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Revisiting East Adams

Geography

By Jenny Cho

I

I

Chinese Americans began migrating to East Adams for numerous
reasons. During the 1930s and 1940s, more than three thousand Chinese
Americans resided in five areas of Los Angeles: Old Chinatown, the City
Market at Ninth Street, China City, New Chinatown, and the Adams
and San Pedro neighborhood. In 1933, the building of Union Station
in Old Chinatown displaced many Chinese, who relocated to other
Chinese communities.
The City Market at Ninth Street provided economic opportunities for
numerous Chinese immigrants, who were able to support large families
by working in the grocery and produce businesses. Yet alien land laws
and restrictive covenants prevented the Chinese from owning property or
purchasing housing in Los Angeles. Those who desired better housing for
their families were able to work around the land restrictions and began moving
to Adams. Adams was viewed as a quieter, more suburban neighborhood than
the relatively urban areas of Old Chinatown and Ninth Street.

> C.F.O.gas station at Adams Boulevardand San Pedro Street.

Introduction
In the 1920s, a vibrant Chinese American community began to develop
near the intersection of East Adams and San Pedro Streets, south of
downtown Los Angeles. With the establishment of the Chinese Presbyterian
Church, two Chinese schools, the C.F.0. gas station, and the Kwong Hing
Lung grocery store, Chinese American residents settled into a suburban
community quite distinct from the one found in Old Chinatown. Chinese
Americans were drawn to the neighborhood by affordable, single-family
homes and the area's proximity to both the City Market at Ninth Street and
the wholesale produce market on Seventh Street. In the greater East Adams
area, Chinese Americans lived side by side with African American, Armenian,
Japanese American, Latino, and Jewish neighbors. The residents who
called East Adams home lived in a diverse, close-knit community.
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The greater Adams area is roughly bordered by Washington and Jefferson
Boulevards to the north and south, Central Avenue to the east, and Main Street
to the west. The neighborhood is currently accessible from the Adams exit
on the 110 Harbor Freeway, and either the Maple Avenue or San Pedro Street
exits on the Interstate 10 Freeway. Early on, Adams residents commuted to
work and school by means of public streetcars on San Pedro Street and
Washington Boulevard, private vehicles, and walking. The San Pedro
streetcar is no longer there, but the Washington Boulevard streetcar
remains in operation.
The intersection of East Adams Boulevard and South San Pedro Street
was the main area of social and commercial activity for the Chinese residents
living in the Adams neighborhood. This intersection was anchored by
Chinese community organizations and businesses that formed the heart of the
neighborhood. In 1939, the Chinese Presbyterian Church moved to 631 East
Adams Boulevard and remained there until 1967. The church administered
the Pui Chi Chinese School (also called the Presbyterian School of Chinese)
Gum Saan Journal 2005
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in two single houses located at 803 and 805 East Adams Boulevard. On the
same block as the church, five Chinese men established the C.F.O. Service
Station in 1941. C.F.O. and the neighboring tackle shop, run by Al Chang,
were popular hubs for young Chinese men. In 1950, Chang Wing Wong
opened Kwong Hing Lung Chinese grocery store on the southeast comer
of Adams and San Pedro. These institutions became the magnet points for
Chinese Americans in the Adams neighborhood.
Former residents of Adams fondly recall memories of a friendly
community where children played outside and neighbors looked out for
one another. When Chinese Americans began settling in Adams, they
joined a peaceful, multiethnic neighborhood that was free of violence or
harassment. Even during the Watts Riot, businesses such as the C.F.O.
Service Station were untouched by vandals because of their good standing
in the community. Although the Chinese have long since dispersed from
Adams, many former residents remain friends to this day.
A survey of the primary Chinese businesses and organizations in
Adams reveals the ways in which Chinese Americans built and sustained
the community.

