
Phase II Bhutanese Oral History Project 
 

Ramsey County Historical Society Page 1 
 

Interview with Phul Maya Tamang 
Phase II Bhutanese Oral History Project 

 

August 13th, 2014 

 
 
Transcriber’s Note: These interviews were conducted in both English and Nepali. The Interviewer 
(RS) would ask the questions in English and the translators (MS & SU) would translate the 
questions into Nepali. The respondents would answer in Nepali and the translators would then 
translate their response in English. Although some words were left out, like “ums”, etc. this 
transcript is verbatim. Mrs. Tamang has a heart condition, so the interview was kept as short as 
possible due to her health.  Towards the end of the interview she was physically uncomfortable.  
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Interview with: Phul Maya Tamang (PT) [77 years old] 

Interviewed in St. Paul 
Interviewed by Richa Sharma (RS) 
Translator: Samar Upadhyay (SU) 

Date of Interview: August 13th, 2014 
Also present: Mangala Sharma, Andrea Klein Bergman (AKB), and Roma Tamang (RT) 

 
RS: This is Richa Sharma and I’m here were Ms. Phul Maya Tamang to record her life history as 
part of the Phase II of Bhutanese Oral History Project with Ramsey County Historical Society.  
Today is August 13th, 2014 and we are at the residence of Ms. Tamang’s.  Thank you very much 
for doing this project. First question. Where and when were you born? 
 
PT: I was born in Nepal. Ward Number Four. Bhojpur. 1937.  
 
RS: What languages did you speak, in Bhutan or in Nepal, other than Nepalese? 
 
PT: Just Nepali. 
 
RS: How old were you when you went to Bhutan from Nepal? 
 
PT: When I arrived in Bhutan I was twenty-two when I got married. 
 
RS: What was the reason for you going to Bhutan? 
 
PT: Because I got married! 
 
RS: Okay.  
 
MS: There are some memories she doesn’t remember, so the daughter is adding. 
 
RS: Can you tell me about what you loved most about being born—or—being in Nepal and in 
Bhutan? 
 
PT: I use to farm in Nepal. I use to cut grass, I use to hang out with my friends and it was a lot of 
fun. Then I traveled to India with my brother and sister-in-law to the Tea Garden because they 
worked there. I lived with them and then I got married and went to Bhutan.  
 
RS: Is your husband ethnically Nepali from Bhutan? 
 
PT: Yes. 
 
RS: How did you two meet from one country to another? 
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PT: My brother and sister-in-law were in India when I was there.  
RT: It’s by the border and that is where they met.  
 
RS: Can you tell me what it was like to be an Ethnically Nepali person in Bhutan?  
 
PT: We lived in the border and there is a lot of Nepalese there and a lot of ethnically Bhutanese 
people so it was nice.  
 
RS: What was the name of the village that you stayed in with your husband? 
 
PT: Kadun. District Samsi, block Chyangmari village Kadun.  
 
RS: This is right at the border? 
 
MS: [Points to paper]This is Bhutan map, their place was right here, and this is India and there 
was Tea Garden here. This was previously Tea Garden, owned by the British and the Nepalese 
were taken there as laborers or workers and there was a lot of inter-marriage.  
 
RS: Thank you for the background. What is your religion of birth? 
 
PT: Buddhist.  
 
RS: Has that religion changed? 
 
PT: I’m still a Buddhist.  
 
RS: What traditions are important to your family to continue to the next generation?  
 
PT: My kids and grandkids are Buddhist, so they are following the traditions. 
 
RS: Can you name one religious or cultural ceremony, ritual that is the most important to you? 
 
PT: Even though we are Buddhist we lived in a village were there mix of Hindus, so we practice 
tikka, Dashain, and Tihar just like everybody else. But we are still Buddhist. When there is a 
death in the family we do Buddhist way.  
 
RS: Can you tell me, for more explaining I guess, what is the Buddhist way. More explaining on if 
there is a death in the family. 
 
PT: When somebody dies in Buddhist dies, if it’s a little baby they put it in the graveyard. But if 
it’s a bigger person, they burn it. Just like Hindus, the day the person dies everybody gathers 
and they all go together to the cremation place. We have the mourning time. In Hindus, it’s 
thirteen days, but my culture, it depends on the age. Smaller children three days, adults up to 
seven days. And the priest is a Buddhist priest.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dashain
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SU: That’s lama, right? 
 
MS: They are called lamas. 
 
RS: Can you tell me about how you celebrated any religious ceremonies in Nepal before Bhutan 
and in Bhutan? 
 
