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Abstract

In this article, the author provides a first-hand account of the significance and meaning of the
Hmong Minnesotan community for his lifelong experiences and identity as a Hmong American.
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Introduction

I didn’t grow up in Minnesota, but the Hmong Minnesotan community has profoundly
shaped my Hmong American journey. This evolving connection started in the 1980s, continues
today, and has influenced my identity, shaped my decisions, guided my career, and inspired my
efforts to enrich the Hmong cultural legacy. This evolving connection is best described through
these four key phases of my life:

e Becoming a Hmong American

e Building a Life in America

o Forging a Career and Connecting with the Global Hmong Network

e Contributing to the Hmong Tapestry for Future Generations

Before diving into these phases, some context is essential. Let’s start with the premise

that as Hmong Americans, each of us carries a unique story. In other words, whether we were
born in Laos, Thailand, the U.S., or elsewhere, our diverse paths contribute to a shared,

collective identity and history.
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As for myself, I was born in Laos—a place that still holds a sacred place in my heart.

As I would come to learn later in life, leaving my homeland wasn’t a choice made lightly by my
family and clan. All because in 1977, my father was assassinated under mysterious
circumstances, and with that, my mother made the courageous decision to flee to Thailand in
search of safety. Alongside other Hmong families and clan members, we navigated dense jungles
and dangerous terrain, constantly aware of threats—landmines, hunger, and violence. I was
about five years old at the time.

Unfortunately, for my family, tragedy struck during our crossing of the Mekong River. In
the early morning darkness, as people rushed to board a Thai boat, it capsized, and my mother
and my younger sister drowned in the perilous waters.

Afterward, my four surviving siblings and I moved forward with much uncertainty and
great sadness. Soon, I was very surprised to be reunited with my oldest brother in Nong Khai,
Thailand. I learned he had left Laos years earlier. Until that moment, I hadn’t known he existed.
I was too young to remember him when he left for Vientiane in the mid-1970s. With both our
parents gone, he married and took on the responsibility of caring for us.

We spent a year in Ban Nong Khai, a refugee camp. My experience there is a blur at
best. We then moved to Ban Vinai, another refugee camp. In 1980, after two years of enduring
hardship while also believing that something better was just over the horizon, we were offered
the opportunity of a lifetime. We resettled in Long Beach, California. We were sponsored by my
brother’s mother-in-law, whose support expedited our relocation.

Later that year, now with moving from place to place being a norm, three of my siblings
and I moved to Green Bay, Wisconsin, to join an uncle’s family that had recently relocated there.

My oldest brother and another sibling remained in Long Beach. I remember boarding the bus
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with no idea where Green Bay was. In fact, [ had no idea where I was in the world. The only
thing I was certain of was I knew I was heading somewhere again, along with of course the
enduring hope that my life would be better there. The journey across the vast, contrasting
landscapes of the American West and eventually the American Midwest was mesmerizing,
surreal, and unforgettable.

These early memories—of loss, survival, hope, and resilience—remain etched in my
mind. Because so many of my generations share similar experiences, I like to believe they reflect
the soul of my generation of Hmong Americans and in my case, continue to inspire me to seek
peace, push boundaries, and contribute meaningfully to the world.

With the foundation laid, let’s begin the journey.

Phase 1: Becoming a Hmong American
Arriving in Long Beach at the age of seven, I was immediately confronted with questions that
had lingered in my mind since my time in the refugee camps of Nong Khai and Ban Vinai:

o What does it mean to be Hmong in America?

e How will I find my way here?

e How will I know if I'm doing well?

These questions, though seemingly simple, carried profound weight. At their core was the
question of identity—something I would need to discover, shape, and ultimately redefine in a
world that was unfamiliar, uncertain, and possibly unwelcoming. And I was embarking on this
journey far from the people who shared my history, my heritage, and my sense of belonging—
the Hmong. And far, far from the ancient, intricate world my parents had nurtured me to survive

in, which was of course a world deep, deep in the jungles of central Laos.
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Over time, I came to have a better understanding of my place in the U.S. and within the
Hmong identity and history. I learned that during the 1970s and 1980s, Hmong refugees were
resettled across the United States—in rural towns, urban centers, and everywhere in between,
from farming communities to cities like Green Bay and La Crosse, Wisconsin, to metropolitan
areas like St. Paul, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Milwaukee. And I learned that while
many of the first Hmong families were sponsored by churches and religious organizations, some
were later sponsored by relatives and extended kin. While resettlement offered safety and a new
beginning, few of us could have imagined how deeply these new environments would shape our
lives and identities. Most importantly, I learned that our life was what it was because of our
involvement with the U.S. during The Secret War in Laos—a covert U.S. military operation in
Laos from 1964 to 1973, in which the Hmong played a critical role.

