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Kaomi Lee (00:00:02):
Welcome to Adapted Podcast. It all starts now.
Peter Savasta (00:00:08):
Jokingly, once I had said to him, "Oh, I think, because you're mixed race, you're one of the whitest guys I've ever been with." And then, he just went, "Well, so are you." (singing)
Kaomi Lee (00:00:25):
I'm Kaomi Lee. Thanks again to Jae Jin, who is supplying our theme music this season. jaejinmusic.com. You can catch him on all the streaming sites. He's terrific, so check out his work. In this next episode, we're going to meet Peter Savasta. If you're a Korean American adoptee and haven't heard of him, you should, not just because he can make a mean Italian-heritage meatloaf, and he can.
Kaomi Lee (00:00:53):
But because, in the '90s, he was one of those involved along with Hollee McGinnis to form Also Known As in New York. It's an adoptee advocacy nonprofit that's been a landing and launching pad for countless transracial adoptees. He was also an early mentor to many KADs. And he did work to support gay adoptees at a time when he often felt alone. So here's Peter.
Peter Savasta (00:01:22):
Hi, my name is Peter Savasta. I'm 46. My pronouns are he, him and I live in Honolulu, Hawaii. I guess I was adopted. And I was born in South Korea in a city right outside of Seoul. And then, I was adopted at five months of age in 1976. I was raised in Queens, New York by an Italian American family. Yeah, I guess that's the start.
Kaomi Lee (00:01:55):
Can you bring up the Queens accent if you ...
Peter Savasta (00:02:00):
Oh, I got to have to think about it. I mean, when back in New York for my niece's wedding a few months ago, I kind of just slipped into it, like code-switching.
Kaomi Lee (00:02:11):
What are some of the things that are ...
Peter Savasta (00:02:14):
Well, I would say, "Not for nothing," or, "Not for nothing, but that's crazy." It's not even fully there. But if I'm on the phone with someone in my family, it comes back a little. And then, at this wedding surrounded by everyone from Queens, it just ... My husband was incredibly ... I don't think he'd ever see me go full New York or full Queens. And I think he was just like, "I don't know this person."
Peter Savasta (00:02:45):
He actually said to me, he goes, "You're laughing in ways I've never heard you laugh. You're talking in ways I never heard you talk." And I guess seeing that kind of accent come out of Korean American's mouth, it's a little disconcerting for people who don't see me normally, I guess. But I do have it. There's certain words that I still say.
Peter Savasta (00:03:14):
In college, I got made fun of a lot. They're like, "Oh, Peter, can I borrow your pen?" Yeah, it's in my drawer." And they're like, "You're what?" I'm like, "It's in my drawer." Like, "Your drawer?" And I'm like, "Oh, yeah, I guess there's an R at the end of that."
Kaomi Lee (00:03:32):
Yeah, because it sounds like you've ... Yeah, to talk to you now, it sounds like it's vanished or airbrushed out. I don't know. But yeah, so I think I would be shocked too, if you started to go full Queens on me.
Peter Savasta (00:03:52):
I think it's something that happens when I'm really tired, or I drink too much. And with the drinking part, I think it's more as a party trick than anything else.
Kaomi Lee (00:04:08):
So Italian American family. Were you the only adoptee? Do you have brothers and sisters?
Peter Savasta (00:04:15):
Yeah, I have an older brother and sister. They're not adopted. I have an older brother who's 10 years older than me and an older sister who's seven years older than me. I was the only adoptee and I was also the baby of the family. Yeah, they're really good people. We've been getting closer later over the few years. We weren't close in our young adulthood, but we're coming together now a little more, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (00:04:54):
So growing up, because that's quite a big age gap, they were probably out of the house and quite ...
Peter Savasta (00:05:04):
Yeah, when I was a kid, my brother and I were really close. He was sort of my best friend. My sister, she was the middle child. So she was doing her own thing. But they were around. But I don't know, because I can't really compare, because I never had a sibling my age. They were around. And my brother would always take me out to museums and stuff because that was my thing. And luckily, New York has a lot of museums.
Kaomi Lee (00:05:35):
Did you identify really strongly at that time with being from an Italian American family?
Peter Savasta (00:05:43):
Yeah, I think I did. It's funny, because in public school, I went to public school, we had a language requirement. And from elementary school, we started learning foreign languages. I was in the Italian class because I was taught a heritage language. So Italian's actually sort of my second language. And I still remember a bit.
Peter Savasta (00:06:11):
So if I go to Italy or I meet Italian people, I can kind of get by. I'm not quite conversational and I've forgotten a lot. So I don't conjugate verbs anymore. But yeah, and then, Korean is something that I picked up later on. I went to a magnet school for science and math in New York and it was about 40% Asian at the time. Now it's a lot more.
Peter Savasta (00:06:39):
And out of the Asian population, maybe half were Korean. So I started to learn a little bit from friends. And then, later on in college, I hung out a lot more with Korean Americans and started picking up there. I've never learned Korean formally, but I think I know enough when I go to Korea, I can get around as a tourist. I know foods, I know directions. I know when someone's yelling at me. So all the-
Kaomi Lee (00:07:10):
You know the swear words.
Peter Savasta (00:07:16):
Yeah, but Korean is so formal in its language, the different levels of formality. And because I was taught by friends, I speak kind of informally. So when I'm speaking to older people, or people in Korea, or that I don't know, I won't really be so open about trying to use Korean words because I know I'm going to insult someone by using the term or the wrong formality tense. The honorifics, exactly.
Kaomi Lee (00:07:47):
You've had a different experience than a lot of us where it sounds like you grew up around more diversity. It wasn't a completely white environment, right?
Peter Savasta (00:08:04):
It kind of was. It's funny because New York is incredibly diverse, but at the time where I was growing up, the neighborhoods were still kind of segregated. So I grew up in a very blue-collar, Irish, Italian neighborhood. And I really didn't get to experience that diversity until I was in high school.
Peter Savasta (00:08:26):
Before high school, when I was in junior high or elementary school, I had no idea there were so many Koreans living in Queens. We knew about Flushing. We knew there were a lot of Asians there. I didn't know the difference between the written language, so I just assumed it was all Chinese.
