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Overseas Chinese fishermen built and operated junks and sampans along the Pacific 

coast. These vessels worked the various fisheries from the California-Oregon border to 

Mexico's Baja Peninsula. Chinese fishermen used these vessels in the inshore fisheries, as 

well as the open ocean to capture marine life such as shrimp, abalone, seals, sheephead, 

whales, and otters. The contribution of the Overseas Chinese fishermen is important to the 

history of California, because they were the pioneers of the commercial fishing industry 

along the Pacific Coast. The following discussion will explore the origin, construction, 

design, and operations of these unique vessels. 

Ship building in China has been practiced in the maritime provinces for many centu

ries. During the late Song dynasty the government operated forty-three shipbuilding 

facilities, while private shipyards operated particularly in the southern maritime prov

inces. 1 Superior constructed vessels came from the northern ports of Guangdong and 

Fujian ports. Fujian had the highest population of shipwrights, and these men displayed 

advanced building methods hundreds of years before the shipbuilding skills displayed by 

the Portuguese. 

Ship Construction 
Overseas Chinese shipbuilders built junks and sampans in San Diego, Roseville (Poil¥ 

Loma), Hunters Point, San Mateo, San Pablo, Point San Pedro, and Santa Barbara. These 

are the shipbuilding regions of California, however it is possible that ship construction 

took place in other areas within the state or Baja California. 

Descriptions of ship construction techniques in China are similar to those recorded in 

California. Sir George Leonard Staunton, visiting China on an ambassadorial mission in 

1792, observed the construction of a river craft. He wrote about specific aspects of the 

Hans Van Tilburg, "The Maritime History and Nautical Archaeology of China in Southeast Asia: Song to 
Early Ming Dynasties (960-1435 C.E.)"(master's thesis, East Carolina University, 1994), 92. 
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construction, for example the bending of boards over a flame, the joining of the edges of 

the boards with wooden nails, and a paste made of quicklime that sealed the seams. 2 

In Soquel California, between 1901 and 1905, John P. Harrington observed fourteen 

Chinese men bending boards for the hull of a junk: 

The Chinamen bend boards for boats using a frame. They do this by 

placing the board above a fire, but not touching the flames. When the board 

gets hot, the Chinese pour water on it, still holding the board over the fire. 

When the board becomes soft, they bend it. 

They place stones on top of the board they were going to bend. These men 

had erected two posts upright and placed another across their top, forming a 

frame ... Then they took the board to be bent and put one end of it under the 

cross beam of the frame. Next, they brought a post and placed it underneath 

the board they were going to bend, at the place to be bent. They put cold 

rocks on top of the board, directly above the fire. Water was then poured on, 

without stopping, and soon the board began to bend. As soon as it began to 

bend they put more rocks on the end of the board so that it would bend more. 

Then they took the board out of the frame and put another in its place and 

repeated the entire process. When the bend was right, they removed the 

board and just nailed it on the hull of the boat they were making. 3 

This is the only known eyewitness _account to the building of a Chinese junk in California. 

Junk Design 
After researching junks for many decades, Dr. Robert A. Nash came to the conclusion 

that 'the junks built in California used the native redwood but that was as far as American

ization went. The construction details are typically Chinese. '4 There are five definite 

features that positively identify a nineteenth century Chinese water craft: 

1. Solid bulkheads divide the craft into at least three compartments. 

2. The edge-fastenings of the planking were black-iron nails set in nailing 

recesses, usually pyramidal in shape, and the recesses were filled with 

wood or chunam. The nails might be either square or round. If round, the 

craft was built after wire nail machinery was available in California. 

3. The frames were in three or more separate and unattached parts and were 

fastened to the planking only. Although the ends of the frame parts might 

overlap, there was usually no attempt made to fasten them together and 

the parts might have some space between them-visible proof that the 

2 G.R.G. Worcester, The Junks & Sampans of the Yangtze (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1971), 26. 
3 Travis Hudson, Janice Timbrook and Melissa Rempe ed, TOMOL; Chumash Watercraft as Described in 

the Ethnographic Notes of John P. Harrington (Santa Barbara: Ballena, 1978), 71. 
4 Robert A. Nash, "American Built Chinese Junks," Journal of Nautical Research Guild IV, no 7 (July 

1952):111. 
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shape of the craft had been determined by the planking and not by the 

framework. 

4. There would be a residue of clay-like daubing, chunam, on the inside of 

plank edges and other seams intended to be made water-tight. 

5. The material used in hull construction was, perhaps invariably, rough-cut 

and unpainted redwood. 5 

Nash found that junks built in San Diego resembled the Hong Kong vessel type known 

as Hong Xian Tuo, while the junks built in San Francisco were similar to the Cao Chuan 

type, also of Hong Kong. The common Hong Xian Tua is described as forty-two feet in 

length and eleven foot beam. It is a long narrow craft with gentle sheer fore and aft. The 

vessel has a broad bow that narrows slightly at the waterline, and the stem is a modified 

oval. It has three masts, the foremast being raked forward. The main and mizzen are erect. 

In Hong Kong this craft is typically used in inshore fisheries. 

The Cao Chuan is constructed in Hong Kong with a length of fifty-two feet, and a beam 

of fifteen feet. The deck is flush with a conspicuous house. It has a sharp bow and a round 

stem. The rudder in the trunkway is fenestrated. This craft has a single mast and was 

generally employed as a fishing junk. 6 

Nash described the California built junks in the following manner: 

The hull was caravel built with two inch redwood planking edge nailed on 

six inch centers. Black iron cut nails were used and those that perished of nail 

sickness must have been many. The keel was Oregon pine. They had consid

erable sheer, a raking stem and flaring bow. The stem was narrow and 

dory-like with an overhanging deck like most Oriental junks. The rudders of 

the unbalanced type with diamond shaped perforations to ease the steering. 

Like other Oriental shoal draft junks the rudder is disproportionally large as 

it serves as a keel when in its lowered position. On entering shoal water the 

rudder is raised in a well in the stem. The rudder is fitted with a conventional 

tiller. 7 

Access to cramped living quarters below decks was reached through a small sliding 

hatch, large enough for one man to fit through. In this area the men slept and cooked on a 

box stove , lined with sheet iron. A different kind of living arrangement was observed on 

vessels on the Sacramento River, where a tent, near amidships, provided quarters for the 

crew.8 The catch was stored below deck, just forward from the living quarters. This area 

measured to about twelve feet square, depending on the size of the vessel. The remaining 

5 Robert A. Nash, "The Chinese Shrimp Fishery in California." (Ph.D diss., University of California Los 
Angeles, 1973), 254. 

6 G.R.G. Worcester, The Classification or the Principal Chinese Sea-going Junks (Shanghai: Statistical 
De[Department of the Inspectorate General of Customs, 1948), 133. 

7 Nash, "American Built Chinese Junks," 111. 
8 Livingston Stone. "Notes and Correspondence on the Salmon and Trout," United States Commission of 

Fish and Fisheries. Report of the Commissioner for 1872 and 1873 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1874), 379. 
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space was used for lines and other storage. (Figure 1) 
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Figure I 
Diagram of a California Built Chinese Junk 
From Nash, "The Chinese Shrimp Fishery in California" 

As previously described, the Chinese used redwood for the construction of the junk and 

sampan hulls, while their masts and rudder stocks were made from imported ironwood 

[lignum vitae]. The mast typically was placed one-third of the junk's length from the bow. 

