My guest today is Priyanka Surio. She is a sustainable and regenerative travel expert, two-
time published authorand full-time nomad withno base. She holds a Master's degree in Public Health and
has built a 16-year career focused on health, social care, climate action and economic empowerment.
Bornin Floridato immigrant parents from Indiaand Hungary, her childhood experience with racism and
poverty turned her into alifelongactivist and sheviews travel as amechanism for activism to safeguard
and advocatefor abetter world. Inher books, she breaks down a sustainable travel formula and scorecard
to help any traveler beginto intentionally designand assess how they can be more sustainable and
regenerative on their travels. She has now traveled to all 50 U.S. states in almost90 countries on all seven
continents.

Priyanka, welcometo the show.
Priyanka Surio: Thankyouso much Mattfor having me. I'm excitedto be here.

| am so excited to haveyou here.l am such afan of everythingthatyouare up to and super
excited todiveinto all ofthat. But let's just start off by setting the scene and talkingaboutwherewe are
recording from and the fact that we have agreed to makethis awine night. So, let's also talk about what we
are drinking.l am actually in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Asheville; North Carolinaand | have justopened a
red blend. Thisis a Grand Reservafromthe Riojaregion of Spain. So, I'm going tobe drinkingthrough that
tonight. But where areyou Priyanka and whatareyou drinking?

Priyanka Surio: | amin East Hollywood, in Los Angeles, Californiaon the west coast. And tonight, I'm
drinking TOST. So, atoast to this.And TOST is actually anon-alcoholic wine beverage that has notes of
whitetea, ginger and elderberry.

I love that. Well, big up to Los Angeles. As you know, | lived in LA for about seven years. It
wasthelast permanent basethat | had before | embarked on my digital nomadjourney. So, | have tons of
lovefor LA. lwould actuallylove to hear from youthough, aboutLos Angeles. What are some of the things
that you love most about spendingtimein LA, maybefor peoplethat have never beentola?

Priyanka Surio: Well,I'm acinephile so | love great storytelling, | love the big screen and there is something
about watching movies In Los Angeles thatjust hits different. You have to at least experienceit onetimeiif
you're passing through or visiting LA. And so, there's alarger-than-life energy about the place. Definitelya
place where people cometo maketheir dreams cometrue and to pursuetheir dreams.And so, the
conversations youhave here are just multilayered, full of depth, full of character and personality. And it
doestendto havealaid back nature as well compared to other parts ofthe U.S. and of courseit's always
sunny in Southern California. That is mostly the case. So, there's agreat weather, there's great water and
therearegreatvibesall around.

Well said. Well, the other thing | thought would be fun to start off with since we are drinking
wine, would beto ask you about awine experience that you have had somewhere around the world. | know
you and | have both had many wine experiences in our travels, butwhat is onethat comes to mindforyou?

Priyanka Surio: Thisis areally meaningfulone. We traveled to Budapest, Hungary and intothe countryside
with my mother for thefirst timein 2019. But it was very special because wefinally gotto experience her
homeland with her there. And as we're visiting some of our relatives in the countryside, they bring out a
bottle of theirhomegrown palinka. Palinka is fruit wine or fruit brandy. And it is basically where you ferment
fruits and water together to make avery delicious butstrong alcoholic beverage. And it's a staple of



Hungarian hospitality and celebration. Andwe call that Egri Szégedi. And so, we gotto do thispalinkakind
of celebration with my mother in Hungary for thefirst time.She's not a big drinker, so it was exciting to toast
as afamily and see her get a little tipsy and verymuch in her element being back home. And | will never
forget that moment. And it was close to Christmas, so the palinka glasses were full.

Well, listen, alot of people don'tknowabout Eastern European wines or they sleep on
Eastern European wines. But when you startto hangoutin that region and you startdrinkingwines from
Serbia and Bulgaria and Hungary and all these different types of places, there are somereally, really
impressive wines from that region and alot of people do not knowaboutthem. So that's afun wineregion
to explore. Butl would loveto actually use this to talk alittle bit about yourparents’ originsand their
immigrant story. Can youshare alittle bit more aboutyour mother's story, where she'sfrom and also your
father, where he's from and howthey eventuallyimmigrated tothe United States and howthey ended upin
Mulberry, Florida.

Priyanka Surio: So, from global origins tolocal upbringing, Black toglobal origins, I think, is the thread that
we're going to uncover here with my story. Butmy mother essentially grew up between Hungary and
America. Her father, my grandfather Nejapa, at the time, was exploring opportunities to bring his family
there. So, shegot avery dual country, global perspective early on. And she stillhas alot of storiesfrom her
childhood and teenage yearsin Hungary and also exploring parts of Romania, which is also part of my
grandfather's heritage. So, she felt from the get go, comingto Americainitially, in her teenageyears, in her
childhood years, spending time between the two, never really part of one place or the other, and never fully
fitting into the American experience either. Even though she was of Eastern European descent, her parents
very much steeped herin Hungarian culture. And in that Eastern European culture, she spoke Hungarian
growing up. And thefoods and dishes thatshe ate and that she would take to school as her lunchwere
very much Hungariandishes.

My father, on the other hand, grew up in southern Indiain the state of Andhra Pradesh, in asmall beach
town called Visakhapatnam, which we colloquially call Vizak. And it was avery small town, butit was also
atown that was aputtownand wheretheIndian Navywas headquartered. Many of the families there
would often join the militaryin that way and take excursions across the Bay of Bengal. And|'ve cometo
learn since going back to Indiaabout my ownTataor grandfather onthat side story of growing up in Burma,
Myanmar as well, still something I'm actively exploring. But myfather also had his eye on more global
perspective and experience. And so, while hegrew up in this small town, he definitely had his eye towards
the Americas, whether that was Canadaor the U.S. heinitially got astudy abroad scholarshipto go to
Canada, and then fromthere wanted toreally make away to Americaand ended up initially in the
Delaware, Pennsylvaniaarea.

My mother at the time was in the Pennsylvania, New Jersey area, and they ended up meeting in college by
way of my mother going tothe local community college in Philadelphia and my father getting another study
abroad scholarshipto go there. And thatwas their story of meeting in the city of Brotherly Love.l was born
there, but my parents wereyoung. They had me while they werein college. They wereyoung parents. And
my mother's parents at the time her only familyin America. And my father came alone, so hedidn't have
family here. My onlyfamily in Americaended up moving toFlorida. And so, my mother really wanted that
support for her children that she was having as my mother and father were trying tofinish school. So, they
ended up movingto Florida. And at the time, Mulberry ended up being the place that was most economical
and affordable to them as young parents.



So, whatwasiit likefor you comingup in Mulberry, Florida? Forpeoplethathavenoidea
wherethatis or what that was like, can you share yourexperience as akid, what was the environment like,
and what was your upbringinglikethere?

Priyanka Surio: Mulberry, Floridaisin Polk County. It is two hours south of Orlando or Disney World. And
thatis how most people canrecognize this place. Butitisindeed a pretty rural and small town. | remember
thelast censusthatllooked upmaybe captured 4,000 peoplein thetown. And becauseit was so small,
people essentially stayed in thatkind of small-town thinkingno onereally left Mulberry. And we also grew
up pretty lowincome, grew up under the poverty line for mostof my childhood, actually, and for quite some
time. And so, it was an economically depressed region as well. Most people were just working whatever
jobsthey could work. A lot of kids grewup in single parenthouseholdsorin broken homes where the
parents got divorced. Unfortunately, that ended up beingthe casefor my story as well when my parentsdid
getdivorced acoupleyears later. Andultimatelyyoujust kind of struggled to be able to makeitin any way,
shape orform. Dreams weren't necessarily encouraged.

