
This is the earliest memory of television available 
to me: frozen black and white on the box in the 
corner of the room in which I sit, in colour, a 
woman with long dark hair, mouth open in distress.  
There are soldiers.  Jungle leaves.  A feeling of 
factuality.  I am 3 years old, perhaps.   
 
The memory has always felt formative. I was a 
teenager by the time I understood its provenance 
was the war in Vietnam, looked for its history, and 
watched ‘Apocalypse Now’. Later I’d assume the 
memory’s durability to be a simple demonstration 
of the terrors and tragedy of war, any war. I’d 
read around it, study its ambiguous pleasures 
as a genre of film. Organised violence and its 
representation are subjects I return to in my work: 
a reliable source of ambivalent fascination to worry 
over and examine.   
 
Since my mother’s death in 2018 I’ve begun to 
think differently though. Predictably enough, I 
suppose. Loss changes our landscape and how we 
view it. A gaze driven by absence, searching out 
signs and subsitutions. 
 
Looking through the hundreds of photographs I 
inherited from her, then returning to those left by 
my father, who died in 1999, I began to wonder if 
I’d misindentified the substance of my TV memory. 
I’d missed something. I realised that in fact, its 
real subject might be much closer to home: not 
a recognition of war, but rather a recognition of 
this woman. That in the 1970s, the Vietnam war 
was most likely one of the few contexts in which I 
could see on TV, aestheticised and validated by the 
medium, someone who looked something like my 
mother. Or myself for that matter. I was unsettled 
by my lack of insight. Shocked by how our lack 
of visibility in the cultural field of vision had 
developed as my own blind spot. 

  
 

All of the photographs in Duck Rabbit once 
belonged to my parents: my father Kenneth Carter, 
who was born in Lancaster, England in 1931; and 
my mother Chia Meng Hong, born in Singapore in 
1933.

They met and married there in the mid 1960s, 
and moved to England in 1968 settling in the Lake 
District. Looking at photographs from this period, I 
realise how ‘other’ my mother will have looked and 
surely felt there. 

They separated around 1974 but never divorced. 
My father and I moved to Morecambe, a small 
Lancashire seaside town, and my mother to 
London. Her visits to stay brought delicious 
cooking, an obsessive cleaning regime, and 
arguments. The mother I remember as as a child 
was beautiful, often distressed or angry or both, 
unfathomable to me and I think to my stoical, 
cheerful ex-military father too. 
 
The parallels between this portrait and my TV 
memory appear obvious now. Less so perhaps, the 
elisions which my misidentification might have 
distracted from.   
 
As a theatre-maker of Chinese heritage, I have 
sometimes been asked why my work hasn’t 
directly represented a British-Chinese community 
or experience. On a couple of stinging occasions 
I’ve been told I don’t qualify as an ‘artist of colour’ 
precisely because of my failure to so do. I have 
always offered the same defence – or excuse. I’ve 
never lived in a British-Chinese community and 
fictionalising one feels like tourism: temporary and 
inauthentic. But look, I’d counter, my experience 
as a bi-racial child raised culturally white in 
the 70s and 80s runs through all my work. As a 
concern with the nature of authenticity and its 
contingencies. Look. It’s always there somewhere. 
Partial and oblique. Ambiguous. 
 
But then came the photographs in place of my 
mother. And the process of learning to look again 
at memory and image in search of her.   
 
These photographs had been present all my life, 
at the back of drawers and stored in taped boxes. I 
just hadn’t thought to look in them for a story that 
might reflect my experience of family and racial 
identity. Perhaps for the same reason, I didn’t 
initially see myself recognising my own ethnicity 
in footage of the Vietnam war – so habituated to 
erasure, I performed it myself.   
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When my parents met, Meng Hong was a mid-wife 
at the Shell medical clinic on Pulau Bukom, the 
small island off Singapore where where Shell Oil 
had its refinery and where her brother and sisters, 
and her father were also employed.

