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Preface 

Kao Kalia Yang is a Hmong-American author, filmmaker, 

public speaker, and natural storyteller. The Latehomecomer: 

A Hmong Family Memoir (Coffee House Press, 2008) is the 

first memoir written by a Hmong-American to be published 

with national distribution. Driven to tell her family's story—

and the story of the Hmong people—Yang wrote it as a "love 

letter" to her grandmother whose spirit held her family 

together through their imprisonment in Laos, their harrowing 

escape across the Mekong River and into a refugee camp in 

Thailand, their immigration to Minnesota when Yang was 

only six years old, and their transition to a hard life in 

America. "Yang has performed an important service in 

bringing readers the stories of a people whose history has 

been shamefully neglected," writes Kirkus. "Yang tells her 

family's story with grace; she narrates their struggles, 

beautifully weaving in Hmong folklore and culture. By the 

end of this moving, unforgettable book, when Yang 

describes the death of her beloved grandmother, readers will 

delight at how intimately they have become part of this 

formerly ... [unfamiliar] culture" (Publishers Weekly, starred 

review). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the NEA Big Read? 

A program of the National Endowment for the Arts, NEA Big 

Read broadens our understanding of our world, our 

communities, and ourselves through the joy of sharing a 

good book. Managed by Arts Midwest, this initiative offers 

grants to support innovative community reading programs 

designed around a single book. 

A great book combines enrichment with enchantment. It 

awakens our imagination and enlarges our humanity. It can 

offer harrowing insights that somehow console and comfort 

us. Whether you’re a regular reader already or making up 

for lost time, thank you for joining the NEA Big Read. 
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"The people say that once you 

take down the shacks and once 

the grass grows in that it's 

over, but wars don't end... not 

in the hearts and minds of 

those who really lost 

something." — Kao Kalia Yang 

in a videotaped interview at 

Prairie Lights Books in Iowa 

City 

The Hmong people—

pronounced with a silent H—

make up an Asian ethnic group 

with a rich culture, art, 

language, and sense of family. During the Vietnam War and 

Laotian Civil War, the U.S. recruited more than 30,000 

Hmong men and boys in the mountain region of Laos to 

fight alongside Americans in what became known as the 

"Secret War." When the Americans left the region in 1975, 

Lao soldiers and their North Vietnamese allies infiltrated 

Hmong villages and began a systematic campaign to kill off 

the Hmong who remained. A third of the Hmong people died 

during the war, fighting alongside the Americans. Another 

third were slaughtered in the war's aftermath. 

Kao Kalia Yang's The Latehomecomer: A Hmong Family 

Memoir (Coffee House Press, 2008) is the first memoir 

written by a Hmong-American to be published with national 

distribution. Driven to tell her family's story—and the story 

of the Hmong people—Yang wrote it as a "love letter" to her 

grandmother whose spirit held her family together through 

their imprisonment in Laos, their harrowing escape into 

Thailand's Ban Vinai Refugee Camp, their immigration to 

Minnesota when Yang was only six years old, and their 

transition to a hard life in America. "Yang has performed an 

important service in bringing readers the stories of a people 

whose history has been shamefully neglected" (Kirkus 

Reviews). 

Edited down to 270 pages from more than 1,000, the book 

is peppered with family photographs and split into four 

sections. The first section is a gripping account of Yang's 

family in the Laotian jungle, where her mother and father 

met and were married. They had been scavenging for food 

and living in makeshift shelters for three years, coping with 

sickness, gnawing hunger, fatigue, bombs falling from the 

sky, and the fear of approaching soldiers. Her mother, Chou 

Moua, was 16 and, before the war, had been attending 

school and had dreams of becoming a nurse. Yang's father, 

Bee Yang, was 19 and the youngest of nine surviving 

children whose father had died when Bee was young. His 

mother, Youa Lee—Kao Kalia Yang's grandmother—was a 

resourceful shaman and medicine woman. They were 

ambushed when Yang's mother was pregnant with her 

sister, Dawb. The men fled; the women and children were 

taken to an occupied village where Dawb was born. On a 

dark night in 1979, the men came back and the families 

escaped to the banks of the Mekong River for a perilous 

crossing to Thailand. Shortly after their journey, Thailand 

stopped taking refugees and began massacring those who 

tried to flee Laos. 

