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ASIAN AMERICA
A series edited by Gordon H. Chang

The increasing size and diversity of the Asian American population, its
growing significance in American society and culture, and the expanded
appreciation, both popular and scholarly, of the importance of Asian
Americans in the country’s present and past—all these developments have
converged to stimulate wide interest in scholarly work on topics related
to the Asian American experience. The general recognition of the pivotal
role that race and ethnicity have played in American life, and in relations
between the United States and other countries, has also fostered the height-
ened attention.

Although Asian Americans were a subject of serious inquiry in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they were subsequently ignored
by the mainstream scholarly community for several decades. In recent
years, however, this neglect has ended, with an increasing number of writ-
ers examining a good many aspects of Asian American life and culture.
Moreover, many students of American society are recognizing that the study
of issues related to Asian America speaks to, and may be essential for, many
current discussions on the part of the informed public and various scholarly
communities.

The Stanford series on Asian America seeks to address these interests.
The series will include works from the humanities and social sciences,
including history, anthropology, political science, American studies, law,
literary criticism, sociology, and interdisciplinary and policy studies.

A full list of titles in the Asian America series can be found online at
www.sup.orglasianamerica
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A Note on Translation and Terminology

Although the Pinyin phonetic system based on Putonghua or Mandarin
Chinese has been more widely used in recent academic writings, the earlier
Wade-Giles system still persists. In this book, I have used Pinyin whenever
the Chinese names of places occur, except those preferred transliterations of
certain proper nouns, for example, “Canton” for “Guangzhou” (Pinyin). Re-
garding the names of Chinese people mentioned in the book, however, the
situation is more complicated. While the English-language government rec-
ords, archival manuscripts, and newspapers recorded the names of Chinese
people based on their pronunciation in Cantonese or other local dialects
without consistency, the Chinese-language sources provided the names in
Chinese characters that are consistent in writing. While such variants make
consistency in spelling people’s names nearly impossible, I have managed
to arrive at some degree of consistency by using the original spellings cited
in the English-language sources and Pinyin spellings based on Putonghua
from the Chinese-language sources. Nevertheless, inconsistency is inevitable
in some cases; for example, the surname “Moy” (according to its Cantonese
pronunciation) also appears in its Pinyin form “Mei” in later chapters.

In addition, both the singular form “community” and plural form “com-
munities” have been used in reference to the Chinese settlement in Chicago
before and after 1912, respectively. Before 1912, it was primarily a single-sited
community, located in the Loop area around South Clark Street. After 1912,
when the majority of the Chinatown businesses and residents relocated to
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Xviil Note on Translation and Terminology

the Cermak-Wentworth area, some still remained in the South Clark neigh-
borhood. Since the 1960s, the expansion of South Chinatown, the emer-
gence of suburban communities, and the revival of North Chinatown have
resulted in multi-sited Chinese American communities. Moreover, the plu-
ral form, “communities,” also emphasizes the cultural, economic, linguistic,
political, and social diversity among the Chinese in Chicago.
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Introduction

Rethinking Chinese Chicago

And each time I roam, Chicago is
Calling me home, Chicago is
One town that won' let you down

I’s my kind of town

—Lyrics by Sammy Cahn, music by Jimmy van Heusen

Chicago is a city of hope and promise. Situated in the heartland of Amer-
ica, favored with land, water, rail, and air transportation advantages, and
populated by vibrant multiethnic communities, it attracts thousands of
people from all across the country who seek to realize their dreams. Barack
Obama, a graduate of Columbia University in New York, came to Chicago
in the summer of 1985 and worked as a community organizer on the far
South Side of the city, thus starting his political journey to the presidency.
His historic victory in the 2008 presidential election was a spectacular
manifestation of the fulfillment of the American dream through the prom-
ise of Chicago.'

The vast opportunities presented by Chicago were evident to newcomers
even more than a century ago. The city has attracted hundreds of thousands
of immigrants from around the world; since the mid-nineteenth century,
Canadians, Germans, English, Irish, Scottish, Swedish, Norwegians, Poles,
and Iralians have poured into the city over time, making it a truly multi-
ethnic community. For the Chinese who first arrived in the 1870s, Chicago
offered a growing and attractive economic landscape. Here the Chinese ini-
tially established a small but lively community in the downtown Loop area
(the downtown business district coinciding with the old cable car service
area). Chinese grocery stores, laundries, restaurants, and community asso-



2 Introduction

ciations sustained the residents of early Chinatown. Less than two decades
later, the small Chinese community of nearly 2,000 was so successful that
it sponsored the “Chinese Village” in the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion, taking the place of the Chinese Qing government, which was boy-
cotting the fair in protest against the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. The
success of the Chinese Village helped promote China, Chinese culture, and
especially the financial abilities of the Chinese merchants who financed the
Chinese Village at a key historic moment when American politicians were
debating US expansion into the Pacific.

The anti-Chinese sentiments prevalent in the country, embodied in
the Chinese exclusion acts since the 1880s, affected relations between the
Chinese and the larger society even in Chicago. In the 1910s, downtown
property owners raised rents, making it difficult for Chinese businesses to
survive and forcing the vast majority of the Chinese to move to the city’s
South Side in search of cheaper properties. On the South Side, the Chinese
soon established a new Chinatown, known as South Chinatown today,
which remains a major tourist attraction of the city.

Since the 1970s, the influx of ethnic Chinese from Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia has revitalized the Argyle Street area on the North Side,
which has become known as North Chinatown. Meanwhile, the suburban
Chinese communities have also been growing rapidly. Today, more than
100,000 Chinese Americans live in the Chicago area. From the gift shops,
grocery stores and supermarkets, restaurants and bakeries, herb stores,
medical clinics, insurance agencies, real estate agencies, and accountants in
Chinatown, to the Argonne National Laboratory, Fermi Lab, Abbott Labo-
ratories, Motorola, the University of Chicago, Northwestern University, the
Illinois Institute of Technology, and many other research institutions, uni-
versities, and colleges in the suburbs and nearby, Chinese Chicagoans are
making valuable contributions to the larger society.

What attracted the Chinese to Chicago? How did they integrate into
this communications and commercial center? How did they survive in this
multiracial and multicultural industrial “jungle”? This study attempts to
address these questions by exploring the history of the Chinese in Chicago
from the three Moy brothers to the present-day Chinese Chicagoans and
their transnational links to the homeland.