The sails usually contained five battens that were normally on the port side of the sail, 

while the sail was on the starboard side of the mast. 9 

The distance a vessel traveled determined the number of masts needed. All but one of 

the known Chinese water craft of the San Francisco area had a single mast, while all of the 

known junks of San Diego had two or three masts. The ships in San Francisco worked the 

shrimp fisheries near to the shore, whereas the fishermen of San Diego traveled longer 

distances to harvest abalone, hundreds of miles into Baja California. 

Sampan Design 
The distinction between the junk and the sampan is that the sampan was a smaller craft, 

constructed without decks, masts, or sails. Nash was able to identify at least eight different 

kinds of sampans built in California. In 1968 he found a sampan near China Camp situated 

along the shore of San Pablo Bay: 

It was constructed in the classic Chinese fashion. It is symmetrical about 

9 For references to masts see Bob Smith, "Chinese Junks Play an Interesting Role in History," The Log, 
August 4-17, 1995. 
For information regarding sails see Nash Collection, Chinese Historical Society of Southern California, 
Los Angeles. 
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the centerline ... The craft is 14 and a half feet long, has an extreme breadth 

of 3 feet 4 inches, and a depth of about 10 inches. The bottom is transveISally 

flat and without a keel ... All of the wood is rough-cut ... The fastenings are 

black-iron wire nails and the edge-nailing is in triangular chisel cuts. All of 

the seams and nail holes have been filled or daubed with chunam ... the 

method of propulsion was by means of paddles or poles. This might suggest 

that the sampan was formerly used for gathering operations in shallow 

wateIS.10 (Figure 2) 

Figure 2 
Robert A. Nash Collection 
Chinese Historical Society of Southern California 

These vessels combed rocky shorelines in the abalone fisheries, that ranged from San 

Luis Obispo to Baja California. They also worked the shrimp fisheries, where in 1888 

twenty-two sampans worked in Carmel Bay. These vessels average length was twenty-one 

feet, with a value of $200 each. 11 

Operations of California Built Chinese Vessels 
Seagoing junks often traveled in pairs. It has been observed in China that one vessel 

often provided living accommodations for the crew, the other ship supplied storage and 

transportation to and from the fishing site. 12 

10 Nash, from a script for a California Built Junk and Sampan slide show, Nash Collection. 
11 For details on sampans see Robert A. Nash, ~The Chinese Shrimp Fishery in California," 71. 

For information on length and value of vessels see Nash Collection. 
12 Nash, from a script for a California Built Junk and Sampan slide show, Nash Collection. 
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Photographs of Chinese junks in California show that they often employed a crew of 

five. However a local Santa Barbara newspaper wrote that junks sailing from their harbor 

carried five to seven men. 13 Fishermen of Santa Barbara sailed local waters and south to 

Baja California seeking whales, otters, turtles, abalone, and various kinds of fish. There

fore it is possible that the crew was determined by the size of the prey, and the equipment 

required for its capture. 

Junks and sampans apparently fascinated Euroamericans in the cities where they 

operated. Long and detailed reports describing junks can be found in newspapers from the 

last century: 

. . . a beautiful specimen of marine architecture, a cross between the 

Puritan Mayflower and the recently demolished Sea Nymph Bath House on 

one side, and a piledriver and Noah's Ark on the other- called the "Yount

tse-kiang", commanded by Admiral Hi-t-mi-gun ... spread its buzzard-like 

and snowy-white wings (barring the numerous streaks of tar) and went 

sailing down the bay in pursuit of fish and abalones yesterday afternoon. As 

she sped by the waterfront in a fine ten-knot breeze at the rate of nearly three 

knots an hour, she was the pride and received the honors of all Chinatown. 14 

(Figure 3) 

Figure 3 
Courtesy of San Diego Historical Society 
Photograph Collection 

13 Daily Independent [Santa Barbara] June 22, 1885. 
14 San Diego Union January 4, 1880, quoted in Judy Berryman, "Archival Information, Abalone Shell, 

Broken Pots, Hearths, and Windbreaks: Clues to Identifying Nineteenth Century California Abalone 
Collection and Processing Sites San Clemente Island: A Case Study." (Ph.D Diss., University of Califor
nia Riverside 1995), 150. 
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Overseas Chinese fishermen were Chinese nationals, so they could not own vessels in 

the United States. Their ships were unregistered alien vessels that traveled under a permit 

from the customs house. 15 The following describes the reporting process in San Diego: 

They carry no papers except an alien certificate, which insures to the crew 

permission to land upon their return to the city. In addition to the Chinese 

names, the junks are numbered by the customs officers, and are known to 

them by their numbers only. The junks return as seldom as possible, but if 

they have occasion to visit San Diego, with or without cargo, they report at 

once to the custom-house and pay a tonnage tax of 83 cents per ton; $1.50 for 

entering, 67 cents for survey, and 20 cents for a certificate. It is currently 

reported that, to avoid payment of these customs dues, the junks often 

transfer their cargoes of abalone shells, meats, etc., to small boats that come 

out to sea, off San Diego, for this purpose, and to bring supplies. 16 

After the passage of the Geary Act of 1892, California built Chinese junks were not 

allowed to travel to Baja California and return. The law stated that any Chinese person re

entering the country must have a return certificate, however Chinese fishermen were not 

allowed to obtain a return certificate. Furthermore, in 1893 the federal government 

expanded the definition of a Chinese laborer, in the exclusion acts, to include persons 

preserving shells or fish for export. Since laborers were an excluded class, this law 

threatened the residency of many Overseas Chinese. 

Restrictive laws affected the fishermen in the shrimp fisheries as well. Legislation was 

passed in 1905 prohibiting the exportation of dried shrimp and shells out of the state. 

These measures did not completely end the Chinese shrimp fishery, because fourteen 

shrimp camps remained in existence as late as the 1930s.17 

In the 1890s Euroamericans purchased many junks and converted them to guano and 

sealhunting vessels. 18 Upon the sale of these ships they were measured and documented, 

consequently this documentation provides reliable information about California built 

Chinese fishing craft. 

The following is a table of the known California built junks and sampans. Most of this 

information was documented when the vessels were sold to Euroamericans. 