And I think becauseit was Florida, in general Floridatends toat times and in some places beignorant. And
many people wereignorant about justmy cultural mix. There wasn'talarge community of mixed-race
immigrant children. There wasn'talarge Daisy community or aHungarian community. And so, | was the
oneof one, along with my brothers, where we didn't reallyhave acommunityto look to orfitinto. And so, |
was automatically an outsider. That was one thing. But also, racism was pretty prominentin Florida as
well. And based on how | look, how | appear, | would often be grouped as well. You're notwhite. Yeah, you
talk about Hungary.We don't know where thatis, but maybe. Areyoublack? Are youHispanic? So, people
will try to categorize meinto these boxes. Very early onthey would call me the same names that a lot of
my black and Hispanic friends would be called as well. A lot of racial slurs. And again, it was that
ignorance, butthen justalso tryingto groupmein abox because they didn't understand me. And| think at
firstthat bothered mealot growingup, and thenl didn't care anymore. And | liked being different,and |
leaned into that heavy, and | also leaned intothe spaces and the places and the people that did welcome
me, that did accept me, that didn't make mefeel bad for being different.

So, going back when you were very young and you were comingup in Mulberry, Florida, can
you talk about therole of reading and writingand your thought process aboutwanting totravel or thinking
about things that are outside of Floridaand having a desire to see and experience, | guess, initially maybe
other parts of the U.S. and thenultimately other partsof the world? Where did that come from?

Priyanka Surio: So,one thingmy mother tells meis that when | was young and | was ababy, shewould
read to me often. And she said, | started pickingup my first book whenlwas 2. | don't know if | was literate
enough toread that book, but apparently, | was picking up booksand luggingthem around at avery young
age. And so, I'll definitely credit her for instilling that love for readingand because of where | grew up.For
me, books symbolized this explorationinto things thatwere just notpossible, into the outside, into what
was moreglobal, and in away, represented an escape from that depressed environmentand economy and
justthehard lifethat we lived. And so, | very much embraced reading, and part of that also instilled my love
forwriting. So, when | was four yearsold, | actually wrote my first book. And | wrote alot as achild, and |
would write often these booksabout childrengoing on adventures all around the worldbecause | couldn't.
And so that was my way to imagine alife where maybe oneday | could betraveling and | wouldhave these
children essentially gointoto all ofthe farthest places | could think of. And again, it represented that form



of escape, but also that form ofimagination. And in away also led to further opportunities down theline
wherel was able to go to college because of my writing abilities honed so young.

So, let's talk aboutyour early experiences actually gettingto leave the state of Florida. |
know thatyougotto go toAtlantawiththe marching band. Can youtalk about how thatcame about and
then what that experience was like for youduring high school?

Priyanka Surio: So, | had afriend, her nameis Anna, and she was part of the color guard teamin the
marching band. And they gotto dance, twirlflags and sabers, and it looked really beautiful and really cool.
And | learned that shewas about to go onatrip to Miami. | hadn't been anywhere outside of that small
town in Florida. So that was exotic and exciting. And | wanted to knowhow | could be part of this, becausel
hadn't heard of any other studentclubs or organizations travelinglike that. And thereason the band got to
travelis because wetraveled with the football team. And at the time, our high school, Bartow High School,
was doing really wellin football and acouple of their sports. So, | looked at it as a ticket to traveland as a
way to get out of Mulberry and outof Polk County and see other places. And | had alwayshad that desire
and a little bit of that itch to do that, especiallybecause | knew my parentswere from other places. Andyet
it seemed so odd that we werejust stuckin Florida.

So, for me, this represented myown chutzpahto get outof Polk County. Andltookon ajob, actually, at the
local, I would say, outletnear my house. | worked at arestaurant. | was waitstaff hostess so thatl could
pay the fees that you needed to pay to join the band. And then we got totravel to Atlantabecause our band
was so good during some ofthe different competitions that would accompany these football games, that
wegotinvited to be part of an MLKJr. Paradein Atlanta. Andl remember thattrip so vividly. [t was so, so
excitingto be ableto go on this bus, packed withabunch of otherbandmates, and essentially take that
seven, eight-hour trekon bus to the city of Atlantaand experience such awelcomeness and openness
towards, | would say culture, towards music, towards creativity. For me, justrepresented such abigger and
wider expansion of what | had been exposed to and so much fun with the bandmates. We got toperformin
this parade. And it also showed metheimportance of celebrating as community and celebrating the
peoplewho have comebeforeus, who have been lifelongactivists, who have championed social and
human justice and equity.

So, | know youeventually got togo to college in Miami. As you were embarking and going off
to college, what at that pointwas yourunderstanding of racial dynamics, class inequality, and thenyour
immigrantidentities, bothin terms of your Indian side and your Hungarian side. Howhad you processed all
of that at thetimethat you werereadyto go offto college?

Priyanka Surio: As | mentioned, Floridawas a pretty ignorant place and would always tryto boxmeinto
these certain categories. And so, growing up, | was often welcomed, and you couldseemeorfind meina
lot of the black communities orin alot of the Hispanic communities, or amix of both within my
neighborhoods, withinschool, thatwas my people. Thatis wherel felt welcome. That iswherel felt
accepted. Anditintroduced meto what that culture was, whether thatwas reggaeton culture and the
culture of having parents whoworked hard butwere maybe undocumented and were experiencingthe
everyday fear of that. And also, for my friends whowere African American, experiencingracial profiling,
experiencing serious racism, butstillfinding a sense of pride and a sense of strength through hip-hop, rap,
R&B music. And so, | gravitated towardsthese communities. And what's interestingis, even though | was
not ofthese ethnicgroups, whenlwould be around these communities, | would also getracially profiled.



So, if wegot stopped by police or if someonein the neighborhoodwas essentially thinkingthatwe were up
tono good, drawingon stereotypes, racial profiling, | would also get lumped into thatgroup. | wouldbe
called the same kinds of names. | would be considered of that ethnicity, whetherthat was Hispanic or
whether that was black. Andl thought that was so interesting because | wasn't that. And | would say that,
oh, I'mnot that I'm actuallythis. Andthey would kind of wave their hands away. Well, we don'tcare. You're
with this group of people. Youare of this group of people. And so, | grew up having alot of similar
experiencesto that side of America. And in many ways, whenever | did get to meet people of the Indian
diasporawho had grownup perhapsin twoparenthouseholdsor who had grown upalittle bit better off
than I had and orwho had grownup in predominantly white neighborhoods, | could notrelate withthem. |
did not have that samekind of understanding or experience. | did notwanttobein the whiterooms or the
white spaces because | had always been in these spaces wherel didn't feel very welcome. | had
experienced a lot of racism growingup from a lot of white communities, whether those were adults or
children. I think Dr. Anutananath talked about having gumin her hair.