More specifically, in Wisconsin, where I grew up, Hmong families were scattered across
the state. Though a few settled in small farming towns, most were spread throughout cities like
Green Bay, Milwaukee, Wausau, La Crosse, Eau Claire, Sheboygan, Oshkosh, Stevens Point, and
Manitowoc. This wide dispersion brought many initial challenges: isolation, difficulty preserving
traditions, and limited access to community support. For me, with the circumstances, it became
clear early on that to truly explore and understand my identity, I would need to look beyond
Wisconsin.

Fortunately, I would find that in Minnesota, with its larger and more concentrated Hmong
population. Such opportunity would offer me a chance to connect more deeply with my roots, to
experience a vibrant Hmong community, and to begin answering the questions that had followed

me since childhood.
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My desire to understand who I was as a Hmong person was of course deeply tied to the
legacy of the Secret War. Born into this conflict, I was constantly on the move and never
experienced life in a traditional Hmong village. Even in Ban Vinai, surrounded by fellow
Hmong, I never felt the cultural richness I had heard from many Hmong elders. Life in the camp
was more about survival and not at all about cultural nourishment. So, at an even deeper
personal level, I longed for a world where Hmong neighbors were the norm, where our language
flowed freely, and where shared history and spiritual traditions created a sense of unity and
belonging. An elder once told me:

Son, what you are seeking cannot be achieved by people telling you about it.
Or from you reading about it.

Or from you learning about it.

It can only be experienced.

It can only be felt.

1t is indeed a powerful experience and emotion.

1t is indeed soul changing.

It took time, and at times, I wasn’t so certain if I would ever find such a sense of
belonging. But, eventually, my journey toward such cultural self-discovery began in December
1986, when I was fourteen years old. That winter, I attended the Hmong New Year celebration in
St. Paul-—a moment that would become a turning point in my life. While I had experienced
smaller gatherings in Wisconsin, they never quite captured the essence of what a Hmong New
Year could be or more importantly, what it truly means to be a part of the collective Hmong

identity and history. Something always felt missing.
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Before heading to the Civic Center, we stayed with a cousin in the McDonough Housing
complex. In line with Hmong family values, it was natural to stay with relatives. But what struck
me most was my realization that I was in a neighborhood where Hmong people were the
majority. Hmong children played freely, elders chatted outside apartment units, and neighbors
greeted one another in Hmong. The language, spoken so openly and joyfully, overwhelmed my
senses in the most beautiful way.

As we visited relatives, I saw altars and witnessed spiritual practices that echoed the
traditions of our ancestral villages in Laos. These moments finally, finally stirred something deep
within me that I had long yearned for—a sense of belonging. For the first time, I felt not just
Hmong by heritage, but Hmong within a living, breathing community.

The New Year celebration the next day deepened that feeling even more. Since arriving in
the US, I had never seen so many Hmong people gathered in one place. Some wore vibrant
traditional clothing, others embraced modern fashion—a stunning blend of past and present. The
music, performances, vendors, and joyful energy captivated me. I was inspired, renewed, and in
a strange way—teborn because in Wisconsin, Hmong gatherings were small and familiar, but
here in St. Paul, among thousands of strangers, I felt something unexpected: comfort. I had
stepped into a living tapestry of Hmong life, woven with pride, resilience, and community. It was
a powerful infusion of cultural and finally spiritual nourishment.

With a renewed sense of self, I was inspired to attend the next milestone of the Hmong
American experience: the Fourth of July Hmong Freedom Festival in St. Paul again, which I was
fortunate to attend the following summer at age fifteen. On our way to the event, I was rather
shocked when a cousin quietly mentioned that the man believed to have ordered my father’s

assassination might be at the festival. This man had once led a Hmong resistance based at
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Phoubia, the tallest mountain in Laos. This revelation added even more emotional weight and
mystery to the trip, further deepening my search—now not just for identity, but for more
understanding of my place within the complex Hmong collective history and identity.

