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START OF INTERVIEW 

[00:00:00] 

  Jennifer Justus: This is Jennifer Justus for the Southern Foodways Alliance. It’s Friday, 

April 29, 2016, and we’re at the Center for Refugees and Immigrants of Tennessee, and I’m with 

Thomas Piang, and I will ask him to introduce himself now. 

[00:00:18] 

 Thomas Piang: Thank you. Yeah, my name is Thomas Thang Lian Piang. My nickname 

is Thomas Piang. I come from Burma. I have been in US like mostly three years, and I have a 

family. I have two daughter and one son. We live in Nashville, Tennessee. Thank you. 

[00:00:48] 

 JJ: Would you say your date of birth, please, and also just the ages of your kids? 

[00:00:57] 

 TP: Okay. My date of birth is September 20, 1981. Thank you. 

[00:01:06]] 

 JJ: And how old are your children? You don’t have to say their birthdates, but what are 

their ages? 

[00:01:12] 
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 TP: Okay. The older one is ten, ten year old, and the second one is eight year old, and the 

youngest son is six year old. 

[00:01:27] 

 JJ: Do you think that someday you’ll teach them to farm? 

[00:01:33] 

 TP: Yeah, hopefully. Now also, when we can, we go together in the garden and how to 

plant the plants, how to plant everything. What I did in the training I tell them, all of them. 

[00:01:53] 

 JJ: So you’re already teaching them, or you hope to someday? 

[00:01:57] 

 TP: Yes, sometime in a weekend we go together, our whole family, to the garden. Then I 

teach how to plant and how it take a long while when we plant something, for example, like a 

tomato, like this, yeah. I teach also future so I teach, uh, more I teach them. 

[00:02:22] 

 JJ: How did you learn to grow vegetables? 

[00:02:27] 

 TP: Oh, since I came in Nashville–. Before in my country, in my hometown, we have like 

a garden, not too big. We learn from our parents. Then when I come to US I’m hearing from 

some of my friend, the CRIT [Center for Refugees and Immigrants of Tennessee] NGO, they 

doing like a garden program. Then I had that, then I go there to meet who are the representatives 

who give the [training]. Her name is Lauren and I meet then I go to class. I go to class then they 

teach about how they plans or how to make the gardens. I am learn from the CRIT NGO. Thank 

you. 
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[00:03:32] 

 JJ: I had a question about that. So how long have you been involved in the program, the 

refugee agricultural program? 

[00:03:42] 

 TP: This time is the second year. That mean I involved like two years. 

[00:03:54] 

 JJ: Okay. So, the first year that you were in the program, did you mainly grow food for 

your family and some of your friends? Did you sell any produce then or is the focus on selling 

this year? 

[00:04:14] 

 TP: Yeah, the first year we focus for selling. Then I sell some and we take our family also 

we have some. We give our neighbor. We give our relative too. Yeah. Actually I sell like the first 

year maybe like seven hundred dollar something I got. Thank you. 

[00:04:44] 

 JJ: And what are your goals for this year? What are you growing and what do you hope to 

accomplish in this season? 

[00:04:53] 

 TP: This year I hopefully—. I plantings a lot of chili pepper and tomato. My goal is more 

than last year I successful in this year.  

[00:05:15] 

 JJ: So you’re growing the peppers and tomatoes, and can you tell me some of the other 

things that you’re growing this year? 

[00:05:24] 
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 TP: I grow eggplants, after that zucchini and squash, after that—. And also mustard and 

green pea and some cucumber. I plant a lot of things. 

[00:05:52] 

 JJ: What do you find most enjoyable about gardening, and then what do you find most 

difficult? 

[00:06:03] 

 TP: How can I say it? I enjoy means I’m very enjoy this garden program because from 

my background, from my grandfather, or my father, they like gardening. They make like a farm 

also. Maybe I think from the generation come down, come down, and we follow. Then—. 

[00:06:43] 

 JJ: Okay. So, were your grandfather and father farmers as their main job? 

[00:06:52] 

 TP: Yes, it’s the main job. 

[00:06:58] 

 JJ: And then I wanted to ask about, in your home country, you said there was a garden 

there. Was it sort of a community garden for lots of people or was it your family’s garden? How 

did that work? 

[00:07:15] 

 TP: Yeah, we have like our own garden, like we have—. For the rice we have like a 

farmer. We have then like fruits, like orange, like—. [Pauses]  

[00:07:51] 

 JJ: Take your time. 