Peter Savasta (00:08:42):
And then, in high school, I got to get ... Actually, the reason I chose my high school was because it was really diverse. It was an hour-and-a-half commute each way by public transportation. I wanted to go to the school, because I remember I went to the open house and the teacher ... Not the teacher, the principal gave the speech where he said, "If you want to be a jock, be a jock. You want to be a prep, be a prep. You want to be a nerd, be a nerd.
Peter Savasta (00:09:17):
"If you come bouncing down the halls of this school on your head, no one's going to freak out. No one's going to call you strange or weird. They're going to go, 'Wow, how do you do that?'" And that's when I knew, I'm like, "Oh, yeah, this is really where I want to be." And I remember my mom, she was like, "This is so far away. It's in the middle of the Bronx. How are we going to do this?"
Peter Savasta (00:09:45):
So we ended up making it work. And there was a bus service that took kids from Queens to the school. And I did that for four years, and then I took public on the way home in the afternoons. So it worked out. And I think being around other Asians, I think gave me a more authentic place to come from about what Asian Americans were and who they were.
Peter Savasta (00:10:15):
I mean, I still didn't feel all completely accepted or totally integrated into that group, but I think it gave me a more solid place to start from when exploring my identity. I remember taking the subway home and there was this magazine called A. Magazine. It was called A. Magazine Inside Asian America. And I remember someone pulled it out on the subway and everyone was like, "What is that? It's a magazine with our faces on it."
Peter Savasta (00:10:45):
I just remember it was being passed up and down on the subway car and we're looking at it. And we're like, "Where is this published?" And then, we looked at the bottom and it said Mott Street. And we're like, "Oh, it's a New York thing." So it gave it even more ... We got even more excited. Yeah, so I definitely think I had the stronger foundation to build from.
Peter Savasta (00:11:09):
And then, I had Korean American friends in high school. How they tried to get me to learn language is, they'd bring in these worksheets that they took from this Sunday school Korean classes at church. It was just the same as English ones. They had these little dotted lines where you draw out the strokes of each Hangul character.
Peter Savasta (00:11:31):
I remember the first word I learned was [Korean 00:11:33]. And I just remember my friend going, "Pa." Really just going, "Pa, strong P [Korean 00:11:38]," which is pants, which is a really odd thing to remember now. But yeah, I think when I started to really explore more about my identity, I didn't feel that trepidation a lot of other adoptees feel. "It's so foreign." Just that initial scaredness.
Peter Savasta (00:12:07):
And then, in college, I had gotten involved with the KSA there, the Korean Students Association. And then, also, weirdly because it's after I came out, I got involved with the Korean Christian Fellowship there. But I've made friends there I still have today. But it was weird because I kind of went back into the closet to explore this identity.
Peter Savasta (00:12:28):
And then, after I had come back to New York City, I found this whole group of gay Asian Americans and gay Asians in New York City. So that was another landing place where I was able to explore who I was and who I want to be.
Kaomi Lee (00:12:49):
It sounded like you were exploring, as you do when you're young. You're exploring all the different ways in which you identify and feel part of a community. Did you feel like the other ... When you were in the high school, the other Korean American kids, do you feel like they accepted you? Did they think you were a little bit strange? Here you had this white family. Did they treat you as a white kid or ...
Peter Savasta (00:13:24):
That's a really good question. I can tell you in high school, it's definitely where I started to drop my accent. So maybe. I do remember some of ... My high school was kind of weird. There was no it group, because it was a really large high school. It was about 3,600 students. So there was maybe about 800 people per grade. Is that the math right? I'm so embarrassed.
Peter Savasta (00:13:54):
I met some of my classmates for the first time in college at orientation. And I'm like, "Wait, you went where? You went to Bronx Science?" It's like, "Oh." We were just meeting. Yeah, but it's funny. Well, one, we didn't have a football team, so that meant we didn't have bullies. So that's-
Kaomi Lee (00:14:17):
You didn't have jocks?
Peter Savasta (00:14:18):
And the jocks we had, they were doing it for their college applications, right? So it was a different place. But I mean, the school itself, there were so many different groups. And in those groups, you had the popular kids and then the not-popular kids. So you had, there were the groups of Asian. All the Koreans kind of stuck together. There were popular Koreans and there were everyone else. And it's the same with all the other kind of high school groups. There were the nerds, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (00:14:51):
You saw the Korean kids, and were you like, "I want to be a part of them"?
Peter Savasta (00:14:55):
Yeah, I think a part of me did. I didn't really hang out with them. The groups I was mostly with, we were all just normal kids. We were all from very different backgrounds, ethnic, religious, socioeconomic. I remember we used to walk around Washington Square Park, and people were like, "Hey, United Nations kids." That's kind of what we looked like.
Peter Savasta (00:15:24):
But I do remember talking ... I remember one guy calling me a poser because I had ... Everyone at the time was wearing these over-the ... cross-your-chest messenger bags, like bike messenger bags. I finally got one because they were really expensive. And I remember one other Korean kid calling me a poser. But that's okay. He later dropped out.
Peter Savasta (00:15:48):
I definitely felt that I had to strive, because I did feel that sometimes I felt inauthentic just because I didn't have the same background as everyone else. I didn't grow up in an immigrant family. And I definitely didn't have the cultural background. But I think, later on, especially in my early 20s, I think I realized I am authentic. It's just that my immigrant story is very, very different.
Peter Savasta (00:16:19):
And I think, at the time I had seen there were about 2 or 3 million Korean Americans in the US at the time. And looking at the figures of how many adoptees there were, which was about 200,000. I'm like, "We're 10% of the population. We're authentic and we have every right to be seen, and seen as a part."
Peter Savasta (00:16:41):
But conversely, being in Asian American groups, thinking back now I realize is that I brought a lot of whiteness to that. And when I mean whiteness, I mean that mainstream kind of American thing. What I realized is that these places, these groups, these spaces were refuges for Asians to come together and not have to be on guard or not have to code-switch. They were just places where we can just be ourselves.
Peter Savasta (00:17:15):
So I remember I started working ... I was a part of a group ... or a series of groups called ... It was a queer Korean group. It started with a group called Chingusai, which means amongst friends. And it was mostly men, and then it kind of fizzled out. And then, another group started called 2ban qk & y, which is 2ban is Korean for a second type of person. There's [Korean 00:17:45] which is the first type of person, which in slang in Korean kind of means straight. And then 2ban is second kind of people, which means the others, like us.
