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Kristen (00:00:04):
So my name is Kristen. Uh, Kristen Choi. Yeah. So I have a Korean name that was given to me by my adoptive parents. It's Choi Woo Kyung. And then the name I had at the time of my adoption was Choi Bo-Mi. So it's still Cho or Che either way. Um, and my age, I am 33 years old.
Adapted (00:00:27):
Okay. And where are you?
Kristen (00:00:28):
I'm currently in San Francisco, but home is New York city, but, um, I'm here at school. I'm at the university of San Francisco trying to get my degree in marriage and family therapy.
Adapted (00:00:41):
Okay. It's so interesting. So many adoptees go into, um, Therapy, counseling, healing, that type of thing. So it's interesting, not that you knew, you know, I don't know when you decided to go in this career, but
Kristen (00:00:59):
It all, it all coincided actually. So it is pretty, um, yeah, it was a crazy year, last year, for sure.
Adapted (00:01:08):
So why don't you just go ahead and tell us, um, so you didn't always know you were adopted.
Kristen (00:01:14):
Yeah, no, I didn't. Um, yeah, I found out February of 20, 21. So last year, um, I kind of, it's a, I don't really know how to tell this part, I guess, but I think it's always something I've had a question about just because I was born in Korea and I knew that that was not something my parents had kept from me, but I think there was always a question of my parents having immigrated to the United States in 1970s, like maybe 1970, they got married in 1974. So sometime after that, um, so it was always weird. Like I was born in 1989, like why was I born in Korea? Most of my family was already here. They had already all immigrated as well. And so it was always a question of, um, that's so strange, but okay. And you just accept it. Right. Mm-hmm <affirmative> um, and then, so there was that question of when I was getting my driver's license, you know, how you have to show like the six points of ID, there was always something about a birth certificate and I'd never seen my birth certificate. So I was curious about that. I was like, oh, where was I born? You know, I was born in Korea, but like where? Right. Do you have a birth certificate? You can show me. And my parents never showed me any sort of proof of that. And so there was always this weird, I think like pulsing question of like, why this, why that,
Kristen (00:02:40):
Um, and then I did confront them sometime in like 2015, um, asking them if I was adopted and there was just a look on their face. I'll never forget it. There was immediate silence and questioning. And my dad asked me, you know, why are you asking us that? Like, do you not want us to be your parents? And so I think in that moment when I was swallowing, like, okay, what's going on? I'm not really sure. And I didn't want to dive in further. Um, yeah, I, I didn't, I think everything stopped at that point until the pandemic hit. I was spending a lot of time <laugh> um, at home with myself. Actually, the funny thing is I was watching that show, um, bling empire, I think it was on Netflix or one of the shows, but that, um, character, Kevin, Kevin,
Adapted (00:03:33):
Kevin, yeah,
Kristen (00:03:35):
He's a real person. He's not a character, but, um, he was the, he was a Korean adoptee on the program. And again, I don't know what kind of made me wanna question this or open this can of warms up, but I had gotten a 23 and Me test or is it 23? Me. Yeah, 23. And me test for me a while back. And then I had actually purchased that for my parents too. But what I realized is I never opened up the ancestry portion of that app where, um, that's when you can actually like try to sync up with your parents. And so I tried to do that in December of 2020, and I noticed that I did not share any DNA with my parents. And so that's kind of the, kind of when everything sank in and there was no more like fighting this, there was no more, I really was like, okay, this is real.
Kristen (00:04:25):
This is happening. Um, this is no longer just like a fun little question that I had. Where's my birth certificate. Um, and, uh, another, another portion of that is that when I opened up my dad's 23 and me specifically that portion of the app, one of my cousin's sons, um, came up as sharing 15% DNA with him, which was obviously more than mine. So once again, there was no like, oh, there's no mix up of the tubes, 23 of me, like, you know, screwed this all up. <laugh> um, this is all a farce. Um, so yeah, I think I spent about a month not going home. My parents live in New Jersey. I was still living in New York city at the time and I pretty much ignored them and wouldn't talk to them because I was afraid of what might come out. And at the time I was really just focusing on trying to get the real story and I didn't want them lying to me anymore.
Kristen (00:05:19):
I thought that was really important. Um, I needed to know the truth and because of what had happened years ago when I had confronted them and they gave me that, you know, gaslighting, um, kind of questioning me back being like, you know, you don't want us to be your parents. I really focused on, okay, how do I get the truth out of them this time? So in my head, I was trying to find my own papers, you know, with the, with no information other than the fact that I didn't share DNA with my parents. Um, and it became clear that in a month, like I couldn't do this by myself and I, what I really needed was them on my side and my parents to give me the truth, give me, give me their, what I should know, what I should have always known. So I, um, I confronted my mom in February and this was actually the weekend after I had my interviews for my grad school program.
Kristen (00:06:12):
And, um, she came over and I asked her in a way that..., Like I was once again, strategizing how to get the, the real answer from her. And I said, you know, nothing changes. You're still my mom, but I really need to know my truth. And am I adopted? And that's when the can of worms burst and all of it came out. So yeah. Um, it was pretty nuts <laugh> it was a lot of emotion in that moment. I, um, I went back home with my mom that night to New Jersey because I wanted to also talk to my dad. And, um, that's when I saw my papers for the first time they had saved everything. Uh, I had asked, you know, who else knew, you know, was it, you know, and found out that most of my family, the ones who were around when the adoption happened. So I got adopted at six months. Um, they all knew. And so those family that I've grown up with and all of my cousins are a lot older than I am. Um, their kids didn't know. So the kids who were actually closer to age with me, didn't had no idea, but, um, yeah, there's a lot of, uh, there's a lot of reckoning that night <laugh> um,
Adapted (00:07:26):
So, so many questions. Um, <laugh>
Kristen (00:07:29):
Yeah. I know.
Adapted (00:07:31):
First of all, when you asked your parents to take the DNA test, do you think they understood that you would be able to cancel out a biological connection with them with that? Or did they not think it was just, I
Kristen (00:07:47):
Honestly think they had no real idea of what this was. Um, I told them that I had gotten it done years ago. It was from health too. I was curious about the results, but yeah. Ancestry in that you could also see where, like, are you Korean, Japanese, China? I, I don't know. Right. Like I had a pretty good idea. My family was very Korean, but, um, they, so I just kind of sold it that way. I, I don't think they understood that there was a way to genetically connect us. I don't think they thought anything of that.
Adapted (00:08:16):
What do you think they was the, what did it that they finally admitted to you do? Was it that you had come a certain age? Was it that you had proof with the DNA test?
Kristen (00:08:29):
It became clear that their intention was never to hold this secret from me. It, it, it, they, that wasn't their intention. And I do believe them on that. Um, I think they were just waiting for a time when it was appropriate to tell me. And so they thought when I was a kid, what's the point? Like, how are we gonna explain this? And then I think as I got older and you know, my teenage years were not easy. I fought a lot with my mom <laugh>. Um, and I rebelled not, I was, I was a pretty good kid, but whatever that, that means in terms of rebelling, like, you know, just going out with my friends and, and doing teenage things, um, I think they felt unsettled and they didn't really, they got scared. Um, I think they had heard a lot of stories about adoptees having found out or known and rebelling against their parents and not listening to them or running away and, um, you know, um, leaving them behind.
Kristen (00:09:24):
And I think my parents got really afraid of telling me and what I might do and how I might react. And, um, she said that there, my mom said there were many times when, in my twenties where she did wanna tell me, and we do a lot of like mother daughter trips. And so I think during one of those trips, my mom did wanna say, but she told me that the words were literally stuck in her mouth. Like she just couldn't, it just couldn't come out. And so they, their next plan was to tell me when I got married, which is pretty laughable because what, what a thing to tell me <laugh> at, at the time of marriage or at my, I don't know what they were thinking, but I think maybe they thought they were, they were saying that they wanted me to have a partner, someone to like help me through this. And I was like, you know, like, I mean, regardless, I believe that they did, they had every intention to tell me, but I think once again, for them, it was a mixture of fear. It was a, they just didn't, they just didn't know what to do. Um, so yeah, I, I think for me approaching them, confronting them, asking them myself was probably the only way it would've happened, but who knows, that's all hypothetical at this point.