And | had spitin my hair from this white boy named Tyler.I'll never forget his name. So, if he's listening to
this, he'll hear this story. But he spitin my hair because he didn't like my hair. He thought it was too big, too
much of a frog. And | felt so ashamed of my hair for so long. And so, we enteredthis eraof me going offto
collegevery much not trulyunderstandingand accepting of myself, but knowing that!'m welcomein some
Spaces, not knowinghow to connect the Indian diaspora, notreally seeing aHungarian diaspora. And even
when | did connect with Hungarians, | don'tlookHungarian. | present. I'm abrownwomanwith big, thick,
curly black hair. So, they often would not knowwhat to make of me. And so, there was this complexity of
who am|and who am| going to be now thatl'm goingoffto college,and howcan | connect these cultures
that are my own, even thoughl don'tconnect rightnow?

What wasiit likeinside the homein terms of the extent to which your parentseither did or
did not raise you at home with elements of the Hungarian culture and the Indian culture?

Priyanka Surio: So, my father experienced alot of racism coming to America. And formany years, he was
stillon agreen card. And so, hedidn't have a permanent citizenship. Because ofthat, he leaned more
towards assimilation. And so, we didn't get togrow up in our Telugu culture or even in much of an Indian
culture. He even converted fromHinduism to Christianity. So really deeply tryingto immerse and fit in with
what Americawas so that he could stay here, so thathe could realize the American dream. So oftentimes,
if lwanted to understand what it was like to be Indian,  had to tryreally hard tounderstand that in aplace
that didn't have that community for my mother'sside, she wanted tointroduce more of that Hungarian
cultureto us. At the sametime, because there wasn't alarge Hungarian community either, other thanher
parents. And because |l would tellher, no one's speakingHungarianin school,and everyoneis tellingme
that I'm just hungry and starving, they don't understand Hungary as a country.She fell back a little bit more
inthat space.

Butlthink because we had our grandparentsthere, we still gotto have the Hungarian foods. We still got to
speak Hungarian with them.We still gotto see parts of their culture, and they liked to documenttheir
history of how they came here, what life had been like in Hungary and Romania. And so, in many ways, we
were more steeped in the Hungarian side and a bit of that Romanian sidethan wewerein the Indian side.
Andyet, at the sametime, my mother was very cautious and wanted to alignwith my father at the time
with, yes, | agree. Maybe assimilationis better rightnowbecause of what we're experiencing, because
peopledon't understand, and our kids willhave ahard timeifthey don't assimilate.



So eventuallyyouget to universityin Miami. Can youtalk abouthowyoubegan reconnecting
with your Indian heritage, talk aboutyour sorority thatyouwere involved with, and then ultimately your
decision towantto go and study abroad.

Priyanka Surio: So, when | wentto Miamifor acollege visit, thefirst thingthat stood outto meishow
diverse University of Miamiwas. The campus was super diverse. There were people of color everywhere
and people were welcoming me. There were several different student organizations that were catered
towards multicultural students or those studentsofthe BIPOC ethnic background. Andso, | alreadyfelt
welcomethere. | felt at home. It definitely helped that | gotafull scholarship. So thatwas another
component to really helping meimmerse and embrace this university life. And thenfrom there | noticed
that there were so many people who looked Indian and | started making friends and learningabouttheir
own Indian experience as being Indian American or maybe even being fromthe Caribbean. So, | met alot of
Guyanese Trinidadians and they were also talkingabout how their grandparents or great grandparents were
fromIndia. So, all of asudden, | am having this exposureto alot of different types of Indians from the
diaspora, even somewho wereimmigrants as well.

And | found it all really fascinating. And| made a couple of friends who were female, who are women, and
part of their inspirationfor being at University of Miamiwas to found asorority here. So, there were a
couple of different chapters of our sorority across the different Florida schools because apparently there
was a thriving diaspora of Indiansacross Floridathat| did not know about. And they essentially tapped me
becausel had been very involved my first year as afreshman in different student organizations. They
thoughtlwould beagood additionto the sorority. Andwe ended up being part of this multi-year effort to
find found Delta Phi Omega, which is a South Asian based sorority on ourcampus. Essentially, we were
thefounding mothers and then we were also tapped torecruit additional classes after us to build this
sense of Indian sisterhood oncampus as well as other South Asian groups as well. We had somefolks
who werefromthe Caribbean in that mix too. And it was a beautiful thing.

Ithink I learned so much morethan I'd ever even been exposed to.Justbeing part of the sorority and having
friends who were ofthe Indian diaspora and things thatl hadn't grown upwith. And it was botharejoice
moment, arejoicing of being reconnected, but also a bit uncomfortable, abit ofthis loss of | never got to
havethat experience and there's so much | don'tunderstand. Andin many ways, some of my Indian friends
would belike, oh, you'rereally disconnected. Likeyoudon'tunderstandthese things or you don't know
your language. So manytimes, | wouldfeel at a loss as well in these spaces, which in many ways made me
want to explore even furtheron my own, reconnecting and wantingto go tolndia. And essentially, | decided
to study abroad in India. It was my first time going toIndia as well.

So, let's definitely talkaboutthatin termsofthe decision to want to go. If you can thinkback
to beforeyou actuallywent and gotthere, what were you hoping for from the trip? What were you thinking it
might be like, why did youreallywanttogo? Andthen share alittle bit about the trip. Where wereyou
based?What did you do, and what were the highlights thatyou actually experienced when you were there?

Priyanka Surio: Indiais forever a special placein my heart. And thattrip really opened that up for me. And
thereweretwo reasons whyl wanted togo. Firstwas definitely to reconnect with my Indian side, with my
Indian culture, whichwith what it meant to be Indian, and even to perhaps accumulate some of that
language that | didn'thave,and some of the language, both in terms of the actual languages spoken in
India, but also the language of the culture. There were so many things that within India, for thosewhodon't
know, the cultureis deeply tied and connected to the spirituality, into thereligion. And so, there were so



many things notgrowing up Hindu that | just didn't understand. And | wantedto be able to understand
better. So that was my first reason forwanting togo to reconnect.

Butthe second reason was a much higher task for me. | did not have family in India. When mydad moved
out of India, his siblings shortly cameto different countries and also left. They grewup in avery traumatic
environmentas well, and they lost their parents prettyyoung. Andso, | understand whythey left and why
thereweren't these happy memories for them. But for me, not having family there also made it equally
important. Can | build asense of community here? Would | be ableto comebackin the future? The way
that | have now learned from many of my Indian diasporafriends, they go back often. So, can | havethat
too? Even thoughl don't have it now, can | build that myself? Very much of my journey is trailblazing, and
that was very much the intention behind that second reason. Can | trailblaze a path to Indiaand a place for
me there? And can | be welcomed?

Andthen thetrip to Indiawas amazing. So, a big shout out to the State Department for fundingthattrip, |
actually applied to the Gilman. Itis very similar to some of the other scholarshipslike the Fulbright. And so,
| applied, talking aboutthese two reasons within my essays ended up being able to go. This was my third
year when | was a junior in college and | went duringthe summer. So, | got tobein Indiafor about four
monthsin the summer, mind you. So, | remember so many people telling me, you're probably notgoingto
enjoy yourself becauseit's monsoon season,it's super-hot. And myresponse was, well, | grew upin
Floridaand | lovetheoutdoors, so | will bejust fine. Andit's Indial'm going togo no matter whatthe
season.

