun of for being called Ping or Jackie 
Chan, stuff like that. It would really upset me when I was a kid. I didn't have the Chinese 
culture to back me up in that time. I don't know if my parents would've known how to deal 
with that. It’s different. My dad said something to me before I was leaving for China. He was 
talking about his childhood. He was talking about how mixed their family is, that we’re all 
really beholden to each other. We’re not all that different. I saw that in China. I was worried 
about the language barrier too. He was like, “If you're trying to communicate, you're going to 
find a way.” There's universal language. People can communicate even with language 
barriers. People can figure it out. There's this effort piece. It’s something so human.  
 
When I was there, nothing was more tangible than my inability to literally connect. One of 
the things that made learning Mandarin so enjoyable for me -- I'm still learning now that I'm 
back at St. Ed’s -- is you can see your progress even in the smallest interactions. Suddenly, 
the smallest connection is so valuable. You see all the factors that had to lead up to that, all 
that work I had to do to learn the smallest bit of Mandarin to go to the corner store and get a 
morning coffee and a [indiscernible]. Suddenly, any interaction, there's sacredity and great 
fortunate that the two of you know enough of the same language or the two of you are both 
trying to communicate and willing to put in for that human connection. There were so many 
times that I would get to talk to strangers riding the train or on public transportation. They 
might speak a little of broken English. I speak a little broken Mandarin. We try to figure 
things out. I get to talk to them. It’s so rich and rewarding.  
 
That goes into my idea of family because it’s very much about connection and also 
contextualizing yourself as a part of a whole. One of my favorite quotes is “I am large. I 
contain multitudes.” It’s by Walt Whitman. When I think of multitudes I think, “I know I'm 
not alone.” Everything that I am is because of someone who’s come before me, and it’s 
because of something I am part of. Being Asian American, that connects me to two 
communities. That connects me to three: Asian, Asian American, being queer, that connects 
me to the LGBTQ community. Being part of an interracial family, that connects me -- I 
could go on.  
 
The core thing of knowing family and connection, community, is that you're really not alone. 
You're really part of something. That means you get to be connected to their history, 
everything they’ve gone through, and everything they’ve overcome. That means you get to 
represent them with what you do in your life. That means you get to claim them. That's 
something so human, to want to be part of something whole and something bigger than 
yourself, and to know that you're part of something bigger than yourself and you don't even 
have to try. You're part of this. You deserve to be here. You don't even have to work for it. 
Well, you have to work for it. You have to figure it out. You don't have to work to earn it. 
It’s yours. 
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Jena: I think we can end here. What do you think? 
 
Lilli: I feel good. 
 
Jena: Thanks, Lilli. 
 
Lilli: Thank you. 
 
 