The family was taken to the Ban Vinai Refugee camp in one 

of the poorest regions of Thailand, where they lived for 

seven years and where Yang was born. Covering less than a 

square mile, the dusty camp was the temporary home of 

roughly 40,000 Hmong refugees between 1980 and 1987. 

While the children played, adults tried to fight off illness, 

disease, nightmares, abuse from Thai soldiers, and suicide. 

"All I have to do is close my eyes and I see the dry grass 

surrounding the camp," says Yang. "I see the little children 

playing in the dirt, the hungry dogs..., my mom and dad, 

young like they were then, waiting in the dust for some 

future to begin." 

In the final sections, Yang describes her family's move into a 

transition camp and then, with thousands of other Hmong 

families, to St. Paul, Minnesota, where she spent the rest of 

her childhood. Placed in the first low-income housing units in 

the state, Yang remembers wanting to be invisible as they 

endured stares and people yelling for them to go home. 

Yang eventually moved into, and out of, a house she 

describes as haunted by the ghost of a boy who died there. 

And she describes the challenges of school with her sister, 

speaking infrequently but learning to write. At the end of the 

memoir, Yang graduates college and begins her book, and 

says goodbye to her beloved grandmother amidst an 

elaborate and loving funeral. "To this day, if something 

happens and I get scared, I speak to her," says Yang (The 

Conversant). 

Winner of a PEN USA Literary Award for Nonfiction and 

Minnesota's Book Award and Readers Choice Award, The 

Latehomecomer takes its name from a short story by 

Canadian writer Mavis Gallant and references Jews who 

returned home from internment hoping to find homes that 

no longer exist. "It wasn't until the 1950s that a Hmong 

written language was taught and used. It's a new medium 

for us," Yang explains. "To say that we're going to go into 

this thing that's literature, and that it will last longer than 

the newspaper, or the TV—it's kind of incredible. Especially 

for me." Asked how long it took to write the book, Yang 

answered four years, but "centuries and centuries to do the 

living" (Mn Artists). 

 

About the Book 
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Kao Kalia Yang           
(b. 1980)   

"I try not to think about 

the bricks in front of me. I 

look out the window and I 

see where I want to go."  

— Kao Kalia Yang 

Kao Kalia Yang was born in 

a Hmong refugee camp in 

Thailand and moved when 

she was six with her family 

to St. Paul, Minnesota, 

home to the largest 

concentration of Hmong in 

the country. They began 

their life in the U.S. living on welfare in public housing until 

her parents took on multiple jobs to feed their family. To fill 

her time, especially during the long winters and because she 

couldn't afford to attend movies or concerts, Yang would 

read. "There'd be a bookmobile that would come every week 

[to the projects where we lived]. Because we didn't own a 

VCR, my older sister used to hold my hand and we'd go to 

the library and check out books and then she would create 

elaborate stories for me with the books that would make me 

cry and weep. I called her the human VCR.... I fell in love 

with the library. It is still one of my favorite places on earth." 

While she loved books like the Little House on the Prairie 

series by Laura Ingalls Wilder, Yang recalls asking the 

librarian for books about people like her. "She gave me a 

book about the Chinese, the Japanese, the Vietnamese, but 

she couldn't give me a book about Hmong kids." That was 

one of her first callings to write, which was easier for her 

than speaking English. "When I tried to speak, kids laughed. 

So I stopped completely. But I was a kid and the words had 

to go somewhere. So they went onto the page" where her 

voice grew stronger and more natural (Minnesota Public 

Radio). "Everyone in my life knows that if I haven't written 

in a while, my whole demeanor changes," she told The 

Conversant. "I have to get to the page before I boil over." 