Chinese Presbyterian Church
One of the most important community organizations in Adams was the
Chinese Presbyterian Church. The church was founded in 1876 by Rev.
Ira M. Condit and moved several times before settling at 631 East Adams
Boulevard in 1939. With three floors of space, the building was initially
considered too large for its young congregation. But with the growing
popularity of its social programs, the Chinese school, and a new bilingual
service, membership quickly expanded. The church played a large role in
the lives of many Adams residents, who participated in weekly services,
Sunday school, Bible study, sports programs, social events, fundraisers,
summer conferences, holiday celebrations, and more.

important developments in the church's history. Rev. Kwan oversaw the
move of the church from Los Angeles Street to Adams Boulevard. Rev.
Lee was a dynamic leader, Chinese school teacher, and skilled musician
who promoted social and music programs for youths and adults. He even
led the youth choir to Hollywood for a brief perfom1ance in the Spencer
Tracy film, Thirty Seconds to Tokyo. Rev. Lau served the longest term and
ushered the church's move in 1967 from Adams to Lincoln Heights, where
it was rechristened True Light Chinese Presbyterian Church. He retired
from the ministry in 1970.
The church was instrumental in creating a community spirit in Adams.
It nurtured enduring relationships between friends and future spouses, and
even influenced the careers of its members who pursued missionary work
and entered the ministry. Rev. David Woo describes it as "the community
social center, the community sports center." Since the congregation was
Chinese, immigrant parents who were not Christian allowed their children
to participate in church activities. Thus, Adams residents recall attending
church from an early age and continuing with it throughout high school and
after college.
Woo credits the church with keeping the Adams Chinese community
together. "If that church were not there, probably that community would
not have survived there. I think that was the main draw for the people to
move in there because of the church and the language school." Woo is an
example of an Adams resident whose life was profoundly influenced by
the church. "It had a major impact on my life. I probably might not have
become a Christian, probably might not have gone into the ministry."
Many former Adams residents attend the church in its current
incarnation, the Alhambra True Light Presbyterian Church. The building at
631 East Adams is still an operational church and serves the present Adams
community as Iglesia Cristiana.

C.F.O. Service Station

~:__

The pastor resided on Stanford Street in a house purchased by the church,
around the comer from the Chinese school. Rev. Yu Naam Kwan served
the church from 1937 to 1942, followed by Rev. Philip Yung Lee beginning
in 1943, and Rev. Albert Lau from 1950. Each pastor was involved in

II]
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The C.F.O. Service Station was located to the right of the church, at the
northwest comer of Adams Boulevard and San Pedro Street. The company
was named after its founding members: Chin, Fong, and Ong. Until
Gum Saan Journal 2005
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his passing on August 10, 2004, Abraham Ben Foon Chin was the sole
survivor of the original C.F.O. team, which included his brothers Howard
and George Chin, Wesley Fong, and Henry Ong.
The group initially rented a gas station at Adams and Griffith until the
property at Adams and San Pedro became available for purchase. C.F.O.
officially opened its doors at Adams and San Pedro in 1941 and enjoyed the
loyal patronage of the community until its closing in 1986. At the time of
its opening, the company was one of a handful of Chinese-owned service
stations in Los Angeles.
C.F.O. was not just a place of business; it was also a center of social
activity. The owners fostered ties with the community, especially among
second-generation Chinese American youth who shared an enthusiasm for
cars. At any given point in the 1940s and 1950s, there would be a waiting list
of young Chinese men who wanted to work at C.F.O. Abe Chin remembers
"hopping up" cars at the station, which meant making improvements on a
car to help it run faster. Many of his friends participated in late-night drag
races along empty stretches of road in Culver City.

Kwong Hing Lung continued to be run by Wong's children until its
closing in 1991. The space is now occupied by a discount clothing store.

Pui Chi Chinese School
The Chinese Presbyterian Church acquired the property for the Pui Chi
Chinese School in 1934. Pui Chi was one of two Chinese schools in the
Adams area; the second school was located at Stanford and 23rd Street.
Pui Chi, also called the Presbyterian School of Chinese, provided lessons
in Cantonese to several generations of students. Most Chinese children in
Adams attended the school Monday through Saturday, three hours per day,
in addition to their primary education. Classes were taught by the pastor of
the church and other members of the community. Parents paid a monthly
tuition of $3 to $4.

