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Introduction

Hey. It’s me. Phil Wang.

Now, I just want to say: This book is not a memoir.

Although there is a lot of stuff about me and my life. But, again, it is not a memoir. It makes my skin crawl to think I’ve written a memoir. First of all – it makes me sound old. Very old. So old that I’ve decided that everything worth mentioning about my life has already happened, and that I’m near enough to the end of it that it’s appropriate to write a retrospective of my time on this planet. What is a memoir, after all, if not a eulogy you can sell? It also makes me sound very old to use a French word like ‘memoir’ when I could just use the modern term for a book about your life: ‘paper blog’. It makes me sound old.

Secondly, there are already too many of them. I swear there are more memoirs today than there are people alive. We’re now at a point where memoirs are being written by the children of famous people about the experience of simply growing up the child of someone who has also written a memoir. I wouldn’t write a memoir for the same reason I wouldn’t start an alternative milk business or an online clothing brand – it’s a saturated market. Do subscribe to one of my podcasts, though.

Thirdly, I don’t consider myself to have lived a life worth writing a book about. I haven’t escaped a gulag or won the Ballon d’Or (yet). I have not overcome some great adversity or revolutionised an industry. Memoirs should be the preserve of Nobel Prize winners, civil-rights heroes, and the occasional golfer. A memoir is an inherently arrogant thing to write, which is fine if you’re Malala, but not if you’re me – a man whose greatest challenge at the moment is that his fridge is too noisy.

I would only go so far as to say that, being half British and half Malaysian, my circumstances are noteworthy. One might even say, interesting. My parents. My heritage. My cultural identity. And as the mixed-race, multicultural experience is becoming more and more common with each subsequent generation of our human species, my observations about that aspect of my life are, I think, worth writing a book about. I hope.

So, this is not a memoir.

What follows instead are ten themed chapters, each on an aspect of life that is affected by my being mixed-race and from two countries at once. They are: FAMILY – aw; WORDS – which technically describes all the chapters, but this one is specifically about language; FOOD – delish; RACE – hoo boy; COMEDY – in which I lay out my defence of a racist old sitcom; LOVE – cute; HISTORY – which is about the British Empire and will, I’m sure, make me popular with everyone; ASSIMILATION – which is about the difficulties of feeling truly British and my issue with having an issue with cultural appropriation; NATURE – yuck; and HOME – in which I try to make you cry. In each I talk about how being mixed-race can complicate these facets of one’s life, all of which might have been simpler had I been born either completely British or entirely Malaysian. And I illustrate the points I make with relevant stories of my own experience living as me, Phil Wang.

But it is not a memoir.

 

So where are you from? I mean really from? No. I mean, where are you originally from? As in, where are your parents from?

Now, I don’t know about you (how could I?!), but having a British mother and a Chinese Malaysian father, I have been asked some form of that question my whole life, looking and sounding neither like I exactly fit in Asia nor Europe.

Am I British or Malaysian? In cricket, do I support England or Malaysia? Trick question – I don’t watch cricket. And also, I don’t think Malaysia fields a good enough team to play England. And even if they did, I wouldn’t know because, again, I don’t watch cricket.

It’s a question I often ask myself. And to be honest, I’m not so sure of the answer. I live in the UK now but grew up in Malaysia until the age of sixteen. In a year’s time I will have spent exactly half of my life in each country. Maybe I will know then. Once I have given each place an equal shot. Or maybe the process of writing this book will bring me clarity. This book that is not a memoir. Just a collection of personal stories from my and my family’s lives about ten different themes, told by me from my perspective.

OK, it’s part memoir. Part. But I’m a stand-up comedian and most stand-up is a kind of running memoir. It’s about something that’s happened to you recently, or a weird conversation you had, or a tub of jelly you saw fall on someone, or some thought that came to mind. So fine. Part memoir.

But mainly, this is a book about being mixed, about belonging, about having two sides of yourself that don’t always harmonise. Maybe you are mixed, maybe you aren’t. Both are cool with me. Perhaps you have been asked the question yourself. Where are you REALLY from? Perhaps from time to time, you ask it of yourself. Or, perhaps, you have never been asked it at all. Also fine. Whatever your situation is, I just hope you enjoy this book, to be honest. A collection of humorous essays about the mixed-race experience, and part (part!) memoir.





A Note on Ethnicity

Before we start, I should just clarify the distinctions between Chinese, Malaysian, and Chinese Malaysian. In my stand-up I predominantly refer to myself as Chinese. Which is true. My father’s father was from China, but moved to Malaysia where he had my Dad. This makes Dad Chinese Malaysian. Chinese is the ethnicity, Malaysian is the nationality. My father’s mother was a native of Borneo (the Malaysian part), a member of the Kadazan-Dusun people. I don’t talk about them so much in my stand-up. Not for a lack of affection, of course. But you can imagine they are a little harder to do stand-up comedy about. Not so many widely known reference points about the Kadazan-Dusun people of North Borneo to play off (yet!). And again, Kadazan-Dusun (sometimes referred to as just ‘Kadazan’ or just ‘Dusun’) is an ethnicity of its own and is not part of the ‘Malaysian ethnicity’ because there is no such thing. However, Malay people, who make up a large part of Malaysia’s population are an ethnic group. And this is where confusion often arises.

I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.

Enjoy!
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