He was a clerk, a notoriously low-paid job which 
would have left him struggling to provide for a 
family of eventually eight children. When I last 
visited Singapore, my Auntie Linda gave me a 
small silver trophy inscribed ‘Bukom Athletic 
Championship, 1936. Won by Chia Chew Lim.’ I like 
to think it’s among those on the table my uncle, 
aunt, and mother are photographed in front of, 
serious and proud. 

It was an old friend of my mother’s, Mrs Lee, who 
last year explained how training in midwifery 
had been offered for free by the British colonial 
administration in 1950. A rare opportunity for 
professional advancement for young, poor, 
aspirational Singaporean women struggling to pay 
for their own education in a country recovering 
from war and the brutal Japanese occupation.   
 
My mother distrusted speech. She preferred to 
keep the details of her past beyond reach of 
my scrutiny and, I suspect, her own. In place of 
conversation, she’d offer me lessons: in the very 
real hardships she endured; her punishing work 
ethic; fiscal management; exercise and skincare; 
betrayal; God. A few years ago, I asked about a 
picture of her and two sisters dressed in what I 
guess to be Teochew opera costumes . She brushed 
the question away.  What was it to do with me?  
Perhaps she was embarrassed: unwilling to admit 
ever having an interest in theatre when she’d been 
so vocal in her disapproval of my own.  

It was Mrs Lee who also happened to mention in 
passing that my grandmother was Peranakan, 

from an ethnic group of mixed Malay and Chinese 
heritage.  I’d always assumed she was Han Chinese, 
Teochew like the rest of my family. Peranakan was 
a revelation. My maternal grandmother, Chia Miau 
Lang, was mixed-race also.   
 
My mother rarely spoke of her. Only to remember 
how bullied she’d seen her in the service of her 
mother-in-law. She died of an illness sometime 
in the early 1940s, I assume 
during the Japanese 
occupation. It was only 
clearing my mother’s house 
in 2019 that I found this 
tiny photograph  of her in 
a bundle of documents: 
the only one amongst my 
mother’s possession. I hadn’t 
seen it before. For the first 
time I could trace a family 
resemblance back another 
generation. 
 
*** 
 
Singapore looks wildly exciting in the 1960s: a geo-
political jewel being remade and reimagining itself 
in the post-war, post-colonial scramble for power. 
Ambitious and not entirely proper. Traumatised. 
Hedonistic. Pragmatic. I look at the many pictures 
of my mother, glamourous at parties and dancing 
with my father , and marvel at her display of 
confidence and modernity.



One story she did like to tell was how she’d defied 
her father and step-mother at 20 by leaving the 
family home to live alone, unmarried, and keep 
for herself at least some of her wages rather than 
handing them all to her step-mother. She lived 
on eggs, saved, and spent her money on bespoke 
dresses, weekly visits to the hairdresser and buying 
shares. In her 30s she bought her own motor 
boat. She was proud of herself.  And ashamed 
too, I believe. I can only guess at what her defiant 
assertion of female self-determination - one she 
insisted on right up until her death – will have cost 
her. In a community which practises filial piety, 
filial disobedience brings shame on a family. When 
she married my father, her own father disowned 
her.  
 
At her funeral in 
Liverpool, I showed my 
mother’s friends these 
photographs. Many 
had known her since 
she’d first moved there 
in 1979. Mostly people 
she knew through work, 
first running a Chinese 
food factory and then 
as a cleaner in a 
Chinese supermarket. 
Many she’d met 
through the Liverpool 
Chinese Gospel Church 
where she was ‘born 
again’ in 1994 . They 
were all astounded. 
They’d seen nothing of this life in the modest, 
fiercely private woman they knew. Most had no 
idea she’d even separated from my father. 
 
*** 
 
For most of my adult life, what I knew of my 
parents’ marriage was conflict and its ‘failure’ 
by any conventional measure. Placing their 
photographs side by side, I could begin to imagine 
how they might see themselves in each other even 
if only for a short time.   