Peter Savasta (00:17:55):
I remember just going through workshops there and I knew things. I just saw things that I was saying was kind of making other people uncomfortable. And I think coming back, I had to check that. I'm like, "Oh, okay." I first had to learn how to shut up, because I was just walking in there with this white cisgendered male, like, "Oh, I have an opinion and people need to listen to that." And I-
Kaomi Lee (00:18:23):
What kinds of things this whiteness? Give us some examples that-
Peter Savasta (00:18:26):
Oh, well just if I examples an opinion of ... If I didn't understand on something, then that couldn't be the reality of it. Or it couldn't be true, which is something that I was experiencing coming from my own family sometimes, that I was kind of bringing in.
Peter Savasta (00:18:40):
I think one of the things looking back is, at one point they did this discussion session where all the women on the group sat inside inter circle and did the talking. And all the men in the group sat on the outside and did the listening. It was queer a LGBTQI+ base. And that's when it was like, "Oh." So the women were talking about these things and I'm like, "Oh," like a typical cisgender male's like, "Oh, that's an easy fix to that problem. Why don't you guys do that?"
Peter Savasta (00:19:08):
And everyone just kind of glare it at me. And I'm like, "Oh, okay. That's not the point." And then, later on ... And it took me years to figure out what happened ... I'm like, "Oh, no, no, they were doing that as a gift to you, so you can listen. They weren't presenting a problem or anything in front of you. They were sharing their lives with you and sharing their experiences with you. And that was the point of the whole exercise, not ... "
Peter Savasta (00:19:35):
I think, for me, it was like, "Oh, you want to go in there and you want to be a problem solver or whatever." So that's sort of where I started to learn. It's like, okay, what are you bringing into the spaces? And it wasn't that I had to stop the being who I was. It changed the way I would be in a space that sometimes it's okay to go into a space and be accepted as a passive participant just by listening, just by being supportive and learning.
Peter Savasta (00:20:07):
That's how I learned how to be an ally, that acceptance isn't always about laying everything down about who you are and having people love that. I hope that makes sense.
Kaomi Lee (00:20:21):
Yeah, I was just thinking ... And obvious ... I mean, I'm straight or hetero, so these questions, I hope they don't offend. I'm just interested. And one of the things I wondered is, when you talked about you found an Asian gay community, was it important to you that they be Asian? Was there something ... Is it different in just a gay, queer space in general, versus one that's sort of grouped by race where it's ...
Peter Savasta (00:20:58):
Yeah, actually, when I came out, I came out towards end of high school. I had gone to this youth support group at the gay lesbian center in the Village. There were adult facilitators, but we're all between the ages of like 13 and 22 maybe. And we didn't segregate ourselves. But I think some of the friends I've carried from there are definitely the other Asians in that group, because maybe we thought we were cute to each other. I don't know.
Peter Savasta (00:21:45):
But I think it was important for me because it was a way I could explore my identity closer to who I was. I think, at that time I was looking for people exactly like me, because as an adoptee, it felt like no one else was like me, right? I'd never met another adoptee my age until I was in college in my early 20s. And I think, at the time, even probably until my late 20s, I was looking for ... Actually probably until my 30s, I was looking for other gay adoptees.
Peter Savasta (00:22:23):
And then, I went to Korea and I met a lot, a lot of women. I'm like, "Oh, but where are the men? Where are the guys?" One part of me wanted just to find other people exactly like me, just not necessarily to lay down my soul and talk to everyone about it, but just to, one, exactly fit in. I think, personally as a person, I just wanted to fit in my entire life. Just have the exact same clothes and just fade into the background.
Peter Savasta (00:23:03):
I'd still be a part of a group. I guess that's it. More wanting to be a part of a group. And around the same time I was doing all this being in these queer Asian spaces, I discovered Hollee McGinnis. I was really working more intensely actually on the adoptee space with Hollee and starting AKA New York. She started it, but I was also there with her from the beginning.
Kaomi Lee (00:23:33):
Was Hollee one of the first adoptees you met?
Peter Savasta (00:23:40):
Hollee, no. It's really funny. I think, because when I talk about ... I mean, everything seems kind of separated and disjointed, but the first adoptees I met were through the Korean Christian Fellowship at college. One of the guys at the fellowship said, "Oh, are you coming back out from camp this summer?" And I'm like, "What camp? And he goes, "You don't know about this camp?" And I'm like, "What camp?"
Peter Savasta (00:24:05):
It was a camp in Albany, New York called Camp Mujigae. And it was an adoptee camp that all the churches volunteer and take ... They volunteer on the cultural parts. So I said, "No, but I want to go." And I remember I went back up early to go to that ... Or was it late? I stayed late. It's in June or July. So I stayed later and I went to that camp as a counselor.
Peter Savasta (00:24:27):
And all the parents, they loved me because I was the first adults to go to camp, adult adoptee. And I think their oldest at the time, their campers were maybe 12 or 13. And there, I met some other adult adoptee. Not that camp, but a few years later, I met a few other adult adoptees who had come up. And one of them was Hyosung Bidol and he told me about Hollee, who was ...
Peter Savasta (00:24:59):
She goes, "Oh, if you live in New York, there's this woman named Hollee who was trying to start a group. And I'll put you in contact with her." It's funny, I got back from camp. The day or two after I got back from the camp, Hollee calls me immediately and she's so excited. It's Hollee. She's incredibly enthusiastic and just lovely. And that's how we started that. We started community building.
Peter Savasta (00:25:32):
Even though I was there from the beginning, I was the youngest one there. I think I was 20 at the time when AKA started. And I feel like it made a huge, huge difference in my adoption journey, because there were older adoptees who had gone back to Korea, or other adoptees who had tried to start their search or did their search.
Peter Savasta (00:26:00):
And I joke that ... AKA eventually developed a mentorship program with the adults and young adoptees. But I kind of feel like I was the first mentee. I remember Hollee came back from her first trip to Korea, and we were all at our friend's apartment. And she came back and she just told us everything that happened.
