

At some point in everyone’s life they are faced with the question: “Who am I?” There are countless ways to answer this question. I chose to answer it by saying; I am the last of the Nielipinski family, even though now that I am married I no longer carry the surname. 

My father’s family came to the United States from Europe during the Second World War. My paternal grandfather was the only one of 17 siblings to make it out of Poland during the Nazi occupation. The name Nielipinski has noble origins, meaning the “knight of the knights of the town of Pinsk”. Although nobility is no longer recognized in modern Poland, we still carry on rich traditions of feasts, rituals, and passing of titles through our generations. My father holds our family’s title, but when he dies it will pass to me and then to my firstborn son, or daughter if I have no sons. The modern town of Pinsk resides in present-day Russia. There are no castles or other riches attached to my name, only the history behind it. 

My paternal grandmother was from a small town outside of Rome, and immigrated to the United States as a teenager in World War II. When she was 15, she fell into a construction well in Newark, NJ, where my grandfather rescued her. From here my grandparents fell in love and eventually had my father, which led to my own birth. As for my mother’s family I do not know much about them, except that they are of German decent. I was was taught German, as well as English in my home growing up. I learned how to prepare traditional Germanic foods and was involved in cultural restoration in my community as a child.


I had never felt discriminated against for being bilingual or for engaging in a mix of cultures until I was in high school.  My family’s ways were the norm to me, and I just assumed that everyone was as accepting of it as I was. When I moved to New Mexico I was awakened to the fact that I was truly different in many ways, yet I was also very similar. I was discriminated against because I was not hispanic. I was treated as a ‘gringo’ and lashed out at because I did not have dark hair, eyes, and skin and didn’t know the ‘right’ answer to the the question, “Red or Green?” I do not think of myself as a white-Anglo American, and could not see why I was so disliked. As I learned the culture, and history, of the local people my heart went out to them. They were only treating me as they were treated. 


Since this time I have striven to be as open and accepting of how others are treated, as well as how they treat me. All people have a rich past that is full of value and history to them. I have studied cultures abroad as an exchange student in Germany, and here in the USA as my family moved from place to place, and I even went out of my way to find people of minorities to take me in and teach me their culture. In New Mexico history classes I have learned of the strife and deculturalization local minorities have been subjected to, and I hear so much about preserving culture, yet when I spend time in the school systems I see some of the some hideous acts still happening. I talk to local residents and they tell me that their children are not allowed in bilingual classes because the home is not monolingual, yet others tell me their children are tested as English Language Learners (ELL) because the home is bi- or multilingual. How is this still happening? I too, was tested as ELL upon entering the New Mexico school system, even though I grew up speaking English my native language. 


These experiences have shaped at how I see culture of both the majority and minorities. Every culture, not just the large minorities, have something to offer and should be valued for the good they bring. I feel that I am a good example of a blended culture, and of how to be accepting of others. I will bring my experiences and knowledge of multiculturalism into the classroom with me when I become a teacher.