The service station was tom down in the late 1980s to make room for a
shopping center.

Kwong Hing Lung
Like C.F.O. and the church, Kwong Hing Lung was another focal point
for the community. The business was located catty-comer to C.F.O. and
provided Chinese groceries to Adams residents and restaurants in the Los
Angeles area.

~-

Chang Wing Wong, who moved his family from the City Market area
to Adams, opened the store in 1950. Wong had immigrated to the U.S. from
Ganbian, China, and quickly became well known for helping other Chinese
immigrants with rranslation services, networking with other Chinese, and
providing loans. The respect accorded to Wong by his fellow villagers
and other Adams residents was evident at his funeral in 1953. The funeral
procession circled around Kwong Hing Lung on Adams and San Pedro,
and featured a band mounted on the back of a truck that played traditional
Chinese mourning music.
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> Students of Pui Chi ChineseSchool in front of the Chinese PresbyterianChurch in
1947. Photo courtesy of Jennie Quon.

But did the children really learn Chinese? When asked about his
experiences, former student Calvin Hai said, "I don't think most ofus who
went to Chinese school learned a whole lot, but we had a lot of fun!"
Gum Saan Journal 2005
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According to Charlie Quon, "If you didn't study and read, read, read,
you couldn't recite on Saturday. So we used to do a lot of under-the-table
type stuff." Quon and his sisters, Frances Tom and Irma Au, lived across
the street from the Chinese school and often welcomed students to play at
their house.
The church sold the property after moving to Lincoln Heights. Today, the
two houses at 803 and 805 East Adams Boulevard are private residences.

World War II
World War II affected the Adams neighborhood in numerous ways.
Chinese American families closely followed the developments of the war
because of their ties to China. The Chinese Presbyterian Church had a
plaque of names that listed members who were in training or overseas.
Adams residents either volunteered or were drafted for military service.
They were placed in both integrated and Chinese American units. Abe
Chin recalls the unique experience of being sent to the Tuskegee Air Base
because of his ethnic background. Chin's father was Chinese and his
mother was African American and Jewish. He describes his experiences at
Tuskegee as one of the best periods of his life: "The cream of the African
American youth was in Tuskegee. Those were glorious times. I just felt
my life so blessed because I was accepted in both worlds."
East Adams was also home to a small community of Japanese Americans
who lost their homes and businesses as a result of Executive Order 9066. On
February 19, 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered the immediate
evacuation of 120,000 persons of Japanese ancestry to internment camps.
"I had a real good buddy. He was Nisei and was shipped off to the camps,"
said Tommy Amer. "I felt outraged. You learned about the Constitution.
Why are they taking these people away because they are of Japanese
ancestry? They are Americans." As a result, many Chinese Americans such
as Roy Chan began wearing buttons that said "I am Chinese" to protect
themselves in public. "I resented wearing it," said Amer. "But it could
happen to us if it was the Chinese who bombed Pearl Harbor." Amer's
reaction underscores the sense of injustice and vulnerability felt by many
Adams residents who witnessed the events.