Peter Savasta (00:26:24):
I just remember hanging onto everyone she said and just being like, "Oh my God." I remember thinking, "Oh, is this what mine's going to be like?" She also went through a reunion back then too. And I'm like, "Oh, is this how it's going to happen for me?" And then, a few years later, AKA did their first Motherland Tour. And the way they had organized it ...
Peter Savasta (00:26:48):
Mark Fermi organized it and he put ... Two thirds of the tour were adoptees who had never been to Korea before. And the other third were returning adoptees had either lived there or were going back, just so they would be a buddy system. And that was huge. I think we went around Korea, like the countryside. We went to orphanages. We did some cultural things. But it made a huge difference having someone who was there that knew exactly what we were feeling, even if we didn't have the language of words to describe it.
Peter Savasta (00:27:25):
And I think, later on, there was a ... I talk about feeling so alone and being so ... I used to do the ... I go to the gatherings a lot, and a couple years I was on the planning committee. And I remember thinking, "Why am I still the only gay guy in this very, very straight space?" I remember us helping someone do a survey. And she was like, "Hey, does anyone want to enter questionnaire answers into Excel?"
Peter Savasta (00:28:04):
I'm like, "I do," because it was the first time they included a sexual-orientation question on it. And I'm like, "I do." I just wanted to see if there was anyone else out there like me. And I spent three hours doing this. I'm like, "I do, and I know there's confidentiality. I just need to know statist if there's someone else here."
Peter Savasta (00:28:28):
Eventually, there was one other person there and I met that person. And then, I'm like ... I had already been going in Korea and I already been going, becoming a part of the gay spaces there too, separate from the adoptee events that were going on. So I took this person ... We got along really well, and I took them to a gay club in Itaewon.
Peter Savasta (00:28:47):
And this club is kind of famous knowing for having a K-pop set. So we're in this club and they're playing the regular dance music. And then, the K-pop set comes on. And the guys jump on stage and they start doing the dance routines. And everyone's just feeling Korean pride and everything. And I look at my friend and he's about to cry. And I'm like, "Oh, honey, just let it go. Let it out."
Peter Savasta (00:29:15):
And I said, "No, I get this. It's the first time," because I felt this few years before when I first went to this place. "It's the first time that I'm in a positive environment, being gay, being Korean, and everyone is just happy and celebrating it." And I'm like, "These are tears of joy. I know. Just let it out."
Peter Savasta (00:29:37):
So I think the journey of being a being an adoptee, especially being active is, it's those moments of mentorship where you learn. And then, you're able to give back. Not learn, but just take care of people as they take care of you, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (00:30:03):
Yeah, statistically, there has to be more than one queer adoptee in that questionnaire set. Do you think that historically, or in the early years, that the queer adoptees just didn't feel welcome, or they were so in the closet that they didn't ...
Peter Savasta (00:30:29):
I think being an adoptee is complicated. And then, throwing in another kind of marginalized identity into that is a lot. I had those foundations of having a queer Asian space, and then wanting to be in an adoptee space so strongly that I ... And then, being in New York, I think I was pretty fortunate to have those foundations where I can explore them at the same time.
Peter Savasta (00:31:00):
And I don't know that I can speak other queer adoptees, but I think just let's deal with one thing at a time. And I totally get that. Now, over the years, there's definitely a lot more, especially the younger generation, guys in their 20s and 30s. It's a lot easier. I think the adoptee spaces also tend to be ... I mean, to be honest, a lot of adoptee groups are guys looking for girls. Not always, but at least-
Kaomi Lee (00:31:37):
And vice versa.
Peter Savasta (00:31:38):
No, right. Vice versa. At least when a majority of the groups, everyone was in their 20s, that's kind of what it was. So I think that can be a little off-putting if that's not your goal. I'm not saying it's a bad thing, because I think, in a lot of adoptee groups, it's like, "Oh, here's Asian men who can be non-emasculated," not necessarily ...
Peter Savasta (00:32:04):
I'm not pushing male toxicity or anything, but oh, they're finally in a group where they might be considered attractive, and vice versa. So I think that's what might keep some queer adoptees away. I don't know. I can't really speak to it though because I haven't really talked about it too much with other queer adoptees, but-
Kaomi Lee (00:32:32):
I think just the times are changing too. These young kids coming up, millennials and even younger, there's just unapologetically queer, and out there, and proud, which is wonderful. And they feel more, I think, safety to do that in today's culture.
Peter Savasta (00:32:57):
Yeah, yeah. Especially in Hawaii, I've met some older adoptees who are also queer. Not a lot, but I just remember thinking, "Oh, I wish I had someone ... I wish you were around when I went to my 20s. Yeah, I would've had so much to ask." I think it's because there are less adoptees from that generation. When you're adopted in the '70s, you were that first big bumper crop of babies coming over, of children coming over.
Peter Savasta (00:33:37):
But yeah, yeah, I think also, a lot of queer people who in general, who are Gen Xers, we didn't have a lot of role models or mentors to look up to because the AIDS crisis had really decimated that. So we didn't really have people who we could look up to, and then they could tell us back that it gets better, because it didn't, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (00:34:08):
AKA just celebrated its 25th anniversary. And you were one of the early ones there, leading and organizing. How do you feel about that? That's 25 years.
Peter Savasta (00:34:24):
Yeah, I'd been on the board for the first five years. And I was president of AKA during the first gathering in DC. I feel incredibly proud. I'm also really, really awe-inspired in the way that they're doing really amazing things that wouldn't have even crossed my mind. Everyone who's been a part of it and who's really worked at it has really taken it to an amazing and a whole higher level of anything I couldn't have imagined.
Peter Savasta (00:35:06):
I mean, actually, I haven't been able to go back to the anniversaries the past few years. I think the last one was maybe about 10 years ... Oh, I'm sorry. There's a plane going off. Yeah, I just feel really proud. I'm really proud of what the group has been able to do, especially during COVID. How they've been able to keep up programming.
Peter Savasta (00:35:25):
And then, really share what they're doing outside of New York, especially through what they've been doing virtually. Yeah, I'm incredibly proud and I'm just really happy that I was able to contribute to that.
Kaomi Lee (00:35:43):
Do you feel like a proud dad?