15 Nash, from a script for a California Built Junk and Sampan slide show, Nash Collection. 
16 J.W. Collins, "The Fishing Vessels and Boats of the Pacific Coast," United States Fish Commission, 

Bulletin of the United States Fish Commission, Vol. X, 1890 (Washington, D.C. GPO, 1892), 32. 
17 Thomas W. Chinn, H. Mark Lai, Philip P. Choy ed. A History of The Chinese in California A Syllabus (San 

Francisco: Chinese Historical Society of America, 1969), 40. 
18 Nash, "The Chinese Fishing Industry in Baja California," 10. 
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Table 1 
Known California Built Junks 19 

Registered 
Official Date Place Home Gross Net 

Name Number Built Built Port Ton Ton Length Breadth Depth 

l'.wwK 1879 San Diego 
Kiw 

Sw!&J:YJi 106970 1884 Roseville 8.59 8.17 40.8 12.6 3.7 
.Qn 

A!;m 106960 1884 Roseville San Diego 9.76 9.27 45.0 12.2 4.0 

Peking 150693 1884 San Diego San Diego 18.93 17.98 51.5 16.0 3.9 

m.Tun 96202 1884 Roseville San Diego 14.61 13.88 52.0 16.0 4.0 
Ltt 

Unknown San Diego 14.30 54.0 12.0 4.0 

C!:!.!l!!w! 126804 1891 San Diego San Diego 10.26 9.75 40.3 10.6 4.1 

fil!!:ld 1895 Roseville San Diego 

Hazel San Diego ~20 

Ho King 95100 1874 San Francisco San Francisco 24.47 23.25 59.0 13.8 4.8 

Al!..Tufili 106701 1885 San Francisco San Francisco 6.81 6.47 38.0 11.0 3.4 

Ah.ID&!!. 106705 1890 San Francisco San Diego 6.24 5.93 38.0 11.3 4.0 

Ah Loy 106753 1890 San Bruno San Francisco 12.38 11.77 50.5 14.0 3.2 

~ 204961 1908 Hunters Point San Francisco 30 15 59.5 16.0 5.6 
lYo 

Elm&..Hi 120849 1891 ·San Matee San Francisco 18.il! 17.37 54.5 14,2 3.4 

,!w;k_& 77180 1895 San Mateo San Francisco 11.35 9.21 46.0 11.3 3.6 
.!im 

!iiunJ:Yo 86631 1895 San Pablo San Francisco 9.33 6.93 46.0 10.5 3.0 

~ 130355 1886 Point San Pedro San Francisco 6.64 6.31 40.0 10.2 3.0 

Mong Lee 92580 1894 Point San Pedro San Francisco 7.76 7.38 40.5 12.4 3.0 

Min&.J&e 92768 1897 Point San Pedro San Francisco 10 8.15 45.5 12.6 3.0 

Ah.w. 107337 1898 Point San Pedro San Francisco 17 14.82 56.0 14.0 4.0 
Nll..l 

l!Dkwmn Santa Barbara'° San Pedro 20.0 

!.!nk!wm 1885 Santa Barbara San Pedro 2.0 

!!nlrnmm 1872 Santa Barbara San Pedro 

19 The source of the information for junks built in San Diego and the Bay area is the Nash Collection. 
20 The source for the Santa Barbara data is the local papers, Daily Independent [Santa Barbara] July 24, 1885, 

Santa Barbara Index October 26, 1872, and National Archives, Pacific Southwest Region Laguna Niguel, 
California. Chinese Exclusion Acts Case Files. Incoming Letters 1891-1892 R.G. 36 box 6 .. 
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Introduction 
The history of the Chinese in America is one wrought of 

hardship and plagued by discrimination, yet painfully endured. 
The Chinese have played an integral part in the building of the 
America-from the construction of the Transcontinental Rail
road to the reclamation of land in the Sacramento Valley and 

finally to the growth of large metropolitan cities across the United States. It is apparent 
that Chinese Americans have contributed enormously to the shaping of America and the 
American Dream, yet, despite their efforts, they have been consistently denied acknowl
edgment for their labors. 

Chinese Americans were first "accepted" by those that came into contact with them 
during the early years of the nineteenth century. Port cities along the coastal regions of 
China experienced the highest levels of interaction with the Western world, primarily in 
the Kwangtung Province of Southern China where both internal and external factors, such 
as social upheaval, natural disaster, and economic decline, were all crucial components 
leading up to the mass movement of Chinese labor to the United States. Areas most 
affected by these conditions were the rural districts which had become impoverished 
having experienced nearly a century of social, political, and economic decline. Opportuni
ties for employment were plentiful abroad in comparison to the bleak future their homeland 
offered. 

Serving primarily as cooks and laundrymen, the first Chinese Americans to travel 
abroad to the United States were not seen as the threat that they later grew to be perceived. 
Tagged with names such as "yellow hordes" and "pagans", which were often accompa
nied by acts of violence, the Chinese soon came to the realization that they were outsiders 
living in a world that was hostile to foreigners. 1 

The Gold Rush of 1840s marked the official beginning of mass migration from China 
to the United States. Wah gung -Chinese laborers- came by the tens of thousands to 
gam saan ("Gold Mountain") in hopes of finding wealth and riches that would enable 
them to return to China in a few years and retire in their homeland.2 This venture became 

I. Harry H. L. Kitano and Roger Daniels, Asian Americans: Emerging Minorities (Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice Hall, 1995) 12. 

2. Ronald Takaki, Strangers from a Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans (New York: Penguin, 
1989) 3 J. 
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a reality for some, but the general majority would soon realize that their ambitious sojourn 
would extend years beyond what they originally intended. 

China, during mid-nineteenth century migration abroad, still widely accepted Confu
cian ethics as the mainstay of China's social order as it had been for centuries.3 Chinese 
cultural distinctions, rooted in Confucian thought, defined activities and demeanors 
appropriate for different genders. Traditional belief dictated that "Men are the masters of 
external affairs, women the mistresses of domestic affairs", originating from Confucian 
ideologies of female subordination and servitude.4 A man's sphere was designated by his 
occupation outside of the home, whereas a woman's sphere concerned household affairs. 
The distinct double standard that governed gender roles was not a new phenomenon, but it 
was, in fact, an established set of standards that polarized the activities of men and women. 

The preservation of traditional gender roles became extremely important in ensuring 
the continuity of cultural beliefs serving as a precursor to the formation of Chinese 
America. Cultural proscriptions of gender roles that had been practiced in China were 
transplanted to the United States by both the migrants who believed that they would 
someday return to their homeland as well as those that arrived with full intentions of 
settlement. 

As a pioneering woman in the history of Chinese America, Effie Jung Lai, was both a 
follower in Chinese tradition, yet because of her liberal ideals and courage to step outside 
of the traditional circle, she was also uncharacteristic by Chinese standards of her time. 
Born and raised in the Chinese community of San Francisco, Effie's life was built of 
strong character that helped her persevere in an environment hostile to Chinese Americans 
throughout the twentieth century. Her early life experiences, being brought up in the 
Chinese tradition and surrounded by Christianity inside and outside of the home, together, 
tells a unique story in the Chinese American experience. 

Effie sheds light on the early lives of Chinese American women born and raised in the 
Great American Society. Little is known of the struggles and the hardships endured by 
Chinese American women of her time except for the limited information offered by those 
who-were willing to tell their stories. Much of what has been written focuses primarily on 
the lives of immigrant Chinese women who either remained in their ethnic communities 
and lived out their lives as slaves to traditional dictates of women's roles or stepped out of 
the community circle and submerged themselves into mainstream America, discarding 
their Chinese identities. Effie's is a story of the fusion of both cultures -Chinese and 
American- and the struggle behind the forging of the Chinese American identity. 