PT: I don’t remember much about the wedding ceremonies when I was a kid back in Nepal. But 
in Bhutan we celebrated with band and music. My older daughter they came to ask for her 
hand in marriage, and we got her married. The second daughter did the same thing. The third 
one eloped, but she died at some point.  
 
AKB: Does she remember her particular wedding day? 
 
RS: Can you talk about your wedding? 
 
PT: [A big smile and a shrug]. 
 
MS: She’s feeling shy! 
 
PT: We eloped!  
 
RS: Was there family opposition, reason behind the elopement or just for fun? 
 
PT: I was living in India with my brother and sister-in-law. And I found somebody from Bhutan 
and I just eloped! 
 
RS: Before your wedding. What was your parent’s work in Nepal? 
 
PT: Mostly farming. Taking care of animals, cutting grass. Corn.  
 
RS: What was your role in Bhutan, after getting married? 
 
PT: Farming, took care of the farm animals. We had corn, ginger, rice, and millet.  
 
RS: Did you have any animals? 
 
PT: Yes. Cow, ox, poultry, goat. My neighbors had sheep, but I had a goat. 
 
RS: Did you trade or do business with ethnically Bhutanese people? 
 
PT: No, not in my village. They were too far away and we didn’t even see them. 
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RS: How did you hear about the revolution? Or did you know there was a revolution 
happening? 
 
PT: I knew about revolution, they started firing bullets and we ran. 
 
MS: Their village was really badly affected. There was war, kind of guns shot from both sides. 
Because it was on the border, the army and the guys from outside, like the revolutionaries were 
there.  
 
AKB: You were saying yesterday how they [revolutionaries] would go across the border.  
 
MS: Yeah. Yesterday’s lady was in a remote area, but they had to walk for many, many hours to 
reach the  border. But it was easy for the guys to come from the forest and ask for donations. 
But in their case they are just across the border, it’s an open area and they could fight. Like I 
will show you the maps.  
 
RS: When did you leave for Nepal? 
 
PT: During the revolution we had started hearing gun shots and we just ran. We just left 
everything. 1990.  
 
MS: The first group of people started coming in 1990. We came in 1992.  
 
RS: Do you remember any government actions or any specific events.. 
 
MS: She just mentioned about the fights.  
 
RS: Do you have any specific examples of what happened to your family during this time? 
 
PT: We all left separately. My daughters were in a different place.  
 
MS: [Asking to RT] How old were you? 
 
RT: Seven, eight years old.  
 
MS: She was separated from her mom.  
 
PT: I left by myself and my son was in a different place, he just left from there. And we went all 
the way to India.  
 
MS: She [referring to RT] stayed with her sister in another place in a little town. She was going 
to school with her older sister. That is how they got separated when mom left.  
 
RT: My dad was arrested and I had to run away.  
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SU: So they just started attacking and just had to leave. 
 
MS: Her husband was taken to prison.  
 
RS: Can you tell me about how you travelled to Nepal? 
 
[*Note: RT helps to answer this question] 
 
PT: We walked to India and stayed there for about a year and then from there we went in a car 
to Nepal.  
 
RS: During this time, your husband was arrested? 
 
MS: He was in prison. But she had some family members in India, so she stayed with them. But 
later on she could no longer live there, it was not safe for them, so they came to Nepal.  
 
RS: And where in Nepal did you come? 
 
PT: For about a month we stayed in Midar, the first camp and we were moved to Baldangi II.  
 
RS: Actually, before we get into life in refugee camp… 
 
SU: Sorry, can we ask her why she didn’t go back to her previous family? She had family in 
Nepal, right? Before she got married and went to India. 
 
PT: I had left my village when I was a very little girl and went to live with my brother working in 
the Tea Garden. So I had totally lost contact with the villages. Then I married a Bhutanese guy, 
so I was basically raising Bhutanese kids and Bhutanese man. So when I became refugee, I had 
no connection with my parental relations so I followed the group and went to camp. 
 
SU: And Bhojpur is pretty far away, right? 
 
MS: Yeah, from Jhapa it is really far.  
 
RS: Before we discuss more about refugee camps, during your one year in India, did you live 
with other Bhutanese refugees too? 
 
PT: No, I stayed with my family. My brother and sister-in-law. There wasn’t other refugees 
there.  
 
RS: Did your family join you in India, or only at Mai in Nepal? 
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PT: It took us almost five to six years to reunite with whole family. The oldest daughter and me 
were the first people who came. And my husband was in prison. Other daughter [RT] was 
somewhere else in Bhutan. Only after five years we all got together.  
 
