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Amanda Knox: Good afternoon. My name is Amanda Knox. I’m the Assistant Archivist at the 

Pembroke Center for Teaching and Research on Women at Brown University. Today is Tuesday, 

October 19, 2021. It is 1:45 in the afternoon, and I am here with another Brown alum, who is 

interested in sharing her story today. Welcome. 

 

Wanni Anderson: Yes. Good to be here. I am Wanni Anderson. At present, an Adjunct Professor 

Emerita at Brown University. I have been a faculty member here, and I retired about three years 

ago. 

 

AK: Just before the pandemic.  

 

WA: Just before the pandemic, yes. 

 

AK: Well, I’m excited to have you here today, because I’m really interested in hearing your 

story. But this is also my first in person interview since January [1:00] 2020. We are sitting here 

in Alumnae Hall on Meeting Street, on the Brown University campus. The pandemic is still 

happening, so we are doing the, the required three-feet distance and wearing our masks and hand 

sanitizing and all of that sort of good stuff. But all of that, so that we can be in person. And it’s 

really wonderful to be able to do this with you today.  

So, I would just like to start sort of from the beginning, or your beginning, and ask, if 

you’re comfortable sharing, a little bit about your childhood and where you grew up, what your 

education was like, maybe what your parents did, some sort of foundational background 

information like that. 
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WA: Yes. Originally I’m from Bangkok, Thailand.  I was born as one of the five children to my 

parents. My father got [2:00] a law degree and he worked as the government prosecutor  

throughout his life. My father was positioned in different provinces throughout the country. But 

my education was primarily within Bangkok because my parents wanted all of their children to 

have the best educational background for going on to the university later on.  He emphasized 

education very, very strongly and said, “All my children would have university education,” 

which he accomplished. All of us got university education. 

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: I started out – I hate to go back that far. It has been a long life. I’m 83 years old now. But 

during [3:00] the Second World War, I stopped my education in Bangkok and went to live in the 

province with my parents, where my father was positioned. And at the end of the Second World 

War, I came back to Bangkok and started my education at a private Catholic school called Mater 

Dei, starting from the third grade until the end of the high school. And the reason why they 

encouraged me to go to the Catholic school, even though I am Buddhist, was that that is the place 

where we could get an excellent command of foreign languages with the native speakers, British, 

American, and also French native speakers. And so that’s a very, very good background for me, 

and I’ve already thanked all my nuns over there, [4:00] and have fond memories of the school 

that I was in. And even though we had to say the Lord’s Prayer three times a day, it didn’t matter 

because at home, at night before I went to bed, I would say the Buddhist prayer with my parents. 

And so, it went very well. So, in a way, going to a Catholic school, a private Catholic school 

within the Thailand cultural context, I was able to straddle the Western world and the Buddhist 

world well. And the nuns were very lenient, and they didn’t make us go to church or anything 

like that, only saying the Lord’s Prayer. But then we had a very, very good introduction to the 

languages and the two cultures. And one of the most fascinating things is I was able to do 

algebra in two languages. 

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA:  yes, it was – [5:00]  
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AK: I can’t even do it in one. 

 

WA: Yes. That is why I told everyone about it. Everybody was amazed. Because the way the 

teacher did it, she did it in English first and then followed up with the Thai language version.  

That was really great. I really enjoyed it. And then in the music class too; the nuns, had 

established a Glee Club which I enjoyed.  I was introduced to the Western music that I didn’t 

realize was significant for my understanding of the West and the Western musical world.  

I entered Chulalongkorn University, and at the Faculty of Arts, because at the time, I 

loved reading books, especially Western literature. And I didn’t even think hard about it. There 

at least I had a choice.  I could be an English major and that’s what I ended up with towards the 

end of my senior year. An English major and a French minor.  

 

AK: Wow.  

 

WA: And I graduated in 1959. And the fact that I graduated the top of my class in English, I was 

one of the three new graduates who were accepted into the English department in the Faculty of 

Arts and started teaching as a junior lecturer.  

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: Yes, that was exciting. At the beginning, the head of the English Department considered us   

junior lecturers so we were sent to be lecturers, holding small tutorial classes, holding small 

freshmen, classes, teaching English, English literature, writing, and [7:00] and things like that. 

But then towards the middle of the year, I applied for a scholarship with Fulbright. And I was 

one of seven people who were awarded the Fulbright scholarships to come to study in America. 

