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To my mom, Noreen, my godmother, Maria, and my partner, Pádhraic.

And in memory of my grandad, Paddy Kavanagh.


A Note on Language

Throughout this book, I have used Munster Irish as it is my native dialect. In my own texts and tweets that were originally published elsewhere, I have corrected typos and grammatical errors where appropriate. In texts and tweets by others, I have not corrected them here, reproducing them exactly as they were originally published, online or otherwise. Any other kinds of errors or oversights are entirely my responsibility.


Cé Thusa? Where It All Began

How on earth did a little Asian girl become a proud Kerrywoman, thick accent and all? Shure look. It just so happens that another Kerrywoman chose Vietnam to search for a child to raise as her own in The Kingdom.

Is fíor sin, this is my truth: I don’t have that red-haired, freckled, pale-skinned look that tourists think of when they read about Ireland. I have black hair, dark brown eyes that curve like a cat and light brown skin. That’s right, I am a brown Irish girl! And if you saw me walking down an O’Connell Street anywhere in the country, you might, at a glance, take me for a tourist or, better still, an immigrant who has settled in Ireland.

It’s true, I wasn’t born here. In fact, I wasn’t born anywhere near here. My story actually begins on the 4 July 1991, more than 10,000km from Ireland. I was born in the city of Hanoi, the capital of Vietnam. The first part of my first name ‘Úna-Minh’ (pronounced ‘Oona-Ming’) combines the Irish version of my grandmother’s name, Winifred, with a play on the Irish word ‘uan’, meaning ‘lamb’. The second part of my first name celebrates my Vietnamese heritage: ‘Minh’ is Sino-Vietnamese and means ‘bright’. I am the only person in the world with the name Úna-Minh. Let’s face it, I am not your usual Irishwoman.

I know very little about my Vietnamese birth family. Over the years, the information about them that has come my way has been sparse and impossible to verify. In the parts of my Vietnamese birth certificate where my birth parents’ names should be, I find the words ‘no father’ and ‘no mother’. My sense of how I came to be derives from the accounts of others (Mom, the doctors and officials in the hospital where I was born) and so I treat everything I’ve been told as a potential truth in my story.

What my mom, Noreen, knows is that my birth mother was much too poor and too young to look after me. She came from a village outside of Hanoi and when she was pregnant with me she was unmarried. Being single and pregnant brought great shame upon her family so there was never any question of her keeping me, her first daughter. It is not lost on me the similarity in how my birth mother was treated and the generations of Irish women and girls who suffered shame and stigma in their own families and communities.

While she was pregnant, to avoid rumours, my birth mother and her own mother moved from their small village to Hanoi, a huge city with a population of over a million people. It was an enormous step for them to take. They worked together in a factory along the Red River Delta making red bricks. I often wonder what it was like for my birth mother to leave everything behind and work in a city so different to her home village, just to save face. Heavily pregnant in Hanoi’s stifling heat, she would have mixed the red clay into rectangular shapes and, as the bricks hardened, she would have carried them from one section of the factory to the other. Automated machinery had yet to come into use. The humidity in Vietnam, especially in the city, would make you swim in sweat. But Vietnamese women tend to wear long sleeves everywhere, to keep their skin as pale as possible (historically, browner skin suggested working in fields and, therefore, poverty). So not only would my birth mother have been pulling her pregnant body from one place to the other, but her arms would have been fully covered and she would have had no relief from the sweltering sun.

My mom has told me that my birth mother really didn’t want to leave me when I was born, but she lived in a society where keeping up appearances was important regardless of your socio-economic status. In Vietnam, the life of a woman was set in stone: you worked hard, found a prospective husband, married him quickly and then, just as quickly, had children who would grow up to take care of you when you were older. For those living in poorer communities, marriages were often used to create alliances between two families with a dowry. But for a woman in my birth mother’s situation, with no man or even the promise of marriage – a woman with a fatherless child – no other man would ever want to marry her.

Two days after I was born, my birth mother returned to visit me. She wanted to keep me but couldn’t and it would be the last time she saw me. It’s the first difficult moment in my life that would shape my future irrevocably.

In 1989, Noreen Kavanagh was a schoolteacher from Tralee in her early forties working in Toronto. She was unmarried and for a few years had been thinking about having a baby. She was getting older and even though she wasn’t in a serious relationship, she really wanted to be a mother. When she thought about her options for becoming a parent on her own, adoption made the most sense: she firmly believed that there were already so many children in the world who needed a loving and safe home. Besides, she wanted a daughter or a son, not a replica of herself!