Status of Women in Traditional China 
Traditional China placed great emphasis on the inequality between genders where 

women were placed in a subordinate position to men. The origin of this subordinate status 
can be traced back to ancient Chinese cosmological beliefs dating back to the first 
millennium B.C. where two interacting elements, yin (female) and yang (male), composed 
the universe. Yin represented darkness, weakness, and passivity, while yang represented 
brightness and strength. Conceived of as complementary forces, the two elements of yin 
and yang soon were arranged in a hierarchical structure where women came to symbolize 

3. Diane Mei Lin Mark and Ginger Chih, A Place Called Chinese America (Dubuque: Kendall Hung, 1982) 
61. 

4. Judy Yung, Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco (Berkeley: U of 
California P, 1995) 19. 
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what was inferior and men what was superior.5 This subordinate/insubordinate model 
was integrated into Confucian philosophy and became the standard for differentiating the 
sexes into separate spheres. What ultimately resulted from this segregation was a feudal 
system in which legal codes reinforced patriarchal authority.6 

In all traditional Chinese families, fathers served as patriarchs where they ruled the 
household in accordance with Confucian familial tradition where the children were to 
respect and obey their parents without question. 7 Sons were considered as being born 
facing "inward", whereas daughters were considered facing "outward", meaning sons 
would inherit all male rights, but daughters were raised as outsiders, with the understand
ing that they would eventually marry into her husband's family. Thus, the hierarchy was 
not only defined in terms ofrelations within the family, but in terms of gender differentials 
as well. Effie's family was indeed structured in a patrilineal manner in that sons were 
favored more than daughters, but what should be considered is that the differential 
between male and female in the Jung Family was not as great as in most other Chinese 
families. Certainly, Effie realized the favoritism her father played with her siblings, but it 
was because of her understanding of Chinese tradition that she did not grow up to resent 
these preferential treatments. What is more difficult to understand, however, is the fact 
that Effie's mother, Chun See, was more inclined to follow tradition than her husband. 
Effie viewed her father as a very open-minded person, yet saw her mother as less 
liberated. 8 Effie's mother's views could perhaps be attributed to her upbringing, where 
Confucian ideologies were stressed heavily and the pressure to conform to such beliefs 
were great. 

Through the Confucian belief system, the only manner in which a woman is able to 
gain status is through the birth of a son and becoming a mother-in-law. Because girls were 
considered of less value than boys, preservation of the family lineage was the top priority 
through the continuation of the life cycle resulting in the perpetuation of patrilineal 
superiority in Chinese American society.9 

According to traditional Chinese belief, Chinese girls were to practice the Three Great 
Obediences and the Four Virtues dictated by Confucian ideology. The Three Great 
Obediences ascribed to Chinese women were: At home, a daughter should be obedient to 
her parents; after marriage, to her husband; after the death of her husband, to her son 10 as 
they were raised to be obedient, quiet, dutiful, and responsible- a reflection of the Four 
Virtues. 11 These characteristics were to be instilled in all young women for them to be 
considered proper by Chinese standards. Effie's circumstances were different from those 
that lived in China as well as first generation immigrant women who still remained faithful 

5. Chalsa M. Loo, Chinatown: Most Time, Hard Time (New York: Praeger, 1991) 190. 
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to tradition, much like Chun See.12 Although knowledgeable of the Confucian ideolo
gies of the Three Great Obediences and the Four Virtues, these traditional teachings were 
foreign to Effie, because she did not have a mother-in-law with whom to carry out such 
practices. 13 This departure from tradition became increasingly common among Chinese 
American women until 1943 when Chinese Exclusion was lifted and women were re
united with their families. Prior to then, mother-in-laws usually remained in China to take 
care of the household while daughter-in-laws joined their husbands, creating a distance 
that made fulfilling filial duties difficult. 

Chinese women were brought up following traditional cultural proscriptions strin
gently. Different methods were employed to reinforce the following of such dictates in the 
patriarchal society, but none more perverse than the practice of footbinding. This practice 
of subjugation, begun in 960 by neo-Confucian philosophers, was intended to reempha
size the lower status of Chinese women through segregation and seclusion. Footbinding 
was considered a sign of gentility and the resultant swaying motion was considered 
sensually tantalizing to men. 14 This practice, however, had underlying motives that 
intended footbinding as a method of restricting the movement of women within a certain 
sphere, thus perpetuating the gender hierarchy. Effie's mother, who was bound-footed, 
was a testament to the practice. Chun See was not able to travel too far or do very much 
outside of the home. 15 Many Chinese women later realized the impracticalities of having 
bound feet and as a result, gradually unbound them. The unbinding of women's feet 
represented one revolutionary step in the evolution of women's gender roles. The Confu
cian archetype of women as the lesser sex, living a life in a position none better than her 
mother's, began its journey towards liberation. 

The Shifting of Gender Roles 
At the time of mass migration to the United States, Confucian practices were still 

followed with strong conviction. The liberalization of Chinese tradition was not as 
pronounced until the second generation of Chinese American women came of age. The 
majority of fir~t generation Chinese American WO!flen continued to fall_ into the subjugat
ing dictates of Chinese tradition, where practices such as footbinding continued to be 
performed. 

The responsibilities of Chinese American women were many. Traditionally, Chinese 
women were confined to the domestic sphere where their main duties revolved around the 
family and the home. While in Locke, for instance, Effie's main responsibilities were to 
take care of her children and to cook. Interestingly, Effie also commented that she did not 
have any chores to perform, which perhaps meant that caring for her children and cooking 
were the only responsibilities she was to fulfill within the domestic sphere. 16 It could be 
inferred, then, that her husband was a liberated man who not only was responsible for his 
duties outside of the home, but tended to those within the home as well. Effie's husband 
took part in the responsibilities reserved for Chinese American woman which involved 
educating the young in areas such as teaching Chinese etiquette and instilling Confucian 
morals and ethics into their children. In this respect, both the Effie and Lai Foong were 
equally influential to their children. 

12. Effie Jung Lai, August 2, 1996, 88. 
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There were those, however, that were discontent with the existing oppressive gender 
system being practiced in traditional China and transplanted to the United States. Both the 
Chinese reformers and foreign missionaries sought to change the subjugated status and 
role of women. According to Effie, many of these efforts began with educating young girls 
in parochial schools where missionaries were committed to changing the oppressive 
treatment and status of Chinese girls and women commenting, "They don't want you to 
leave. " 17 Effie was encouraged to voice her opinions and on many occasions was asked by 
her teachers to play an active role in the classroom and serve as an intermediary and 
translator to the younger children and those who were not fluent in the English language. 
Effie did not think of her assistance as a means of gaining leadership qualities or her 
actions as part of a larger social movement, but merely as an act of kindness. They shared 
a common means of social reform, primarily focusing on the emancipation of women, but 
differed in their ends. Missionaries sought religious conversion in hopes of converting and 
civilizing all of China, whereas reformers aimed to achieve national salvation that would 
result in saving China by utilizing the other half of the population that was not tapped, 
namely women. 18 It was through the hopes of these reformers that their ideas and beliefs 
would spread abroad where women would no longer be the victims of the long-established 
system of oppression. The strategies of both groups included education and equal rights 
for women and an end to footbinding, female slavery, and polygyny in a combined effort 
to "unbind their feet and their lives, to free themselves of patriarchal oppression. " 19 