[00:07:52] 
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 TP: Okay. We use like—. Here we use tractor. In our home country we use like cow, 

buffalo, and—. Yeah, cows and buffalo we use mostly there, because we don’t have like 

technology. That’s why. 

[00:08:15] 

 JJ: Okay, to move the soil you would use—.  

[00:08:18] 

TP: Yes. 

[00:08:18] 

JJ: —the animals. Okay. Yeah, I’d like to hear more about that. So can you talk more 

about the differences in growing food in your native country and then growing food here? Maybe 

you could talk a little bit about the different climate and the different practices? So it was mostly 

rice and fruits in the native country? 

[00:08:47] 

TP: Yeah. Here, far as here in America, you have support, like technology, like a tractor, 

or if you have enough money you can buy many things, like material. In our country we have 

like just animal. After that we have like tool, just one or two. Here, if you plant in America, you 

can do many thing with the tool and you have enough kinds, many kinds of tools. In our country 

we have two kind, three kinds, only we have. It’s difficult, and here it’s easy and more better. 

And the climate is–. In our country we have like in one years like five seasons, climates, like 

raining season, like winter, like summer. Yes, like three. 

[00:10:10] 

 JJ: So does that mean it’s sort of similar to here, or different? 

[00:10:17] 
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 TP: Yeah, different here. You have more season. 

[00:10:23] 

 JJ: Here? 

[00:10:24] 

 TP: Yeah.  

[00:10:24] 

 JJ: Okay. So, more seasons here. 

[00:10:28] 

 TP: Yeah. 

[00:10:29] 

 JJ: What do you find difficult about growing here? 

[00:10:34] 

 TP: [Unintelligible, talking with wife] I don’t have too much but the difficult one is 

language because we cannot speak very well, we cannot write properly, because when we have 

training—. Because they announcement in English, sometime we cannot catch some words. 

That’s why this is the program, a difficult one. 

[00:11:14] 

 JJ: Well, I think you’re doing very well. [Laughs] What is it like to grow with other 

people from different places? How has that experience been for you, working with the other 

people in the program? How has that been for you? 

[00:11:32] 

 TP: [Pause] For me it’s very challenging because we are not same race, we are not from 

one country. We can learn from another people different ways. Yes, that one is a difficult one. 
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[00:12:14] 

 JJ: Okay. Can we talk a little bit about cooking? So, do you like to cook at home, and 

what, from the garden, do you like to cook at home, and how do you cook things? 

[00:12:33] 

 TP: Yeah, normally we cook like—. We cooking like soup mostly. We like soup and like 

a fry, like a grill, yeah. I like to cook from my garden like cabbage or tomato and like potato. We 

cook together, yeah. But in, how can I say, the American way, and our culture is different. I 

cannot—. How can I say? I cannot explain too much this. 

[00:13:23] 

 JJ: Okay. Can you talk a little bit about the soup? How would you make the soup and 

what would go into it? 

[00:13:31] 

 TP: Firstly we cut out all the veggie, then we boil the water first, then after the water 

boiling we put all of the veggies together and we put some garlic or like chili or something, then 

after that we season it. 

[00:14:05] 

 JJ: Would this be with the cabbage and the tomato, or different things? 

[00:14:11] 

 TP: Yeah, sometime we put together—. Sometime we cook different, like the tomato and 

the potato. We fry or sometime we boil together, yeah. 

[00:14:32] 

 JJ: Do you do most of the cooking for your family or do other family members do the 

cooking? 
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[00:14:40] 

 TP: Sometime, like we have one of the persons in our family have a bad day, or some like 

very important day, we cook together with us for someone and that time we cook like—. Well 

once we know what they cook like from the restaurant we try to cook like this. Especially we 

cook together with the family like Sunday because everybody is not working. They are off day 

and we stay together and we cook together. 

[00:15:28] 

 JJ: How is cooking here different from cooking in your native country, or is it different? 

Are there things that you do differently here that you didn’t do in your native country? 

[00:15:41] 

 TP: Yeah, in our country, yeah, very different, yeah. Here we use like gas or electricity. 

In our country we use wood, only wood, and it’s very, very different. Then also in America you 

get a lot of material for cooking. In our country we have a spoon and pot and that’s all, yeah. 

[00:16:17] 

 JJ: So, I believe, did you say, you’d been here three years, in the United States, or five 

years? Can you talk about coming to the United States and what brought you here? 