Adapted (00:10:46):
And how did it feel to learn that this whole, your whole family, um, aside from the ones that were, you know, cousins close to you in age that, you know, aunts and uncles, or, you know, extended family, a large portion of them had known all this life in that you had been a secret or you weren't a secret, but yeah, that part, your adoption was kept a secret from everyone else
Kristen (00:11:14):
That honestly probably hurt one of the biggest things that hurt the most, um, was that all this family knew and I didn't. And so, you know, it was never theirs to know it was never their information to know, but at the same time, it's definitely not, I guess, their job to have told me. And I'm sure it was hard for them. Right. And, um, yeah, I, I think one of the things that when I first found out, I told my parents, I don't want this to be a secret anymore. I want everyone to know that I know, um, I wanted to kind of take back the control and take back my story, take back everything that was taken from me, um, that was kind of the mindset I was in. So I was like, your, your responsibility right now is to call every single one of our relatives up who know and tell them that I know, um, that is on you.
Kristen (00:12:09):
Like that is something that I really need you to do. Um, because it's, right now, I'm dealing with so many emotions and the, and the flood of every, all this information and everything I have to, um, process and understand. So yeah, I mean, it really did hurt. And a lot of my relatives, as they slowly found out, they all reached out to me. And at the time they were asking me know, are you okay? We're so sorry. Um, and it was sincere. Like I know that they really cared and they loved me and they just wanted to know that nothing changes, but at the same time, you know, I'm not okay. Like I'm not, and I'm glad that I got to hear from my parents. I'm sure my parents also were very grateful that they got to tell me as well. But I think like, you know, I just felt so betrayed by everyone.
Kristen (00:13:00):
Um, the people I trusted the most, the people who knew me since I was a baby and I then, you know, all the questions come in of like, was I treated differently ever. Like, I think about all those things, right. You go back into the past, you dig into your memories and you wonder, did they treat me differently? Like, was I ever, like, you know, maybe there were hints of this. Like, could I have picked up on it? Um, nothing I can recall concretely, but you know, it's, it's, those are those things definitely came up.
Adapted (00:13:31):
Let me, let me just back up a little bit. Um, so you grew up, did you grow up in New Jersey? Yes. Or, okay. And did you grow up in like a Korean American community, the church and all of that,
Kristen (00:13:44):
You guessed it? Yeah. Um, I went to my parents, my dad was [in Korean] and my mom was [in Korean], which is basically just a hierarchical thing in the, in the Protestant community, I guess. But they, yeah, I went to a Korean American church. Um, I had my, most of my family on my mom's side and my dad's side here, so, and New Jersey is pretty there. There's a pretty vast Korean community there. So
Adapted (00:14:09):
Palisade park, or
Kristen (00:14:11):
There you go. I live, literally I live in Englewood cliffs. It's right next to Fort Lee. So <laugh>
Adapted (00:14:17):
Yeah. Fort Lee,
Kristen (00:14:18):
Right? Yep. Yep. Yep. Okay. Um, so yeah, um, you're pretty much, I guess, stereotypical Korean American upbringing, um, at least in terms of a, you know, New Jersey east coast sense. Um, yeah, that was, that was my life.
Adapted (00:14:34):
And, um, are you an only child? Yes. Yeah. Okay. And growing up, did you, had you met other either Korean adoptees with, um, uh, with other Korean American parents or other non Korean American parents, any Korean adoptees?
Kristen (00:14:55):
Um, not that I'm aware of. I actually didn't meet any Korean adoptees specifically until I got to college. So I went to Boston university. Um, and I do remember meeting Koreans who had non Korean last names. And so I was like, oh, but that's, are you half white? Like, I, I didn't know. Like I was like, oh, maybe you just look more Korean or like, I don't know. But, um, that was, that was, yeah. So in New Jersey or not that I'm aware of, I, I didn't know anyone, um, who was an adoptee.
Adapted (00:15:26):
And so I wonder, I kind of wonder if, um, it's rather unusual that your parents adopted from Korea or whether there may be other families, but culturally it is kept kind of hidden or secret. I don't know if that's, what is your sense of that?
Kristen (00:15:47):
Um, at, um, so I don't know if I, to like, maybe this was something that when I found out I instantly kind of looked towards what I think most people would do once finding out a traumatic or having a traumatic experience is like just others who might relate to me or might understand what this is. Right. And one of my cousins who's actually a, um, psychologist told me like the correct terminology is like late discovery adoptee, so I could possibly find community there. But I think something about that, like I, although I know that my initial response was like, this was shocking. Like I, you know, I spent a good 30 years of my life, not knowing this, um, information. So I, I did though, I immediately went to the Korean adoptee community and I wanted to find someone who might understand, um, this, like cross-cultural intersection of like, you know, literally being taken from your country and put into a family that's not your own.
Kristen (00:16:49):
And then I guess for me, yeah, the extra shock of like finding out 30 years later. But, um, yeah, I, I wasn't able, at the moment, I wasn't able to connect with anyone who had a similar story to mine. And I guess, um, I did try like maybe a little while after once things were starting to settle down and I felt comfortable to share some of my story. Um, I posted to some of the Korean adoptee, Facebook groups to, to just, I wanted to be a part of the community. I wanted to, um, connect with others and possibly find someone who might relate to me in some way of like, discovering this information so late in life. And I actually was connected to two other women who found out later in life and who were also adopted by Korean, um, parents here in the us. Um, but yeah. What was the question again? <laugh>, I'm like getting lost in my words,
Adapted (00:17:49):
Just if, um, I guess I'd add no. Um, if you had a, any sense of, you know, how unusual your case was or your case unusual your life is, you know, within your community or if you think, um, maybe it's more, well more, there are more adoptees that people don't know about within the Korean American community.
Kristen (00:18:12):
Um, yeah, I, I think because I'm sure there are more, maybe they just don't know. And, um, is there
Adapted (00:18:22):
Something, is there something culturally, do you think?
Kristen (00:18:25):
Yeah, for sure. Um, at least for my parents, I think the thing was that they didn't want me treated any differently. And for my mom, like she's always told me, and this is so funny because I guess this was a clue in and of itself, is that like, I was her child, but I was born out of her heart. Like she would say things like that to me, um, when I was growing up, but I guess I never just like put two and two together. Um, I do think there was probably a secretiveness about it. Um, definitely though, like, I think it's pretty shocking that I was not ver like, because there were other people who knew outside of my family, like there were certain church members who did, who did know, who grew up with me, who their kids grew up with me and we grew up together.
Kristen (00:19:10):
Um, so they were aware too. And so it's pretty incredible that I never was told by other means that no, none of the kids like would tell me because they didn't know themselves. So I think there's a part of that, that my parents do have a lot of, um, they do have a lot of, you know, good friends who, who, you know, they know how, I guess, fragile this information could be if it were to break out and come from them. I think there is definitely a sense of like, this is not ours to share. Um, and yeah, there is probably that secrecy thing that Koreans have where things are very, very much like, you know, I'm not gonna tell you this, this is not, this is not, this doesn't have to be known. Um, which yeah, that's something I've always struggled with in my own life because I, I hate that shit. <laugh> like, it's really, it's just it's mind boggling to me how, um, it just doesn't seem genuine and authentic and forthright, but maybe that's just my American side coming in being like, what the hell? Um, so yeah. <laugh> yeah.
Adapted (00:20:19):
So your parents immigrated to the U to the us. Yes. Yeah. Um, why did they come?
Kristen (00:20:27):
Um, so at the time, so I'll give you some context. My parents are a little older. Um, my dad was born in 1944. My dad, my mom was born in 1948. So they were born right around the time when, you know, the Korean war still didn't happen. So I think they kind of lived through that. Korea was a really, really poor country as most people know. Um, and the opportunities were few and far between, so my mom was a nurse. And so she had that, um, I guess, desirable occupation that allowed her and my dad because they got married in Korea to immigrate, um, to the us. She had some options. She actually told me that she could have immigrated to like Germany too, like Munich, but she picked New York. Um, and yeah, so they were probably one of the earliest people who came actually and immigrated, which is why I think there's this certain, like reverence held for people in my parents generation who, who came so early and really struggled.