And that’s how I came to go abroad.  

I have to say that my knowledge of Brown at the time was not really detailed. I had no 

idea where Brown University was. And I didn’t know that Brown, embarrassingly, was an Ivy 

League university. When I was told I would be coming to Brown, I asked the director of 

Fulbright, “Where is Brown?” It was embarrassing. And the Director said, “You’re going to one 
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[8:00] of the most expensive universities.” And I guess the reason why I was accepted to Brown 

is that in the essay that I wrote, “why I want to come to advance my graduate studies in 

America,” I said that I liked to study William Faulkner. And at the time, Brown University had 

many specialists in the English Department, including a William Faulkner specialist in the 

English department. So, I came here to Brown in 1960. 

 

AK: So before, can I back up a little bit? And can I just ask, while you were going to school and 

teaching in Thailand, and forgive me if this is totally uninformed, did you feel like – was there 

any kind of resistance or stigma around the fact that you were a woman going to university and 

teaching, [9:00] or was that not as much of a challenge? 

 

WA: No, that there is no stigma around that issue. Because I was in the Faculty of Arts. In 

Thailand in the Faculty of Arts, most of the freshmen class were, I would say, about 80%  

female. 

 

AK: Oh, interesting.  

 

WA: And men tend to go into other fields. Whereas teaching, if they were good, they would go 

to the Faculty of Arts. With male students during those days, they would either go to the 

Department of Engineering or go into the Science Department with the idea of becoming 

doctors. Women had their own place in the professional world in Thailand. But things have 

totally changed because I was amazed that nowadays, even in the Engineering Department, 

almost half of the class [10:00] are women. 

 

AK: Wow. That’s a change. 

 

WA:  Yes. That’s a change. And so we were very well supported. And I would say that my 

undergraduate education over there was really fun. And by the way, in the Liberal Arts 

Department, from the very beginning, we studied Thai literature side by side with English and 

American literatures. And we studied also history and archaeology. So it was a really rare, wide-

reaching program in Liberal Arts over there. 
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AK: And so, what made you decide to continue your education at that point?  

 

WA: I just, I love to read, By that time, I decided that a career as a professor would be something 

[11:00] I would like to do. During my junior year I was approached by a collegue who handled 

what you would call here the resumed education programs for older people who didn’t finish 

college education and wanted to return to school. 

 

AK: Like continuing education? 

 

WA: Continuing Education, exactly. Continuing Education Program. And I was asked if I could 

take whatever I studied in class and come to teach this to the women who dropped out of college 

and still wanted to continue on for a bachelor degree. And I wanted to test myself- to see if I 

could teach. And so I did. So after two years of tutoring, I would call it tutoring, of this 

continuing education people, I found that [12:00] this was the career that I love. I was so 

delighted that on the day of my graduation, those students were also graduating with me. I felt 

that I had done something that was really useful and had contributed something towards their 

career, too. 

 

AK: So, if I may ask, how old were you when you first came to the United States? 

 

WA: 20 – must be 23.  

 

AK: Wow, did –   

 

WA: Yeah. So, 23 or around there. 

AK:  Did any of your family members or friends come with you? 

 

WA: No, I came by myself.  

 

AK: Wow. 
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WA: And that’s the first time that I set foot out of the country.  

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: So, it was very, very exciting. And Fulbright sent all of us to the East-West Center in 

Hawaii for a whole month for what they called [13:00] an orientation program. 

 

AK: Wow.  

 

WA: And so that’s when we started taking some classes. And we got some introduction into how 

to adjust to American cultures, and were introduced to American foodways.  

 

AK: Oh, wow. Do you remember some of those tips? So, like your landing in the United States 

in the early 1960s. 

 

WA: Yes, 1960.  

 

AK: What, what are some of the things that other people were telling you should know or be 

aware of, or like what are some of the things you’re noticing that were totally different from 

home? 

 

WA: Well, yea, the one thing I have to mention is that Hawaii impressed me. When we first 

landed in Honolulu, during those days the airport was full of garlands, Hawaiian garlands. And  

you could smell the beautiful fragrance of the flowers of Hawaii. They [14:00] made the whole 

atmosphere so Hawaiian. And I remember that very fondly. It is very different when I went back 

to Hawaii recently. That’s no longer the scents. And so that’s one of the very first impressions I 

had of Hawaii. And we were introduced to a lot of American things like outdoor movie theatres. 

