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Talwan Miracle: the wandering years of Ah Choi of Luzhou
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Interviewed by Chen Yuchin (novelist, second-generation new immigrant writer)
Photographed by Chen Minjia, Wang Bi Zhen
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In 1987, twenty-one-year old Ah Choi flew from Medan, Indonesia to Taiwan to work in a laundry
factory. Six months later, the factory went bankrupt. The boss was gone along with Ah Choi’s
detained passport, and Ah Choi became an unauthorized immigrant. Since then, he had been living
in Luzhou, and forgot how to speak Indonesia. He worked as a lifeguard at the beach, picked

up children from school for the neighbors, and clean up gutters after typhoon. He had a wider
circle of friends and acquaintances than the chief of village did. Until 28 years later, a newbie cop
arrested him...

WISREAE =N » [eEF Rt T 5 - Without surprise, Ah Choi should have left Taiwan.

i BT BESELEHBD However, a miracle happened — it was a miracle
that only happened in Taiwan.
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Thursday evening, August 20, 2015, at the Sanchong
comprehensive sports field, there were kids running,
dancing, or skating, youngsters practicing flair
bartending, and all sorts of crowds. That night my
mother and I came to the place as usual to take a
walk. In addition to the usual scene, we were told
that there’s another Chinese Indonesia, who also had
lived for three decades in this land.

We noticed there were two people carrying a
microphone and three people calling for the crowds
to undersign a petition. The guy we were looking for
must have been among that bunch of people!

They earnestly explained to people passing by,
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"Please support Ah Choi of Luzhou to stay in Taiwan". The fan page detailed
Ah Choi’s story: Ah Choi, an Indonesian from Medan, would be repatriated to
Indonesia, since the passport had expired. His past 28 years of contribution in
Taiwan and all these years’ efforts would come to naught because of not meeting
administrative requirements.

"She was also from Indonesia!" one of the group members pointed at Lisa. Lisa,
a thirtyish new immigrant, chatted with my mom about the island of Indonesia
they were from and the years they had lived in Taiwan.

The man standing shyly aside delivering petition, totally illiterate, not
understanding a word on the petition but speaking Taiwanese fluently, is Ah Choi.
Instead of taking the initiative as other passionate campaigners, he was more like
a direct salesperson by some unavoidable circumstances, waiting for someone to
call and ask him about the campaign, and then he would make a simple answer
like a child afraid of making mistakes.

In T-shirts and sports pants, with lean figure and deep eyes, Ah Choi spoke in a
feeble and inarticulate way, with a toll on his lower teeth due to his age, exposing
his sparse lower teeth when speaking. He was coy and down to earth as a worker.
Ah Choi must have within one month provided proof that the public supported
his stay in Taiwan, and could not abscond; otherwise he would fail the friend
who had bailed him out. A person like Ah Choi, who has no identity card, no
insurance, no resident certificate, is an unauthorized immigrant.

"I do not have an identity card, but I do nothing wrong."
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In 1987, twenty-one-year old Ah Choi came to
Taiwan to be employed. Six months later the laundry
factory went bankrupt. The boss was gone. Ah Choi
and his colleagues did not get back their detained
passports. He was plunged into despair; yet luckily
he did not need a passport to find another job. He
would assure people that he never did anything
wrong and he did behave himself. In May 14, 2015,
Ah Choi as usual picked up some kids from school
for the neighbors and on the way he was arrested by
a newbie of the precinct, who insisted that in any
case he should take a ride to the precinct and have
a talk. As a result, just like other undocumented
migrant workers, he was transferred to and detained
in the Sanxia Detention Center (aka. NIA Taipei
Detention Center).

"You will be repatriated to Indonesia", "no matter
who or what you plead for, it will be all to no avail",
"no lawyer can save you anyway", a staff at the
Detention Center said wryly. This kind of story
wasn’t new to them.