So, lended up going. Andimmediately getting offthe plane, | was hit with athousand smells. And they
were so overwhelming, butit was so distinct, extinct, notever havingunderstood that or experienced it or
heard aboutit, thatl embraced it. | loved it. | was like, okay, all these smellsand some of them arebad and
someof them aregreat and | just loveit. It's thisland ofathousandsenses. Andessentially, | went through
this program called India Studies Abroad and it was part of their cultural immersion project. So, they had
usinitially go to the Golden Triangle, which was Delhi, Agra, Jaipur,and we got to learnalittle bit more
about the history ofIndiathousands of years back. We got to see alot of palaces and grand temples that
had been built and of course experience India traffic because we were driving to all these different places.
And also experience the Indian Railway. Again, this is a study abroad program. So, our studentleader, he
was a grad student. This was very much budgettravel for sure, before | even knew what that was. And we
gottoreally seethat rawnessofIndia.

Andthen fromthere we ended up takingaflight to Hyderabad, which at the time was part of Andhra
Pradesh, now it's Telangana. Butl was really excited because | knew my family was from Andhra Pradesh.
Andthat was part of the reason why | chose thisprogram because | knew it wouldbe in that region in South
India. And | wanted to deeplyimmersein SouthIndia. And | studied at the University of Hyderabad and | got
totakeclasseson culture, onthe caste system and breaking that, and on Hindi language as well. And we
had so many amazing teachers. We had a Dalit teacher who was from the northeast region of India, very
closetoTibet. We had a gay activist professor as well who talked alot aboutchallengingthe caste system
becausehe was Brahmin as well. So, he talked alot abouthowherepresentednot fittingwithinthe boxes
of the caste system and, and causing ariot because of his own identity. Andthen we also had aprofessor,
the professor who taught Hindi. She was part of this effort of teaching alot of migrantchildren at the time,
Hindiand English, which was veryinteresting.



And sheintroduced ustoanother professorcalled Bhavani Abhimulam. She has passed away since then,
but shewasvery activein this kind of social justice, social impact work. Andshetookacouple of the study
abroad studentswho were interested in that to this school which was very much a makeshift school made
of leftover materials fromthe parents whowere workingto do architecture and building out the university
and building out other parts of Hyderabad. It was very muchthis makeshift schooland basically itwas a
daycarefortheparents, like, okay, great, my child can be here. Butfor theteachers it was very much about
teaching them different things, teaching them skills forfundraising for them. And so, | gotto have avery
unique experiencein India, studyingaboutthe culture, learning the language and giving back and lotsat the
tonefor, I think every travel after that.

Thatis so amazing. | lovethat. So, you come back to the U.S. after that experience, you
eventually moveto Washington D.C.youand | have bothspent alot oftime and have alot of love for
Washington D.C. | wouldlove to hear alittle bit about yourexperiencein D.C. what you loved aboutit. |
know oneofthethings thatweshareis aparticular appreciationfor the Ethiopian people and food and
culture. Andifanybodydoesn'tknow, Washington D.C. has the highestconcentration of Ethiopian
immigrants of any city in the United States. So, ifyou go there and you live there, youwillimmediately pay
be immersed in that. So, | would love to hear allittle bit about what your experience was like movingto D.C.
and then also what yourconnection was like withthe Ethiopian immigrant community there.

Priyanka Surio: Coming from Central Florida to Miami, thatwas thefirst culture shock. And thengoingto
Indiawas the second. Going to D.C. was thethird. And it was on an even greater scale because of the fact
that Washington D.C. being the capital of America, being this international hub of sorts of attracted so
many peoplefromall aroundtheworld, including Ethiopians. And | gotto be exposed toall kinds of people,
allkinds ofimmigrants actuallywhowere mixed or whowere balancingthis multi layered identity. And | felt
thatlfitin. In addition to that havingbeen exposed to social impact work in Indiaand also orienting my own
college career towards public health and towards social impact, | ended up in D.C. for thatreasonas well. |
was very much an idealist. | wanted to change the world. | thought D.C. Isthe placeto do that.| had been
ableto do an internship while | wasin collegein D.C. and part of that was throughthe mentors who
encouraged meto dothat, becausethey saw thatl had passion. They saw that | wanted to change the
world. They saw that | deeply understood some of theinjustices from myown upbringing.

So, they very much pushed formeto goto D.C. and solend upin D.C. and. Andl have this large
internationalgroup offriends. And at the time, alot ofthe work that| did was around policy workand
working with congressional members, butalot of the staffers were also Ethiopians. And so, | made a
coupleofgoodfriendsin that. Andtheytoldmeall about the great Ethiopianrestaurantsacross D.C. and
so | gotto samplethe Ethiopian food. Andin my mind, as | got to have theinjera bread with all of the
different dishes that you have, with some lentils, with some collard greens, with the spicy salad, Ethiopian
food immediately reminded me ofthe Indian thali, which is also similar, whereyouhave breads and you
haveall your different curries.

And so, | saw these similarities, and | would tell my Ethiopian friends, this is just like Indian food, and your
spice is on point. Andl cameto love Ethiopianfood because ofthat and develop even deeper bonds with
my Ethiopian friends. So, in the back of my mind, | thought, one day | will have to visit Ethiopia. In thattime,
| also learned a little something aboutthe origins of humanity. Andl learned thatone of the oldest, if not
the oldest, human skeletonwas found in Ethiopia, called Lucy. Thatalso intrigued me. Again, as someone
who knew my parents werefromotherplaces, who knew that| wanted tohavethis more global



experiencein my life, not yet knowing how, butalso being intrigued by history, by culture. That in particular,
made me even more so. Want to go to Ethiopia?

Priyanka, we haveto talk about yourvery firsttrip to the continent of Africa. You and | both
havea deep loveforthe continent, but yourfirst tripwas to Ethiopia, which is acountrythat | have not yet
been to. So, | am curious to hear both yourfirst impressions of the continent, but then also whatwas your
experiencelikein Ethiopia?

Priyanka Surio: Ethiopiawas afeast for just learning, for understanding. And in manyways, when | first got
off that plane, it also reminded me of India, because | saw so many people kind of hustling, and | smelled
all of the smells. And atthe sametime, | went to Ethiopiain 2014. So notalot of people had gone unless
you were Ethiopian. And | only gone with some recommendations fromsome of my friends, butlvery
much was going not withthem. So, it was a bit of an experiment. Could | be here? What wouldit be like?
And there were definitely some adjustments of tryingto get around and tryingto understand. Andl ended
up staying at ahotel that was actually close to the University of Addis Ababa. | was in the capital, and the
hotel staff were so generous and so kind. The hotel owner, Giram, he invited meto enjoy some Tej, which is
honey wine, and to basically overlook all of Ethiopia, all of Addis, fromtherooftopofthe hotel,and even
gaveme some extraTej, all for free.

Justinvitingmeto experience this and to share his story about why he loved Ethiopia so much. Andthat set
thetone off, right? So, then | leaned on him and his staff to help me navigate the country. Theyput mein
touch with acouple of different tourguides with drivers, people thatthey knew wouldknow aboutthese
places. | wouldn't say that theywere any official tour guides or anything of that matter. It was muchmore
grassroots. And Gueram had afriend who drives and whohas people outin thevalley. And so, it was very
much that organic more ofthe travel that youget whenyou're justliterally backpacking and just going with
no agendaand no plan. Anditvery much leaned into thatfor me. Thereason | chose thatplaceis becausel
wanted to go to the museum tosee Lucy, and that was mainly the thingl knew about. Andthenthe
university, I'd heard, also had somereally cool artifacts in their own museum. So that was the only thing |
knew. Okay, I'll steep into history. That's what I'lldo. But thenthrough my connections and through my
openness, really, to connect with the hotelownerand the different recommendations he gave me, | got to
see much more. And he actually connected me with afemale driver, which | thought was so badass,
because so much ofthetourismindustryis sometimes dominated by males, or even whenyou'rein these
different countries, it'samaletour guide.