The greatest shift in the transition of the traditional Chinese gender system to the more 
liberal, Western gender system took place as the second generation of Chinese American 
women came of age between 1920 and 1950 for several reasons. It is important to 
recognize, however, that the shifts in gender systems and cultural standards followed an 
evolutionary progression, as opposed to a revolutionary undertaking. The environment in 
which these Chinese American youth were socialized in also played a crucial role in the 
types of changes that occurred and the degree to which these changes were enacted. 
Chinese American individuals sought to understand themselves in the context of larger 
society and somehow establish a middle ground between the two cultures they felt 
eomfortab1e with and-forge an identity from. 20 

Parents recognized that for their children to participate in the mainstream, educating 
the young was perhaps the most crucial component in the push toward assimilation and 
acculturation. First generation immigrant parents most likely never became full partici
pants in the American mainstream, but it was their expectation that their children would be 
able to break down racial barriers through education in the American school system. 21 

Effie's father was a strong believer in education as she comments, "My dad would say 
study hard. Main thing is going to school." 22 Effie was also encouraged by her teachers to 
express herself openly and confidently, yet she did not think of her expressions as part of 
a larger movement toward social change. It was in these early stages of her life that she 
developed the strength and courage to communicate her thoughts so that later on in life, 
she would be able to exercise her independence. 

17. Ibid., 71. 
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Another factor that played a role in this shifting of gender systems can be attributed to 
the environment in which Chinese Americans were brought up. In China, the majority of 
Chinese continued to practice traditional rites and rituals because Confucian beliefs were, 
on the whole, unquestioned and maintained by the populace. American society posed a 
different situation in that Chinese American women were able to deviate from the status 
quo established in China to the extent that they were able to accommodate traditional 
ideologies and American ways of thinking concurrently. It was less difficult to stray from 
upholding traditional ideals in the States, because situations that dictated survival were not 
practical given the circumstances of the times and thus did not constrain Chinese Ameri
can women to adhere to such beliefs. 

Traditionally, Chinese American women were brought up as submissive, obedient, and 
docile beings that were never to question male authority. Such virtues were upheld in the 
Chinese tradition as characteristics of proper, well-mannered women. When uprooted 
from their native China and transplanted to the United States, the differences in environ
ment were immensely different. Women, faced with survival needs, discovered that 
deviating from Confucian traditions became necessary and thus began the dramatic shift 
from tradition to Iiberalization. 23 

Efforts had been made by first generation Chinese American women in response to the 
inequality between genders. Both immigrant and American-born women learned to chal
lenge traditional conventions established by both the Chinese community and mainstream 
society. Issues of race, class, and gender began to take precedence as they attempted to 
define their identity and expand socio-economic opportunities, ultimately resulting in a 
shifting of gender roles as Chinese American women. 24 

Movement from San Francisco to Locke to Los Angeles 
The movement from San Francisco to Locke to Los Angeles symbolized not only a 

physical movement between geographical spaces, but furthermore documents the shifting 
of women's gender roles. This shift is characterized by a progression from traditional 
Chinese ideals to a more liberalized set of ideals representative of the fusion of Chinese 
and American cultures. 

San Francisco during the early twentieth century was known as the "cultural, eco
nomic, and administrative hub of Chinese America", which contained between an eighth 
and a fifth of all Chinese Americans between 1880s and 1940s, otherwise known as the 
"exclusionary years". 25 Most of the women that entered the states during those years 
arrived as wives of merchants, because of their status as a favored class. It can be assumed 
that Effie Lai's parents identified themselves as merchants, because her father was a 
garment maker who owned and operated a small-scale factory. Other women that came to 
America were students, and even they were few in number. Chinese women of good 
nature were usually discouraged to venture abroad by their families as well as by stories of 
the intimidating entry procedures that awaited them. It was the prostitutes and the mui tsai 
that arrived in the United States under false identities where arrangements were usually 
made beforehand for their trade. These reasons alone can account for the skewed ratio of 
men to women that was characteristic of Chinese America up until the eve of World War 
II, when second generation Americans of [Chinese] ancestry finally outnumbered their 
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immigrant parents. 26 

The Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906 marked the beginning of a new era of 
change. Social, economic, and political changes were desperately needed to transform the 
Chinese community that was completely destroyed by the quake and the fires. As the city 
experienced a physical rebirth with the construction of new buildings to replace the 
demolished ones, other changes were necessary in rejuvenating social, economic, and 
political sectors, especially in the ethnic communities that were on the brinks of survival. 

It was at that time that the role of Chinese American women began to change. Many, 
recognizing the economic necessity of a dual-wage earning family, departed from the 
domestic sphere and stepped into the public sphere. 27 The ethnic community was not able 
to offer jobs to women when even men were not employed. Outside of the Chinese 
community, Chinese American women were caught in a double bind where first of all, 
they did not have the language skills that were necessary to communicate with non
Chinese and secondly, the nature of racism did not allow for participation in the mainstream 
workplace. 

Unlike their immigrant mothers, second generation Chinese American women who 
came of age in the 1920s were not as constrained as their mothers. Born and raised in the 
United States, these women of the next generation identified immensely with the Ameri
can culture where they had greater opportunities to exercise political rights as citizens, 
spoke flawless English, were educated through the public school system, and became 
acculturated through the church and popular culture. 28 Many of these opportunities were 
within Effie's reach, yet she chose not to utilize them all. Growing up in Chinatown, Effie 
was able to receive an education in the public school system and be involved in church 
activities, but was also limited in her exposure to popular culture, participating in the 
political process, and other aspects of American society. Effie accepted her boundaries 
and did not question her identity as a Chinese American, thus the acculturation process for 
her was not a struggle as it was for other Chinese American women such as Jade Snow 
Wong and Flora Belle Jan, who did not understand their inability to participate and lack of 
acceptance by mainstream American society. 29 

Racial discrimination became a big issue for many that went through the public school 
system, especially for those who pursued a high school education where it became 
increasing difficult for Chinese Americans to remain with co-ethnics. Many were taunted 
and teased for their differences and teachers only helped in widening this gap by perpetu
ating stereotypes of Chinese American children as docile and obedient, and commonly 
referring to them as innately intelligent. Although discriminated against, many girls 
pursued educations with the hope that they would be able to advance in the male
dominated societies inside and outside of the ethnic community. 30 Effie, however, did not 
see these effects of discrimination as a personal attack and in many ways, she felt included 
in the educational process instead of turned away by it. Effie's attitude might suggest that 
although she looks upon her experiences in a positive light, a lack of other options could 
account for making the best of a situation. Such opportunities may have included pursuing 
higher education, entering mainstream business sectors, and the like - opportunities that 
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From L to R: Collin Lai, Milton Lai, Effie Lai 
and Irvin Lai 

Effie Lai and her family. 
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Effie and son Irvin at her 90th Birthday Party. 

Four generations of the Lai Family. 
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were regarded highly by all, but rarely attainable for Chinese Americans due to racial 
and gender discrimination. 