Peter Savasta (00:35:47):
Oh, I'm not that old. I mean, proud uncle.
Kaomi Lee (00:35:53):
I'm just curious. When you guys set out in, what? The mid '90s or late '90s?
Peter Savasta (00:35:59):
Mm-hmm (affirmative).
Kaomi Lee (00:36:00):
When you set out to start a group, what were the main goals?
Peter Savasta (00:36:09):
We had been meeting every week. We had a core group of people about between 5 to 10 of us. And we would meet every week. And I think like every group, there was drama here and there. People came. People left. And in retrospect, looking back, I'm like, "Did we really have to meet what every week?" And the answer is, yeah, we did because we really needed to be around each other.
Peter Savasta (00:36:45):
So in terms of the things that we did that we never really set out to do in a mission statement was, to be around each other and just to become a separate not just group of friends, but family. And I think that later on evolved into community building and really creating a space. Back in those days, we had a three-pillared missions. So it was empower, build, and transform.
Peter Savasta (00:37:22):
So it was to empower the adoptees and the adoptee community, build cultural bridges, and then transform conversations about race and ethnicity. About what it meant to be American. What it meant to be Korean. Those were our loftier goals. But personally for me, it was about being in a safe space. It was about having a space for our own.
Peter Savasta (00:37:51):
And then, what I think Hollee and the others brought to it was like, "Okay, but how can we use that space to do something bigger and better?" And, "Oh, we straddle the fence between two cultures. We can be that understanding between the gap that two cultures may have." So that was definitely something that was a lot loftier.
Peter Savasta (00:38:18):
And I think ultimately what to came out of that was, adoptees have a voice. Our experiences, especially just in the adoption community in general was, "Oh, we have a voice and we have things to say about our experiences. And this is valuable." One of the things we did, we started a speakers bureau because parent groups wanted us to come in and talk to them a lot.
Peter Savasta (00:38:44):
So there was a parent group in a year called GIFT, Gathering International Families Together. And we started doing panels. We started presenting a conference. There were adoptive parent conferences in the Tri-State Area we presented at. Eventually, towards the end of the late '90s, we started getting a lot of interest from FCC, which was Families with Children from China. And their children were, at the time, were still toddlers to elementary school. But they really wanted to hear our voices and what our experiences were like.
Peter Savasta (00:39:19):
And I think that was really important to us. There were a lot of adoptees who wanted to participate into that because they wanted to share their story and they wanted to contribute, I guess, to have their stories help others. And then, to be a positive change and have a positive effect.
Kaomi Lee (00:39:49):
Did you feel like the parents were open to hearing everything or did you feel as ... because I've been from that well where you feel like you're sort of put there to justify or to give them a hug.
Peter Savasta (00:40:07):
Yeah, there's definitely that. There's those parents' questions that they're like, "I have a child who's this age, who's doing this. And I'm doing this, and this, and this, and that. Is that good?" So yeah, there's definitely a lot of that. I think, definitely, at the time you have to slip in the hard parts with all the good parts. With all the things they want to hear, you have to cushion the things they don't want to hear.
Peter Savasta (00:40:42):
And I think, for the most part, people were pretty receptive. And at the time, there wasn't much pushback. People weren't like, "That's not true. How can you say that?" But also, at the time, I was in my early 20s, so I wasn't saying things that were too off the mark for them, only because I hadn't experienced them yet.
Peter Savasta (00:41:10):
The first time I went back to ... Not the first time. When I went back to Korea, at one of the gatherings, I discovered there were some people there who were forming a group called ASK, which is Adoptee Solidarity to Korea. And in some of the sessions, they were asking really, really thoughtful questions about, "We talk about the effects adoption has for ourselves individually, but what about as a society?
Peter Savasta (00:41:41):
"What about how this affects the greater Korean society? How this fits into imperialism or American imperialism." And I'm like, "Oh, those are really good questions." And I know a lot of adoptees don't want to talk about it. I also knew these were people who had been, quote, branded the angry ones, right? But I started ... I went to that first organizing meeting after ... Well, not the first organizing meeting.
Peter Savasta (00:42:12):
I went to that at first meeting they had right after the gathering just to learn more about Korea, specifically through that adoptee lens and through how adoptees ... What they were discovering by living there, whether it was working ... They were living there. They either had done their birth search. They had helped other adoptees through their searches. And then, just learning things I had never known.
Peter Savasta (00:42:52):
And there were things that agencies had told us about our own backstory that may not have been true, like, "Oh," where there was more to that story than what was on our documents. And that was, I think, when I came out of the fog a little. I'd been in the adoptee groups, but we'd been pretty happy-go-lucky.
Peter Savasta (00:43:19):
I mean, we may have had some questions about those things, but those are things we talked about in really private conversations. So to come out of there, it changed a lot. It was that be careful of opening that box of questions for that answer, because it'll just lead to more questions. But yeah, ultimately it was good.
Peter Savasta (00:43:50):
I think a part of my searching for self is searching just for your own history. And people ask what it's like being adopted, like, "Why would you want to know all that stuff?" I'm like, "Oh, well, it's like being given a book about yourself with the first part ripped out." And just learning and just really coming to understand what happened there, it was tough to work through. But ultimately, in the end you're better off for knowing it because it's what was true.
Kaomi Lee (00:44:27):
So as you were talking, it struck me that, do adoptees, do we have movements Black Lives Matter? And to ... I don't know if think is the right word, but have we benefited with ... We've got some language now that we've borrowed like decolonization. And I wonder if that has had an impact on our community and how we talk about our own.
Peter Savasta (00:44:53):
Yeah, I think it's all interconnected. It's all interrelated. I don't think you can look at any Asian American movement in the United States without looking at how connected that movement is to the Civil Rights Movement. When we look at colonialism, Korea is a postcolonial society. I mean, it's a sovereign state. But it's a former colony and it has foreign military presence on its land.
Peter Savasta (00:45:22):
And that military presence has a complete direct historical start of our own community, of adoption, of orphans, of agencies, of missionaries. A lot of our ... Yeah, from Western intervention. Most of the agencies in Korea started as missions and religious missions. So yeah, it's all tied in, and having that language that I don't know that it was appropriated. It was shared.