So, thefactthat| had a female tour guide was extra meaningful. The feminist in me loved it. | loved that she
was giving her own flavorand take on differentthings. And from Bill, | got to see the Blue Nile Gorge.| got to
visit a couple of other areas nearby, some ofthe hut houses as well. And we got togo inside because,
again, thedriver had these connections. So, she asked if | could go in and see and talk to the families there.
And even thoughtheydidn'tknowEnglish, they knew Amharic, whichis their language. We communicated
in a bit of that sign language, gesturing, smiling. And | learned this really beautiful phrase. Andl would say it
encapsulatesjust Ethiopiain general, which means your country is beautiful. Andfor me, that beingthe
first placein Africaand seeing so much green and desert and city and so many people and just different
types of living, it was all beautiful to me, and it made me definitely want to return.

Well, we almost crossed paths becausein 2014, | was livingin Cairo, Egypt. And Cairo, of
course, isavery short, direct flight to Addis in Ethiopia. And | did travel around the region thatyear, and
Addis was oneofthe places | almost went there. And then | ended up notgoing because | went



somewhereelse. And so, wewere on the continentat the sametimein 2014, and not toofar from each
other, but we did not crosspaths. However, Fastforward to 2022. Youand | were at Detty December in
Accrain Ghana, at the sametimewe saw BurnaBoy perform. Can youtake us back there? Your firsttime in
Ghana, 2022. What was yourreason for choosing, of all places, to go to Ghana? Give alittle background on
the context there. And then whatwas the experience like in Ghanain December, in 20227

Priyanka Surio: Well, since you mentioned Burna Boy, first thingthat pops in my head is the anthem on the
continent at thetime, which was Last Last, his song. And really, it's an invitationto live likeit's yourlast, to
live life to the fullest. Andthat was certainly manifestin all of the energy that surrounds Detty December
across the continent, but whichis definitely prominent in West Africa. And so, for me, it was very much an
embracing of that and an embracing of being on the continentagain, being in this celebratory, joyous mode
and energy and around joyous people, bytheway, | feel that way all thetime when I'min Africa, anywhere,
any country, | feelwelcomed. | feel like there's true joy that | can see and that | can experience. It'sa
tangible thing.

So, what made mewant to go to Ghanain particular? | had talked about it in my first book when| was
talking about navigating different cultural complexities. And in my research, | learned about Ghana's
campaign for theyear ofthereturn. Andl thought it was quite interesting that they were opening up their
doorsto the Diaspora, essentially anyone of African descent, you could be African American,youcould be
British African, youcould be Francophone, you could be from somewhere else, butinvitingthemto come
and experience Ghanaand connect to their roots. And | thoughtthis is such abeautiful and poignant
blueprint for any diaspora. | wanted tolearn more, especially because | had experienced my ownIndian
diasporanessin college. And | also wanted to playarole connectingthe Indian Diasporaalittle bit more
becausewe werealso very disconnected and spread outin many differentparts of theworld. Andso, |
looked at this as an opportunity todo alittle bit of that travel research iswhat | call it.

Andlwentto Accraand | also wanted to make connections. Myintentionwas to be ableto connect with
different people. | haveto say, even beforel went there, | had acouplefriends who had goneto the Year of
theReturn. lended up goingto the beyondthe Year of the Return. So, they closed for a brief period during
COVID 2022. They opened back up with this beyondthe Year ofthe Return,which | thoughtwas also,
again, very brilliant marketing. And this time it seemed to be even more of an opennessto not justthose of
thediaspora, but friends of the Diaspora, people who wantto experience Ghanaand what it's doing and
positioningitself as the center, center point oftheworld. Andthat's really what that year was about. So, |
wanted to experience that. Andl had acouple friends who had goneto year oftheretur in 2019 and
connected meto a couple of groups and people within Accra and within West Africa. And that helped, |
would say, in many ways, ease my transitionto come. It made mefeel comfortable. [tmade mefeel likel
already had some people maybe | could connect with. | could ask questions of these different WhatsApp
groups.

Andtherewerealso events thatthey were hosting so | could meet people. And my impressions when I first
gotthereisthat everyoneisindeed very open. They're open to makingfriends, they're open to making
connections. | networked like crazy during Detty December in avery fun way, though. We're not talking
about conference networking; we're talking about organic. What brings you here? What's yourbackground?
And I madefriends who were both of the diaspora, both African Diaspora, as well as Ghanaian Diaspora,
as well as. And Ghanaians too. So, Ghanaians were also interested in what was going on and wantingto
play arole. And so, | actually have two communities of friends nowwhen | do returnto Accra, and I've been



five times now. So clearly that firstintroduction was enough toget me going, | think, every year since that
time.

And so, | have friends who are Ghanaian, and really, they know Ghanalike the back oftheir hand. They grew
up theretheirwholelives. Andthenfriends whoare ofthe diasporalearninghowto integrate and howto
play this bridgingrole between their home countries or where theywere born, and now Ghana as well. And
| think beyond that, gosh, | mean, daily December is not the only thing about Ghana. So, the onlything|
would say isthatifyou'reinterested in going, it definitely can be avery fun time. But Ghanais lit thewhole
year. There are pockets ofit. You will stillhave fun in the middle of July, which is their winter, whenit
actually gets alight breeze and you're not sweating, butyou actually experience moments of vibrancy and
of culture and of celebration, even without it being December.

100%. And as you know, my firsttime goingthere, | went foramonth, and it was actually the
month of July in Accra, and thatwas back in 2019, which was absolutely amazing. And then| came back
fordead to December in 2022 and saw not just Burna Boy, buteverybody else. | mean, that was an
unbelievable lineup that they had thatyear. Andit was just such aspecial and amazing timeto be there. So
that's so dopethat wewereboththere at the sametime. You had mentioned, though, that you were
curious about studyingand learningwhatthey were doing in terms of the reconnection of the diasporaand
what could be taken from thatand potentially applied elsewhere. So, | am curious about what you took
fromthat and how thatimpacted you.

Priyanka Surio: Well,first, like | said, there was this openness. And in Twi, which is the main language
therein Accra, they callit Akwaaba, which is welcome. Andthere'sthis welcomingenergy. And so, partof
itwas like, evenifyou're different, even ifyou grew up different, we're welcomingyou. Andthere were
certain spaces and places where there was this invitationfor those whowere Ghanaian and those who
were of the diasporato sharetheir artistry. So, there were a lot of different creative events, whether it was
poetry, whether it was music, whether it was culturaldance and songs. | actually experienced Amapiano
livefor thefirsttimethere as well. So, I'd always heard it in music and different things, like in the digital
world, butinthereal world, to actually experience Amapiano was something else. Andit really takes from
nature's sounds.

So, you got all of these different sounds mimicking animals and understanding the deep connection to
Earth andto people. And | also was veryintrigued by that. As someone who cares about socialimpact, as
someonewho is more sustainable and regenerative oriented, | foundthatthe way thatthey express their
culturewas homageto that. Andin many ways, | think we all worklearning, and | think partofthat was
understandingthat this is very much a learning experience for everybody. So sometimes if there was
someonefromthediasporasharing somekindof cultural norm or how theydo things or how they speak, or
themusicthey listen to, you would get a Ghanaian either lovingit or being really confused about it.
Especially when it cameto hip hop, they'relike, thisis aninteresting sound. I'mtryingto understand. The
words arevery fast.