"This kind of thing happens every day." Chuang Hui-
ling ( #EZE% ), a member of the Union of Excluded
Immigrants and Unwanted Citizens(UNIC), said.
The other day another Indonesian woman was
repatriated, whose situation was similar to that of Ah
Choi.

This was the first time Ah Choi was arrested. He
could not give up because Taiwan had been the
only home he knew. What was even worse was
that Ah Choi had no wife, no children, no brothers
or sisters in Taiwan. Being all alone meant no one
knew he was detained. Fortunately, reporters of
Apple Daily and China Times came to the precinct
and interviewed Ah Choi, the news that would never
make headline news.

Then, a miracle happened.

The first miracle

On Friday, May 15, 2015, attorney Kao Jung-Chih of
Judicial Reform Foundation, reading the newspaper
while eating breakfast, noticed a heading at the

corner of the page: “Let me stay!”” an Indonesia Man
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staying in Taiwan with illegal residence status for 28
years was arrested now and implored with tears.

At the end of report, it quoted: “I hope someone can
help me. Let me stay in this land."

Two days later, attorney Kao personally visited Ah
Choi at the Detention Center, who was going to
be repatriated in August. Kao then along with an
authorized attorney representing Ah Choi started to
prepare all the related documents. A few days later
his neighbor found out the news of Ah Choi’s being
detained. Without hesitation, he rushed to act as
surety and bailed Ah Choi out.

Moreover, according to the NIA’s investigation
into the customs records, Ah Choi was not his real
name. Ah Choi was a name casually called by other
coworkers. His real name is Wong Tu Tjie (&iE& ).

The Second miracle

It’s impossible for Ah Choi to stay in Taiwan.

His passport expired; he had no spouse or family
members in Taiwan for him to apply for dependent
relatives visa; his claims were without merit. Just
like what the staff at the Detention Center told him:
no lawyer could save Ah Choi. Knowing clearly the
limits of law, Attorney Kao sought joint action with
Banciao Branch of th Legal Aid Foundation and
UNIC to broaden the legal boundaries, and buy time

|

for Ah Choi .

"Never before had a lawyer come and looked after
the matter."

Chuang Hui-ling had witnessed many similar cases
before, none of which were spared from the fate of
being repatriated.

Yet, this is where the power of the public plays a
role: to make the impossible possible.

After Ah Choi having been bailed out, members of
UNIC followed him home. They were looking for
evidence in favor of Ah Choi. Since Ah Choi was not
good at words, they had to count on themselves. Not
until had they noticed some pictures on the bedside
table did they learn Ah Choi had been volunteering
as a lifeguard in Sharon beach and Baisha Bay (white
sand beach) for over ten years. He had rescued more
than 20 lives, and found five bodies, which Ah Choi
never mentioned a word. He simply thought of as
his duty to serve the community. Then, Ah Choi led
some volunteers of the Judicial Reform Foundation
to the beach, shooting some footages for the ensuing
campaign. But friends who had witnessed his
braveries had left. They couldn’t find any witness to
identify Ah Choi as the hero that had rescued many
lives, and none of the survivors kept in touch with
Ah Choi. The awards on the wall were irrefutable
evidence that Ah Choi had been a positive member
of a weightlifting team. After the martial arts training
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hall was closed down, Ah Choi gave up the training
and the fitness equipment was since left at home.
With betel nuts in mouths and tears in their eyes,
some old acquaintances talked about Ah Choi’s
repatriation: "In case he is repatriated, we will buy
him a ticket to get him back." Not only did they
reveal sentiments and concerns, but also tried to
make arrangement for Ah Choi; yet none of which
could break the national boundary.

The little girl, surnamed Lin( #£ ), had been looked
after by uncle Ah Choi from her time in kindergarten
up to junior high school. These two were much
attached to each other. Even though the camera crew
told her that shooting pictures was not required,
the little girl still wanted to put in an appearance to
express her support for Ah Choi.

“Ah Choi is fine, even if he was from Thailand.”
Several old acquaintances assured this.