The pursuit of happiness

Tóraíocht an tsonais



A neighbour of my mother’s, Jacqueline, who was also from Tralee, had been living in Hanoi and working with UNICEF for two years. Jacqueline was also a single woman who had adopted two Vietnamese girls. My mom would listen, fascinated and full of admiration, to Jacqueline’s stories about the adoption process and how her family came to be. And when Jacqueline and her daughters came home on visits to Ireland in the eighties, Mom loved spending time with them. So, it was from Jacqueline that my mother found the courage and inspiration to start looking at adopting a child from Vietnam.

Mom’s teaching job in Tralee was secure enough to enable her to offer a caring home to a child. But she felt she just didn’t have the time to pursue an adoption. She tells me now if she had stayed in Tralee she would not have gone to Vietnam and I wouldn’t be writing this! In 1989 she had moved to Canada to work as a teacher in Toronto for two years. Her brother Dan had been living there for some years and he sponsored her move, which allowed her to work in Canada. After such an epic and brave journey across the ocean, and along with the excitement of the new opportunities this brought, her thoughts about adopting on her own were influenced by her new home. She had moved from an Irish town with a population of 17,000 to a thriving multicultural city of two million where she experienced very little ageism. When I ask her what this meant to her, she says that as a woman in her forties in Ireland she was expected to be well into a marriage and family by then. And because she had neither of her own, at home she was treated as ‘old’. But in Canada, she felt no such pressure or discrimination and she marvelled at how relaxed Canadians were about individual life choices. If you were seventy or eighty you could do whatever you wanted – you could go ice skating and no one would care what age you were or what you looked like doing it. You could adopt a baby on your own in your forties and people would support you.

Mom came home to Ireland a few times during her time in Canada and each time she met up again with Jacqueline the desire to adopt grew ever stronger. On one such trip home, she made a conscious decision to bring important documents, like work references, back to Toronto. She had begun the earliest kind of preparation to become a parent and finally, after years of contemplating it, the exhilarating process of adoption from Vietnam was in motion. It was now or never! She decided if her application to adopt was unsuccessful she would chalk it all down as a chance to visit a new country and experience its culture. But she also decided that if she succeeded in adopting a baby in Vietnam, she would be returning to Ireland and not Canada.

Toronto was an attractive place to live, diverse, liberal and exciting, but Mom knew she would never be able to afford a house there, and living in an apartment with a newborn just was not for her. Though she was earning a good salary, the cost of living in Canada at that time was high; the house with a garden that she dreamed about was definitely off the cards. Family and home turf, the mountains and the sea were calling her back to Ireland.

Before she could travel to Hanoi, Mom had to get her paperwork in order. Her brother Dan’s partner, Ellen, was a lawyer in Toronto and introduced Mom to the wonderful world of couriers; something she had never needed before in her life. Mom was unable to type but Ellen helped her to put together professional documents like statements of character, a letter of introduction and work references that showed Mom as a potential and capable adopter. Ellen’s senior position within her law firm also meant that she had access to international shipping services and could liaise with Jaqueline on the Vietnam side of things when needed. One of the more impressive character references my mom included in her application was from the former Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs, Dick Spring. He was a fellow Tralee native and a neighbour of my mother and grandfather. He knew our family well, and they respected him and his late sister, Maeve, as people of integrity. Little did my mom know then, that a few years later she would meet him again, this time at an event in a bookstore in Tralee. I was very small, maybe three or four years old, very busy browsing the shelves of the children’s section. Mr Spring approached me and began to chat to me about this and that. I don’t think I could have replied at that age anyway, but Mr Spring also noticed that I seemed unable to hold his gaze. He said to me firmly and kindly, ‘Always make eye contact when you are conversing with a person’. Well, the look on my face was forever captured in a photograph taken by my mother that lives in our family album, a reminder of his advice that has stayed with me to this day. Our family has a lot to thank him for.

Finally, the time had come to leave Toronto for Hanoi. Mom flew from Toronto to Detroit, Detroit to Tokyo and then Tokyo to Bangkok, spending nearly twenty-four hours on planes and in airports. Happily, somewhere along the way she was upgraded to executive class, she can’t remember how or why, but it made her feel very fancy indeed. She arrived late at night in Thailand and took a short break to organise her visa before heading into Vietnam.