Kaomi Lee (00:46:16):
We're almost there, but there's a couple things I was still interested in talking to about. One is being the IKAA, how you got involved with that, and what was the intent of IKAA? Do you think it's fulfilling what it was set out to do? I don't know if there was any lofty goals like that.
Peter Savasta (00:46:37):
I think IKAA was ... Well, I wasn't a part of IKAA from the beginning. I was sort of just on the margins there. But I knew a lot of the people who started IKAA just from that first gathering in DC in 1999. So I'd moved to Hawaii in 2001, so that's why I stepped away from AKA. I moved to Hawaii with my spouse. And then, in Hawaii, I just happened to meet, I think, over, God, I hate to say it, Myspace, 2004.
Peter Savasta (00:47:16):
I can't remember if it was Myspace or it could have been Xanga. It was a early blogging platform. So I had written ... I had met someone else who was also an adoptee, who'd moved to Hawaii. And she had met another person, who was raised here and that was [Gian 00:47:42] and ultimately [Mijor Kim 00:47:44].
Peter Savasta (00:47:43):
So we had found other adoptees, and we were loosely in a group. And they're like, "Oh, maybe we should do something formal." And after leaving AKA in New York, I'm like, "Oh, no, I'm a little burnt out. I'll buy a T-shirt and I'll host a potluck, but that's kind of it." But we were a group and we came together a little more. And then, we went together as a group to ... Oh, wait, I'm jumping. I'm sorry.
Peter Savasta (00:48:15):
So with IKAA, yeah. I'm jumping a little. So with the IKAA thing is, after moving to Hawaii, I saw there was going to be a gathering for the first time in 2004 in Korea for the first time. So I think the previous one had been in Oslo. I remember people talking, I was like, "Wouldn't it be great if we could do this gathering in Korea, like at the DC gathering?"
Peter Savasta (00:48:43):
So when it was announced, I'm like, "Oh, I can't miss this. I have to go." So I brought my spouse. I think it was his first time to Korea too. And we had gone there. A lot of adoptees had come with their spouses, and so they had a session for spouses. So I was doing my thing and he was of being there supportive, being completely ...
Peter Savasta (00:49:14):
I'm sure he felt like Margo Mead ... Not Margo Mead, Margaret Mead, just observing this whole community of people doing their thing. And so he was-
Kaomi Lee (00:49:27):
Were you one of the few gay couples at the time?
Peter Savasta (00:49:30):
Yeah, I think there was only one other queer person there. And on top of that, my husband is Hapa. He's half Asian. He's half Chinese, half Scottish, Irish. He was also surprised that he and this other guy, who was Filipino, were the only other Asian spouses.
Kaomi Lee (00:49:50):
Yeah, it was him and all the white guys?
Peter Savasta (00:49:53):
Yeah, so he was kind of surprised at that. So he went to a spouse session. And he came back, and I'm like, "Oh, what did you guys talk about? What did you guys talk about?" And he goes, "Well, one," he goes, "they were kind of talking about, 'Is my wife going to change? Is being here going to change my wife, and will she still love me?'" Or more or less things like that.
Peter Savasta (00:50:20):
And he goes, "And the second thing they delicately asked and danced around was, 'Does your wife get angry sometimes, a little more than you were expecting, or more than usual?'"
Kaomi Lee (00:50:36):
Does this have something to do with being Korean?
Peter Savasta (00:50:37):
And I'm like, "Yeah." But he asked me, he goes, "Are you going to change? Are you going to stop... Are you going to change and stop loving me?" And I'm like, "No. One, I'm always going to love you. And two, I already been through this. I've been at the previous gathering. This isn't the first time I've walked into a large room filled with other adoptees." So I, "No, I already been through my change," and so that was that.
Peter Savasta (00:51:09):
So with IKAA, I think IKAA is really good at convening adoptees together. There's such power in being in the presence of hundreds of people just like you. I think kids who have gone to camps grew up with that. They kind of know that, I think. But for a lot of adoptees who haven't really made that first jump back into Korea or Korean culture, or even in an adoptee space, it's something incredibly powerful. And it's something that I'm really glad is there.
Peter Savasta (00:51:45):
We had started a group in Hawaii called KAHI. And we had gone to Korea in an informal group. We were officially ... We had to name KAHI, Korean Adoptees of Hawaii, and we went in a group. I think the people at IKAA had asked us, they were like, "Hey, there are also these mini gatherings going around. Would you guys be interested in hosting a mini gathering in Honolulu?"
Peter Savasta (00:52:28):
And the four of us looked at each other and we were like, "Well, what do we have to do for that?" So it involved becoming a nonprofit. Ultimately, at the time, that you didn't have to be an IKAA organization to host a mini gathering. So at the time, we organized up. We had our first gathering. I think that was in 2008. I think we did it in a couple years after they had asked us.
Peter Savasta (00:52:55):
And we had about 100, 120 people here from Europe and from the US. And that's when IKAA, I think was started with the major organizations in the US. So I think it was New York, Minnesota, and Seattle, and the major organizations in Europe. And their primary goal was to initially do gatherings, to host gatherings in Korea and around the world.
Peter Savasta (00:53:32):
So after we had hosted that first gathering, we were invited to join IKAA. And that's how I got involved being the KAHI representative to IKAA.
Kaomi Lee (00:53:42):
And you were on the board for how long?
Peter Savasta (00:53:44):
Oh, God. I was on the board. I was marginally on the board. I can't say I made all the meetings. So probably around 2008, 2009 until maybe a couple years ago, yeah. Most of the conversations and most of the activity was really about planning gatherings. And it was about planning the Korea gathering specifically.
Kaomi Lee (00:54:10):
I would agree with you that I think what is so powerful is, A, being able to congregate together. Also, I think it adds an extra element too, to congregate in our origin place. Place of origin. But also, really interesting to be somewhere where it's adoptees from 12 countries or whatever it is. And bringing all of those differences, and yet also all having similar ways we bond.
Kaomi Lee (00:54:50):
I mean, it really struck me when you see a French adoptee and they look very French, or a Scandinavian adoptee. There's things that ... Of course, we're all Korean ethnically, but I just find that really fascinating.