Kristen (00:21:31):
And it's not to say immigrants who came later in the nineties struggled. Like I'm not trying to take that away from them. But I guess like by the time they came, my parents were also one of the people who kind of like brought those people, settling into America for the first time into the church and were a part of that, like helping people settle into the community. So, um, yeah, they, that's why they immigrated. They, I mean, they were looking for a better life. They were looking for more opportunity and at the time, you know, they, they were young and, um, you know, had a lot of like, I guess, what, what is the word like, I guess, uh, no, no fear, like courage to do that. And so, so they did. Um, but I have, from the stories they've told me it was definitely a struggle.
Kristen (00:22:20):
And, um, there were times where my parents would work different shifts. My mom was working as a nurse. My dad, I think, was like driving trucks and delivering things. And, um, yeah, there were times where they didn't even see each other for months because they were working different shifts. So yeah, they, they struggled a lot. Um, and by the time they settled and were ready to, you know, they weren't able to have children themselves. My mom was not able to get pregnant. She really wanted a child. And so she was the one who brought up with my dad that she wanted to adopt. Why don't we look into that? And I think for them, it was always like, they were always going to adopt a Korean child or try to, and so they got in touch with, um, there was an, it was a connected thing. It was, there was an adoption agency in New York that was connected to, um, why am I for Korean? Like the, the adoption agency? Was it? Yeah, yeah, yeah,
Adapted (00:23:15):
Yeah. It's one of, it's an adoption agency in Korea, like KSS or
Kristen (00:23:20):
Ks.
Adapted (00:23:21):
Oh, S Ws
Kristen (00:23:22):
S Ws. Thank you. I think they changed their name recently though. Like, so I've been emailing a different <laugh> woman, but, um, yeah. So, so they connected that way and it took a, it took a bit, but yeah, it, so that's how, that's how I was adopted was
Adapted (00:23:36):
Adopted. Yeah. I think, uh, SWS may have, uh, closed, but I think it may be stopped operations. They may a post adoption services weighing still, but it's no longer there's there were four and now there's three. So, and I S Ws might be the one that is no longer, but, um, okay. So you actually came, it wasn't a private adoption. You actually came through the agencies. Okay. Mm-hmm <affirmative>
Kristen (00:24:05):
But interestingly, and I don't know if other people have had this experience. My mom, um, actually flew to Korea to meet me before she had, before she finalized the adoption. So my aunt, my dad's older sister was still living in Korea at the time. So my mom came over, I guess, came to the foster home I was at and she met me. And so there were the night that I found out. She actually showed me pictures of her holding me for the first time at the foster home, with my, with my aunt. My aunt was holding me as well. And so all these at that night, too, when I was, you know, I finally saw my papers and everything else. They showed me pictures of the party that they had. Like the, my family, I guess, had a welcome home party for me, um, that, so I saw, you know, photographs of me with my cousins, me with other family members, like kind of, um, welcoming me home to New Jersey. There were pictures of me with my mom and dad, um, at the airport when they picked me up. These were pictures I'd never seen before in my whole life. So, um, yeah, that <laugh>, there was, there was that element.
Adapted (00:25:13):
Yeah. It was just thinking like, at the moment, when your mom brought out those photos, and then you actually got details of them, your mother going, flying over and meeting you, picking you up, like there must have been just so much hurt at the same time, but I mean, I guess validation too, that all along what you had known, it was finally, um, you were validated, but yet at the same time, so much hurt. Like, did you have this feeling like was my whole life a lie, those kinds of feelings?
Kristen (00:25:45):
Oh, a hundred percent. Yeah. Um, it's funny. And because maybe like one of the positives of finding out later in life as a full grown adult, um, I really did try to come from a place of understanding and compassion when I was confronting my parents, even though I was really upset. I actually think the anger <laugh> came later. Um, a bit later after I confronted them. I think initially I was just coming from a place of like, okay, I'm grateful that I know the truth now. And it really does feel like almost a release of, um, a, a lot of things. So I've been going to therapy pretty regularly since 20, um, 17. And a lot of the things I was examining, like the self work I was doing within therapy itself, like a lot of it was a mystery. And so I think even just finding out this piece of my, my history and my truth, um, really revealed to me like, oh, this makes sense why I am the way I am, like, why I have such, um, anxiety about like, you know, being left or, um, this, this deep seated fear of abandonment, which I never understood where that came from or this or this, uh, insecurity about being not enough or unlovable.
Kristen (00:27:06):
Like, I, I just, like, all of these things were like, okay, I guess I could try to pick apart certain parts of my life that would validate or justify, like, why I feel these things now and why I'm struggling with them. But the moment that this, this news came out, it almost was like, I finally had a key to a door. I never knew existed. It was like, oh, wow. All right. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. This, this makes a lot more sense to me now. Um, so there was a part of it being a relief, but then yeah, the struggle quickly came of trying to integrate all of this information and still trying to keep the peace. But yeah, so, um, I, I went to Korea last year. I spent actually the good part of last year in Korea. Once I found out this news, um, since I knew I got into school, um, and I knew I was gonna quit my job <laugh> um, I was like, I can't even really focus.
Kristen (00:28:04):
Like, <laugh> like, I was a shell of a person. Like I was like, how am I even doing work right now? I don't know. And of course the pandemic being still very much a thing. Um, I, I still made the decision of like, I need to get to Korea. Like, I, I need to figure this out. I need to reclaim my story as my own. Um, and it all starts in Korea, so I need to go. And, um, yeah, that my mom actually came with me and that was, that was in, and of it itself, its own <laugh> its own journey. But, um, yeah, there was a lot of anger that happened there, especially between me and my mom during quarantine, um, a lot of explosive fights. Um, and my mom was gracious enough for me to kind of take that like yell and scream and be angry at her. Um, she really did. She really did do her best at like trying to understand and, and take it all in. Um, and I think it was very much necessary for her and my relationship in order to kind of repair some of that damage that was done. Um, so yeah.
Adapted (00:29:09):
Yeah. And it's only been a year, right? Yeah. A little over a year. So, um, there will be, I mean, honestly, don't be hard on yourself cuz you're processing and it will still take years for you to process probably. So, you know, um, did you try to do some searching when you were in Korea? Um, did you do the thing where you're looking at people kind of maybe even subconsciously you're just like looking at other women on the subway and
Kristen (00:29:42):
Yeah, 100%. Yeah I did. Um, so before I went there, my parents, so it's funny because my parents were actually very, very, I don't wanna say pushy, but they were very much like, okay, now you know this information, like we should search for your birth family. And I was like, what? I like, I, I think it just took me a moment of, I didn't even know I had other parents, like I didn't even know that information. So my dad had actually, he had traveled to Korea meant over the years, many times. And I guess one of those times he actually did go to the adoption agency and even spoke to a social worker and said one day when my daughter knows, like, and she's gonna wanna search for her birth family, like, can I help her? Can we get that started now? Like, can you locate them?
Kristen (00:30:27):
And of course the social worker and the adoption agency said like, you know, you are not allowed to do that. Like your own daughter has to come here and ask and request that for that to be done. And so he took a business card, I think this was back in the nineties, he took that business card and he kept it and he actually gave it to me that night that I found out all this information and was like, this is the person I spoke with. Like, you should speak to this person if you wanna start a birth family search. And so I think like obviously everything was a little chaotic at that time, but since I was going to Korea, I was like, yeah, sure. I guess this makes sense for me to like put in this request now I did. And it got started and I guess they sent letters, but I will say that nothing came of it.