[2J Gum Saan Journal 2005

Conclusion
The establishment of these businesses and organizations helped anchor
the Chinese in a new suburban community that lasted for more than thirty
years. Those who grew up in Adams represented an early wave of secondgeneration Chinese American youth in Los Angeles. They negotiated a
bicultural identity through language, food, the observance of holidays and
festivals, and participation in Chinese social groups such as the Guardsmen
for boys or Mei Hwa for girls. Many children spoke Chinese, or at least
understood their parents' dialect at home and conversed in English with
their friends. They often attended parties at each other's homes or played
sports or games together.
The history of the Chinese community in East Adams reflects the
ever-changing demographics of Los Angeles. In the l 960s and I 970s, the
Chinese community of East Adams slowly resettled into other parts of the
region, particularly in areas such as Monterey Park, Alhambra, San Gabriel,
Crenshaw, and Montebello. They joined the wave of Asian immigrants who
arrived in Southern California after the 1965 Immigration Act.
With greater access to education and more lucrative jobs, the children
who came of age in Adams moved to neighborhoods with bigger houses
and larger Chinese communities. Other ethnic groups, most notably
African Americans and Latinos, eventually became the majority in Adams.
There were still a few Chinese left in the area up until the late 1990s, when
Frances Tom finally sold her family home across the street from the former
Chinese school.
Today, a new community has developed in East Adams, this one
composed mostly of immigrants from Mexico and Central America. While
the sights and smells of the neighborhood might be different than they were
seventy-five years ago, the vibrancy remains. Each successive generation
that lives here adds another layer to the complex story of East Adams.
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By Chris Lee

recognized it as "one of those things we don't talk about." Later, I realized
that it was because it was a story with a sad and abrupt ending. It was
someone they loved dearly, a brother who had a bright future, great hopes,
and great dreams ...and then his life ended tragically.

Prologue

The Medal/The Postcards

When I was maybe six or seven years old, my mother told me that I had
an uncle who had died in World War II. "He was the first Chinese officer in
the Merchant Marine," she told me. It was an intriguing statement. I could
tell that it held pride for her, both as a sister and as a Chinese person. From
then on, whenever I heard his name, it was almost always accompanied
by that statement: "He was the first Chinese officer in the Merchant
Marine."

My mother gave me Walter's Mariners' Medal when I was about fifteen.
It had been presented posthumously to "Goongsie," my grandfather. I was
quite impressed. It was a heavy, solid, real thing connected to Walter.
For decades I kept it, getting it out once in a while and looking at it. It's
solemness and solidity somehow made real Walter's life and his honor.

An Officer and a Chinaman:
A War Hero I Never Met

We lived in a California suburb in the 1950s. There were no Asians on
TV, in magazines, or in advertisements. Certainly there were no Chinese
cowboys, superheroes, or actors. I wanted to know more about this uncle. I
wanted him to be a role model, but there was surprisingly little my mother
could tell me.
Many years later, I began a serious search, but found out very little
about the man. While I heard of Uncle Walter many times, the lack of
tangible evidence of his life made it hard to believe that he really existed. I
posed questions to relatives, to possible acquaintances, and of course to my
mother. Little surfaced. I regretted never meeting him.
Once, while in the kitchen with my Uncle George and my mother
(Walter's brother and sister), I asked, "When was Walter's birthday?"
They looked at each other. Something passed between them, then they
both shook their heads and said they didn't know. "We didn't celebrate
birthdays. Well, not officially. Sometimes, if we came home and there was
chicken for dinner, it might mean it was someone's birthday."
It was hard for me to believe. I grew up in the opulent '50s and '60s.
How could birthdays go unrecognized? And there was a blankness from
both of them, a stonewalling of sorts. Intuitively, not consciously, I
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A few years ago, my mother sent me a little packet of old postcards
from Walter's World War II voyages. These substantiated the fact that he
once lived. I could see his actual handwriting and signature. There was
a postmark and a date, even some marks from U.S. censors. Here were
things he had touched and signed, placing him in history. Before seeing
these physical, tangible objects, Walter was as illusory to me as a story in
a history book or a picture in a newspaper. The medal and the postcards
gave me a few clues, but I still had no idea what the Merchant Marine was,
where to look for more information, or how to begin.