At the festival, I was awestruck by the scale—thousands of Hmong people gathered for
sports, performances, and cultural celebration. While watching a soccer team from Wisconsin
warm up, I overheard players saying they couldn’t continue. The coach began looking for
substitutes, and a cousin pointed at me. Suddenly, I was all suited up and playing for Team
Wausau. Deep inside, I was a nervous wreck because though I had played youth competitive
soccer, this was my first adult tournament. To my great surprise, we reached the championship
game, only to lose in a penalty shootout to the Minnesota Lightning.

This incredible and influential experience, along with the unexpected opportunity to
participate in the soccer tournament, sparked a lifelong bond. Over the next forty years, I
returned to the Hmong Freedom Festival—sometimes as a competitor, other times as a spectator,
but always as a proud member of the Hmong community. In 1987, I didn’t realize how rare it
was to reach the finals. It wouldn’t happen again until 2012, when I played in the forty-and-over
bracket, but it was another loss. Finally in 2022, our team finally won first place in the fifty-and-
over bracket, playing for Hmong Minnesota Senior FC. Though I knew only a few teammates,
we quickly found our rhythm and played well as a team. In June 2025, I attended the Freedom
Festival commemorating the 50th anniversary of the Hmong presence in the United States—a
powerful milestone symbolizing survival, resilience, and unity. As always, the visit was
meaningful. But this time, I finally visited the Como Park Zoo and Conservatory. The bonsai

trees reminded me to pause, breathe, and embrace life’s simple joys.
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What ultimately brought closure to my search for becoming a Hmong American were my
visits to HmongTown Marketplace and Hmong Village. Growing up, I heard stories of
marketplaces in Longcheng, Som Tong, Pakay, and Muang Cha—vibrant hubs of connection and
commerce. [ even got a glimpse of that life in 1976, when my father ran a slaughter business in
Pakay. Walking through the markets in St. Paul, surrounded by goods that spoke to my heritage, I
felt a profound sense of nostalgia and connection. The sights, sounds, and smells were soul-
stirring. But it was the people—their warmth, resilience, and spirit—that brought everything into
full circle.

In a nutshell, my experiences with the Hmong communities in Minnesota—and in
Wisconsin—have profoundly shaped who I am today. For a great part of my life, I carried voids
in my identity, and these experiences helped fill them. For the last thirty years, after starting a
family, my family and I have made it a tradition to attend these cultural events and places.
They’ve become a kind of pilgrimage—an opportunity to reconnect, reflect, and reaffirm my
place within the broader Hmong American narrative.

Phase 2: Building a Life in America

The second phase of my journey began with the daunting task of building a new life in America.
As I searched for my identity as a Hmong American, I also had to imagine a future in a land that
felt both full of promise and profoundly unfamiliar. Needless to say, the road ahead was
uncharted—filled with uncertainty and mystery.

I quickly learned that the American dream I had envisioned as a refugee in Ban Vinai—a
dream where suffering would vanish, and life would flourish—was only partially true. The ideals

were real but turning them into reality was an entirely different challenge.
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Early on, I realized my experience in the U.S. would differ from both my white and
Hmong peers. Much of that was while many of my white classmates seemed to live within a
single cultural framework and many of my Hmong peers were deeply rooted in family and
tradition, I, as an orphan, lacked both cultural grounding and familial guidance. In other words,
while others appeared to follow well-defined paths, I was left asking:

. Where do I belong?

. What am I going to do?
. How am I going to make it?
. What’s my place in all of this?

So, moving forward, deep down, I knew my future would be shaped by the tension of
living within—and between—two dominant cultural worlds. Worse yet, I didn’t feel I fully
belonged to either. Based on my early experiences, I feared these worlds might never truly
coexist in harmony.

Over the next decade, I witnessed the struggles and triumphs of my Hmong peers as we
tried to forge our own unique paths. Nonetheless, we all faced a shared dilemma: embracing
American culture too fully and risked distancing us from our Hmong identity, while holding
tightly to tradition could mean isolating ourselves from mainstream American life.