Kristen (00:31:09):
I guess the address that my birth mother had registered or was registered at, she actually didn't live there. So there are a lot of questions. Like I didn't really know what that meant. Um, I was like, okay, does that, you know, where did she get her mail then? Like, I, I don't understand what do you mean by that? But having said that, um, I'm kind of relieved that it didn't follow through. I think that would've been too much for me. Um, I think Mo for most adoptees, from what I hear is like they've had years to process before they decide to go on a birth family search. I like was doing this all at once. I think it would've been way too much had I actually been able to meet my birth mother or birth family. Like, I, I don't even know how that I would've even be been able to sit there. Like just being like, hi, I've never thought of you once. Like I didn't even know you existed. I just found this out months ago. Like nice to meet you. Yeah. Like it, it would've been, I think like a, it's a
Adapted (00:32:09):
Bit, a bit it's, it's a lot. I mean, I, I, I, you know, my heart goes out too because it's a lot you're going through in a, in, in just a short amount time. So definitely like, I mean, from a year, you know, within a year, finding out, going to Korea, trying to do the search, um, yeah. Like most of us know our whole lives that we're adopted. Whether or not we wanna go forward, the search may happen much later, but we know. So just that in itself will take some time I think. But yeah, but, but then sometimes, you know, it is what it is. Like you said, you're in Korea, you know, do you take advantage of the fact that you're there, but do you have names and her, um, or like your, your PA your birth parents, um, Korean ID numbers.
Kristen (00:32:59):
I don't have their ID numbers, actually. I'm not aware that if that's even information I'm privy to, um, I have her name, although it was Xed out like white whited out. But then when I got to the adoption agency and they gave me the paperwork in its original form. So in Korean, because what my parents had given me was actually the English translation. So I was like, oh, were you even able to understand, understand this? Like, I think that when I read it for the first time, I was like, okay, this is clearly translated from something. So I got the original paperwork copies and that actually even had my birth father's name. Well, technically it's the name that was given by my birth mother. And so I do have that information. I have her birthdate. I knew that she gave birth to me when she was 18 years old. Um, I was born in TEU. Oh, that was another piece of new information for my whole life. I thought I was born in TA, but I'm actually born in TEU. Um, and I was like, okay, okay. I've never, I don't know much about table. I I've never been there before. Okay. Um, so yeah. Um, I, yeah, I don't that's, I do have that information, but I don't really, I guess, know how to use it, um, to, to do anymore of this searching.
Adapted (00:34:13):
So, so you've got, and then your mother was with you during the, or did you go alone to the adoption agency?
Kristen (00:34:20):
Um, I asked my mom to come with me. I was comfortable with her coming with me and I thought in my mind, like, perhaps it might actually help that she's Korean. Like, my Korean's pretty decent honestly, but I don't know, like she's an elder and the person who I was seeing was definitely gonna be, you know, there's a level of respect there. And I was thinking like, strategically, I was like, this might actually be, It worked, worked my to your benefit,
Adapted (00:34:46):
Right?
Kristen (00:34:47):
Yes.
Adapted (00:34:47):
That's smart.
Kristen (00:34:48):
My, my Korean mom who would speak to this woman and like, we we'd, we I'd be there for that. So, um, yeah, that was, that
Adapted (00:34:57):
Was, and if they said, no, your Korean mom could just get a little angry or whatever. And then that might,
Kristen (00:35:02):
Whatever it is, The whole, the whole interaction. When I went to the adoption agency was pretty positive. It seemed like actually the social worker did a little more work than was necessary. Like she supposedly went above and beyond and even like called the landlord of the address that my birth mother's address was registered at and
Adapted (00:35:30):
Oh yeah, that's extra.
Kristen (00:35:32):
So that information that she doesn't live there anymore. And it's been a, since she's lived there, like, that's how I got that information. Um, because the,
Adapted (00:35:42):
But you have, do you have your parents' birth dates?
Kristen (00:35:46):
Um, I think I have my birth mother's birthday. Yeah, I do. Mm-hmm
Adapted (00:35:49):
<affirmative> even though you don't have the ID number, if you have a name and a birth date and you have an old address, I think, I think it's potentially whenever you're ready. Mm-hmm <affirmative> I think it's, I think it's possible even though if she's not no longer living at the address she was at the, the government can find her.
Kristen (00:36:08):
Okay. Well, that's good to know. Um, yeah, because my adoption, so, I mean, it's just, yeah, they weren't helpful after that. They kind of just was like, you can
Adapted (00:36:17):
Try. Yeah. They're kind of restricted because of the special adoption law on like what they can do. And they really interpret it as the, in the most conservative way in, in terms of what they can do. Um, but there's also, um, NCRC, which is the arm it's like part of the government. Um, and it used to be a Korean adoption services, which was part of the government. And then it got folded into this NCRC, but basically they, you can ask them also to conduct a search. They may not give you like, um, the address, but they can find it and, and send letters. They'll send the it's like the three telegrams mm-hmm <affirmative> mm-hmm <affirmative>. Um, so they may be able to find, because you know, like, you know, everybody's registered. So even if they move, they have to register their new address. So it, it may be possible.
Kristen (00:37:13):
Okay. This is good information to know. Yeah, yeah. No, thank you for letting me know. Yeah. I, I, I kind of was all doing this through the adoption agency and I think this is once again, just my ignorance, not knowing like what other, um, things I could do, although I am a member. Yeah. And that's yeah, yeah. Uhhuh
Adapted (00:37:28):
And that's, and that's definitely the first step through the agency, but, um, there are other avenues and there's only a, there's a limitation of what the agency can do. Mm-hmm <affirmative> um, so there's different and there's, um, I don't know if you know about goal, but there
Kristen (00:37:44):
I'm a member. Yeah. <laugh> I, that's how I got my visa, my F four visa. Um, yeah, when I went last year.
Adapted (00:37:53):
Oh, you got your F four. Okay. Yeah.
Kristen (00:37:55):
Yeah. I, I use goal. Um, they, I actually spoke with someone who does the whole birth family search. Um, I forgot his name, but we did have a call again. Like I think I just was doing the most last year. I was just doing too much, but once again, that was my way of coping with all. This is like, I'm a very like proactive need to have a goal in mind and just go for it. Keep my mind busy. It was, it was to avoid feeling my feelings. Um, so I get very, I guess, like proactive and super, super, uh, you know, I get a lot of things done. I get things checked off my list, but at the same time, it doesn't leave me any space to actually feel the things that I'm feeling. And so it's a coping mechanism. It served me pretty well, but, um, yeah, I think I was just doing too much last year. Um, but yeah.
Adapted (00:38:46):
Could your mom, could you and your mom read the, your adoption papers in Korean?
Kristen (00:38:51):
Yeah. Yeah. Uh, so I still have the copies. Um, they're actually still they're back in New Jersey. I didn't bring them with me to San Francisco, but, um, I did read them through, uh, if there were any words that I didn't understand, I was like, what is the, what is this? Um, so we read everything through, um, the only new information though that I could really see was the fact that I had my birth father's like name, but he didn't have anything to like, I guess they said, just be careful of that. And that's why they had crossed it out in the English translation, because that's the name that was given by my birth mother and it's not verified. So like, just know that and take that for what it is. But I guess, like I'm thinking, and maybe this is just me, like doing extra, but like, why would there be any reason for an 18 year old to lie? <laugh> like, it's already scary enough giving birth and being pregnant and not having money or the funds to take care of the child and deciding to give her away. Um, I don't. So I, I do believe that that is probably my birth father's name. That's on that Korean document, but yeah.
Adapted (00:39:56):
Did you get on Facebook and start looking for names? <laugh> I
Kristen (00:40:01):
Should probably do that. I did not even think to do that. Like that's though it would make a lot of sense. <laugh> I did not think to do that
Adapted (00:40:10):
Well, especially because it's not soul. So, you know, Dego, I mean, it's still is, it's still a city, but now that you have an actual, you know, place outside of soul, it might be, it might help, it might help in your search mm-hmm <affirmative> yeah. In your search. Yeah. So, so I take it. Oh, go ahead.
Kristen (00:40:29):
No, no, I just, I was saying that she's actually not in Tigua anymore. That's where I was born. Supposedly she's in <inaudible> province. That information they did give me, so, yeah. Anyway, but yes, I do have a location and a name <laugh>
Adapted (00:40:42):
Okay. Okay. Um, so I take it, your, your parents are, are helpful. Do you, maybe some of it comes from a little guilt too, like they wanna help you now?