"Did you tell them that you were from Thailand?"
"No, I always introduced myself as an Indonesian."
Ah Choi did not lie. The misunderstand might
occur as a result of Thai migrant workers being our
stereotyped images of illegal workers, or Ah Choi's
inarticulate answer, or perhaps they did not think
there was any difference between Thailanders and
Indonesians anyway, both of that were stereotyped
as a bunch of migrant workers. In short, they did
not care where Ah Choi came from, or what his
real name was; all they cared about was this simple
honest old-fashioned person.

Even other policemen in Luzhou Precinct blamed
this newbie cop for arresting a wrong guy. For one
thing, this guy had been here and behaved himself
for decades. Not to mention that arresting illegal
migrant workers was a thankless and unrewarding
job for all pains and trouble of having to take time
to write cross-sector, reports. But once the case was
uploaded to the internal network, no one could cover
for Ah Choi.

It seemed, in Luzhou, Ah Choi knew as many people
as the chief of village did.

On July 30, 2015, at the day of the press conference,
old acquaintances, couples with their children,
neighbors, lawyers, and civil society groups came
forward and told the stories of how Ah Choi had
bought meals for the elderly, picked up their kids
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from school, bought clothes to the homeless, and
volunteered as a lifeguard at the beach. He was like
the incarnation of the one in Kenji Miyazawa’s ( &
L EH T A L) ’s poem <Be not Defeated by the
Rain>:

if there is a sick child to the east/going and nursing
over them/if there is a tired mother to the west/going
and shouldering her sheaf of rice/if there is someone
near death to the south/going and saying there's no
need to be afraid

Ah Choi might not know of this poem, but he
embodied the spirit. They hoped NIA could
recognize his special contribution and legalize
his residence by issuing him a special permanent
resident certificate, because he did have made
“outstanding contributions in the field of democracy
and human rights in Taiwan and improving Taiwan's
international image."

A blue-collar worker could earn the respect of others
after twenty years of hard work and effort. What he
had embodied was what the people in Taiwan most
proud of: the human touch.

"But this is a risky move." Chuang Hui-ling said. Any
stain could make Ah Choi and other unauthorized
immigrants lose their edges. Once the precedent
is set, each unregistered citizen or household must
come up with a "special contribution", otherwise
they will be doomed to be repatriated.

How to decide and who decide who can or cannot
stay in Taiwan?

On the other hand, if a Taiwanese makes no direct
contribution to the society, is he/she not qualified to
have the nationality of the ROC? Do we have to fall
into dualism of good guy and bad guy?

The third miracle

The press conference had attracted a high level of
public attention and legislator Lin Shu-fen ( #1175 )
sent staffs to inquire further into the case and strived
for Ah Choi’s right with the Ministry of the Interior
and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In the past, some
unauthorized immigrants were told by strangers to
pay certain amount of money in exchange for their
problems to be fixed, which turned out to be frauds
targeting those vulnerable. Some illegal migrants
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requested the help of legislators and nothing came of
t. So there was a saying that went like this: "to one’s

iy,

surprise, the government turned out to be the biggest
fraud gang." It seemed that many unauthorized
immigrants were scammed. Was Ah Choi one of
those victims preyed by those vultures who had
claimed to solve his plight?

Ah Choi said: “how is it possible that someone can
help me?”

He gave away the situation of those unauthorized
immigrants.

However, 24 hours after the press conference, public
pinion appeared online: 50,000 likes for Ah Choi,
han 2000 shares, thousands of supportive
s. Ah Choi was illiterate, but he learned
evidence of his footsteps in this land.
he fallen trees struck by typhoon from
would find a passer-by to take pictures
old rainy day, not only did he attend
pterview on time, but he also brought
being the lifeguard and the awards
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wrapped up in a plastic bag as evidence. Even after
the interview, he called and apologized that he got
another interview not long ago, and the report might
be published sooner than mine.

Suddenly, this immigrant, who had no wife or
children but made his contribution to Taiwan,
became well known.