Andthen on theflip side, you would have people of the diasporatryingto understand these different
sounds and these different mixtures of music coming together. Andit was just very beautiful towitness
that. And in my mind, | thought, okay, if want to do this kind of work across the Indian diaspora, knowing
that weare so spread out and that there's been differentintegrations, thatsome people arefarther along in
integratingthan others, some people are more connected to India, some people have mixed things
together likein the Caribbean, then partof this is going to be alearning experience on both sides and an



openness to learning and an openness to sharing, too. And | think thatthose were the things that| continue
totry to apply to my own travelswhen | do go tothese different placesis|'m hereto learn, I'm hereto
listen. I will share. IfI'minvitedto share, | will also ask them to share with me. Andit's going tobethis thing
that we'rebuildingtogetheras we're bringingthe threads of the diasporatogether.

I'm super curious to hear some of yourreflections on those differentthreadsofthe diaspora,
becausel know you've been around the worldto visit yourrelatives in places like the UAE or Canada, but
you'vealso been to alot of different countries around the world, former British colonies that have
substantial desidiasporacommunities there. Butalot ofthosel knoware quite different in terms ofthe
dynamics from West Africa to East Africato Mauritiusto Fijito the Caribbean and so forth. And | would
lovetojust hear any thoughtsor reflections on those different threads of the diasporaand howyou've
engaged or experienced that withthe lens thatyou. You bring.

Priyanka Surio: So,youmentioned alot of places there, and that's right. Indians havebeeninand areina
lot of places around the worldnow. And some of that is by choice. Immigrants choosingto go toplaces for
a better life, to maybe escape something, whetherthat's war, poverty, or trauma. And others are where
they are because some Indians were essentially takenfrom alot of the southern regions to East Africaand
also to some parts ofthe Pacific or where they had to go because they owed money. And so, therewas a
bit of that indentured servitude as well. And thenanother component of Indians was taken toSouth
Americaand to the Caribbean. And so, you have these different pockets of why people have moved
outside of India. And I thinkbecause ofthat, they have different and very layered experiences.And | find
thatit's still very siloed.

So, Indians that | may meet in America and in Europe have gone there of choice, usually because they want
a better opportunity for work, and they view the Westemn world as the pinnacle of success. Andifyou've
worked there,youhave. This is astate status symbol. Well, fromIndiaitself thatyou've gonethere, you
havethis kind of status that you're bringing withyou now. | will say, though, whenlwentto Londonand|
was living in London for asummer, definitely some ofthe best Indian food was there and some of the best
chai wasthere. And | had only experienced thatin acouple places in America. So not everywhere, but
everywherein the U.K. it seemed like you get agood Indian food, meal, chai, whatever. And | think thatthat
is becausethere's been so many Indians thathave migrated and moved there. And it was really refreshing
to see so many Indians. Andyet at the sametime, | could see similarities between the Indian American
experience and the Indian British experience in that, okay, yourkind of growing up more Britishthan you are
Indian. Was if | met Indians in Mauritius.

Now these Indians very much consider themselves Mauritian. And they were like, yes, | do have this Indian
heritage. My grandfather came from India, or my greatgrandfather lived in Indiaand worked there. But then
he had to come over to Mauritius, or he ended up coming over with agroup that was migrating over to this
land. And now we're very much Mauritian. At the sametime, we also still practice Hinduismand we still
eat thelotiand we still have the curries. So, | could see certain thingsremain, even though at this point,
their experience was very much about being onthisisland of Mauritius and what life was like. There and
being part of this kind of eastern South African arearegionand very much integrating into whatit meant to
be African. But at the sametime, they looked veryIndian, so they presented Indian. They also asked me,
are you from Mauritius? Do youhave Mauritian in yourbloodline? I'm like, actually, I'm Indian. And that
oftentimes was more so part ofthe conversation, as we look alike. Youlooklike my uncle, youlook like my
auntie, and you eat the same foods we eat. You have the same love of spice.



So, we found certain similarities in that way and would build off of that. Buttheir experience was abit more
removed because of slavery, because ofindentured servitude. | think probably one ofthe saddest things
that I've experienced, and | experienced this both in childhood and even tillpresentday, is that some
Indians will consider those whoarein these other diasporic communities, whether that'sFiji or Mauritius
orinthe Caribbean, as not really being Indian. They haven'treally grownup in India. They're many years
removed. They're morethatthantheyareIndian. And I thinkthatthat s, again, theliethat colonizationtells
us and thedamage that's been done of dividing acommunity of people intothese different places. And so,
theworkis moreimportantnowthan ever. And|'m excited to be spearheadingtrailblazing that. Butit's also
hard becausewhen | have these conversations with peoplein India, they're like, I've neverheard this
before. I've never thoughtaboutit quite that way. Or I've not quite thoughtaboutpeople in Mauritius or in
Fijiorin the Caribbean. I've onlythoughtabout my cousins whowent to America, who wentto the U.K..

And sowhy don't wegive equal credenceto the other narratives and the other threads and experiences of
thelndian community? Andthen thelast thingl'll say is that there's also Indian communities within some
of these different places who are from India. So, they've also immigrated to perhaps Kenya. | also met, like,
an Indian family in Senegal, and they've purposefully moved there because thereis abit ofthat diaspora,
maybe from many years ago. Andso, they're looking to also integrate. Oftentimes it's becauseit is cheaper
to livethere. There are more opportunities for them.

Many times, alot of these individuals are opening up restaurants or specific services around, tailoring or
doing specific things like having certaindemonstrations, whether it's art. And so, | find that that's very
Interestingto see, too, becauseit's stillalittle bitin that bubble, and yet they're also having tointegrate and
figure out how do | find myself at home both within the Indian diaspora here. Ifthereis onein Senegal, it's
still growing, but also with the Senegalese community. IfI'min Senegal, like, howdo |l interact and engage
with them? And for me, | always integrate withwherever I'm at. Who is here, whois here that is local, who
has been here. And then also, if| meet Indians by going to an Indian restaurant, becausel love doing that at
least once, if| know thatit'sin the country, | gotto govisit. Also, what's the Indian experience like here?
How is it different? How am | maybe disrupting thattoo?

Yeah.| mean, I'm obviously notIndianby heritage, but | seek out the Indian foodin every
place thatlgo. And sometimes I'lLhave, like, really interesting stories. Like, | was livingin DaNang,
Vietnam, foramonth, and I'm looking up Indian restaurants, and | find one,and | go intothis Indian
restaurant.So, | get intothis conversation withthe guythatrunsthe place, and he explainstomethat he
hastheonly tandoorovenin theentire city of DaNang. Now, | didn'tindependently verify that, buthis clam
was, | havetheonly tandoor oven in the entire city of DaNang. And the reason | can assertively claim that
is because | forget exactly what it was. But there was this whole story abouthowthere was no way to
import atandoor oven to Vietnam for somereason. He had awhole story. He told me about this, and so he
had to build atandoor ovenfrom scratch. And he shows me this picture. He opens his phone,and he
shows methe pictures of his construction progress of him building this tandooroven from scratchin the
different phases, and he's now gotit, and he's the only personthat has it because he built it from scratch,
and nobody else canimport atandooroven or something of that effect. | was so enamored and impressed
justwith the story and with the effort and stuff. And he and | just clicked right away and justhad agreat
time, and hetook such good care of me and stuff. So, | was going to thatrestaurant onavery regularbasis
in Dang.