Yang is a natural storyteller having grown up listening to 

tales in Thailand, where her family painted a world beyond 

the walls of the refugee camp and told stories of mythical 

tigers and real ghosts. Her uncle "would stretch out his arm 

and say every freckle was a lake, every piece of hair 

standing up was a person. His knuckles were the rise and 

fall of the mountain ranges. The rivers were the veins 

flowing through." "That," she said, "was my first introduction 

to an illustrated picture book."  

Yang was a pre-med student at Carleton College before she 

started writing what would later become her first book, The 

Latehomecomer (Coffee House Press, 2008). "My mom and 

dad taught us that we needed doctors and lawyers," she 

said. "Lawyers can protect the rights that we've never had 

enough of; doctors can heal what is broken in the bodies 

around us." Her sister told her she'd become a lawyer, so 

Yang went the route of becoming a doctor until her 

grandmother passed away and she pursued her dream of 

writing. "My favorite professors, my friends, nobody knew 

that the most important person in my life was gone," she 

said. "So it was important for me to ... tell the world that a 

woman who never learned how to read or write had ... 

walked through history and left all of us behind to miss her." 

On the day she buried her grandmother, Yang says, she got 

news that she had been accepted into Columbia University's 

MFA creative writing program. 

Since the publication of her first memoir, Yang has been an 

avid public speaker on such topics as literacy and education; 

race, class, and gender; and the refugee and immigrant 

experiences. She has made a deep impact on the lives of, 

among others, Hmong readers and American Vietnam war 

veterans who have come to her readings. She co-founded 

with her sister Words Wanted, a company dedicated to 

helping immigrants in the Twin Cities, MN, with writing, 

translating, and business services. Her short film, The Place 

Where We Were Born, documents the experiences of 

Hmong-American refugees. Her second book, The Song Poet 

(Metropolitan Books, 2016), is an homage to the Hmong 

tradition of song poetry and her father's effort to document 

the times and places where the Hmong have searched for 

belonging. "I'm not even five feet tall," she said, but "my 

dad has always said that the size of my hands and feet 

would not dictate my life's journey, that I was not a child of 

war, poverty, and despair; I was hope being born. I want his 

words to be true." 

Yang lives in St. Paul, MN, with her husband and their three 

children, and her younger sister and brother. She depends 

on the love and support of her extended family. "All of them 

make me feel more human, more connected, more than just 

alone in the world" (Coffee House Press). When she had 

difficulties giving birth to her twin sons—her heart stopped, 

doctors rushed in—her sister, unasked, helped take care of 

the babies during Yang's recovery. "My husband and I wake 

up to the same alarm clock every day. We sit opposite each 

other for breakfast with our babies in our arms and 

sometimes we even manage lunch and dinner, and I thought 

about all of those years when my dad worked the night shift 

and my mom stayed during the day, and they never saw 

each other except to say hello and goodbye in between. For 

About the Author 

Kao Kalia Yang                      

(photo: Shee Yang) 
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the first time I understand how long those years were for 

them." 

Asked if she has returned to the site of the refugee camp in 

Thailand, Yang said she returned in 2001 to the haunting 

vision that there were no remnants of her life there: "The 

great mounds of my youth were gone, leveled by the wind 

and the earth" (The Conversant). "If my citizenship papers 

are true," says Yang, "if indeed I am now a naturalized 

American, if my brothers and sisters, born in America, and 

so many of their friends are indeed American, then perhaps, 

at long last, we are home" (Coffee House Press). Asked 

what her grandmother would say if she were with us today, 

said Yang, "Me Naib, Pog zoo siab heev rau koj os mog. 

Your grandmother is so happy for you" (Coffee House 

Press).  

 

1. The prologue to The Latehomecomer offers a 

glimpse of what it means to Yang to be Hmong, in 

many ways summarizing the story about to unfold. 

Why do you think Yang begins this way? Why do 

you think she wrote the prologue in third person 

when the rest of the memoir is written in first 

person? 