My father joined the Royal Air Force as a Boy 

Entrant at 17: for adventure, for a profession, 
and, he’d said, because he couldn’t afford to feed 
himself. He qualified as an instrument fitter, then 
a bomb aimer, and then as a navigator becoming a 
commissioned officer. He was posted to Singapore 
in 1960 and took Barbara, his wife, and their baby 
boy, my half-brother Nick with him. Barbara died 
suddenly not long after they arrived.

My father stayed on. He was promoted and posted 
back to England towards the end of the ‘60s.

Not long after, he resigned his commission 
in protest after his security clearance was 

downgraded after marrying my mother, a foreign 
national. On a point of principle. He always insisted 
he’d sought and been given permission.   
 
My father was happy to talk. He loved to tell stories. 
The gaps in my knowledge are of my own making: 
I didn’t know how to listen or what questions to 
ask until it was too late. And I think I must have 
taken his accounts of the difficult relationship with 
his unaffectionate mother as an excuse not to be 
curious about her. I hadn’t thought to consider the 
faded photographs packed in an ancient tin box 
- of strangers with occasionally familiar features, 
looking out of very familiar landscapes - as 
evidence of her life lived fully, rather than debris 
from his.   

 
Looking at the pictures 
again, I saw the stamp 
of a professional 
photography studio 
with her family name, 
Smalley.

I saw Phyllis Smalley as 
the youngest of three 
sisters , all of whom 
liked taking and posing 
for photographs and 
each other throughout 
their lives.



I saw her as a girl in the landscapes of Lancashire 
and the Lake District , which she later she’d paint in 
miniature.

I saw her wearing her bus conductor’s uniform with 
pride photo.

And I wondered how hard it might have been to 
raise a young boy in wartime Britain as a single 
mother on a low income. 

Neither my brother nor I have ever seen an image 
of our paternal grandfather, Phyllis’s husband. We 

only know him as a man with a gambling problem, 
who abandoned his wife and small child. I found 
traces of him in military records though. They show 
that in 1918, he was invalided out of the King’s 
Own Regiment with malaria after three years of 
service mainly on the Eastern front. Thinking of him 
as a casualty of war has made me look more kindly 
on his abnegation of familial responsibilities.   

And thinking of Phyllis’ marriage as further 
collateral damage has alerted me to war’s more 
subtle legacy as it passes between generations. I 
feel that in some way, my father was imprinted by 
the First World War as much as the Second. And 
that similarly, my own relationship with my mother 
might have been shaped by a war that ended 35 
years before I was born. I’m glad to see Mum and 
Dad both partied when they had the chance. 
 
*** 

It’s often the case that what a piece of work is really 
about only becomes clear to me once it’s made.   
 
This project began as an attempt to tell stories 
about my grandmothers and their pasts. It was 
an act of restoration: to shore up what remains 
of a family history before time erases it for good. 
It was also an act of restitution: to make up for 
my own past inattention and omissions. The title, 
Duck Rabbit, came late in the process.  Only when 
I understood how I was representing my own 
mixed-race identity and realised, paradoxically, 
that I needed to make clear its ambiguity. I hope 
it tempers the sheen of historicity. Connecting 
one blurry memory or image to another with no 
reliable record of what or who or why has to be 
wish-fulfilment and tidying and score-settling, for 
good and for bad. There’s no original ‘whole’ these 
images once formed.   
 
Similarly, in writing this essay, ostensibly to explain 
the provenance of some of the photographs, I’ve 
become conscious of ‘missing’ family pictures – 
my father with his father, my mother with hers. 
And of another possible set, notably absent. 
I have no children and that’s how it will stay. 
But it has also struck me that Duck Rabbit was 
a theatre commission for a time when making 

theatre became impossible. Making work with a 
new collaborator, the brilliant designer Christine 
Urqhuart, and with an old but no less wonderful 
colleague Nick Powell has been a welcome 
reminder that family takes different forms, and the 
people I’ve made theatre with for the last twenty 
five years are mine.   
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