The longest journey in life starts with one step

An turas is faide sa saol tosnaíonn sé le coiscéim amháin



And as chaotic as the journey to Bangkok was, her brother Dan managed to get a message of encouragement to her at her hotel. It was an incredible boost of love to receive at just the right moment, having travelled all that way on her own. Later, she met an American who knew her way around and she recommended a Thai massage that would iron out the tension of the long-haul flights. Mom still swears by a Thai massage after a whole day’s travelling.

From Bangkok, my mother sent her documents to Jacqueline in Vietnam, who had everything translated and notarised in advance of Mom’s imminent arrival. Nguyet, an interpreter who had helped Jacqueline during the adoption of her own daughters, also worked as my mother’s official translator. Mom felt lucky to have Nguyet by her side as this honest and caring woman was able to deal with government officials and the incomprehensible and intimidating Vietnamese bureaucracy. Some days the roads would be shut down without any explanation; other days random police checks required Mom to have all of her identification on hand. With Nguyet never far away, she was ready for action and prepared to rearrange travel plans on a whim.

In the early nineties, Vietnam’s economy and population was on the rise. But it certainly wasn’t the bustling tourist destination it has since become. Poverty was everywhere, and for visitors it was still a war-stricken country. The tension between north and south Vietnam, the American War (1955–75) and other conflicts in the years since had moulded Hanoians into a stoic people, a disposition which is written across their faces. Poor infrastructure also meant Vietnam was considered a ‘third world country’. The Red River Delta was less fertile than the southern Mekong Delta and food poverty was omnipresent in Hanoi and its surrounding areas.

The Red River Delta was the country’s most densely populated region with millions of inhabitants crowded into the area. It has undergone substantial demographic growth since the fifties, the population rising from 6.5 million to around 14 million today. Constantly used by rice farmers, the river’s resources were always in high demand. Despite the thriving farming industry, the excessive population growth led to a very low standard of living for the city’s residents. Life was tough in Hanoi.

In the mid-nineties, Vietnam was one of the countries with the highest rates of adoption (along with China, South Korea and Russia). Unfortunately, later in the decade, there were numerous reports that babies were being bought or kidnapped away from their birth families. Some women were even being paid to become pregnant. In a poor country like Vietnam, adoption had become a lucrative business. Some of the shady business involved the US, Canada and Ireland. In the aftermath of these scandals, Vietnam closed down its adoption service for a few years. By 2005, however, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Italy, Ireland, Sweden and the US had begun adopting from Vietnam again.

On only her second day in Vietnam, Mom was taken by Nguyet to one of the local hospitals, Bach Mai, where its director told her a baby born three days previously was available for adoption and would soon be moved to an orphanage if no adopter was found. That baby was me.


Her heart swelled with joy

Líon a croí le háthas



Built in 1911 during French colonial rule, Bach Mai Hospital is now one of the largest and most successful in Vietnam. It is a multi-field medical facility in Hanoi specialising in internal medicine. It was bombed during the American War; twenty-eight hospital staff were killed and almost the entire building was destroyed. As a single, white woman from an apparently affluent country, my mom was welcomed by the staff of Bach Mai Hospital. In a social a system where children worked and looked after their elders, they simply presumed my mother was securing her own future. From the paperwork Nguyet had provided the hospital with in advance, they knew she was well-educated and could provide a good home to a child. They just didn’t want to send another child to an orphanage.

And so my mom saw me for the first time when I was just three days old – just one day after my birth mother had seen me for the last time. She couldn’t get over how small I looked, how aware I seemed and how it felt to hold me close. My fingers wrapped easily around one of hers and I was looking up at her with curious brown eyes. A kind nurse took pictures of this fleeting moment. I had – and the photographic evidence is now here for all to see – a fine head of hair on me. She still believes it is an amazing and beautiful coincidence that we were in that hospital at the same time on the same day in 1991. In a city of 7.5 million people, we found each other and she promised to never let me go.