Eventually, we all reached a pivotal moment. With high school graduation, a transitional
time when we were expected to become more independent and self-sufficient, many of us were
now asking, “Now what?” At the time, I didn’t fully grasp the significance of such a question.
But looking back, it’s clear that our choices in responding to such a question were deeply shaped
by our upbringing in America. More specifically, while some of my peers chose practical paths

such as entering the workforce, attending technical colleges, joining the military, or pursuing



An Outsider’s Perspective: Influence of Hmong Minnesotan Community On My Journey by Pao Lor, Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-18.

vocational training because these routes offered clearer outcomes—a steady job, a home, a
family, and the ability to support loved ones, I, along with other Hmong peers, took a different
turn. We chose college.

Although I had very limited experience navigating college, I pursued it in part because
my academic performance was strong, my high school counselor encouraged me, and I saw my
white classmates heading in that direction. Even with some exposure to college life, I wasn’t
fully aware of the uncertainty, anxiety, and lack of guarantees that came with that choice. Amid it
all, what kept me moving forward was a simple belief—one I had embraced through both the
Hmong community and my formal education: that education could open doors. What those doors
might be, however, remained a mystery. Perhaps the most important factor in my decision was I
believed I had time. I felt that if college didn’t work out, I could always pivot and find a new
direction—though I didn’t know what that direction would be.

Back then, few of us understood how profoundly our choices would shape our lives.

Once in college, I quickly felt the weight of being one of the few Hmong American
students. I often felt isolated, unsure of my place, and unfamiliar with the norms and
expectations of higher education. I constantly questioned what a college degree meant and what
it could do for my future. Then, a lifeline appeared. I began hearing stories of Hmong students
succeeding in Minnesota. Without today’s social media, our community relied on phone calls,
radio, and gatherings. News traveled fast, offering glimpses of what was possible—not just
within our communities, but across America. These stories reinvigorated me and gave me the
courage to continue.

Soon, I began attending conferences organized by universities, Hmong student

associations, and community groups across Wisconsin, Minnesota, California, and beyond. As
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more Hmong students entered and graduated from college, these gatherings became powerful
spaces for shared knowledge, encouragement, and collective momentum. They helped me stay
the course.

Before I knew it, I had earned my bachelor’s degree in 1994—five years after [ began—
followed by a master’s in 1996, and a doctorate in 2001. These academic milestones became the
foundation of my life in the United States—twenty-one years after my siblings and I first arrived
in Long Beach, California, in 1980. Alongside this journey, I must acknowledge the most
important force behind my progress: my family, siblings, friends, colleagues, among many
others.

Today, whether my Hmong peers and I transitioned directly from school to work, pursued
higher education, or followed other paths—and whether we continue to embrace traditional
practices or have taken new directions—our lives reflect a rich tapestry of growth, resilience, and
transformation:

. Educational and career achievements: Earning degrees across diverse fields and

becoming leaders in our professions speaks to our drive and ambition.

. Societal contributions: The services we provide to uplift our communities and

beyond reflect our dedication to collective well-being.

. Personal challenges and triumphs: Navigating evolving cultural dynamics—

identities, marriages, families, and traditions—treveals our resilience and strength.

. Commitment to heritage: Through it all, we honor the legacy of our parents,

grandparents, and ancestors—the roots of our progress over the past fifty years
and beyond.

Phase 3: Forging a Career and Connecting with the Global Hmong Network

11
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The third phase of my journey focused on building a meaningful career while exploring how to
connect it with the global Hmong network—a path I believed would enrich both my professional
development and cultural identity.

Before completing my undergraduate and graduate studies, I worked in a variety of
industries—restaurants, agriculture, shipping and delivery, cleaning, research, high school
coaching, and manufacturing. Though many of these jobs were short-term and taken out of
necessity, each taught me valuable lessons in resilience, adaptability, character, and the
importance of hard work. Among them, coaching high school varsity soccer left the deepest
impression. Guiding students through practices, standing on the sidelines during games,
establishing relationships with other coaches and teams, collaborating with parents and school
administrators, and witnessing student athletes’ growth in confidence and character gave me a
profound sense of purpose. That experience sparked a passion for coaching, mentorship, and
leadership, ultimately inspiring me to consider a career in education.

While in college, I learned about pioneering Hmong individuals who had pursued higher
education as early as the 1970s and 1980s. These trailblazers—some of whom had left Laos to
study in the U.S. and France—quietly laid the groundwork, proving that academic and
professional success were attainable by the Hmong individuals such as myself. Their stories,
discovered during my own academic struggles, reignited my motivation and reminded me that I
wasn’t alone.