We didn’t have outdoor movie theatre in Thailand. I used to sit in the car and watch movies. And 

we were also introduced to staying with an American host family. I went to the island of Maui. I 

was staying with a Japanese-American family, so I got to know a Japanese-American family for 
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the first time. That was a one-week stay in Maui. And I got to see, how do you call it? the extinct 

volcano on the island. These were some of the cultural things [15:00] that I remember fondly. 

But some of the courses given at the orientation program were kind of general introductory 

courses in several areas. They invited professors from the University of Hawaii to give us 

lectures. We didn’t have to take them for credits or anything like that, because they considered 

that as an orientation program. And it was also fun. We, the group from Thailand, put on at the 

end of the program a performance. My friend and I could dance a Thai dance. We knew how to 

dance the Thai traditional dance so we danced for the farewell party dressed in the national 

costume. As Fulbright students, we felt that we were supposed to represent our country. 

 

AK: And so from there, you went to Brown? 

 

WA: Yes. Came directly to Brown. And Mrs. Perrel was the Foreign Student Advisor.  She sent 

her secretary to pick me up at the airport and brought me over to the graduate house, female 

graduate student rooming house at 7 Euclid Avenue. The house is still standing there and that’s 

where I stayed for two years. 

 

AK: What are some of your first memories of your time on campus? 

 

WA: Let me backstep [17:00] a little bit to, to my entry into the American life. I think that when 

I was in Thailand, my introduction to the American culture was very much concentrated on what 

I could read from the books as well as what I could see from Hollywood movies. And as a result, 

I had in my mind set certain pictures of the American culture. When I first came here, I had my 

first culture shock. I walked into the rooming house.  It’s just one room. I walked in.  There was 

a bed, there was a desk, and there was chair, and there was a closet. And I walked in, opened the 

door to the closet and thought that would be the door into my bedroom.  And I found out, that’s 

only the closet. [18:00] And I was looking at the 8 X 12’ room.   I was so totally shocked 

because that’s the first time that I’m staying in this kind of cubby hole.  All this time in Thailand 

I was in a big house and had the whole big space to move around. And to be concentrated to a 

cubby hole like that was a little bit of a culture shock, the first culture shock. There were five 

girls on the first floor and five girls on the second floor, all graduate students from different 
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departments. Over time, I got used to it. And the person living next to me, Anne Youngdal, I was 

also an English major, so we became close friends. She became my primary socializer to the 

American cultures as well as giving me advice on how to go [19:00] to register for my course, 

and what courses that are interesting to take in the first year. We did have a lot of fun together 

and it was very nice having her. 

 

AK: Yeah. What were your classes like? Do you remember, do you have like favorite classes, or 

do you remember anything about like the makeup of your classes or people you were interacting 

with? 

 

WA: The classes were great and most of my classmates were American. In those days, in the 

1960s, there were very, very few ethnic students and foreign students. The only foreign student 

in the English department that I met was a Korean and he was the only one. 

 

AK: Wow.  

 

WA: And I will say that I was one of the few Asians, Asian faces [20:00] around the campus 

because I remember that during the two years I was at Brown, I met only two Asian female 

graduate students. One was in the biology department, a foreign student, and another one is from 

Hawaii. There were very, very few of us. I will say that the Brown campus was not ethnically 

and culturally as diverse as it is nowadays.  

 

AK: Absolutely.  

WA: And I enjoyed all the classes and the professors were excellent. The first semester was quite 

a struggle because of the difference in the way classes were taught here at Brown and the way I 

was used to in Thailand. The demand of [21:00] the Brown University classes was more rigorous 

than what I was used to, like being asked to read one or two books in preparation for the next 

class meeting and being able to discuss them.  That was a lot more than what I used to have in 

Thailand - only two or three books for the whole course. 

 

AK: Right. 
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WA: And so, I really had to catch up real fast. And also, too, paper writing, that’s something that 

I had never done. 

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: Because it was not required for the university there. It’s just that over in Thailand the 

concentration on evaluating the students’ performance was based mostly on final exam and 

midterm exam, two exams. 

 

AK: Do you have any [22:00] high points or low points of your time as a student at Brown? 