[00:16:31] 

 TP: I have been like three years, yeah. First I move to Malaysia. Then I apply to the 

UNHCR. After that I am waiting like five years. After that I resettle in America.  

[00:16:56] 

 JJ: Was Nashville the first place that you came to in the United States? 

[00:17:02] 

 TP: Yes. 
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[00:17:04] 

 JJ: And can you talk about your impression, or what did you think of Nashville when you 

came? 

[00:17:14] 

 TP: Yeah. Nashville is beautiful city and I like the climate and the weather. It look like 

our country. It’s cold, and very green, and, yeah, that’s all. 

[00:17:40] 

 JJ: I’d love to hear more about it looks like your country. So, is the—? Like the land 

looks the same, and the greenery? Can you talk a little bit more about that? 

[00:17:58] 

 TP: Yes, like the land. It’s not that some part is—. Mostly our country, where I live is we 

are living in not a plain. We are live in a mountain. Like here also it look like a mountain, up and 

down. Yeah. 

[00:18:20] 

 JJ: Can we go back to cooking a little bit? I’d love to hear, in your native country, is there 

someone who showed you how to cook, or is it something that you just grew up always doing? 

Can you talk about that? 

[00:18:40] 

 TP: Yeah. Cooking—how can I say it—in our country, yeah, there’s maybe town and 

village and city’s different, but I live in a village. How we cook in village, we are learn from our 

mother how she did, how she cook everything. We see and—. We saw it and after that we also 

try after that when we grow up. 

[00:19:14] 
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 JJ: Do you remember a certain thing that you watched your mother cook, the first time 

that you helped or the first time that you remember enjoying something that she made? 

[00:19:30] 

 TP: Yeah. I like mustard, one day since maybe I am six or seven years old. Yeah. One 

day my mom, she is cooking, then I go in front of her, then she ask me,  

“When you grow up you need to cook. Wherever you go yourself you need to cook.” Then I saw 

that, then she teach me how to cook, how to clean, how to wash, how long to cook. She tell 

everything then I know that from then. Also I’m very interested. Thank you. 

[00:20:25] 

 JJ: Okay. Let’s see. I’ll stop for just a second. 

[00:20:33 Break in recording] 

 JJ: Can you talk a little bit about the garden? So, what have you been working on lately 

and–? Yeah, what have you been working on at the garden? 

[00:20:49] 

 TP: [Unintelligible, talking with wife] 

[00:20:53] 

 JJ: What have you been growing and what do you expect to harvest in the next week or 

two? 

[00:21:03] 

 TP: Yeah. Hopefully I can sell, and also I can take for some for my family or friends, and 

also, far as when we have a garden or whatever we plant in our country, first the harvest we give 

to the church. After that we can give to each other or we can take or we can sell. Yeah. 
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Hopefully this year we sell to the farmer market and our community and like wholesale. I 

hopefully.  

[00:22:08] 

 JJ: So, the farmers’ market, you’ll be going not this Saturday but next Saturday, on May 

7, right? 

[00:22:17] 

 TP: Yes. 

[00:22:18] 

 JJ: Do you know what you might be able to take to the market or is it too soon to tell? 

[00:22:25] 

 TP: We need—. [Unintelligible, talking with wife] 

[00:22:35] 

 JJ: What vegetables do you think you’ll have at the market to sell? 

[00:22:41] 

 TP: Yeah. This—. Maybe I don’t have too much. I have like a little bit of mustard. I think 

that’s all. But the other people, how they have, I don’t know that. 

[00:23:03] 

 JJ: In your home country did you go to farmers’ markets to either buy or sell? Did they 

have those kinds of markets in your country? 

[00:23:18] 

 TP: Yeah, we have, but like a village, we don’t have, but in the town or the city we have 

a market. Then, for example, if we want to sell there we need to travel like one day or half day, 
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like this, we need to walk by foot. Then we sell in the farmer market at the morning. Yeah, we do 

like this. 

[00:23:52] 

 JJ: Are you looking forward to the farmers’ market part of it? 

[00:23:58] 

 TP: Yeah, last time we went with you and all of the community member who are the 

garden members. Yeah, I’m very excited. Then also one thing is different with our country. We 

need to report first to who are the owners of the farmer market then they explain everything. In 

our country if we pay the fee for the farmer market whatever we can sell there or where get the 

place, but here we have a place exactly where we can sell—. We cannot sell everywhere. Yeah, 

this is different. 

[00:24:48] 

 JJ: So, maybe more rules—. [Laughs] 

[00:24:52] 

 TP: Yeah. 