In 1996, after seven years of study, I earned both my bachelor’s and master’s degrees and
began my professional career as an academic advisor with Student Support Services at the
University of Wisconsin—Oshkosh. In this role, I supported first-generation, low-income, and

disabled students, including Hmong college students. I also began meeting other Hmong
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professionals, which reinforced my commitment to a career that would deepen my understanding
of and service to the Hmong community.

As I settled into my first professional role, I reflected on the paths also taken by my
Hmong peers. Many had chosen more traditional and practical careers, and I was most happy to
learn that many were already well-established, including raising their families, buying homes,
and contributing to their communities. Their success demonstrated the value of those choices and
offered a model of stability and achievement.

I also noticed a growing presence of Hmong professionals across Wisconsin—in
education, social services, business, and healthcare. And then I was profoundly inspired when I
learned that in Minnesota, Hmong professionals were not only making strides in these areas but
also in politics, entrepreneurship, and public leadership. This contrast broadened my perspective
and inspired me to think more expansively about my own career—not just in terms of personal
success, but in how I could contribute to the broader Hmong community. Now driven by this
realization and then encouraged by a university professor, I then applied to the doctoral program
in Educational Administration at UW—-Madison. I was deeply surprised when I was accepted.

After two years as an academic advisor, [ decided to move on to the phase of my career,
transitioning into teaching middle and high school in the Appleton Area School District. And
then soon, upon earning my doctorate, I made another career move, transitioning into PreK—12
school administration, serving as an associate principal and activities director in the Green Bay
Area and Neenah Joint School Districts. Finally, in 2005, I returned to higher education as a
professor of education at the University of Wisconsin—Green Bay (UWGB), where I combined
teaching with research focused on Hmong American experiences. My academic journey

continued with administrative roles, including budgetary chair for UWGB’s Professional
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Program in Education and currently as associate dean of the School of Education at the
University of Wisconsin—La Crosse.

Somewhere along this incredible journey, my personal life, academic and career
stabilized. With the stability, on a personal level, I sought to thrive beyond the familiar
boundaries of family and community, and then at a professional level, I aimed to contribute
meaningfully to education, especially in ways that highlight the Hmong American experience.
And then in terms of my identity as a Hmong American, I was driven to find my place within the
global Hmong collective. This convergence led to deeper reflection and inspired me to publish
articles and books, deliver presentations, travel internationally, return to my birthplace to write a
memoir, and gain greater clarity about my identity and sense of belonging. Amid it all, one of
such profound experiences for me was, from the mid-2000s onward, I’ve had the privilege of
connecting with Hmong scholars, individuals, and communities across the United States,
Thailand, Laos, China, and Vietnam. These relationships have inspired and shaped my
understanding of what it means to be Hmong and how that identity continues to influence my
life.

Needless to say, at the heart and soul of my amazing journey was the progress of Hmong
Minnesotans that I had observed from afar, whose achievements have served as both a guide and
a source of inspiration. Now, fifty years after the first wave of Hmong resettlement in the United
States, I carry with me a deeper sense of clarity—about my identity, life, career, and the global
community to which I belong. This clarity marks the beginning of the fourth phase of my
personal and professional journey.

Phase 4: Contributions to Enrich the Hmong tapestry for Current and Future Hmong

Americans
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This final phase of my journey is dedicated to enriching the Hmong cultural legacy for
future generations of Hmong Americans and Hmong communities around the world. It represents
the culmination of decades spent exploring my heritage, building a meaningful career, and
raising a family. I began to understand this purpose more deeply in my forties, a time when I
started to appreciate life with greater clarity and gratitude. Through personal reflection, I often
found myself drawn back to the lives of my parents, grandparents, and ancestors. Their resilience
and unwavering commitment to preserving our heritage across continents and generations
inspired me to carry that torch forward.

Through reflection, I came to understand that from the highlands of Asia to
neighborhoods across the United States, the Hmong people have passed down stories, wisdom,
and traditions in their own unique ways. These cultural gifts have become a moral compass,
guiding present and future generations through a world filled with beauty, opportunity, and
hardship. At the heart of this legacy lies a timeless truth: each generation is deeply connected to
the next, entrusted with preserving and carrying forward the spirit, values, and stories of our
people. Why? Because at the essence of this legacy is a sense of belonging and collective
identity.