Kristen (00:40:54):
Mm, for sure. They they're very open. I think they give me a lot of space to talk about it and bringing it up and bring it up and, um, just have a conversation about it. I think for them, they feel like a weight's been lifted. Right. They've been holding onto this secret for so long that finally, now that we're just able to be honest about it. I do feel that for them, this is what they've always wanted all along. Um, so I told them though the relief for them came, but for me it's just beginning. So like, it's almost like, okay, they were carrying a weight for 30 years and now they're just handing it over to me and I'm like, okay, what the hell do I do with this? And so <laugh>, um, they are helpful. Um, they're very supportive. Um, I don't, I'm sure some of it might come from guilt, but I do honestly think they just want to make sure that I adjust to this well and they want to be there for it. Um, so I feel that I, I don't, I, yeah, I don't distrust any of that intention,
Adapted (00:41:57):
Uh, you know, over the years, did it, do, did you have other clues, like, did you not look like your parents or your family, or there are your per is your personality really different from them?
Kristen (00:42:09):
<laugh> yeah. <laugh> so honestly with my parents, because maybe I'm an only child. I never really was like, I guess if those two have a baby, it looks like me. Like, I didn't question it. I do think there's slightly a chance. I kind of look like my mom. I always thought I have the height of my dad. Like, this is weird to say, but my mom would even say like, your toes, like are like your dads. Like they would say things like that. And so I, I guess for me, I just never really thought that adding to what I had told you before about like the birth certificate and all those things. I did realize my parents kept a quite like, they would take a lot of pictures, especially of me as a baby. And I did realize that there were no pictures of my mother pregnant and there were no pictures of me before a certain age or before a certain time. And that was always questionable to me, like, okay, like, where am I? Where am I as a newborn? Like where's moms pregnant
Adapted (00:43:04):
That not folding me in the hospital.
Kristen (00:43:05):
Where is all of that? Right? Um, that was, that was always, yeah. In my, in my mind for sure. <laugh>
Adapted (00:43:11):
Yeah. What did, what did they say when you asked?
Kristen (00:43:15):
He just said they didn't have a camera <laugh> they didn't have a camera that time. Okay. <laugh> like, I just accepted that answer.
Adapted (00:43:31):
And you were, um, how old, when you were adopted, do you think?
Kristen (00:43:35):
Six months? I believe so. I came to the us in August of 1989. I was born in March of 1989. So yeah, six months.
Adapted (00:43:45):
Okay. You know, for a lot of adoptees, they talk about a part of their story is, you know, being disconnected from Korean culture, the food, definitely the language, like not being able to speak Korean and just how difficult it is. And as an adult to learn your heritage language, when it's also like laced with adoption and relinquishment, you know, on top of it, those issues. But, um, I guess that wasn't, um, an issue for you. You grew up in Korean family. I mean, did your parents, you just speak Korean at home?
Kristen (00:44:19):
Yeah. Um, because my parents are kind of from an older generation, um, yeah. We only speak Korean at home. I've only Korean food at home breakfast, lunch dinner. <laugh> like, my dad is very much like, must eat just Korean food. Like we don't, you don't. So
Adapted (00:44:37):
They're not like we're in America now. We want you to be as American as possible. They didn't.
Kristen (00:44:42):
No. Yeah. I think if anything, they're probably more traditional than most <laugh>. Um, yeah. Very, very much that. Yeah.
Adapted (00:44:53):
Okay. Okay. What did your or your friends, what were their reactions when you told them
Kristen (00:44:59):
<laugh>? Um, yeah, I mean, most of them were shocked and very surprised. I think a lot of them really felt like they wanted to be there for me. They just didn't know how, um, I will say that while I was going through this, I pretty much shunned every single person that knew me or I knew, um, because people, I knew felt very unsafe because I thought they might judge me. They might judge my parents. They might feel bad for me. Like all these things that I was just like, I barely have, I have to, I have to hold space right now for myself. Like, I cannot be there for you guys. And I can't lie and say I'm okay. Not that I think they were expecting me to be okay. But I, I just didn't know how to act around people that knew me and knew what was going on and knew my family.
Kristen (00:45:52):
And so to most of my close friends, I did have like one on one conversations to them saying that I'm going to Korea. I'm figuring this out. I really need time for myself. Like, I'm sorry that I, I like can't be there for you guys right now. Um, and most of them were understanding of that. There were, there was some re work after I got back from Korea. But at the time, last year, like strangers felt very, very safe to me because none of them knew me. None of them knew my story. None of them knew what was happening. And it was not like I was going to lie about what was going on in my life. But even with the news of, I just found out I was adopted. That's why I'm here in Korea. That to them is just, okay, that's a piece of this person.
Kristen (00:46:34):
I just met. That's her story, but that's it right. They don't know my mom, they don't know my dad, they don't know my whole life. They don't have that narrative. So for them, they're just meeting me and saying like, whoa, that's a lot. I'm like, yeah, it's a lot. And then we just move on. Right. And go get on with our, like, let's get to know each other. So, um, yeah, I, I got back from Korea in August and let's just say I had a lot of, um, heart to hearts with my friends because I knew they, all they were trying to do was really be there. And I really, um, I rejected all that, um, at the time. And I knew, I knew I, I had to, um, do my own apologies and at the same time, uh, just, you know, just be like, I, I appreciate that you guys gave me that space and that we can, we can still, you know, I guess like move on from here. Like let's move forward. But yeah.
Adapted (00:47:29):
Do you feel like people, your friends or acquaintances, do you think that people do sense that people treat you differently knowing you're adopted now?
Kristen (00:47:39):
Not at all. No. They definitely still treat me the same. Um, I think if anything, they're just more they're open for me when I bring it up. Like I, I, because I think that's important for me that I feel safe to just, if a topic of conversation comes to mind, you know, you never wanna feel like, is this something I'm allowed to bring up or is this something that I feel like, are they gonna judge me on it? So, no, like, I don't think they treat me any differently. I'm still me. Um, it's just that now with my friends, like, I am definitely able to like, you know, just put it into conversation casually and just be like, yeah, oh, by the way, like, this is happening with my life. Like, I'm going back to Korea, this, you know, I actually went back to Korea in July and, you know, there's stuff, things like that. So they know. Um, and that's what feels nice. Everything is still just as it is just now with this, I guess, new lens on things. Um, mm-hmm
Adapted (00:48:32):
<affirmative>. Yeah. And I mean, I, I, I spent, I lived a year in Korea and, you know, I think, I mean, things are changing. Things kind of changed very slowly, but there is this taboo about adoption in Korea. Um, mm-hmm <affirmative> and a lot of times people don't wanna talk about it or they think it's impolite to talk about it, or they don't know, like if you bring up, you're adopted in my, you know, um, in my case, and I've heard of others, like people will just stop talking cause they don't know what to say, you know, whereas, but maybe, you know, in Korean American communities, you know, it's more, it's less taboo to talk about adoption.
Kristen (00:49:10):
I would say that it's still, it's still very taboo. I think, I think it's just, I think for me though, when I speak about my friends, I mean, it's a mix. It's not to say, like I don't have Korean American friends. Um, I, it's funny because I listened to a bunch of episodes from adapted and just listening to other people's stories, um, about how they grew up in a very like predominantly white community. That was also my story too. I would say there was a time where I really shunned my Korean identity and the Korean community itself. I didn't like the judgment. I didn't like the comparison. I didn't like, you know, there were a lot of things that I fought against that I was just like, I hate being Korean. Like I don't want anything to do with <laugh> the Korean culture and people.
Kristen (00:49:55):
Um, uh, I would say that I have a pretty diverse group of friends from all different cultures and ethnicities and backgrounds. Um, so yeah, I do think it's still taboo in that. I don't know if a lot of my Korean American friends don't know any other adoptees, maybe they do. Um, I don't, I'm probably one of their first, if not like, um, so I don't, yeah, I don't, I think it is taboo in that you probably just don't like hear about it and when you do, you don't know how to react. You're like, oh shoot. Okay. <laugh> like that kind of, that kind of thing.
