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Milk tea as a lens of migration

I have a Thai mother and American father. I grew up in
the United States and fell in love with Asia when I spent a
semester studying abroad there during my college education.
Since then, I have spent a number of years living in and
conducting research on Southeast and East Asia, including
spending extensive time in Hong Kong, Malaysia and Thailand.

One indelible facet of life I observed during my time in
these places was the incessant drinking of milk tea. I vividly
remember ice milk tea (cha yen) being sold by street vendors
in Thailand who wrap it up in a plastic bag with ice and a
straw. I also fondly recall watching the skillful pouring of milk
tea (teh tarik) between cups to bring out its taste in mamak
shops in Malaysia. In Hong Kong, I ordered milk tea with a
pineapple bun for breakfast most of the time. Since I started
visiting East and Southeast Asia 15 years ago, I witnessed the
rise of the middle class, proliferation of tourists, and the rapid
spread of bubble tea and other types of tea shops. I saw people
drinking milk tea in cafes, hotels, restaurants, homes, and or
on the street. People drank milk tea to wash down their meals,
gain a caffeine boost in the morning or afternoon, sip while
they meet friends, families, or business contacts, or enjoy it as
a dessert. Milk tea therefore has become deeply intertwined
in the daily lives of people in these places and their societies.

Questions that arose to my mind when observing these
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Milk tea as a lens of migration

practices and learning about these deeply embedded tea
cultures were: How did milk tea come to these places and
spread? How did these practices of making and consuming tea
develop?

Therefore, I was delighted to read this historical fiction
about milk tea. It answered these questions by showing the
linkages between the historical development of milk tea in
these three places with the interrelated real-life stories of
migrants. I think that realistic novels such as this one offers
the reader an entire new world with new heroes (and enemies)
and new places to which to traverse. We follow the lives of
plethora of well-drawn characters, such as Mr. Uncle (BEAL)
and Mr. Choo (JERZE ) , and visit a number of locales along
the way, such as the bustling pier in colonial Hong Kong, and
the dangerous, rain-soaked tin mines in Malaysia during the
1970s. Astutely observed details—a rooftop in Sai Wan along
Victoria Harbour, the traffic jams which bring Bangkok to a
halt—make you feel that you are living the characters lives. 1
believe that the stories will resonate well with the readers. For
example, in the third chapter, the reader may feel a genuine
sense of dismay at the Thai heroine’s loneliness and mental
anguish.

Further, using real people allows the author to affix
readers in very specific moments in time and space, such as
post-World War II Hong Kong and contemporary Bangkok,
and enables the author to comment on society/s influence
on them. In particular, this historical fiction gives voice to
previously underrepresented populations, namely, migrants
and members of the working class. The power of this novel
lies in its ability to recreate the sensation of these places’ past

through adhering to experienced time. In short, the book’s
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stories spurt and fizzle. In this way, the historical fiction
presented in this book can closely represent how history
actually happened.

Moreover, using the lens of milk tea, the author brings out
larger issues and patterns. One major theme in these stories is
how migration has long shaped societies in East and Southeast
Asia. Migrants do not respect borders or boundaries — they
will cross any national borders or oceans to reach their
destination. Migrants from China, for example, have been an
especially important element in forming the economic, social
and political landscape of South-East Asia and key economies
in East Asia. Both the Hong Kong and Malaysia chapters
highlight this. The author also shows how globalization has
been a major factor for accelerating the international but
also internal movement and mobility of populations. Further,
it is not always appreciated that the scale of migration in
the colonial years was no less significant than contemporary
migration is. The Hong Kong chapter shows the importance
of post-World War II migration to the city/s development and
focuses on the untold stories of the working class who also
played an integral role in shaping the development of milk tea
there. Concurrently, the chapter forcefully shows the structural
barriers to social mobility migrants faced. These barriers were
created by colonizers and other elites. The poignant story of
Mr. Uncle ( EE#L ) in the first chapter, for example, illustrates
that despite his multitude of skills, knowledge, and capacity, he
was unable to gain power and improve his standing in society
unless he made a Faustian bargain and gave up his moral
compass.

In short, I enjoyed reading this book and I hope this is

the first of many which this young, skillful author will write.
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