Looking back, I hope that what I’ve accomplished in both my career and personal life
will help illuminate the path for those who come after me, ensuring that the rhythm of our
heritage continues to echo through time. Over the past five decades, I’ve worn many hats—son,
orphan, refugee, friend, brother, son-in-law, father, coach, teacher, school administrator,
professor, and more. Each role has shaped me, leaving a lasting imprint on the person I’ve

become. I’ve been mentored, uplifted, and cared for by many, and I’ve strived to offer the same
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in return. Through this process, I find peace in knowing that my life has been both enriching and
fulfilling, and I wish the same for all those who will follow.

On that end, as part of my contribution to the sacred vessel of Hmong knowledge and
legacy, if I were to offer one essential ingredient, it would be this:

Success of a Journey = Ability x Expectations x Motivation x Resilience x A Touch of
Luck

While my journey has been deeply shaped by the Hmong Minnesotan community, it is
this simple yet powerful formula that has helped me navigate life’s complexities and
opportunities. This formula is not a guarantee of success, but a guide—a reminder that
achievement is not solely about talent, but also about perseverance, belief, drive, and the
serendipity that life occasionally offers.

Below is a breakdown of each component in this formula, along with personal examples
that highlight how they’ve shaped my journey. When these elements align, they create a
powerful synergy:

1. Ability — The foundation of our contributions: our skills and talents.

Example: Whether learning to play soccer or honing my writing, I recognized early on

that I had a natural aptitude in these areas. Through academic benchmarks and personal

feedback, I committed countless hours to practice. Over time, I developed effective

techniques that helped me navigate the complexities of both disciplines, boosting my

confidence and competence.

2. Expectations — The goals we set, rooted in our potential.
Example: For over 20 years, I trained annually to compete in Hmong soccer tournaments.

Each match was a testament to the power of setting high expectations. I understood my
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limits, trained strategically to reach them, and regularly assessed my progress to ensure |
was growing and evolving.
3. Motivation — The internal drive that propels us forward.
Example: In college, my deep curiosity about the human experience led me to study
literature, education, and coaching. These passions didn’t just shape my academic path—
they laid the foundation for a meaningful and fulfilling career.
4. Resilience — The capacity to recover and grow from setbacks.
Example: After facing several job rejections, I took the time to refine my resume and
sharpen my interview skills. Eventually, I secured roles that aligned more closely with
my strengths. Similarly, in my writing journey, I persevered through numerous rejections
until my work found its audience.
5. Luck — The unpredictable force that can alter our path.
Example: A chance meeting with a classmate during my doctoral studies at the University
of Wisconsin—Madison turned out to be a pivotal moment. That encounter significantly
influenced—and accelerated—my career trajectory.
Conclusion
Of course, success is a personal journey, unique to each individual. Yet in many ways, |
believe my life story reflects that of countless others in my generation of Hmong Americans—
shaped by war, displacement, and resilience. Born in the aftermath of conflict, we fled our
homeland, endured the hardships of refugee camps, and resettled in a foreign land: the United
States. These experiences left us with profound loss, questions of belonging, and a lifelong

journey to define our identity and heritage.

17



An Outsider’s Perspective: Influence of Hmong Minnesotan Community On My Journey by Pao Lor, Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-18.

As children, we witnessed trauma and cultural dissonance, yet we persevered. Over the
past fifty years, our resilience has fueled remarkable progress—in education, economics, and
community engagement. Through it all, we honor our parents, ancestors, and the enduring spirit
of the Hmong people. Yet, for many of us, we have a void in our identity and often lack a sense
of belonging.

We have this void and a lack of a sense of belonging because, for my generation, being
Hmong American means living at the intersection of multiple identities. Personally, I spent much
of my life feeling both rooted and rootless—until I came to understand that belonging isn’t tied
to a single place. It can exist everywhere. My identity is no longer confined to Southeast Asia or
Northeast Wisconsin; it has evolved through migration, diversity, and resilience.

Much of this personal growth is rooted in the deep connection I’ve found with the
Hmong community in Minnesota. Through cultural celebrations, festivals, vibrant markets, and
meaningful relationships, I’ve filled a long-standing void in my identity. In these spaces, I
discovered a sense of belonging and found my place in the world. I’ve also drawn strength and
inspiration from trailblazing Hmong Minnesotan leaders whose courage continues to guide and
uplift Hmong communities across the United States and beyond. In their stories and in the shared

experiences of our people, I found myself—and I am better for it.
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