Peter Savasta (00:55:14):
Yeah, I think one of the last gatherings I went to ... After each day, there was a session ... After the day sessions, there's an organized bar trip and everyone goes to a bar. And I just remember, I'd seen the Italians in the corner. And I just walked over and I'm like, [foreign language 00:55:31]. It was after a couple drinks, so I kind of went in there and blurted it out, which I like, "Welcome, Korean adoptees to Korea."
Peter Savasta (00:55:44):
And then, I just walked around ... And then, I just left. Kind of went in there, shouted that out, and left. And then, Kim, he's an Italian, he came running after me. He goes, "Hey, wait, wait, wait, come back. They want to talk to you. They're like, 'No one else here speaks Italian.' They want to know why." And I'm like ...
Kaomi Lee (00:56:05):
Have you met Stefano?
Peter Savasta (00:56:07):
Oh yeah, Stefano, I'd met. Yeah, really one of my first few ... I think it was my first or second trips back to Korea in the first or second gathering. Stefano and Felix, the French and the Italian adoptee. They were infamous, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (00:56:25):
Yes, I've met them both too. I feel like Stefano ... Anyone who comes to a gathering or back to Korea, at some point, meets Stefano. He's around, and it's just very ... I don't know if it's kind of cliche. I don't know if he plays that up, but it's like the sexy Italian stallion.
Peter Savasta (00:56:54):
We definitely are. Yeah, we definitely are where we come from. I think I'd mentioned to you when I ... The first time I'd seen Kari Ruth, she was this Minnesota adoptee. She was one of the first adoptees I knew, who went to move back to Korea. She had started a group called Minnesota Adopted Koreans back in the day. I think, back in the '80s or early '90s.
Peter Savasta (00:57:22):
And we were at a conference in LA, this global Korean conference. And they had a special ... It was the first time I think adoptees were showing up with enough critical mass to hold a session. And she got up there and she opened her mouth. And it was right out of Fargo. And I was just like, "Oh, I can't believe people talk like that." And then, I thought, "Oh, okay, well, you have also an accent." But-
Kaomi Lee (00:57:54):
Well, this is interesting, Peter. Would you say ... And I won't be offended at anything you say. Are there things that you can tell it's a Minnesota adoptee? Are we passive aggressive? What is it?
Peter Savasta (00:58:08):
You're usually really nice at first.
Kaomi Lee (00:58:14):
At first, yes.
Peter Savasta (00:58:15):
So nice that, as a New Yorker, I feel like you're being sarcastic, like, "You're too nice. Wait, are you making fun of me?" But no, it's funny actually. When I meet an Asian, especially a Korean person ... I have a friend here in Hawaii. And when we met, we met at a friend's party. And I could tell he was Korean, and I'm like, "Oh, where you're from?"
Peter Savasta (00:58:39):
And he goes, "Oh, I just moved here from San Francisco." I'm like, "Oh, did you grow up there?" He goes, "No, I grew up in Wisconsin." And I just went, "Oh, you're adopted." And he was like, how do you know? And I'm like, "Well, it's-"
Kaomi Lee (00:58:50):
Certain codes things. Yeah, Midwest, Asian.
Peter Savasta (00:58:53):
And he goes, "Yeah, how did you know?" And I'm like, "Oh, because most Korean I know from Wisconsin and Minnesota are adopted." So that's that.
Kaomi Lee (00:59:02):
And also, coming from Minnesota or Wisconsin, and to know that they went to one of the most diverse Asian places after.
Peter Savasta (00:59:12):
Yeah, yeah. But what I've learned from my Midwestern adoptee friends, one, it was harder for you guys to grow up. But you also had a community. Everyone always knew someone who was also adopted, I guess, because you stuck out so much. I also learned that there's more than one type of casserole. Just growing up in New York, we just had ... If someone asked me, What's your favorite casserole?" I'm like, "There's only one. It's tuna. I don't know of any others."
Kaomi Lee (00:59:48):
And in Minnesota, it's hotdish.
Peter Savasta (00:59:49):
It's hotdish, right. Yeah. But it's funny, we all definitely carry where we were raised and where we come from, because that also makes up a lot of who we are and how we got here. I'd gone on a Motherland Tour. It was one of the first Motherland Tours by Overseas Korea Foundation. And this was in '98. It was about two thirds American and third European.
Peter Savasta (01:00:24):
And we were just noticing things and we're like, "Oh, how come all the Swedish adoptees are ... All the Swedes are kind of hanging out by themselves. And how come they're all just in black all the time?" We asked us to the Norwegians and the Norwegians were like, "Oh, that's what they do. They're a little stoic. They keep to themselves. They're very serious."
Kaomi Lee (01:00:47):
Wait, the Norwegians said the Swedes were stoic?
Peter Savasta (01:00:48):
Yeah, and the Norwegians were a lot of fun too. Yeah, they're outgoing, and laughing, and stuff, yeah. Yeah, it was. Yeah, it's always really interesting to see where we come from, and also, I guess, compare notes.
Kaomi Lee (01:01:09):
So that leads me into the last questions I was thinking about asking is, your partner now is biracial. Was it important to you to be with someone who was not white, but either a person of color?
Peter Savasta (01:01:29):
Yeah, I think it was always. Specifically, Asian because I think, at least in my 20s when I wasn't sure of who I was or ... No, I was sure of who I was. I was just kind of looking for that outer acceptance and carrying that wanting to be authentically Asian.
Peter Savasta (01:01:53):
I thought that being with another Asian would be ... It was important to be accepted that way. So I was specifically looking for other Koreans to date till the Koreans I dated were pretty crazy. And I was pretty crazy too, so it was like match to gasoline. But also it was my 20s. So that was [crosstalk 01:02:21].
Kaomi Lee (01:02:20):
It's like han on fire, right?
Peter Savasta (01:02:23):
Yeah, it was han ... We had the most amazing fights. We'd have a fight and I'd walk out of the apartment. And then, they'd open the window and we'd scream at each other from the street to the window. And still arguing for about 90 more minutes in the middle of the night. But it's New York, so no one cares. So it was fine. But I think there was a part that was looking for acceptance that way by definitely dating other Asians or specifically looking for Koreans. Finding that acceptance in myself.