RT: One of my brothers was in the revolution. That is one of the reasons they were really 
targeted, but he didn’t live with us in the camp. He was in the movement here and there 
advocating. The whole family got together in four to five years’ time. 
 
PT: Four years, ten days. 
 
MS: It was so important, she remembered!  
 
RS: I had a question connected to that. At the refugee camp, how would you rate the quality of 
your life, if one is the worst and five is the best? 
 
PT: Very, very difficult! Not good, pretty poor.  
 
MS: Maybe one or two. 
 
RS: How many children did you have in Bhutan and in refugee camp? 
 
PT: I had ten children that were born. But I only have six alive. Four of them died: one daughter 
died and the rest sons. I have one son alive and five daughters. Four sons and six daughters, but 
now I have one son and five daughters.  
 
RS: Did you work while at the refugee camp? 
 
PT: No. We use to go steal firewood! The forest guard almost used to beat us up! He used to 
chase us.  
 
RS: Did your husband or any family members work? 
 
SU: Before that, can we ask her why they had to steal?  
 
PT: Because the forest belongs to the government, so everybody goes and gets their firewood 
there it would be deforested, right? So they didn’t allow anybody to go, so we use to sneak 
around and get a little bit. They used to give us food and kerosene, but it wasn’t enough.  
 
MS: I have a question the family wants me to ask. Why are there only daughters are here and 
not the son?  
 
PT: He’s in Nepal, we want him to come but he hasn’t come. When we were coming he was in 
Kathmandu.  
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MS: Did he apply?  
 
RT: He is in the process, but his wife is mixed, she is from Nepal. It is a mixed marriage, so 
maybe that is delayed.  
 
MS: I don’t think that is it, but it taking long time. 
 
AKB: He’s in Nepal? 
 
MS: He’s in Kathmandu, but he’s registered in the camps.  
 
RS: What is your role in the refugee camp?  
 
RT: She has a heart problem so she may take time, so we may have to talk slowly. And 
sometimes she doesn’t understand sophisticated words in Nepali. So you may have to simplify.  
 
PT: I was not involved in any camp committee or any of those knitting or weaving programs, but 
my daughters were involved.  
 
RS: What did your husband do in the refugee camps?  
 
PT: He didn’t do anything. He was just working making extra money as a laborer.  
 
RS: When did you come to the US? 
 
PT: Four years. April it will complete four years. Now running five! 
 
RS: Why did you come to the US? 
 
PT: I don’t know why, maybe just to sit and eat!  
 
PT: We had problems in Nepal and so we come here for pursuit of happiness! 
 
RS: Will Smith. And why did you come to Minnesota, specifically? 
 
RT: We didn’t have any family in Minnesota. But our sister was here in Texas, but she said it’s 
not a good place to live so we filled in free case instead and they sent us here.  
 
MS: Your sister moved here? 
 
RT: Georgia.  
 
RS: Can you tell me what family you came to America with? 
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PT: My daughter, my husband and my granddaughter. The four of us came and the other 
daughters came second day.  
 
RS: And where is the rest of your family? In Georgia and Nepal? 
 
PT: One daughter is in Georgia the second daughter is in Bhutan and the boy is in Kathmandu.  
 
RS: So what is your daughter in Bhutan doing? 
 
PT: Farming. 
 
RS: Are your children in Nepal planning on resettling? 
 
RT: The process is…at first he was not even registered because he was outside and he was 
involved in the advocacy work. UNHCR at that time did not encourage people involved with 
politics and advocacy to be in the camps. 
 
MS: Like I was not involved [in politics] in the camp. 
 
RT: He was in the student union leader and things like that. But now, that is why together with 
us his process was not done. But after we came here, UNHCR accepted him as a refugee, so 
they give him a refugee card. But the second step is for him to do the other process.  
 
MS: So he was accepted as a refugee, but there is a lot more to do.  
 
RS: Still a ways to go. Can you describe the process from UNHCR to Minnesota? 
 
PT: So they took a picture first. And then they gave us all the shots. After that, they interviewed 
just like this! Too many questions, tiring! They asked us about our grandparents and parents 
and all of these different generations and they asked a lot of questions. Then they moved us to 
Kathmandu were they gave us food and put us on the plane.  
 
RS: Sorry about the questions, we are almost done. Can you tell me about your feelings coming 
to Minnesota? What did you feel on the plane? 
 
PT: I was scared and afraid. My legs got swollen up sitting on the plane for that long. I also had a 
heart problem. I didn’t even drink water, eat anything. I almost died. The food stinks [on the 
plane]! 
 