 

2. Part one begins with a description of “the biggest 

covert operation in CIA history” (p. 7) known as 

“The Secret War” and its devastating aftermath in 

1975. Were you familiar with the involvement of the 

Hmong peoplein the Vietnam War before you read 

the book? In what ways can a memoir go beyond 

mere documentation to expand our understanding 

of a chapter of American history? 

 

3. How does Yang describe her parents when they 

meet, and in what ways do they change throughout 

the book? Is their story a love story? How does 

Yang talk about love? 

 

4. When the Yang family crosses the Mekong River, 

they’re forced to leave their family photos behind. 

What belongings carry meaning in The 

Latehomecomer? What objects would you hope to 

hang onto through such a journey? 

 

5. In what ways is storytelling important to Yang and 

in Hmong culture? What can be lost when a story 

best known in the oral tradition is written down? 

How does Yang navigate this transition? 

 

6. “I used to ask all the adults in my life where home 

was because they kept telling me that Ban Vinai 

Camp wasn’t my home,” Yang told the NEA. What 

are some of the ways the Hmong establish a sense 

of home without a written language and “home” 

country? How do you define “home”? 

 

7. What surprised you about Yang’s experiences living 

in a refugee camp?  

 

8. Yang describes the strong bond she feels with her 

siblings, her parents, her grandmother, and the rest 

of her extended family. How do these bonds define, 

support, and/or challenge her? How do the familial 

bonds in your life define, support, and/or challenge 

you? 

 

9. Of the many reasons Yang’s grandmother provides 

for not wanting to leave the refugee camp and 

relocate to America (pgs. 78-80), which one most 

resonates with you? What do you think she is most 

afraid of?  

 

10. What did Yang and her family have to learn about 

America in order to emigrate? What do you think it 

would be helpful for newcomers like Yang and her 

family to know before they arrive? 

 

11.  Tens of thousands of Hmong refugees moved to 

California, Wisconsin, and Minnesota in the 1980s 

and 90s. How does Yang describe the ways her 

family was treated? What measures do they take to 

both fit in and stay invisible? 

 

12. “The only way to live in America was to learn of its 

possibilities, and the way to do that was school,” 

Yang writes, paraphrasing her father’s attitude (p. 

Discussion Questions 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtM4aue44-s
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139). What was the transition to school like for her 

and her sister, Dawb?  

 

13.  The conditions in the camps were “hard for those 

who knew more than I did,” writes Yang, “but for 

me, the hardness in life began in America” (p. 151). 

Why? How does she regain her “voice,” as 

represented in both her native language and in 

English? 

 

14. The memoir’s last section is devoted to descriptions 

of her grandmother and the importance of honoring 

one’s elders in Hmong culture. How does this 

compare to the ways elders are honored in other 

cultures around the United States? 

15. The book ends with sentiments of hope and 

determination directed at her family and her 

“Hmong brothers and sisters.” How are her 

“dreams” for them similar to or different from what 

you think of as the collective “American dream”? 

Cover image: "Hmong People Fleeing across Mekong River." 

Courtesy of the Kansas State Historical Society. Copy and 

Reuse Restrictions Apply. 

 

 

The National Endowment for the Arts was established by 

Congress in 1965 as an independent agency of the federal 

government. To date, the NEA has awarded more than $5 

billion to support artistic excellence, creativity, and 

innovation for the benefit of individuals and communities. 

The NEA extends its work through partnerships with state 

arts agencies, local leaders, other federal agencies, and the 

philanthropic sector. 

 

 

 

Arts Midwest promotes creativity, nurtures cultural 

leadership, and engages people in meaningful arts 

experiences, bringing vitality to Midwest communities and 

enriching people’s lives. Based in Minneapolis, Arts Midwest 

connects the arts to audiences throughout the nine-state 

region of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, North 

Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. One of six non-

profit regional arts organizations in the United States, Arts 

Midwest’s history spans more than 30 years. 
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