Social segregation played a large part in the lives of Chinese Americans, especially in 
Effie's early years. As a child, Effie recalls being fearful of venturing beyond the 
boundaries of Chinatown and notes, "Chinatown is just like our home ... unless you go 
over to the Italian town, they make fun of you. And then they come and sometimes they 
will pull your hair, but I never had that experience, [because] I don't go that far"31 To 
Effie, the risk of being ridiculed by non-Chinese was great enough that she would not 
subject herself to that environment and comments, 

We just play in our area, that's all. Just one or two streets and the farthest 
we go is church, which is a block away. Chinatown is safe. We don't even 
dare walk up to Powell Street. .. , because it's out of our territory. 32 

For these reasons, Effie was drawn to church and other church-affiliated organizations, 
like the Y.W.C.A., as a social outlet in the face of social segregation by the world outside 
of Chinatown. Effie, like many other girls of her time, became involved in these organiza
tions to fulfill their needs for socialization. As Chinese Americans reared in the Chinese 
tradition, they saw their participation in these organizations as their bridge to being 
accepted by American society where they were exposed to American culture and eventu
ally adopted American ways. The combining of traditional Chinese customs with 
socialization through the church, became an increasingly common phenomenon that many 
second generation Chinese Americans were taking part in and saw no problems with the 
fusion of both cultures. 33 

The 1920s tepresented a time of significant change as it was a turning point in the 
history of Chinese American History. Chinatown, which was once predominantly a 
bachelor society, began to shift to one that placed great emphasis on the establishment of 
fa.milies.34,·Families came to represent the social glue that bound the Chinese community 
together. 

San Francisco's Chinatown continued to progress from a Confucian dictated society to 
one that was more egalitarian in thought and practice. In rural areas, however, the notion 
of separate spheres and gender-differentiated roles persisted. As Effie married into the 
community of Locke, the last surviving rural Chinese town in America, she was required 
to assume more traditional Chinese roles. Effie, however, did not regard such changes as a 
reversal of responsibilities as much as she thought of them as an adaptation to a new 
environment. 

The town of Locke plays a significant part in the history of the Chinese in America. 
Established in 1912 by three Chungshanese entrepreneurs, the town of Locke was in
tended to serve Chinese laborers who lived and worked in the Sacramento Valley. Among 
the very first services the town offered was a boarding house, a gambling parlor and a 
saloon, which were activities and areas reserved primarily for men. These activities and 
areas support the claim that there were relatively few women inhabiting the area for 
reasons such as harsh living conditions that made survival more challenging than in urban 
areas. 

31. Effie Jung Lai, July 11, 1996, 17. 
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Locke experienced an economic boom during the 1920s. 35 It was during these years that 
Prohibition was in effect and many outside of the community of Locke, especially non
Chinese, indulged themselves at the speakeasies where many in town bootlegged liquor 
and frequented the prostitution houses. Another reason for the economic growth was due 
to excellent crop production. All these factors combined contributed to the upswing in 
Locke's standard of living where this prosperity lasted until it was shattered by the Great 
Depression a decade later. 

A large majority of Chinese American women in Locke were uneducated or received 
little education at most. Effie, a woman of high education in comparison to other women 
in her community, was therefore an important link to the outside world for those who did 
not have the ability to read and write, two components that were necessary in furthering 
oneself in society. Effie saw the importance of education in all people and says that while 
in Locke: 

They always congregate [at my home] and then I read the newspaper. 
Always tell them the news. I guess [it is because I'm the only one that that 
speaks [both] Chinese [ and English ].36 

It was through these informal gatherings that Chinese American women in Locke also 
met their socialization needs. The main activities of women revolved around the domestic 
sphere which occupied the majority of their time, thus their only opportunity to interact 
with other women was through these gatherings. 

Along with attending to responsibilities in the domestic sphere, Effie worked at the 
local cannery and was eventually promoted to the position offorelady. In her position, she 
had the power to decide who would be able to stay for the summer and who would be 
turned away.37 Having such responsibilities were not common to women of that time, 
because they were primarily concerned with affairs at home and men generally did not 
allow them to exercise any such authority. 

Locke, in the 1930s, suffered from the backlash of the Great Depression as all areas, 
rural and urban, alike. Canneries were closed, crops were not good, jobs were not 
forthcoming, wages were depressed, which meant the overall decline in the standard of 
living.38 Despite the few upturns in the national and local economies, the gradual decline 
worsened. 

Other reasons for the declining economy were due to the movement of people, and the 
loss of capital. The young realized that their only opportunity to participate in mainstream 
American society would be gained through higher education that was available in the 
larger urban cities. Thus, they left the small town environment for urban areas to seek 
personal advancement. Others, however, did not move in to replace those that had moved 
out and those that passed on. The community found itself shrinking more than expanding. 

As Locke began to decline, Effie moved down to Los Angeles to manage Wong Duk, 
her husband's cousin's restaurant, because he was drafted into the war. Effie arrived in 
Los Angeles at a time of immense change. In the international arena, World War II went 
into full swing as the allied powers formed a united front to defeat the axis powers. In the 
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local arena, the Chinese American community of Los Angeles had been displaced from 
their original site, just east of the Old Plaza area, otherwise known as Old Chinatown, due 
to the construction of Union Station. Inhabitants of Old Chinatown received little warning 
of their relocation, much of which could be attributed to the fact that most of its residents 
were not literate in the English language, and thus could not read the notices of their 
eviction. 

Relocation of the Old Chinatown residents caused numerous problems for the Chinese 
American community with the primary reason being that many had no place to go, and 
nowhere to turn. For those that were involved in the produce business, many moved into 
the Ninth and San Pedro Street area where Chinese were more openly accepted because 
the produce industry was dominated by minorities. Others that were financially able, 
which were not many, moved into various Los Angeles suburbs. But even there, issues of 
segregation and discrimination hindered the relocation process. Many communities boldly 
expressed their discontent with the Chinese moving into their neighborhoods that had long 
been exclusively white. Chinese Americans gradually became more accepted by main
stream society, but remained, at best, second-class citizens. 

These widescale changes that the Chinese American community underwent, however, 
did not affect Effie's experiences in Los Angeles. Effie agreed to manage Wong Duk, 
because he was drafted into service during World War II and would have to be closed 
down if someone to manage the restaurant could not be found. In 1942, Effie came down 
with her children to Los Angeles and it was then that she would begin a new chapter in her 
life. 

As the general population of Chinese in Los Angeles increased during the twentieth 
century, so did the population of Chinese women. By the 1950s, almost 40% of the 
Chinese population in Los Angeles was comprised of women39, most of which were either 
children of immigrant parents or married to United States citizens. 