RS: I remember my experience: I puked on somebody coming to America! What are the biggest 
differences that you find your life in Minnesota and either in Nepal or Bhutan? 
 
PT: There is a lot of differences. It’s really nice here. There it was a hard life. We had to cook 
and take after the animals, take care of my kids. I didn’t even have time to sit down for five 
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minutes, it was a busy life—hard work. It’s a lot better here. I just sit around and I don’t have to 
do much work. But, at the same time: its home and I miss it. I feel like my heart is back there.  
 
RS: In Minnesota, what do you do on a daily basis? 
 
PT: I sleep! Watch a lot of TV. But I don’t understand. They don’t play any Nepali programs so I 
just watch TV. But my back hurts, so I sleep. When I get hungry, I go and eat.  
 
AKB: Does she watch the people outside going by? 
 
PT: Sometimes I stand here and watch and they go near the little forest here. There is particular 
spinach, wild spinach and they found it and brought it here.  
 
MS: They found some wild spinach that they like. Water crests.  
 
PT: Before we use to buy that vegetable, now that we find it—we just go and get it!  
 
RS: Maybe your daily job should be teaching Minnesotans about vegetables  
 
MS: $2.00 for one small bunch in the Asian store. But here you get it for free, I love that! 
 
RT: What does it mean to be a Bhutanese American to you? 
 
PT: I’m not an American, but I want to be. But I’m almost dying, I’m almost dead, but still I want 
to be. 
 
MS: Will you be happy to be a citizen? 
 
PT: Yes, I will be happy.  
 
AKB: I’m actually wondering because it was a cross-border marriage and she married a 
Bhutanese Nepali man and raised her children Bhutanese. She spent so much time there before 
the camps. Does she feel Bhutanese? 
 
PT: I’m a Nepali but now I’m American! But I’m more American! 
 
RS: But earlier when you said you still think of back home, do you mean Bhutan or Nepal or 
both? 
 
PT: Bhutan.   
 
AKB: Do we know how many generations her husband was living in Bhutan? 
 
PT: Three.  
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MS: She’s [pointing to RT] is the fourth generation born! 
 
RS: While you are in Minnesota, are there certain cultural traditions that are important for you 
to retain? 
 
PT: We left everything behind we need to do it here! 
 
RT: Mom didn’t understand the question. She follows the lighting of lamps. Mom follows Hindu 
gods. 
 
MS: She has a shrine of Hindu gods that are there.  
 
RT: But dad has the Buddhist shrine and prayers on Buddhist things.  
 
AKB: Is there a Buddhist temple or house that they go to here? 
 
PT: No.  
 
RT: We are born Buddhist and raised with Hindus so both religions we go. We love the Hindu 
practice, the cultural practice. Celebrating all the different festivals.  
 
RS: That is interesting about the two different shrines at home. Are you involved in any 
community events or social activities here? 
 
PT: No, I’m not. I don’t go anywhere, I just stay home. 
 
RT: My mom can’t sit still for a long time, that is why she doesn’t go anywhere. Even now she’s 
struggling and getting up and sitting back. 
 
RS: We are almost done. Do your children participate in different events? 
 
RT: I take my mom to these events when we celebrate cultural holidays.  
 
RS: When you first arrived, what organization helped you resettle here? 
 
RT: International Institute of Minnesota.  
 
MS: All of the people we interviewed!  
 
RS: Did they provide housing? What are the services did they provide?  
 
MS & RT: Apartment, they bought their food in the fridge for the first few days, they helped 
them apply for social security. They helped them filling all the forms for Ramsey County. They 
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did everything that is necessary to get established for the first few months. Especially for older 
people they also help them apply for SSI.  
 
AKB: SSI is? 
 
MS: Social Supplementary Insurance. The refugees get a special program, they don’t have to 
work. It’s given for the minimum survival that only refugees get.  
 
RS: Is that a service specific to Minnesota? 
 
MS: SSI is Federal.  
 
RS: I can ask these questions later. 
 
AKB: Maybe this should be the last question. [*Note: participant was very uncomfortable at this 
point, health wise].  
 
RS: Thank you very much for the interview. Do you have anything you else you want to do to 
the listeners? To say to the listeners? 
 
MS: I was trying to ask her when your daughters marry and have grandchildren and all of that 
do you want any message for them?  
 
PT: I hope they will keep all of the traditions and hope they will do well in their life.  
 
RT: Is there any particular thing you want them to remember you? 
 
PT: I hope they remember me!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