Adapted (00:50:32):
Oh yeah. So like growing up, like, did you, like, not like the fact that you had Kim junior lunch or did your mom send you with
Kristen (00:50:39):
Oh yeah. Um, yeah, in elementary school definitely have memories of her. Like literally packing me a very nice, like it's called doshirak. Right. So like, just like bringing that to school with like the chopsticks, the banchan, the rice, everything. And when I would open it up, the smell would just fill the room and people would look over at me, be like, what is that? You're eating, they'd see little anchovies and be like, Ew, what is that? And I'd feel the judgment and I'd feel the shame and I'd feel like, and I'd go home and I'd be like, do not ever pack me that lunch ever again at the time when I was in elementary school, the big thing was like Lunchables. So I asked my mom, like, I recall me going to the grocery store with her and being like, I am not like we are only buying lunch bowls now. Like I do not want anything to do. Yeah. So I definitely, I, I went through that when I was a kid, um, feeling a lot of shame about that. Um, yeah, a lot of, a lot of that racial reckoning actually happened and like kind of looking at my internalized racism, especially against my own culture, um, happened actually during the pandemic. Um, I, in March of 2020, I actually got attacked twice. Um, once on the subway and once on the street,
Kristen (00:51:58):
I never reported it. I think at the time it was just so shocking to me that something like that could even occur in my own city. Um, and I think that's when something switched for me, like a light went off and I like, it sounds really cliche, but I, like, I woke up. I was like, wow. And I really examined a lot of my own internalized racism. The, you know, what happened to me as I was growing up, like how I looked down upon certain things, like I didn't wanna be associated with being Korean or being different. I just wanted to fit in. So whatever the whitest possible, most acceptable possible version of me, whatever that was, that's what I leaned into. Um, but now that I'm looking back on it, yeah. I do feel like a new renewed sense of shame of how I responded and how like, yeah.
Kristen (00:52:55):
Um, so I, I went through a lot of that actually over the last two years kind of questioning that, um, and wanting to really connect more with my Korean community, Korean American community and just the Asian American community overall. I really, I think be I became a very strong advocate. Um, but it took a while. It took a long time for me to even like, look into that and see, you know, my actions and my, I guess how I grew up in the environment I grew up in and how that affected me in the way that I think. Um, and so, yeah, no, it's, it's still a process it's still happening now. Um, I'm still a work in progress when it comes to that.
Adapted (00:53:43):
Yeah. That's interesting. So even if you had Korean parents, even though you weren't transracially adopted that you still had feelings of like self hate mm-hmm
Kristen (00:53:53):
<affirmative> mm-hmm <affirmative> mm-hmm <affirmative> yeah. And the Korean community too. And I'm not sure if other Korean Americans feel this way, so I'll just speak to my experience. But I think like, it was really hard for me to, I never saw myself as like the typical or stereotypical like Korean girl. I was not very girly. I like what I was kind of a tomboy if that's even an appropriate like word to use now when I was a kid and I was running around a lot. And I think like, people always wanted to put me in a box or that's what it felt like I always was trying, everybody was trying to put me into this box and I, I refused to fit into that box. And so in the Korean community, especially in the church, I would always hear a lot of judgment. And like, I really didn't like that.
Kristen (00:54:39):
And I, I kind of felt like my parents should have stood up for me more. I was like, why? You know, you're hearing this person talk about me in that way. Like, where's, where's the security here. Like, aren't you supposed to be? My mom and dad, like, aren't you supposed to protect me from this. Like, why aren't you, but Queens's just kind of let that happen. And they, you know, I guess we're just supposed to grow a thick skin and just accept it and just like push it aside. Right. It doesn't matter, but I'm, I was a pretty sensitive kid. So I think the moment I would hear those things that I didn't like to hear, I would be compared to someone else. Like I really fought against it. Um, I, so that's for me was that association of like, I don't want anything to do with this. Like I want out <laugh> like, this is not me. And I don't wanna fin to your little neatly packed box. I refuse. So yeah. I found my own community then.
Adapted (00:55:33):
And then the attacks that happened to you, you think there, they were hate crimes.
Kristen (00:55:39):
Oh, for sure. Yeah. Um, the slurs that were yelled, the fact that, so one of the times was a guy throwing hot coffee at me on the street. Um, I saw it from the corner of my eye. I was walking back to my apartment and out of nowhere, this guy just throws hot coffee at me. So it, it got kind of onto the side of me and just yelled, like, you know, you brought this here, like, this is, this shit is going on because of you. And I was, I, I think in the moment I was just like, okay, I'm gonna get away from this person and just run home. Um, but immediately when I got home, I had to like sign on to work. Um, uh, we were all on zoom at that time. And then I called my parents and I was just like, this just happened to me. And I, I remember just crying, just being like, why is this happening? Like, what did I do? Like, you know? Um, yeah, so it's a lot of shock
Adapted (00:56:31):
And your parents are much older. Do you have anxiety about their safety?
Kristen (00:56:37):
100%. Yeah. I mean, I honestly rather those attacks, I'd rather be attacked a hundred times rather than my parents get attacked, even once I think about them all the time. Um, and they have a business in New York city, so it's on the upper west side, which is a pretty safe neighborhood all around, but still I think about them. I tell my mom to watch her back. I literally say, do not take the subway, especially now. Like I didn't even take the subway. I went home to New York like last month and I, I didn't go on the subway because I felt very unsafe. And again, like maybe it's from that traumatic incident of those two attacks, but I'm always constantly watching my back now. Like, I, I don't even listen to music <laugh> when I'm walking the street anymore, for fear that, you know, I won't be able to hear something or I won't be able to, you know, have all my senses about me when I'm. And this is specifically in New York, I feel a little safer in San Francisco actually.
Adapted (00:57:34):
Yeah. I was gonna ask, do you and your other Asian American friends, do you feel like everybody's kind of more kind of watching their back or taking different precautions?
Kristen (00:57:44):
Yeah, I would say so. I met with, um, two friends of mine who carry like mace now, like Sprite, pepper spray on them, um, at all times. And yeah, I've heard, I've heard the same thing, especially over the last, like in 2022, um, with Michelle go and then Christina unli that happened in New York. So I think it's just like, what can you do? It's it's just random acts of violence. <laugh> at all. So her so horrible. Yeah. You definitely still lived your life, but I guess there are extra precautions to take.
Adapted (00:58:19):
So when this was happening, you know, in the, during the pandemic, um, and you said you suddenly like realized like that you want this racial reckoning and that you wanted to feel, you know, your, your strength or your power being Asian, being Korean. What did that look like for you? Like what did you do or how did it feel?
Kristen (00:58:42):
I initially, um, I, again, I like reached out to, for a community. And so at the time, I guess that was pretty, it was difficult in that it was during the pandemic. It was during the lockdown when I was really looking for more connection, um, just to like, feel like I had a community that I could talk to about these things, because anytime I tried to talk to some of my white friends or non Korean friends, I don't think they could really understand. They tried, they tried to listen, but I could just see it falling a little flat. The, I would listen to podcasts that would actually be really helpful. Um, ESP, like, you know, most of the podcasts I listen to were very like Asian American centric and like the hosts were Asian.
Adapted (00:59:26):
What do you listen to? What do you listen to?
Kristen (00:59:28):
Um, one of my favorites is feeling Asian. So that's by like Brian Park and Youngmi Mayer. They're, they're like two New York comedians, but they, they host that podcast. But a lot of the guests, they have, they're all Asian and they speak to their own, you know, just their own experiences. It doesn't always have to be serious. It's a lot of, you know, there's like some humor there and I don't know, it just made me feel more connected. And at least I was listening to conversations that stimulated me, that I was interested in, um, that just helped me even like get out some of those emotions or feelings that I was feeling. Um, but yeah, I think in general, like I would reach out to my Korean friends as well, trying to have those conversations. My best friend is, um, Ghanaian American. So she's someone who at least understands, what's like to be a part of a minority community.