Priyanka Surio: Wow. Okay, youhave to answer this for me. Do you like it spicy?



Of course. And | often have to negotiate my spice level, becauseifl'min a place wherethere
is majority white folks and it's adesirestaurant. They usually do notbelieve me. Andfirst of all, | ask, where
is the chef from?Wherein Indiaarethey from? And they mightbe like, oh, the chefis from Punjab, or
they'refrom, youknow, where. | was like, oh, I've been to Punjab. I've been to Amritsar for Diwali, and |'LUtry
to build somerapport. | wouldlike the chefto make my food exactly like they do in Punjab, the same way
that they make it for his family. | knowwhat the spice levelis. I'd likeit like that. And they're like, okay. But |
know what theywrote down. | know they wrote down white people spicy. Like, | know they didn'tbelieve
me. And so, then | haveto go thenextlevel,and | have to explain. | like my Indian food to make me sweat
whilel'm eating. And when | describe it that way, they're like, okay. And then they changeit, and thenthey
know thattheycan actually do it sortof thereal way. So, yes, absolutely. | usually have to negotiate that,
butforsure, | likeittheway they doitin India.

Priyanka Surio: This make you sweat way, that's the key. You got to make you sweat.

That's it. And actually, when | lived in D.C. for my lastfew years that | was living there, | lived
ina group house, and one of my housemates was SriLankan, and two of my housemates were not Sri
Lankan, but they had lived in SriLanka for oneto two years. And one of them was an aspiring chefand had
studied SriLankan cooking whilein SriLanka. And so, we would have house dinners. Like, we would rotate
who would make dinner for the house, and everybody liked the same spice level. So, the standard was
sweat whileyou're eating isthe spice level standard. But the fact that we had. | mean, the culinary scene
people, we got coconuts, like,coconutgraters, grading the stuff from scratch.| mean, it was this
unbelievable. And so, ifl can find a Sri Lankan restaurant, | willalways goto a SriLankan restaurant. Those
are much moredifficult to find than an Indianrestaurant usually or something. So, if | can find a Sri Lankan
restaurant, | will alwayslookfor thatas well and stuff. But the whole subcontinent, | just have all love for
thefood there. I'm curious for you, though. | would also love to hear alittle bit about yourreconnection with
your Hungarian heritage.l knowyou've now been to Hungary many, many, many, many times. Butl would
loveto hear alittle bit about that journey and what that was like traveling there and reconnecting withyour
relatives and your Hungarian side.

Priyanka Surio: So,remember, | talked a lot aboutassimilation growingup.And even thoughl grew up
learning and speaking Hungarian, when| went to school,no onewas speakingit, so | didn't speak it either.
And | ended up just not speaking it much. And even when my grandparents would speak it, | would respond
mostly in English, soI'd become abit rusty. And after India, | knew | wanted to visit Hungary as well. For
me, it was important that my firsttrips abroad were going tobe to these places where my parents were
from, so | could fully understand my placein theworld. Andso, | was alittle nervous, butl had this goal,
I'monly going tospeak Hungarian, and it could be broken and it could beterrible, but I'm notgoing to speak
a lick of English while I'm there unless arelative is asking me some Englishword. Butl'm going to really
leaninto that. And | did. Andmy Hungarianimproved tenfold.

Sothatwhen | cameback, my grandmother was so impressed. And thenwe just only spoke Hungarian. So
that was thefirst thing isit actually gifted me back my language. And the other thing isthat everyone was
just so enamored for meeting me thefirst time. Yes, my relatives had heard about, okay, their relative, my
mother, met this Indianman, and their kids look Indian, and they're brown, butthey're Hungarian. And so,
they wereallintrigued becausel don't look Hungarian. And even when I'm in major SAG or Hungary, most
peopledo not think I'm aHungarian. But nowthat| speak fluently and comfortably and | feel very
comfortable ontheland, I'm this challenge, in away, to people's preconceived notions of what it means to



be Hungarian. So, | am part ofthis, like, very, | would say, minority of Hungarian diaspora. At the sametime,
was fun for me to share of myself. And they were intrigued by boththe Indian side and the American side.
Most of my relatives, | think we've only had onerelative actually from Hungary who visited America. So,
most of my relatives had never been. It was new to them, certainly. They'd nevereven conceptualized what
Indiamight belike. And theywere endlessly intrigued by how | am this personunderstanding and speaking
Hungarian to them.

Ithink the other thing thatl realized is that my family was from all over Hungary, and that was manifested
very differently. So, we have family in Budapest, which is abeautiful and Lovely city is the capital. Itis just
oneof my favoritecities. It's so walkable and so scenic. And | gotto playtouristand go to all of the favorite
haunts and bars. There'sagreat bar scenein Budapest, so | got to gowith some of my relatives and
cousins and second cousins out, and we did karaoke nights, and we dranktoo much palinka, but it was
great. Andthen lunderstood it's kind of apart of our culture. You haveto passthe palinkatest. Andso that
was a very rowdy group as well, and veryfun. Andthen | go out to some ofthe neighboring areas, like
Szentendre or some ofthe other areas just on the outskirts of Budapest, even Debrecen, whichis alittle bit
further out. And they're alittle bit more conservative, but they're very rootedin their culture.

And oneofthe places my grandmother is fromis called Karcag. And before she was dying, shetoldus that
that was aland of the Kun ancestors.And | was really confused about what thatmeant at the time. But
therewere always these subtle hints thatwe came from alineage of nomads. And alot of the nomads
came from the Mongolia, Kazakh region. And so, there were all these really unique cultural practices and
norms. And even Hungarians, wholooked also allittle differentin that region as well. They had more, |
would say, East Asian features. And so that was uniqueto see, too. And thenwe had family who were out
inthe country who were farmers, and they were growing their own palinka. They were workingon the farm,
and. And they werevery much closerto the border with Romania.

So, they had stories and memories from beingin Romania and from my grandfather during his timethere.
Andthat wasthisold, very mysterious part, because alot of my grandfather's relatives had died, and he
didn'ttalk much aboutthat time.Butl got to hear alot more aboutthatside when | went outto the country,
and it was quieter, and it was allittle bit more mysterious and allittle bit more different. And their Hungarian
was even a slightly differentdialect, too. And they had different slang thanthe city folks. Boththe city and
the country folks, they're not very connected, so sometimes they've met. But when | camethere and when
I'vecomethere, that's when they meet more, which is very interesting tome. So, they kind of stay in, even
in their silos. And so, in many ways, mine and my brother's presence very muchbreaks some ofthese
silos. Up like we're shaking some thingsup by being Hungarian diasporans.

So, I'vebeen to Mongoliaand | got to meet and hang outwiththe Mongoliannomads, the OG
nomads. And thatwas such a cool and special experience. Have you gotten to do that?

Priyanka Surio: | have been to thegrassland, the Xilamuren Grassland and The Gobi Desert in the eastern
part. And we actually share some language. So, | remember thefirst timel heard them speakingand | was
like, that sounds like aHungarian word. And | asked and it literally was the same word in Hungarian. And|
was like, there's aconnection here.