 

WA: I guess the high points were learning. Besides studying and being exposed to the new 

courses, and the new ways of analyzing English literature. The rigor of the English literary 

analysis was based at the time on psychological analysis. So it was Freudian and Jungian 

analyses, and stream of consciousness approach. And at the time at Brown, the English 

department, also had a famous writer, Professor John Hawks, who taught a class on modern 

literature. Those were very, very new to me and I was excited about it. It expanded the way I 

[23:00] looked , how to be able to read and approach the learning in a very different way.  

But I will say that one of the high points of being at Brown at the time is being exposed 

to other students and being exposed to American cultures, and even being exposed to life on an 

American campus. Those were was really what I enjoyed. And I will say that the high point of 

my first year was being exposed to the first snow. Coming from the tropics, from tropical 

Thailand, I had never seen snow. And so, when the first snowfall came, Anne Youngdal, my 

good, best friend, called out, [24:0ut0] “Wanni! Wanni! Come downstairs! It’s snowing 

outside!” And we were living on the second floor at 7 Euclid. I came running down, and danced 

down the steps.  I ended up at the foot of the steps. I slipped on the steps. Anne asked “Wanni, 

did you break your legs?” But I was young.  I was fine. I didn’t really know that snow was 

supposed to be slippery. 

 

AK: Right. Right. 
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WA: I was so excited because I wanted to catch the snow.  

 

AK: Right. Yeah. 

 

WA: I had forgotten myself. But that was the high point. And I also love the fall. Nowadays. I 

would say that I love in New England fall season the best.  

 

AK: Yeah, absolutely. So also before we move on, did you have any way of being in touch with 

your family back home [25:00] while you were here? Or was it sort of like you were just cut off 

from them and thrown in? 

 

WA: Completely. There was no computer so you couldn’t get texts or emails or anything like 

that. And the telephone calls, long distance, were very expensive. So it was mostly letter-writing. 

Fulbright didn’t provide us with the trip back home during the summer vacation.  But instead my 

friend, Anne, invited me to go to visit Chicago with her. Her brother came to pick us up and we 

drove to Chicago, by way of Valley Forge. It was another excellent way of exposing me to the 

American culture [26:00]. 

 

AK: Yeah, that’s incredible. Are the two of you still in touch? 

 

WA:  We, yes, we found each other again after a long time. And she is now a grandmother.  We 

lost touch for a long time, but then I emailed her and reached her, and we were able to get in 

touch again.  

 

AK: Wow. That’s incredible. 

 

WA: Yeah.  

 

AK: So you graduated from Brown in 1962? 
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WA: 1962. 

 

AK: And then what happened?  

 

WA: I went back to teach in the English department in Thailand for a year. And then I got 

married. My husband, the person I’m married to, was an archaeology [27:00] student in the 

sociology department at Brown University. We met here and we decided that we would like one 

year in between to decide whether we wanted to go through with it or not. I also had the 

obligation to go back to teach in Thailand anyway. And he had a Fulbright to go to work at the 

Danish National Museum in Copenhagen.  

 

AK: Oh, wow. 

 

WA: And so we decided to wait another year. At the end of his Fulbright year, he went to 

Thailand. We got married, and we came back. And he got accepted at the University of 

Pennsylvania in the archaeology program, to study with a famous Arctic archaeology professor, 

Dr. Froelich Rainey. [28:00]. I came back with him. The first two years I was strictly getting 

oriented to becoming an American housewife.  But then I got so frustrated after working all my 

life and being active, I couldn’t stand it. 

 

AK: Approximately what year was this? 

 

WA: We came back in 1962 to Philadelphia. 

 

AK: Okay.  

 

WA: And I couldn’t stand it.  I felt so frustrated, I found that I was going backward. I was losing 

whatever it was that I had tried so hard to accomplish, going to college, and coming to study for 

the graduate program. And when [29:00] summertime came, my husband went to Alaska to do 

the archaeological excavation. I was left behind in the apartment. He said, I couldn’t go because 

as an English major I was not qualified to go to work with him.  I solved the issue by deciding to 
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go back to college.  I decided to go into the field of folklore and folk life, which is kind of a 

marriage between my former English major and anthropology. At the time, I didn’t, for some 

reason, decide to go into anthropology. I don’t know why I didn’t, but I decided that the field of 

folklore and folk life is fascinating.  And so that was [30:00] a lot better.   