Kristen (01:00:17):
And of course, because she's black growing up where we grew up like that in and of itself is its own experience. So I'm not trying to like compare the microaggressions I, I faced and the things that I, I lived through, um, to what she experienced, but at least she's someone that I know understands and, and would give me very sound advice, because I remember even asking her, I was like, you know, I'm just so angry all the time. Like, how do, where do you put this anger? Like, how are you not angry every day? And she's like, Kristen, like, it's not that I'm not angry, but like, I can't go through life. <laugh> like, you know, being this way, like she she's also, you know, been on her own journey. So anyway, she has been such a strong resource for me in a lot of ways, um, while I was going through most of the, uh,
Adapted (01:01:07):
Discovery. Yeah, right. Just, just the stages of, of processing,
Kristen (01:01:12):
Like how I came to be
Adapted (01:01:14):
And like, um, yeah. Yeah. I know it's crazy. Like a lot of, I mean, so yeah, like I didn't grow up, you know, around Korean culture at all, and it's been so great that, you know, as I've been, you know, just this Korean pride, it's so much easier now too, because like the restaurants, food is cool. Everybody wants to go to Korean, barbecue and Soju and, um, you know, Korea is just cool now. So I has that also like, been something new for you to discover, like, or not to discover, but like this Korean pride it's kind of, um, rediscovery
Kristen (01:01:52):
For. Yeah. Yeah. Um, <laugh> yeah, because I, you know, growing up, I, I knew about like H O T and Kpop. I actually love Korean dramas. My that's something that my mom and I do together, we watch all the, so anything from like stairway, like Changa ggeran like stairway to heaven, winter Sonata, all those things I grew up with. Right. <laugh> um, I just think that was a different part of my life that I didn't really talk about with most people <laugh> like, it was, it was like with my white friends and my Americanized friends who were, you know, I just, I just didn't share that part of my life with them, but it's always something that I've, I really enjoyed. But now, yeah, now that there's this like lens on Korean pop culture, dramas movies, like all the media coming out of there.
Kristen (01:02:38):
And like you said, food people, literally some of my friends have like, like gochugaru, like in their, in their kitchens. I, I don't even know they, if they know how to use it, but like they have it, it's like, it's a, it's a spice they now have, um, which I find really cool. And, um, yeah, no, they, there definitely is this renewed sense of pride that I never had. Like I said, like, I really shunned a lot of that, um, in a lot in, you know, some of the, I guess, elements in a lot of ways. So now yeah. I'm full on like all the way let's go Korea <laugh>, um, which, which feels awesome. It's, it's definitely been a long time coming, I think, but,
Adapted (01:03:17):
But yeah. And they're, so I, I feel like there's just like now, just out of coming outta the woodwork, I mean, there's like Korean, Korean, American chefs, Korean, you know, like, um, Korean American rappers. And there's just more, I would say more visibility mm-hmm <affirmative> artists and which is really great to see, not to, I'm not saying like they've never existed, but I just feel like the profile has been really raised and, um, there's this whole new level of, yeah, definitely in the food scene. Um, music scene, um, <affirmative> 16, um, celebrity scene. Yeah. Mm-hmm <affirmative> mm-hmm <affirmative> yeah. When you, so you were really into, um, dramas, uh, you and your mom would watch, like, what do you think about the storylines regarding adoptees? And do you feel like that's been changing?
Kristen (01:04:07):
Oh yeah. Um, so it's funny ever since finding out I kind of view movies, like anytime there's a storyline of like the main character being an orphan or like been abandoned, like it's very strange. I realize now, like how many characters and TV shows movies that, that caricature is used of like trying to, I guess, build empathy and being like, this person came from a really like tough situation. Like, you know, you, you should feel sympathy or empathy for this person. And so I think seeing now realizing like, oh, this is just used all the time. Um, I think specifically in Korean dramas, I watched, uh, Vincenzo
Adapted (01:04:57):
Vincenzo. Right, right.
Kristen (01:04:59):
Um, <laugh> that was
Adapted (01:05:02):
Something always dark about him. Yeah. Yeah,
Kristen (01:05:04):
Exactly. But the fact that he can like, anyway, like that was probably the,
Adapted (01:05:09):
No, I know like, no, like for a lot of like me and my adoptee friends were like, yeah, right. Like he's adopted in Italy. He comes back like fully Korean, Korean, you know, like that's not, and
Kristen (01:05:22):
Like I grew up in a Korean family and I can't even speak Korean that well, but okay. Um, uh, but yeah, I don't, I think I'm still formulating like how I feel, I guess now it just feels like I have some, there is some representation and I guess that's supposed to be something that I really like. I, I don't know. I think I I'm still wrapping my head around how I'm supposed to feel about that sort of representation. Um, it's this is why I'm trying to educate myself and like listen to other people's stories and listen to other people's like opinions on the matter. Um, because I'm still, yeah. That's the thing, like, I think I'm still for lack of a better word, trying to adopt my own story into and integrate it into my life, because for so long, I had thought of my life differently. And now that there's this, you know, it's not that I'm, it it's something that I'm still trying to process and try to be like, oh right. That that's still that's my that's mine too. That's me too. Um,
Adapted (01:06:26):
Yeah, like kind of like, you're learning to sort of ownership of this new identity you have
Kristen (01:06:34):
Mm-hmm <affirmative> and in the reverse. Right. Because I, it's not that it completely takes away from the life I've lived. I'm still me, but it's like now this like additional foundational element has been added. Like I've already had a pretty firm foundation and now it's like an extra leg and it's like, all right, you're new. Or I didn't realize that you were there. What does that all mean? So I'm having all these like existential questions too, of like, now that I have this information, what is it supposed to mean? Does it affect my future? What changes? I have no freaking idea. <laugh> and these are things I'm examining in therapy as well. And I'm really trying to like, you know, and I don't think there is a, an answer necessarily, but, um,
Adapted (01:07:22):
Uh, but now you have, I was just gonna say, now you have another reason you have extra ha you know, you have another <laugh> and you have more reason to be angry, you know, <laugh>,
Speaker 3 (01:07:32):
It's true. I feel like, yeah, that ha just like, got super powered up from this, like,
Kristen (01:07:37):
Oh, oh, I've already had it, but now it's really, really there. I feel it. I feel it. Oh, God funny. So
Adapted (01:07:46):
When you listen to other stories about, you know, adoptees, what has resonated with you and then what has seemed really different?
Kristen (01:07:56):
Hmm. I think for me, what's really resonated is a lot of just like, like finding ourselves. And I don't know if that's necessarily an adoptee specific search or if it's just the human search of just trying to understand ourselves and understand like, you know, and this is probably why I'm in psych, in, in a field that focuses on like, why humans are the way they are, what motivates us, what drives us, how we came to be. Um, those are all things that I'm genuinely curious about just because I'm a person and I'm, you know, you know, interacting with other human beings too. Um, and I guess though, from the stories that I've heard, especially even on adapted that search for identity, that search for community, that search for understanding, I really re that really resonates with me. That's something that I feel wholeheartedly is just a journey I'm gonna be on for my whole life.
Kristen (01:08:56):
I, I don't wanna, I think each story is so unique and it's like, I try not to do that whole comparison thing of like, but my stories like this or there stories like, you know, um, I do think it, it probably just highlights more just how diverse everyone's story is and like we're all different. And we, and yet there is something that binds us all together and I think that's, what's really beautiful. And so for me, maybe I focus on the things that actually not what makes us different. It, it's what it's, what brings us together. And just like for me, I just, it's nice to know that, like, I don't have to be alone in this and not only do I have the support of my family and friends, but like, wow, look at this new community I I'm building, um, which is really special. And I feel really grateful for
Adapted (01:09:45):
That. You know, you were talking about one thing I wanted to touch back on, you're talking about like, oh, you know, I've always had these feelings of abandonment and, and, um, what did that look like? Like where, you know, mm-hmm <affirmative> and maybe like things with relationships or trust, or I don't know.