Perhaps this Chinese Indonesian reminded us of
the fate of those Tibetans in exile, isolated Forces
in Myanmar and Thailand, the veterans, overseas
Chinese, overseas Chinese students, etc. Those who
fought at the time have left a way out for today's Ah
Choi.

On June 3, 2015, in the High Administrative Court,
the little girl, surnamed Lin( #f ), made a tearful
plea to legalize the residence of her dearest uncle
who had been caring for her during her grownup.
The staff attorney of Banciao Branch of the Legal
Aid Foundation cited Jeremy Lin( #f & %% ),Iruan
Ergui Wu ( 2{8## ), Chin Shun-shin( 5A L w A
L A , % ), Sadaharu Oh( £ E 75 ) and other
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famous folks as examples to prove that whatever
citizenships they were of, they were of Chinese
descent and deserved our hospitable welcome and
lenient treatment. Besides, Ah Choi had a long-
term residence in Luzhou. He came to Taiwan thirty
years ago. With his documents being detained by the
employer, he was ill informed and had no connection
here. He was in fear of being misunderstood,
detained, or even criminalized. Finally, a crucial
plea touched the judge: Ah Choi did not come
here simply to earn a living, or send money back
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to the home country. Instead, over the years, his
root had been in Luzhou. On the other hand, the
Indonesian government did not demand repatriating
Ah Choi to Indonesia; therefore, it is out of question
for Taiwan’s government to issue a permanent
resident certificate to him. Were he a Malaysian,
the Malaysian would demand differently and Ah
Choi could only be treated as Malaysian and there
would be no chance of nationalization. According
to the attorney, she knew a Malaysian couple who
wouldn’t want to file litigation or expose their status
of unauthorized immigrants, because they knew that
would be a dead end for them.

According to Chuang Hui-ling ( 3£ B % ), just like
those cases mentioned in the book: The Distance of
Boundary Lines ( —##23& : TR F U
% B ), most unauthorized immigrants, including
Chian Hock-Chong ( 2153 ), literate or not, spent
their lives avoiding social events for fear of being
reported, and, unlike Ah Choi, lived in constant fear
of becoming ill because of his ineligibility for the
National Health Insurance program.

"I did nothing wrong."

Ah Choi was fearless and hid nothing from nobody,
and that’s why he had won the affection of the
people in Taiwan.

After a long wait and two inter-ministerial
coordination meeting to “identify Ah Choi’s
nationality”: the Overseas Community Affairs
Council (OCAC) did not bother to prove Ah
Choi’s overseas Chinese identity; NIA said
there was no precedent to go by, "never had any
unauthorized immigrant with overstayed visa been
issued a permanent resident certificate for special
contribution"; the Foreign Ministry sent a letter to
the Indonesian Economic and Trade Office to Taipei
to confirm Ah Choi’s retention of the Indonesian
citizenship. National immigration agency finally
issued at the end of November a document that Ah
Choi would not be deported to Indonesia, not for
the reason of "special contribution", but treated him
as a stateless person with special circumstances
verified by government agencies commissioned
by competent authorities and shall be issued an
alien resident certificate. Despite this alien resident

certificate could be cancelled, this campaign could
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come to an end for now.

one man’s household

Ah Choi came home, an old house in Luzhou.

He lives alone in Luzhou, an old community near
MRT Sanmin Senior High School Station. There is
a full wall of arc window at the attic of the fourth
floor building, just like the design of an office
building, through which you can overlook the nearby
landscape. The window glass is broken with a hole
in it for a long time. There are only several pieces
of furniture in the house, simple but homey, not
especially tidied up for the sake of the interview.
Fitness equipment was left in the living room. Aside
from the living room, there are two bedrooms and
one bathroom. Since his roommates, coworkers
of the laundry factory, have moved to southern
Taiwan, he is the sole householder. Were there
better opportunities in Indonesia, Ah Choi probably
would go. It’s just like urban renewal or housing
renovation, those who cannot afford to go stay in
place.