[00:24:53] 

 JJ: —here. Okay. Can you talk about how much time you spend in the garden? So do you 

like to go in the morning, or do you like to go at the evening? And also, you have another job, 

right? 

[00:25:13] 

 TP: Yes. 

[00:25:13] 

 JJ: So can you talk about that? 
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[00:25:15] 

 TP: Yeah, mostly I work in the evenings, the nighttime. I go to the gardens like in 

morning. When I send my kids to school, after that, I go. I spend like one day like two hour. 

Mostly I use in the garden two hour for once a day. Sometime, if we can, Saturday like a whole 

day. Yeah, I spend that.  

[00:25:52] 

 JJ: So you work nights, and where do you work? 

[00:25:59] 

 TP: I work in Mt. Juliet in the Apple Warehouse.  

[00:26:04] 

 JJ: And then you’ll garden, and then do you sleep? [Laughs] 

[00:26:10] 

 TP: I sleep like five hour, yeah. 

[00:26:14] 

 JJ: So, not a whole lot right now. [Laughs] Let’s see. Do your children—? Going back to 

cooking, have you taught your children yet about cooking, or are they too young? 

[00:26:34] 

 TP: Yeah, they are still young, but when sometime I call them how to cook, same like my 

mother I call them, then I try to see how to cook. But I didn’t allow to touch now but I just 

looking, yeah. 

[00:26:57] 

 JJ: So you ask them to watch, right? 

[00:27:00] 
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 TP: Yeah. 

[00:27:00] 

 JJ: Okay. [Pause] Can you talk a little bit about the garden and being with other people at 

the garden? Is it nice to be there with other people, as you’re working, and are you usually 

working at the same time as other people, in the garden? 

[00:27:27] 

 TP: Yeah. It’s good. Yeah, it make like many thing to learn from our community, from 

other people, what I know. Many things I don’t know I learn from them, yeah. 

[00:27:47] 

 JJ: So do you mind to tell me some things that you’ve learned from some of the other 

gardeners? 

[00:27:55] 

 TP: Yeah. When we transplant in our country we never put the water first, but here, from 

the other people, before they took out they put first the water. After that they pull out then they 

transplant. Yeah. 

[00:28:24] 

 JJ: Did you learn that from the program managers, Christina and Lauren, or the other 

farmers? 

[00:28:33] 

 TP: Yeah, this is from the other—. I learn many things from the manager, Christina, or 

from Lauren also we learn many things. That’s actually what I tell is I learn from my neighbor. 

[00:28:52] 

 JJ: Okay. The person who has the plot next to you. 
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[00:28:55] 

 TP: Yeah. 

[00:28:56] 

 JJ: Okay. Do you know the size of the plot that you have? Is it one hundred by twelve? 

[00:29:05] 

 TP: Yeah. One hundred—. Twenty-four by one hundred. 

[00:29:18] 

 JJ: Great, and is that larger than the plot you had last year, or the same? 

[00:29:25] 

 TP: Yeah, more than last year. It’s bigger. 

[00:29:31] 

 JJ: When you grew things in your home country did you have more space or less space? 

[00:29:40] 

 TP: Yeah, we have a lot of space, but it was a little place. Sometime—. Depends on who 

are the grower, who are the farmer. Mostly we use for the—. We use like a small garden only but 

some people, they use like one acre, two acre. 

[00:30:15] 

 JJ: So, talking about foods, are there foods that you miss having from your native 

country? 

[00:30:28] 

 TP: [Pause] Yeah, I miss like sweet potato, yeah, like potato. [Unintelligible, talking with 

wife] 

[00:30:59] 
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 JJ: Hard to say in English? Okay. The sweet potato and the potato, are they different here 

than they were in your native country? 

[00:31:09] 

 TP: Yes, not too different. It looks same, but I don’t know what is the reason, I don’t 

know, but the taste is not same. 

[00:31:23] 

 JJ: Okay. Are there any foods that you’ve learned about since you’ve moved here that 

you like, that are different? 

[00:31:34] 

TP: [Unintelligible] 

[00:31:36] 

JJ: After you moved to the United States, are there foods that you’ve discovered here that 

you like, that you didn’t have in your native country? 

[00:31:47] 

 TP: Like asparagus. 

[00:31:53] 

 JJ: Oh, okay. 

[00:31:53] 

 TP: Yeah, and the fruit, we don’t have the fruit, like cherry, yeah. 