What were some of the lessons that youtook from interacting with those nomads thatwe as
modern day digital or analog? | guess nomadscan apply to ourlife from people thathave been doing it for,
for so many generations.



Priyanka Surio: So, like you said, they're the OG nomads. And | was always intrigued by knowing that some
lineage came fromthere, evenifit's thousands ofyears ago.So, when | decided to go to Mongoliaand |
went with one of my brothers, it was this introduction to what nomadic life was. We lived in yurts and it
was in November, so it was cold. And they had these oldjackets. They were actually from the Sovietera,
whichis quite interesting.Ifyou ever do spendtimein Central Asia and even on the Silk Road, youwill
learn a little bit more about the Soviet influence and that back and forth. And so, | learned alittle bit of that
there. But | also gotto seetheoriginal Great Wall. Andit's not the Great Wall of Chinathat youseein the
pictures. It goes outway further into thatMongolian border and at this pointit's notreally manned. But our
tour guide, Zurigo, he knew all these things. His family had been there for thousands of years, had passed
onthesetraditions and these stories, had seen the Great Wall be built.

Andso, I gottolearn alot aboutthatkind ofworld. And it felt like | was being steeped back into history, not
justinthe actual story of how these people cameto be, but also in how theylived. So, like| said, we were
inyurts, we collected cow and horse dungto makefire. We helped dismantle and build certain things that
they needed help with on site. Andwe had to make our beds and we were kind of laying onthe ground of
theyurt. And it was just amuch simpler way of life, but people were so warm. And | think that seeing that
simplicity, but seeing howpeople weretruly and genuinely stilljoyousand happy, had this profound impact
on me. And they were not the only nomads | gotto experience that life with.

| also gotto experiencethe Berber nomadsin the Sahara, and theyactually span acrossa couple of
countries. Thetourguidethat! had at the time, Ali, he was part Algerian, part Moroccan, and he talked a lot
aboutthat lifein the desert and sometimes how theywouldgo monthswithoutconnectionto theregular
world or to Internetand to things like that. And | thought, how can youlive like that? But yetthey still found
ways to enjoy their lifein the desert. And youcan live, butit's also very simple. And they showed me alot
about minimalism. They showed me aboutingenuity, beingresourceful. | mean, they made this device that
literally youcould plungeintothe sand and collect water from. And my mindwas blown. And so, | think
thesetwo really pivotal experiences very early in my travel career inspired me and stayed with meuntill
decided to become nomadic. And thenl thought back to how these people lived. Simply, they lived very
resourcefully. They also lived very sustainably and also lived in community.

Yeah, | think the minimalist stuff for me also has been so impactful because when linitially
left la, | left with aridiculous amount of stuff. Like, it was completely absurd how much stuffl was lugging
around the planet.But withinmy first year, | was like, youknow what, there's got tobe a better way. And so,
| started studying the art of minimalist packing, and | downsized to carry-on luggage only. And so, for over a
decade now, all of my physical material possessions thatl own fit into carry-on luggage. Andfor me, that
has had such a substantial psychological impact in terms of my choice to focus on experiences and
people and relationships as opposed tomaterial objects.

And it really, | find, forces me to remove myself from the materialistconsumptionthatwe're all socialized
into, becausel literally can't buy anythingbecause | have no placeto putit. If | was to buy a physical object,
| would haveto take something outof my suitcase and replace it with thatin orderto have aplaceforit.
Otherwise, | just can't go shopping. Andso that physicalrestrictionfrom the materialist consumption, |
find, just gives me so much more opportunityto focus onexperiences and relationships. I'm curious for
you how that change and that shift to the minimalist lifestyle has impacted you as aperson.

Priyanka Surio: So, | will say that it's avery sustainable way of being. Andas you know, | care deeply about
sustainable and regenerative travel. | weaveitinto my own trips. And so being minimalist is par for the



course. Buttaking a step back, when | was doing my research on whatis sustainable travel, one thing|
learned isthat as a world, as aglobal society, we're notlivingvery sustainably, both in the sense of, from
our material possessionsand our own footprint, butalso in the sense of we can't sustain this lifestyle
wherewe have more and morethings, where we have more and more stresses, we're being more and
more productive. | justlearned thatpeople burn out. And | think | saw so much of that happen during
COVID | also experienced burnoutto where that made me lean deeper into, well, what would it mean to
notburn out? What would it mean to know whatis enough? What would it mean to be happy with whatyou
have? Like, we're always pursuingsomething, we're always trying to understand whatit means to be
happy. And we thinkthatmeans moreand it doesn't.

As| started to learn that, | started to realize as | looked around myown apartmentand how many things
werejust really weighingme down. And it was things and it was also people, obligations. | think maybe
many of us shed some of those thingsduring the pandemic year. Butthis was an opportunity formeto
really take stock of what isthe most important thing tome. And | pulled fromalot of principles, from
essentialism, from Marie Kondo, like what stillbrings you joy, whathas brought you joy, now you can pass it
on.Andso, linfused thoseinto myown practice of let me take stock of everythingand seewhat can |
actually downsize, whatcan | minimize. And | knew at thattime | was going to tryto benomadicwhen it
was safe to travel again. And I didn'thave avan and | wasn't goingto purchase avan. | wasjust reallygoing
to start off with what | had at my disposal, which was my Honda Accord four door small car. And | knew
thatwouldn't be ableto fit everything and | wasn'tgoingto pay for storage and | didn'twant to burden
family or friends with my things. That's notfair. | didn'tknowwhen| would be back. | didn't know howlong
my nomadic journey would be. | didn't even want to have atimeline.

So, for meit was like, nope, nowis the time for you to minimize radically. And it was a several months
process. It was quite emotional actually. So many things came up for me revisiting things, getting rid of
things, purging.Itis an emotionally exhausting experience. And yeton the other side ofthat is this feeling of
lightness and thatyouhave let go and thatyou'vereallyunderstood whatyou prioritize in this life, what
does makeyou happy. Youbegin to have this clarity. And| think that claritywas so importantto embarking
onsuch agrandjourney as beinganomad and goingto all these places and puttingyourselfin
uncomfortable and unfamiliar situations, which require alot of bandwidth, mental, emotional, physical
even. And | needed to have the bandwidth freed up.1 didn't need to be worrying about the baggage,
whether it was physical or emotional.

So, in many ways, that minimalism journey was both a physical and a spiritual, emotional one thatallowed
me to be able to embrace being nomadic and sustain it for alonger time.And | say thatbecause | often go
throughpurges, actually every six months or so, where I've clearly accumulated lots of different thingson
thetravels, and nowit's startingto overflow frommy trunkinto my backseat. | need to minimize again, or
I'vebeen in a placefor six months and there's too manythings that's not goingto fit my car. And so, at that
point, I'm like, okay, let me take stock of everything again.It's timeto do the purge. And it's kind of like
you're spring cleaning, butit's also thatvery cathartic moment again, allowingme to have the bandwidth
forthe next chapter oftheir nomadicjourney.

Alrightwe are going to pause here and call that theend of Part 1. For direct links to
everything we havediscussedincluding all of the ways tofind, followand connect with Priyanka and how
togetboth of her books, all of that will be liked up in the shownotes. And be suretotuneintothenext
episodeto hear part 2 of my interview with Priyanka Surio.


https://www.themaverickshow.com/podcast/382-indian-diaspora-stories-lessons-from-ghana-ethiopia-and-nomadic-cultures-with-priyanka-surio/