Life can hold many surprises

Is iomaí cor sa saol




This was worth waiting for

B’fhiú fanacht leis seo



The formal adoption process began immediately. While she waited for the papers to go through, Mom was supported by Pepita, another Irish woman who had also adopted two Vietnamese children. Pepita and Jacqueline, two incredible women, gave her practical and emotional support in a strange country. Pepita, who worked with the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the World Food Programme (WFP), had lived in Vietnam for almost a decade. She shared with Mom the cot and toys that her little girls no longer needed. She also knew where to buy baby formula in the Old Quarter of Hanoi and where to buy nice, soft baby clothes. Her meals are still remembered by my mother. Feeling overwhelmed by the paperwork, she came back one day to a roast beef feast which transported her immediately back to her own childhood in Kerry. It was these kindnesses that made all the difference to my mom, who at times felt daunted in a foreign country where she didn’t speak the language.

When I was just twelve days old a compassionate consultant in the hospital suggested Mom take me to the apartment she was sharing with Jacqueline and her daughters. As the hospital was very busy – at times the nurses had little time to bottle feed – this consultant was concerned I wouldn’t get the attention I needed. Jacqueline lived in a gated compound in a place called Vạn Phúc, south west of the city, where many foreign nationals working for organisations like UNICEF were living at the time. Armed guards enabled the government to observe the movement of foreigners within. It was a hot and sticky time in Hanoi that July with the temperature soaring into the thirties and so Mom would have to wait inside for hours for the day to cool before she could bring me out for air. On days when Mom was too tired to carry me around Vạn Phúc, Jacqueline’s housekeeper, Madame Nga, would take me around the compound; she could handle the humidity. Madame Nga was fascinated to see the differences in baby care between her traditions and my new Western mother’s. She was astonished when Mom put me over her shoulder, tapping my back to wind me after feeding. The Vietnamese encourage good digestion in babies by massaging the legs, back and body. Madame Nga would proclaim this method ‘much better’. My mom found it hard to argue with her.

It felt like a lifetime to get the adoption paperwork signed off in Hanoi but, in fact, it was only five weeks. She couldn’t help the niggling feeling that it might not work out, as she could never let herself be sure. There are no similarities between Vietnamese and the Irish, English, French and Spanish that Mom speaks, and she was left constantly wondering what was being said about her when she was in the room. When someone looked concerned while staring at a document, she became worried and Nguyet would do her best to explain what was going on. But she regularly found it stressful to rely on someone else’s words to understand the complex adoption process and guide her through the miles of documentation. When she tells me now about all that she overcame I can’t help but be in awe and admiration of her strength to get through it. It’s clear that she’s a well-capable woman!

At long last, my adoption was approved and my mom switched her focus to moving back to Ireland with her new baby daughter. She planned to leave with Pepita, but because the Vietnamese government monitored all foreigners’ movements, it had to be informed when they wanted to leave Vietnam. In addition, I needed a passport! Wrapped up like a little burrito on the back of Nguyet’s motorbike, I was carried to the office of a professional photographer. With my hair stuck up like a troll’s and tiny wrinkly fingers, I look delightfully dumbstruck in my first passport photo.

Mom had left most of what she owned in Canada, giving much away to friends before she had left for Vietnam. She wanted to start afresh again with new things back in Ireland. What did come back with her were the many gifts she received from the staff of Bach Mai Hospital. The director gave her a decorative plate, which I still have. Others gave her silver baby bracelets to ‘ward off bad spirits’, silk clothes and hand-embroidered tablecloths. All things that would remind her of Vietnam in the years to come.

Five weeks after I was born I was wrapped in another blanket, sleeping in a basinet, flying to my new home in Ireland. When I talk to Mom about this moment, she can’t help but get emotional. It was hard to believe that she had arrived in a foreign country filled with so much hope and weeks later was flying home with a child of her own. At Heathrow airport she stepped aside while immigration officials checked that everything was in order. Her heart pounded in her chest in case something was amiss. But she got the all clear and was soon on the home stretch to Ireland.


I was giddy with relief

Bhí mearbhall orm le faoiseamh



Maria, a close friend and former colleague of my mother’s, who would become my loving godmother, met us in Dublin Airport and soon sent us on our way to my new hometown of Tralee. My grandad, Paddy Kavanagh, who was seventy-five at the time, welcomed us on our arrival back to Kerry. When I ask her how Grandad felt about me, Mom says he took the role of ‘grandfather’ very seriously and gave his heart and soul to it. He wanted to be involved as much as possible in our lives and help whenever he could.
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