 

AK: Had you, in that time, had you aligned yourself at all with like the Women’s Movement, the 

feminist movement that was happening in the US? 

 

WA: No, I didn’t. At the time I was not, I was not within the circle. I was not exposed to the 

issue as strongly as later on. Then my social circle was my landlady living on the first floor and 

my husband’s classmates who were mostly anthropology and archaeology students. And we 

were not into the feminist movement as much.  

 

AK: So you decide you’re going to show him, and you go back to school. [31:00] 

 

WA: Go back to school so that he could say that I could go along to Alaska as a folklore 

specialist. And I also took some courses in anthropology. I was able to accomplish a lot of good 

work by going to Alaska every summer with him.  

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: And being able to participate in the excavation. My husband would let me excavate for half 

a day. And the other half of the day I was allowed to have the chance to talk to the wives of the 

Eskimo field workers who were camping nearby, learn about Eskimo culture and witness what 

they were doing during the summertime. They were camping around the site and while their 

husbands were [32:00] working with the excavation, the wives would be conducting whatever 

they considered as their summer activities, putting in fish nets. And I would watch them cutting 

fish. I would watch them weave baskets. And then also I started to collect, to record Eskimo 

folktales. And that has become part of my strong inspiration for my work with the Eskimos 

 in Alaska. That is combining my folklore training and anthropology training into doing 

something that appealed to me. I’ve been doing that since 1965.  
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AK: Wow. That’s incredible. 

 

WA: I came out with two books on it. The first one is The Dall Sheep Dinner Guest, published 

by the University of Alaska Press. And the other one [33:00] is a bilingual textbook for grade 

school students – Eskimo and English bilingual textbook for the use in the classrooms in the 

schools over there for students to formally study Eskimo language. I also used it as an impetus to 

encourage them to think about becoming storytellers themselves. And how to write essays, 

interesting essays. And as it turned out, the decision was the right decision and got me moving 

along the route to become eventually a professor at Brown University later on, teaching classes, 

both in [34:00] anthropology as well as well as folklore and folklife. 

 

AK: So tell me, how did you, how and when did you become a professor at Brown? 

WA: I would say, around, about 1980s because it took me a long time to finish my doctorate. I 

wasn’t able to finish all my course requirement when my husband was offered a job at Brown. 

His professor, archaeology professor Louis Giddings, passed away.  Before he passed away, he 

named my husband as the one to carry on his on-going archaeology research. And so we had to 

leave Philadelphia.  I came here to Brown and then went back once in a while. For example, I 

would be spending one semester in Philadelphia [35:00] being a student and came back to 

Brown, being a good wife the next semester. So it took me until 1973 to complete my doctorate. 

And in addition I devoted one year doing the field research on my doctoral dissertation in 

Thailand on children’s play and games in rural Thailand before I was able to finish my doctorate 

at the University of Pennsylvania. 

 

AK: Wow. 

 

WA: So it was not an easy route. And having to commute between Philadelphia and Providence 

at the time not an easy job. We didn’t have much money.  I didn’t have enough money to fly, so I 

was coming on the Greyhound bus. Eight hours. 
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AK: Wow. So, then you came here as a professor [36:00] post Louise Lamphere vs Brown 

University, 

 

WA: Well, before Louise Lamphere.  We arrived here before the Lamphere case. 

 

AK: Right, yeah. 

 

WA: But I was not teaching at the time. 

   

AK: Were you familiar with that case – 

 

WA: Yes.  

 

AK: – happening at Brown? 

 

WA: I was familiar with the case. 

 

AK: Was that impacting like your life choices in any way? 

 

WA: I found the case to be very, very interesting. And I felt that this particular angle of female 

discrimination was an issue that was so new to me. I had never faced that living in the Thai 

culture and working in the Thai culture. And then when I came here to Brown, at the beginning I 

came here as a student. I didn’t feel it because I was a student, I was an international student. 

[37:00]  I was not competing with anyone, competing for any piece of the pie in the job market  

the way a woman professional in American culture has to do. And so the issue was not 

significant to me. And it didn’t stand out to me at the time. But then, after the Louise Lamphere 

case and with my effort trying to gain a foothold in the teaching at Brown, I began to feel it. 

Because Brown University also has the rule that husbands and wives are not supposed to teach in 

the same department. 