Kristen (01:10:01):
Yeah. Um, definitely I think my triggers show up most in romantic relationships in terms of this feeling of does this person really love me, does this person really, really, really like accept me for, as I am. It's always, it, it feels like a testing almost. And I don't know if others can relate to this, but it's like now when you know, you've been abandoned or there is this trauma that is in existence. And even though it's, Preem pre-verbal ability, it really makes a mark on you. Right. It has a ripple effect on your life and it will, it stays. Um, so for me, it's almost, I always, I now wonder if it's like me trying to recreate the trauma of being left and abandoned by my birth mother to try to not only understand it, of like how a person could do that, but also like conquer it, if that makes sense.
Kristen (01:11:03):
Um, it's like, I don't want that to ever happen to me again. And so like, but at the same time, I'm just trying to understand why it even happened in the first place. And so, yeah, that, I think even when I was growing up, I, I probably tested my parents. Actually. I tested my, my mom. Um, she's someone, I feel very like bonded connection with. I have a pretty complicated relationship with my dad actually, but, um, my mom has proven through and through that, she's there for me and not, not going to, it's not going anywhere, but yeah, even now I, I have a partner. Um, he's Korean. He actually, we actually met in Korea last year. Um, he
Adapted (01:11:47):
She's Korean, Korean Uhhuh.
Kristen (01:11:48):
<affirmative> yeah. <laugh>
Kristen (01:11:51):
Okay. I went from being very single to now being in a long distance relationship with a guy who's halfway around the world. <laugh>. Um, but, um, he, yeah, I'm, I mean, even now, um, he's such a secure human. He, it almost annoys me at how secure he is as a person. Um, and then I kind of see my insecurities, like get reenacted within our own relationship and he's been very understanding and he does really, um, he is there for me at the same time, being able to kind of push back and be like, Hey, like, I don't think this is right. Um, and I respect that, but I, I see, I like, I have this like deep sense of shame of when I guess he points out like what I'm doing and how I'm testing out the, um, trust,
Adapted (01:12:43):
Trust you're testing, you're testing out and he points and he can recognize, oh
Kristen (01:12:46):
Yeah, he sees it. And he says like, Hey, like, you know, your feelings are valid if you are feeling these things, but I just want you to know that, like, you're making me out into this bad person, which I'm not. And like, I really respect that. But at the same time, the moment he says it, I recognize it immediately. And I'm like, yep, <laugh> there it is. There's my
Adapted (01:13:07):
Wait, Kristen, is it the saboteur thing? Like you think they're gonna leave you? So,
Kristen (01:13:12):
Yeah. Yeah.
Adapted (01:13:13):
I think that's classic adoptee stuff.
Kristen (01:13:16):
So that's crazy. Right? Because like, once again, I didn't know this until last year, but that's definitely been something I do in my relationships. The only time that I think that hasn't happened is when I've dated a person even more insecure than I was. And that made me feel safe because I, that made me feel like that person needed me. So I did.
Adapted (01:13:37):
And you had the power and you had the power in,
Kristen (01:13:40):
In that precisely. Right. But then anytime I'm dating or with someone who is very secure in themselves, which is healthy, right. Um, I have some earned security, especially in the work that I've done in therapy, but at the same time, it's just so hard. Um, I really find it difficult to remain that way and stay that way. Especially when those triggers come, when I'm feeling like, does this person really love me or am I, am I enough for this person? Or, you know, so that cycle start gets, so that's, that's actually a lot of the work I'm doing now. <laugh>, um, within my own personal therapy journey, um, is okay. I recognize that I'm aware of it. Great. But like, how do, how do I change that? Like how do I really, really stop myself from reacting and instead pause and respond in a healthier, more true to myself way. Um, it's hard though.
Adapted (01:14:38):
It's really, yeah, it's so fascinating. All the, the, the work being, um, the studies and, uh, work being done now in the preverbal and with adoption and just, you know, the trauma in the body, mm-hmm, <affirmative> just from being relinquished and, um, you know, um, have you done much reading on that?
Kristen (01:15:00):
Oh yeah, I am. Um, <laugh> I read the primal wound. I also read coming home. Um, I read, I've been reading other people's stories though, even like Nicole Chung, her book. Um, I think in general, for me, I think it's, I, I think it brought to light a lot of the things that I already knew to be true in my own, in my own life. And so now it's just like, I have the words to describe that experience. And I have, I have this additional information and the layers to like, build out like, oh, this is why, or this is where it's coming from. Like, and so it makes a lot of sense, but it's like, okay, you have all this information, but now what <laugh>, that's where I'm, I'm getting stuck is like, all right, like, it's great that I, I have all this, but how do I truly make that change if, and because I want to too, and that's, what's important too. Some people don't wanna, that's fine. But for me, like, I do see me being held back and I don't wanna be held back anymore. And so now I, that I have this whole narrative and I have my history and I have this information. It's like, okay, how do I really put into practice? What I've been saying that I want, um, for, for myself,
Adapted (01:16:13):
It sounds like part of this, like healing too, is when you say you test people and to see if they're still gonna love you, if they're still gonna be there, um, even when you show your worst, um, and it sounds like your, your mother has, has proven that.
Kristen (01:16:32):
Yeah, yeah. 100. Yeah. The, I think my mom is, um, through and through the person that has shown me that, um, she's, she is the only person that I know, at least in the trajectory of my life and these 33 years who's been there for me through and through. Um, and so I am really, yeah. Grateful to have her as that example. And to know that, you know, I am lovable as I am.
Adapted (01:17:07):
You are, you are <laugh> Um, do you think of, I mean, probably right, but what, what thoughts do you have about your, your birth mother now?
Kristen (01:17:22):
Yeah, I'm, I think a lot of my thoughts when it comes to her, as I do think how tough it must have been. Um, as I, as from the paperwork, I know she was 18 years old, so she also seemed from what I read, she only had a middle school education, whatever that means. So she came from a very poor family. I think she was the middle child. She had an older brother and like a younger sister. Um, and so by the time she met my birth father and got pregnant, she was working at like a factory in TEU and I think he was an iron worker. And so of course, like, I can't imagine what that must have been like I've, you know, and with the lack of support for single mothers, even, even now in Korea, um, I, I think I just put myself in that place of like, if I ever were to meet her, like, I just want there to be like a, a moment of like, I understand the decision you made.
Kristen (01:18:24):
Like, I don't wanna put that, put that against her. Like, I really do have a lot of, um, understanding and compassion for, for how difficult that situation must have been. Um, and I think I'm coming at it from a lens of like, maybe she didn't wanna relinquish me. Maybe that was not like, that was the last option that she wanted to do. Uh, who knows. Right. But, um, I mean, she went through the pregnancy, I guess. I don't know if there was even like an option for something like an abortion at the time, but, um, yeah, no, I'm, I'm very grateful that I was born and I had the life I had. Um, and so I think if that, if I ever did have a chance to meet her, I would just say, thank you. Um, for, for giving me my life, I am really grateful for it.
Adapted (01:19:23):
Thank you so much for sharing your story. Even this is going to help so many people, I think, and, and also like, um, you may find some others, um, other like yourselves, you know, so maybe some, um, people who discover later in life or adopted by Korean Americans that mm-hmm <affirmative> may find you because of this. So,
Speaker 3 (01:19:47):
Yeah. And I would love that I would, you know, anyone who wants to connect, um, yes, please. Let's, let's be friends <laugh> I I'm so down if anyone's in San Francisco and wants to meet up, I'm, I'm really, I'm really open to it, so,
Adapted (01:20:01):
Yeah. Awesome. How can they reach you? Um,
Kristen (01:20:03):
Yeah, you can add me on Facebook. I think I'm actually, I just took away my last name because I'm now I'm about to start my traineeship later this year. So I, you know, just trying to have some privacy there, but you can add me there. It's Kristen Woo Kyung. So, uh, you know, my first name, K R I S T E N. And the Woo Kyung is w O O space, K Y U N G. Or you can find me on, um, Instagram at Ksten Choi. So K S T E N-CHOI.
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