Unaccompanied by her husband, Effie ventured into the unknown. Unlike most Chi
nese women of her time, Effie's sense of independence allowed her to transplant her life 
from one environment to another. Effie did not express any fear of coming down to Los 
Angeles, stating 'Tm very independent. That didn't bother me."40 

The only prior experience Effie had in running a restaurant was a small-scale venture in 
Locke, but it was nothing compared to her experiences in Los Angeles. It was with the 
help of her children that Effie was able to remain in the business for so long. Effie faced 
many difficulties that were not foreseen, as she comments, 

And then afterwards, it's 24 hours. I couldn't manage that much and then 
you could[n't] hire people [at] that time to do work, so then I shifted to 
only [one] shift. Then, it's not that hard to take care of. Fortunately, I was 
young then .... if there's workers that didn't show up, then I would stand 
in and do the work, too. In that time, business [was] hard too. You can't 
depend on them, can't depend on them.41 

As the children grew older and became more involved with school, they did not want to 
stay in the restaurant business. After listening to the pleas of her children, she finally 
decided to close down the establishment and recounts, 

39. Ibid., 20. 
40. Effie Jung Lai, August 2, 1996, 79. 
41. Ibid., July 11, 1996, 23. 

23 



Restaurant work is terrible. No time to go out and you have to work late. 
Holidays, [you had to] work, too. Sundays you had to work. I go to 
church, [but] I don't even have a chance to go to church [with work 
consuming all my time]. So then [after] a while, I gave it up. I gave it up.42 

Chinese American women of Effie's time, however, often did not step out of the 
domestic sphere and pursue a business such as hers. These women did not express as great 
a sense of independence as Effie did in separating herself from her husband, but it was out 
of necessity that she broke the bind of tradition. 

The Role and Impact of Religion 
Western influences changed the ways of traditional conventions where the interface 

between East and West evoked questions of racial and gender identity. The lives of early 
Chinese American were lived in seclusion that were guided by Confucian ideals of 
women's roles of being confined to the domestic sphere. Thus, American missionaries 
became an important link for Chinese American women in understanding and acculturat
ing to American society. 43 

Religion offered an opportunity for Chinese American women to move toward accul
turation into American society and participate in the mainstream. Three primary reasons 
for the involvement of Chinese American women in this arena were: 1) providing women 
the means to enter into the public sphere, 2) giving opportunities to interact with women of 
like mind, and 3) offering the means to develop leadership skills.44 These components 
were important to Chinese American women, because these characteristics would allow 
for them to become acculturated into American society. 

Efforts to "Americanize" were directed more strongly at second-generation daughters 
than their immigrant mothers.45 This was one of the reasons that Effie's parents saw the 
importance of involving their children church activities. Raised in a Christian family, 
educated by missionaries, and socialized into an environment that was supportive of 
Christian faith, Effie was influenced by Christianity at an early age. 

Effie was part of a larger Christian cause that was aimed to "rescue" Chinese women 
who were abused and mistreated. Assisting Donaldina Cameron, superintendent of the 
Presbyterian Girls Home, in her efforts to save these women, Effie served as an insider to 
the Chinese American community that enabled Cameron to perform these duties. Effie 
recalls one particular instance where her assistance helped to "rescue" one young girl: 

As a child, I went Locke quite often to visit relatives. Around the age of 7 
or 8, Ms. Cameron sent me to Ying [identify], one of the girls that was 
allegedly being mistreated. Eventually the girl was "rescued", taken to 
the Mission Home and married. 46 

Effie was able to interact with those in the mainstream because of her adoption of 
American ways, much of which was inspired by Victorian ideals that were emphasized in 
the church environment. Her involvement in these "rescue" missions furthered her accep-
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tance by American society, because they were regarded as part of a larger cause of 
salvation. 

Victorian virtues played a major role in the acculturation process of Chinese American 
women to American ways. Christian institutions were the first to address the issue of 
education for Chinese women. By emphasizing female identity, independence, education 
and spiritual equality, it was the intention of these religious institutions to not only 
facilitate their adaptation, but furthermore to encourage Chinese American women to 
participate in the public sphere.47 

CONCLUSION 
Thousands of miles away, there were those that dreamed of gam saan - Gold Moun

tain. In a country that lay impoverished from internal strife, economic hardship, and 
lacking in the basic necessities for survival, the land of wealth and riches was inviting to 
those that saw no future in their homeland, no opportunity for change. Many saw the 
journey as a risk - a venture into the unknown that did not guarantee the return of a 
sojourner, despite their dreams of returning to their homeland after reaping the wealth of a 
rich man. But these were dreams of men, dreams not to be pondered by women. China, 
then, as it is now, a patriarchal society that boasts a separation of spheres, where men and 
women engage in separate roles and attend to different responsibilities. Men belonged to 
the public sphere and women, the domestic sphere, where challenging convention and 
tradition meant subjecting oneself and their families to the ridicule that would follow if 
they strayed from Confucian idealism - the mainstay of Chinese society. 

Effie Lai was born in a time of immense change - a time when social, economic, 
political, and intellectual change took center stage at home and abroad. As a native-born, 
Effie was raised in a unique environment such that she was immersed in the cultures of 
two different countries. As a second-generation Chinese American, Effie enjoyed the 
positive aspects, and negative as well, that both cultures had to offer. Chinese culture was 
rich in history and tradition where for thousands of years, many had regarded the ways of 
.the East as predominantly Chinese. The American culture, on the other hand, was still 
being conducted as an experiment in social, political, and religious tolerance, modeled 
after, yet departing, from Victorian ideals. Nowhere else was the converging of two 
different worlds fused into one as apparent. 

Growing up in San Francisco, Effie was heavily influenced by the Christian faith -
first, by her parents and second, through socialization with others outside the home. As a 
Christian converted in China through the works of missionaries, George Jung brought 
over with him his deep religious faith. Married by Christian missionaries in China to See 
On, the Jungs immigrated to the United States with the hope of starting a new life in the 
land of plenty. 

As the first child in a family of ten children, Effie understood the meaning of responsi
bility at an early age. Attending a parochial school in San Francisco's Chinatown, Effie 
became involved with her studies and grew strong in her Christian faith concurrently. 
Effie was an outgoing child who was not afraid of things that would have intimidated or 
frightened other children. Taught to be quiet and obedient, girls were not encourage to 
participate in social arenas. Effie, however, was different. Serving as the translator 
between teacher and students, Effie displayed her willingness to challenge traditional 

47. Yung, Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco, 52. 
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ideas of feminine roles and many, in fact, admired her for her courage. 
Because of the hostile environment outside of Chinatown, most Chinese did not 

venture outside the boundaries of the community that consisted of only a few blocks. 
Parents shared this sentiment as they warned their children of the outlying dangers that 
would arise if they disobeyed their warnings. Such circumstances left little in the way of 
activities children could be involved with. One outlet that was very popular among 
Chinese American children was through religious institutions. Socialization was facili
tated through the many organizations whose purpose was to educate youngsters and 
furthermore to draw them into their faith. One such example are the Chinese schools. The 
Chinese schools were important to the Chinese American community, because it served as 
a place for youth to learn the Chinese culture in addition to the home. These schools, 
however, were only open to those who attended parochial schools. Thus, many children 
attended these schools in order to be allowed into these Chinese schools. 

The only other interactions Chinese American children had with other peers was 
through church activities. Religious institutions would plan outings, such as Sunday 
picnics, to give community children the opportunity to engage in activities slightly 
different from their daily routines. Often Effie would take her younger siblings along, as 
they were usually confined to the area within sight of home, and they were glad to follow. 

As the first-born child, Effie had immense responsibilities. In a family of ten children, 
Effie served as a second mother to her siblings. Effie not only made sure they were taken 
care of, but she was also a role model to them. To Effie, it was this sense of responsibility 
gained from her independent nature that allowed her to mentor younger siblings, and it 
was also this sense of independence that gave her the strength to persevere in hard times. 