 

AK: I didn’t know that. 
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WA: Nepotism.  

 

AK: Oh, they’re not supposed to. I see. 

 

WA: They’re not supposed to. 

 

AK: Okay. 

 

WA: Because of the nepotism rule.  

 

AK: I see.  

WA: So, I found that to be [38:00] ironical. The fact that I tried to remake my career in order for 

me to be able to do the research with my husband in Alaska came to be something that bit me in 

the back when I tried to find a job. 

 

AK: So then how did you, so then –  

 

WA: How did I manage? 

 

AK: Yeah. So then what happened? So basically, were you like competing, maybe not like 

personally, but like, scholarly are you sort of competing against each other for a position in the 

Anthropology department?  

 

WA: In a way, I found that to be the case. And also beyond that, I found that I was trying to find 

a woman’s place at Brown University. I would say that, within the department, there’s another 

level of power [39:00] politics being involved. I would say that each chairman has his or her idea 

how he or she wants the department to go. And the decisions that were made, often times they 

are not impartial. Certain considerations were taken into the decision about new faculty members 

they would like to have in the department. I found that I was thrice,  discriminated against, being 

a woman, being a minority because I’m now Thai-American, and also being a married, a married 
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wife. [40:00] I had a hard time catching on, letting people see I’m not just a wife, I am a 

professional woman. I got my doctorate. And the fact that I got a Master’s from Brown and a 

doctorate from the University of Pennsylvania, two Ivy League universities, didn’t seem to help. 

Which was a big disappointment to me. And so I thought that well, in America, Ivy League 

university education is supposed to be something that would help you to set you along the way 

and help you to be able to do what you would like to accomplish in your life. It was not the case. 

I managed to get my first foothold in, in the teaching program at Brown, with the assistance of 

the Dean Sheila Blumstein, Dean of the College at that time. Dean Sheila Blumstein [41:00] was 

encouraging diversity perspectives within the curriculum. There were not many courses.  I was a 

postdoctoral at Harvard University for two years. One year, one semester, I was also substitute 

teaching for my mentor at Harvard University, Professor Robert LeVine, who was on leave.  I 

designed a course that was very popular at Harvard University. I decided to try it at Brown and 

proposed that course to Dean Blumstein. She sponsored me. She would pay for my teaching that 

one course  $4,000. – 

 

AK: In what department would that have been? 

 

WA: Within the Department of anthropology.  

 

AK: Okay. 

 

WA: Yes, and at the time, [42:00] because of the structure of the course, it’s supposed to be a 20-

student limited enrollment course. I said, “Let’s try it out as a limited enrollment basis and see 

how the class will be accepted by the students.”  I was totally surprised that the students were 

hungry for the courses on diversity. I got my enrollment of over 100 students showing up in my 

first class, wow, I wasn’t able to take them all. And I ended up taking about 40 students, and that 

has been the course that continued to be very popularly attended, especially by ethnic American 

students – Growing up Ethnic and Multicultural. 

 

AK: And what’s the title of the class?  
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WA: Growing up Ethnic and Multicultural.  

 

AK: Okay, wow.  

 

WA: And so that was the first course. And later on, I also [43:00] introduced other courses into 

the curriculum. Another group that I found was not well served at Brown University were 

children of the Southeast Asian refugees. They were coming in rapidly into Brown University. 

And they really liked to learn about the war, the Vietnam War.  Most of them were not able to 

talk to their parents because the parents were so traumatized by the war that they didn’t want to 

talk about it. When I decided to open the course on exploring the war itself, looking at Vietnam, 

Cambodia, [44:00] and Laos, the students really responded enthusiastically. And that was 

another course that every single Southeast Asian student who came to Brown took. I really was 

happy to be able to do that.  

And then I ended up also doing the research on the female college student of Laos, Lao 

refugee descendants in Rhode Island. Trying to see what they see as their place in American 

society and what do they hope to be within the American cultures?  I got that data for the refugee 

course. And that is another project that exposed me to different levels of [45:00] American world 

perspectives that I had not realized. One comment was given in the oral history interview that I 

had with a Laos student. When I asked him, “Would you like to come to Brown University 

sometime?” He said, “We don’t dare. That college high on the hill is beyond us.” I never felt so, 

so bad. And it was that the fact that we were sitting on a hill above everyone else, everyone else, 

living in downtown and in other areas of Providence. And that, that was what gave me another 

big impetus. I decided that that was not right. I was determined to [46:00] continue to give this 

course to provide more exposure to and for Southeast Asian American students. But, but this 

course, I was so surprised that, besides Southeast Asian American students, other students were 

not as interested. There were only a few of them coming into the course. Southeast Asian 

American students definitely felt that they were the new Americans, a new group of Asian-

American minorities, but they felt they were ignored.  