[00:32:00] 

 JJ: Do you plan to grow asparagus? Does it grow here? I don’t even know if it grows 

here. Are you going to try to grow some? 

[00:32:14] 
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 TP: Yeah, I want to try to grow the asparagus, but they say it take too long time. If we 

plant this year we can harvest for next year, but I want to try. 

[00:32:28] 

 JJ: Okay. Do you remember where you had it the first time, asparagus? 

[00:32:36] 

 TP: Yeah. Some of our priests visit to America, then we go to restaurant, then—. So we 

order from the food. I got the asparagus. I had from there. 

[00:33:02] 

 JJ: And that was a question I wanted to ask, was about restaurants. Do you go to 

restaurants? How often do you go to restaurants and do you have any favorite places that you’ve 

discovered? 

[00:33:19] 

 TP: My favorite like Italy restaurant, yeah Italian cook style. Yeah, I like that one. But I 

cannot say which restaurant favorite, because I like all, but—how can I say—no time to go 

restaurant. I cannot say this restaurant. I cannot go many restaurant, that’s why I cannot say.  

[00:33:57] 

 JJ: Okay. Are there any places here where you can get food like you had in your native 

country, or do you have to prepare it at home? 

[00:34:11] 

 TP: Yeah, very similarly, we can get at one market, they say King Market. They combine 

Laos and Thai, I think, yeah. We can get like our ethnic food different from American food. 

[00:34:37] 

 JJ: So King Market is where you would shop for some things similar. 



Thomas Thang Lian Piang 
Growing Together Farmer 

 © Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org  

19 

[00:34:44] 

 TP: Yeah. 

[00:34:44] 

 JJ: Okay. I’m interested in how you say you give the first harvest to the church. Can you 

talk about—? What church do you go to? 

[00:34:58] 

 TP: I go to Catholic Church, Roman Catholics, yeah. This is—how can I say it—from our 

forefather when we become like—. From maybe I think from our missionary, they teach them. 

That’s why. And also the Bible, so they say, they read for to give for God everything for first 

harvest and the good one, the better one, yeah. 

[00:35:38] 

 JJ: Were you raised Catholic or a different religion? 

[00:35:47] 

 TP: Yeah, I’m Catholic religion, yeah. 

[00:35:52] 

 JJ: Okay. Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your experience 

growing up learning to garden and your experience growing up cooking, anything to do with 

food? 

[00:36:15] 

 TP: [Pause] Yeah. I have to say a lot, many things, but I want to say one things. When 

we make a garden here, we—. How to put the seed, for example how far and how near, it’s 

different from our country. [Pause] Yeah, then–. [Unintelligible, talking with wife] Sorry about 

the food. Is it about the food you talk about? 
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[00:37:13] 

 JJ: Oh, yeah. This is great. Anything you want to say. This is the part where you just say 

whatever you want to say about gardening or cooking. 

[00:37:22] 

 TP: Yeah. We are many different things when we plant, how to plant, one plant and one 

plant how far, how near. After that I very interesting is how, where we can grow this one, where 

we can grow that one. In our country, one time we put together the seed, but here you separate 

nicely, you make the line, you make properly for the bed. For example, the mustard—how can I 

say it—the—. 

[00:38:24] 

 JJ: It’s okay. Take your time. [Laughs] 

[00:38:28] 

 TP: [Unintelligible, talking with wife] 

[00:38:35] 

 JJ: The rows? 

[00:38:36] 

 TP: Yeah, the rows, yeah. In our country we just plant like—. It’s very different here. I’m 

very interesting. Then also, when someday I have to go back our country, then I teach how to 

grow, how to make the garden. I want to teach in our country. Thank you. 

[00:39:13] 

 JJ: Okay, so you want to go back to your country to teach the organization— 

[00:39:21] 

TP: Yeah. 



Thomas Thang Lian Piang 
Growing Together Farmer 

 © Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org  

21 

[00:39:21] 

JJ: —of the growing here? 

[00:39:22] 

 TP: Yeah. 

[00:39:22] 

 JJ: Okay. Interesting. That’s great. Well, I think that’s all I have. Is there anything else 

you want to say or anything else you want to tell me before we end? 

[00:39:39] 

 TP: Yeah, thank you very much. I got a chance to tell my—how can I say it—my tellings 

or my experience. I’m very grate[ful]. Thank you very much. 

[00:39:54] 

 JJ: Well, thank you very much for your time. 

[00:40:16] 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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