At the age of seventeen, Effie married a man many years her senior, Lai Foong. This 
marriage, like many of her time, was a common phenomenon with older men marrying 
women much younger than they. Effie, however, did not find the age difference as a 
problem, because of her level of maturity. Effie attributes her capability with Lai Foong to 
the independence he had gained early on in life. With her marriage to Lai Foong, Effie 
moved into the community of Locke, a farming town along the Sacramento River. Locke, 
in the 1920s, was a thriving community that rode on the good spirits of the Roaring '20s. It 
was in this era that Prohibition was enacted and the search for a good time, usually 
characterized by drinking, trickled down to smaller areas where such laws were not as 
strictly enforced. Outsiders quickly heard of Locke and its value in entertainment with its 
saloons, restaurants, gambling halls, and prostitution houses; traffic increased immensely 
into the town. 

Prosperity, however, was not only confined to the various entertainment arenas in 
town. The heavy agricultural output by ranches and farms in the area boosted the small 
town economy. Effie was particularly knowledgeable of this heightened economic activ
ity, because of her involvement in the agricultural sector. As fore lady of the local fruit and 
vegetable grader division, Effie was responsible for deciding which of the girls that sought 
employment would return for the next season's harvest. Many girls who had worked at the 
sorting plant returned each year during their summer breaks and others who were new to 
this trade also wanted to be involved. 

Effie was fortunate in that her children were as responsible and mature as she was while 
growing up. Because both Lai Foong and Effie worked outside of the home, the children 
were responsible for themselves until their parents were done with work for the day. Lai 
Foong was a man unlike many of his day. After both Effie and Lai Foong returned from 
work, Effie would tend to the domestic chores and her husband spent time with the 
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children. Many children of that time did not share a close relationship with their 
parents, especially the father, because he was out of the home for so many hours out of the 
day. In this respect, both husband and wife's lives were made easier, because they took 
equal responsibility in the home. 

Education for children was equally as important in Effie's day as it was for her 
children. As her parents instilled in her the value and importance of education in advanc
ing oneself in life, Effie took this philosophy and passed it onto her children. Realizing the 
influence she was able to exert, Effie took every opportunity to encourage excellence in 
school that would one day impact their lives with a positive effect. 

World War II changed Effie's life before she came to realize it. A few years into the 
war, Wong Duk asked a favor of Effie. Wong Duk had acquired a restaurant in Los 
Angeles just a few months prior. With the United States' involvement in the war, however, 
also came a draft for Wong Duk in the armed forces. It was Effie's deep sense of familial 
duty that she agreed to the request. Soon after Effie's reply, she and her children made the 
journey to Los Angeles. Unaccompanied by her husband, Effie did not express any 
feelings of anxiety of venturing to a place that was not familiar. Once again, Effie's great 
sense of independence compelled her to undergo a different life experience. 

Not having much in the way of experience in the restaurant business, Effie had taken on 
an enormous responsibility. During the war years, many customers frequented the eatery 
which generated excellent revenues. With the help of her children and a few hired help, 
Effie was able to run a successful establishment. As the war came to an end, business 
began to decline, much of it due to the lessening of servicemen that once before frequented 
the diner often, to the point where the restaurant was eventually forced to close. This 
closure, however, did not put a damper on Effie's spirits. Soon after, Effie opened three 
other restaurants - De Luxe, the Royal Steak House, and the Royal Canton in the hopes 
that they would generate as much business as Wong Duk. Unfortunately, the restaurant 
business proved too difficult to continue with and all three restaurants closed its doors. 

Effie's energy continued to flow. As a translator for the California Department of 
Social Service, she assisted many who were not able to communicate in English to receive 
the services that these people desperately needed. Effie also tried her hand at beauty work, 
but later realized that she was not too interested in this line of work as a profession. She 
later retired in her 70s and now serves as the landlady for the apartment complex built by 
her children, located on the outskirts of Los Angeles Chinatown. 

In reflecting on Effie's life, Effie was guided by an inner strength and determination 
that was instilled in her as a child. There were no greater influences than her parents and 
her faith. The changes that occurred in Effie's life were, in many ways, similar to the 
traditional Confucian teachings her parents grew up with and still continued to be 
practiced in Effie's generation. Despite the cultural conventions, however, Effie chal
lenged what was established, forging new paths for Chinese American women of the next 
generation to follow and make further advancements. It is through the efforts of pioneer
ing women, like Effie Lai, that have changed the face of Chinese America forever. 

About the author 
Michelle Chung is a senior from University of California at Irvine and is majoring in 

Sociology and taking double minors in History and Asian American Studies. Michelle has 
been active in many campus organizations in coordinating workshops, conferences, and 
programs relating to Asian American issues. In the Summer of 1996, she was chosen as 
one of the Getty Summer Interns for the Friends of the Museum of Chinese American 
History and subsequently served on its Board. 

27 



CHINESE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA 
Founded Los Angeles, California, November 1, 1975 

Incorporated under the laws of the State of California, December 23, 1976 
Office: 969 No. Broadway, Los Angeles 90012 

Telephone: (213) 621-3171 

The Purpose of the Chinese History Society of Southern California is: 
1) to bring together people with a mutual interest in the important history and 

historical role of Chinese and Chinese Americans in Southern California; 
2) to pursue, preserve, and communicate knowledge of this history; and 
3) to promote the heritage of the Chinese and Chinese American community in 

support of a better appreciation of our rich, multicultural society. 

General meetings are held monthly-except July and August, the first Wednesday, 
7:30 p.m., Castelar Elementary School, Multipurpose Room, 840 Yale Street in Los 
Angeles Chinatown. Parking on school playground. 

OFFICERS for 1996-1997 
President: Jeffrey D. Tung 
1st Vice-President: Sue Yee 
Vice-Pres. Programs: Susan G. Dickson 
Secretary: Henrietta Yuan 

Treasurer: Munson Kwok 
Financial Sec'y: Franklin Mah 
Membership Sec'y: Cy Wong 

Irvin Lai, Chairman 
Randall Bloch 
Eugene Cooper 
Elmo Gambarana 
Winifred L. Lew 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
Ruth Lung 
Eugene Wong Moy 
Ben Nakayama 
Ella Y. Quan 
Susan Woo Yamasaki 

Annual membership dues are currently $25.00 for active members; $10.00 for spouse 
or member of the same household, senior citizens and students; $50.00 for institutions; 
$300.00 for individual Life membership; $100.00 for Corporate membership; and 
$1,000.00 for Life Patron. For further information, please write Membership Secretary, 
P.O. Box 862647, Los Angeles, CA. 90086-2647. Tele: (213) 621-3171. 

Gum SaanJournal, published since 1977, is issued twice a year, in June and December. 
It is currently available by subscription only at $5.00 a year. 

Editors: Ella Y. Quan and Pauline R. Wong 

Additional copies of Gum Saan Journal and books published by the Society are 
available for purchase. Please write Publications Committee, CHSSC, P.O. Box 862647, 
Los Angeles, CA 90086-2647 for listing and cost. 

28 


	gsj-1996-06
	gsj-1996-12