 

AK: Wow. Well, I have so many follow up questions about your career here at Brown, but we’re 

coming up on our time. So, I, I have a couple of finishing questions. One is kind of looking back 
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[47:00] on all of these experiences you’ve had, do you have a piece of advice or anything that 

you would share with young students who are going to college now or just people in the world, 

any kind of tips or advice that you would give them about life, about life or their education, or 

anything like that? 

 

WA: Yes, I would say that, America the way it is now, American culture, has been so more open 

to what women are trying to do. Look at the women who are in high positions in the gov. and 

those who represent us in Congress. There are so many more women now than in the past. And 

in the workplace, there are more women’s representation than it used to be in the past. I will say 

that, [48:00] for new graduates, follow the old advice, go where the job is. I felt that from my 

experience, I couldn’t go where the job is because I was married. I didn’t want to, after 

commuting between Philadelphia and Providence for so many years, I didn’t want to commute 

from my workplace, say in California. In fact, I did apply for a job in California. And then I 

decided at the last moment that, not only that the job eventually turned out to be not as desirable; 

commuting between California and Rhode Island would not be an option for me. It’s too hard. 

And so, if you have the freedom to follow your route in your career, do whatever you try to do to 

achieve it. And I will say that [49:00] do not, ever give up. Never give up. And be persistent. 

And be resilient as much as possible.  

I will say that is, I had wished my life has been slightly different careerwise. I wish I had 

been accepted as a full-time faculty member rather than teaching two courses a year as an 

adjunct and no full-time position was ever given, despite all the years and despite the fact that all 

of my courses have been well received. Then, if you go, go to where the job is, and follow in that 

particular career. I saw some women who got a job and told their husbands, “I’m going to the 

university that offered me a job.  You have to follow me. I have been following you long 

enough. So it’s your turn to follow me to where I am and what and where I want to start my 

career.” And that’s something that I didn’t know. In the Thai culture, one was not supposed to 

assert oneself to that extent, and not to make that kind of decision. And it kind of stopped me 

from proceeding when the position was available to go to teach elsewhere. I remained an adjunct 

professor so that I could still work, and, to a certain extent keep my marriage going.  

So, in that sense, it’s never easy, I would say, to be a woman in American culture. And 

[51:00] when you are a double career family it’s even more difficult. Like in our department, in 
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the Anthropology department, there are four couples who have had long distance marriages, that 

is the husband or the wife work at Brown, and the other spouse work in another university. So, I 

would say that, I think that the gender struggles you asked before will continue and I think that, I 

think that eventually, if we try hard enough, you might be able to work out a career that is more 

compatible with your spouse, and, and [52:00] work out something that is more or less livable. I 

found that at this point, looking back, we have been married for over 50 years now. We are still 

married. And it’s a lot of adaptations. It takes a lot of resiliency. And I think that that’s the main 

reminder. 

 

AK: So, with all of that said, before we finally close, is there anything else that you would like to 

add to the historical record today that maybe you were hoping to share that I didn’t ask you 

about? 

 

WA: I would say that my life in America [53:00] has been exciting, rewarding, despite some 

disappointments. But eventually there were certain good things that happened. And there were a 

few accomplishments I was able to make that I feel that at least I have not lived in vain. I have 

contributed to higher education within America. I have had seven books published.  

 

AK: Oh my god. 

 

WA: And so, so I think I can live with it after I’ve lived with it so far. I can live with it. 

 

AK: Well, thank you so much for being willing to share your story with me today, [54:00] and 

coming here to do my first in person interview in almost two years. It’s been an absolute pleasure 

to talk with you today. 

 

WA: Yes, thank you. And I would say that my life at Brown has taught me a lot.  Brown is 

obviously a place that I called home. And that’s why this project is very appealing to me and I’m 

delighted to be able to contribute towards it.  

 

AK: Thank you so much. 