Peter Savasta (01:02:51):
I think one of the reasons why my partner and I get along so well is that we had that struggle of being accepted because he's Hapa. Having that struggle with having to prove your authenticity. And I think there's something really comfortable in that. When we're together, we're as Asian as we want and we're as American as we want.
Peter Savasta (01:03:14):
And I'm the one that unapologetically makes meatloaf, and it's our comfort food. And he's also the one that cooks more Asian food actually, because he's got the skills. But I think that was definitely one ... It wasn't something I was looking for. I think it was something I was really surprised about because I didn't realize having that comfort of just being a stupid gay white guy, we can both be that together amongst ourselves. And not always have that place of rest and comfort.
Kaomi Lee (01:03:57):
Well, that's interesting because, as an adoptee, transracial adoptee, and then your partner is Hapa, it's like, you both have these dualities.
Peter Savasta (01:04:07):
Yeah, jokingly, once I said to him, "Oh, I think, because you're a mixed race, you're one of the whitest guys I've ever been with." And then, he just went "Well, so are you." And then, I was like, "No, that's actually really fair. That's really fair." And you know what? It's great. It's great. And we're great for each other, yeah.
Kaomi Lee (01:04:32):
That's awesome. How many years have you been together?
Peter Savasta (01:04:35):
20 years this year.
Kaomi Lee (01:04:37):
Oh, congrats.
Peter Savasta (01:04:38):
Yeah, yeah. Although if you were to ask me, it only feels like seven. I think, because when it's good, it goes by fast.
Kaomi Lee (01:04:48):
Yeah, and then last I want to ask you, Peter, about Hawaii. I know you had told me the story that your partner was originally from Hawaii. So that's how you ended up there. But I remember I was just in Hawaii for the first time and I remember I just loved it. I mean, obviously, it's gorgeous, but one of the things was just the fact that there's so many Asians, it felt so instantly comfortable.
Kaomi Lee (01:05:15):
And in a way that Korea does for an adoptee, when you go back or you live back there for a certain amount of time. I don't know, it's just this unspoken kind of comfort level where immediately, you can blend in. You can look like a local, quote, unquote. You can feel like you belong in this space. And I think, for adoptees, a lot of us grow up, people always questioning why you're there. So how has it been for you being in Hawaii?
Peter Savasta (01:05:48):
Yeah, Hawaii's a really interesting place because you can meet someone who completely looks Korean, and their last name will be Smith, and they're not adopted. But it's just a mix, and which side your jeans pull from a little bit more. And then, you can meet people who are white and they'll have a completely Asian last name. And they're not adopted. It's just what their mix is.
Peter Savasta (01:06:18):
So I think, in one way, living in Hawaii, you're not confronted with, "Who does that name belong to?" that adoptees and other places have. And I've met adoptees here who don't really want to explore the adoption part. They've moved here from the mainland. They love living here because there isn't that confrontation of it, that they can just be who they are.
Peter Savasta (01:06:47):
I remember when we were opening up our bank account at the local branch bank, the woman who was opening our account with us, she's like, "What kind of things do you do?" And I was explaining, We're a group. Sometimes it's support group. Sometimes we do language lessons. Sometimes we do all these things." She's like, "Oh, because I was adopted from Korea too."
Peter Savasta (01:07:07):
And I wouldn't have known it because the names. You just don't think to question names. But she was, I guess, ultimately one of those adoptees who just was just totally happy cruising. Not necessarily being around other adoptees or wanting to explore it. And that's fine.
Peter Savasta (01:07:25):
So yeah, in one way, we can meld in without having to be confronted with questions that are normally asked. When you're asked those questions, you start asking questions yourself. So it's a way, I guess, that it's a good place to, if you compartmentalize things, that you can really do it fairly easy here.
Peter Savasta (01:07:51):
I think, also, being in an Asian ... It's not just an Asian state, an Asian population, it's a mixed Asian population. So there's less, coming from the Asian side, things being less authentically Asian, because Asians have been here for generations, for over 100 years. So there's a little less emphasis on that. And because a lot of people are just mixed all around.
Peter Savasta (01:08:25):
I have some friends that they'll tell me they're mixed. And I'm like, "Oh, wait, but that doesn't break down into powers of two when you're going back." They're like, "I'm 40% this and 30% that." I'm like, "Oh, wait, that doesn't break down in powers a two when you go back generations." And you're thinking, "Oh, maybe it does and they're estimating." Sorry, that was my dorky side coming out.
Kaomi Lee (01:08:46):
And as Peter Savasta, do you feel like in Hawaii that people don't necessarily assume you're adopted?
Peter Savasta (01:08:55):
Because my name is Italian, I usually get looks from other Filipinos who are like, "You're not Filipino," because it's a Latin last name. So they'll be like, "Savasta, you're not Filipino." I'm like, "No, okay, but I'll explain." Yeah, I guess that's the way ... That's my confronting question is, "You're not Filipino." And I'm like, "No, no, no, no, but I am ... Yeah." And I'm like, "But I am Catholic."
Peter Savasta (01:09:21):
I was raised Catholic. I'm not Catholic anymore, but yeah. Yeah, so it doesn't really come up. And if it does come up, I have to be the one to bring it up. And I have to say, I kind of like that. I kind of like, "I'll share it with you if I want to share it. I don't have to explain it right off."
Kaomi Lee (01:09:47):
Thank you so much, Peter, for your story, and for allowing me and us to delve more deeply into it. It was fascinating and I learned so much from you. It was also a pleasure to get to meet you and have some Ramen together in Hawaii recently. Thank you so much.
Kaomi Lee (01:10:07):
If you'd like to support stories like Peters and others coming to light through this podcast, you might want to consider joining our Patreon supporters at patreon.com/adaptedpodcast where can sign up to be a recurring supporter of this podcast.
Kaomi Lee (01:10:26):
Right now, we've got a transcription project started where the aim is to make this podcast more accessible by transcribing it. Also, where funds will allow, I will continue to try to translate these stories as well into Korean. But it all takes incredible amount of money actually.
Kaomi Lee (01:10:46):
And if you enjoy this podcast and get something from it, and you are able to contribute and help the work that's being continued here, please consider it. All our thanks. And that's it for this episode. In two weeks, we'll be back with another story from our adoptee community. Until then, be well. (singing)
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