Ah Choi has a tank of fish. Stacked on the shelf
beneath the tank are remote control cars and
cartons, which are dart game prizes being put here
as decorations for they have been out of order for
long. There are some posters of motorcycle and
beautiful women on the wall, and a clothesline
and several pots of plastic flowers in the balcony.
After retrofitting, a beam is set up in the center of
the kitchen to reinforce the structure strength; yet
there are still cracks and efflorescence on the wall.
According to Ah Choi, he probably is the only one
who rents a house in such a poor situation.

"I'm sorry, there’s no chair in my house." Ah Choi
used to decline interviews at home, but on the day
of our (including me and UNIC) visit, Ah Choi
purchased a few plastic chairs and folding tables.
He also went a long way to Tamsui to buy a bucket
of chickens. Ah Choi then used a steamer to warm
up the chilled food due to the cold weather. We
brought him a bag of rice crackers, which was not a
good choice for Ah Choi’s weak teeth; yet het still
accepted this small gift gladly.

Through the introduction of friends, Ah Choi landed
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odd jobs as a form fixer. When we asked him how
he got acquainted with all these people, he said he
walked around all the time. Passing by the betel nut
stand downstairs, he nodded to the people and those
strangers gradually evolved into a wide circle of
friends and acquaintances. On the day of our visit, he
was riding a Giant bicycle, which he bought from a
friend; the scooter he rode to work was also licensed
under a friend's name.

During leisure time, Ah Choi likes to go fishing
for prawns and crabs. From time to time he shares
his fishery harvest with friends. During the time
of 2016 Election, Ah Choi was as passionate and
participatory as other Taiwanese, although he was
not eligible to vote. One of the candidates for a
legislator had helped him once. The final vote count
showed that candidate won the election and he was
over the moon. He walked into the campaign office
and to his surprise the candidate recognized him. At
an event to thank voters for their support, Ah Choi
was also present and waving a flag, which could be
considered as his participation of the society.

He lives free and easy, embraces his life with gusto.
But, what if he got sick?

Ah Choi used to buy over-the-counter or other non-
prescription drugs, except once he suffered from
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diarrhea. He went to a nearby hospital and asked a
literate friend to fill in the patient information leaflet
for him, " I had an intravenous drip and I was cured."
Now that the hospital has Ah Choi’s medical record
and personal information, it’s ok for him to go to a
doctor by himself and at his own expense. So far,
Ah Choi has intravenous drips twice. Since Ah Choi
was issued an alien resident certificate, he has been
the beneficiary of national health insurance, which
provides basic healthcare for him.

Nine years ago, Ah Choi’s eldest sister passed away,
who had been married into a family in Taihsi and
later moved to Kaohsiung with her husband. She
was buried in Kaohsiung City Veterans Shrine with
her husband. Each month Ah Choi takes a bus to
the Shrine and burns sticks of incense for them.
Ah Choi’s home in Medan, Indonesia, is already
demolished and his brothers and sisters scattered and
are hard to contact. Getting back does not make any
sense to him any more.

‘What about death?

Like what writen in No-Relationship’s Society( (i
#%41 € ) ), Ah Choi will die alone, being discovered
by some neighbors, and the ashes of his sister and
brother-in-law would be left in the Shrine with no
one to care.

Ah Choi said, "dead is dead."

How simple, clear, and open-minded.

At present there are nearly eighty thousand
unauthorized immigrants in Taiwan. Out of of
various reasons, they are reluctant to come forward.
Ah Choi knows he is a rare exception. Recalling the
assistance of reporters, lawyers, social workers, and
legislators, the tears well up in his eyes.

When we asked Ah Choi whether he would want
to get married and have children, he said shyly:
“No luck. “ Yet, he considered luck had befallen
him for among nearly seven million people in New
Taipei City. Ah Choi, the single man, has been lucky
enough to know those neighbors, the elderly in
local community, the homeless, mothers and kids.
This simple hearted man insists on being a man
that "do nothing wrong". He, along with the local
people, creates a miracle that the subsequent single
undocumented immigrants could look forward to.