Hunting for History
A letter accompanying Walter's Mariner's Medal stated that his vessel
was the MS American Leader. I visited the library at the Coast Guard
Academy in Vallejo, California, and found out the following information:
The Merchant Ship American Leader was built in 1941 in San Francisco
(by Western Pipe and Steel in Richmond, California) and delivered to
the American Pioneer Line division of the United States Lines. It was
attacked and sunk by the German raider MICHEL on September 10,
1942. The ship was en route from Colombo, Ceylon, to Newport News,
Virginia, via Cape Town, South Africa. [Walter was the ship's pilot! He
was listed as a lieutenant.]
Gum Saan Journal 2005
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The American Leader had left Cape Town on September 7, 1942,
carrying a cargo of rubber, coconut oil, copra, liquid latex, opium, tobacco,
rugs, and other general goods. At the time of the attack, she was about
eight hundred miles west of the Cape of Good Hope. She had forty-nine
merchant crew and nine Naval Armed Guards aboard. Ten of the crew
were killed during the attack. The remainder were taken prisoner aboard
the raider.
The raider MICHEL appeared off the starboard bow of the American
Leader about 19:30 ship time and opened fire with her deck guns. The
shells smashed the #1 lifeboat and damaged a life raft. The radio equipment
was destroyed and kerosene drums on deck were hit and burst into flames.
While the crew was trying to launch the #2 lifeboat, shells struck the davits
(small cranes used to lift the lifeboat), putting that boat out of commission.
The ship was then struck by two torpedoes. She settled by the stern and
sank in about 25 minutes. The survivors clustered together on rafts and
were picked up by the raider about six hours after the ship had sunk.
Those accounts gave me a good picture of a tiny segment of life on a
Merchant Marine vessel during World War II. I felt my heartbeat increase
and my imagination race as I read the account of the attack on the ship.
Fire! Hot lead flying across the deck! A smashed brig, men scurrying to
launch lifeboats, another attack and the destruction of the lifeboat, a fast
sinking of the American Leader, and then men on rafts as the ship sank and
the German raider closed in. And six hours later they were picked up out
of the water? If they were hit at 19:30 ship's time, that meant it was after
midnight before they were rescued!

Lee, Z-15673, deceased. Some very interesting "Certificates of Discharge"
were included, records showing the length of a voyage, the ship, his rank at
the time, the place of shipment, and the place of discharge.
Prior to World War II, few of these records were filed. One effect of
World War II on the entire Merchant Marine was a centralized system
of tracking. Prior to World War II, the Merchant Marine was a loosely
organized system of transportation for military and private cargo. Often,
the crew consisted of sailors from around the world, with varying degrees
of competency, experience, knowledge, and qualifications. Some of the
crews wore uniforms; some did not. Some had officers; some did not.
The reputation of the entire branch was not very high, although they were
known for reliability with their cargo. All this changed during the years
leading up to World War II.
From the Department of Transportation, I received a wealth of
information: Certificates, 3rd Mate's License, and more! Actual documents
were sent! Proof of his existence! Even a picture of him from one of his
license applications!
Finally, my sister gave me a photo album that belonged to Walter's
brother, our Uncle George. Within those photos were a few, scant pictures
of Walter.
From all this I sewed together the following story.

An Officer and a Chinaman

The Mariners Medal was established on May 10, 1943, for any seaman
who, while serving on a ship of the Merchant Service, is wounded,
undergoes physical injury, or suffers through dangerous exposure as a
result ofan act of the enemy of the United States.

Walter Hay Lee was born on August 23, 1913. He was the third child
of the family. Marian and George were the elders, and my mother, Edna,
was the baby. The family lived at 802 North Alameda Street, Los Angeles,
California, in Old Chinatown. Anna Mueller, a local German midwife, most
likely delivered Walter. She delivered most of the babies in Chinatown,
including my mother.

I wrote for and received Walter's service record from a Marine
personnel documentation specialist. My uncle was listed as Mr. Walter H.

Those who knew Walter recall a boy with a cheerful, active, and vigorous
personality. He was friendly, easy to talk to, and outgoing. Around 1919,

Also from the same library, I found out about the Mariner's Medal:

[DJGum Saan Journal 2005

Gum Saan Journal 2005

IT3:J

....

Goongsie took George, Walter, and Edna to China. They went to the village
of Marian's fiancee to meet the family of the prospective groom. According
to the stories, Walter was the outgoing son. He'd walk up to people, greet
them, visit, and talk. His brother and sister, George and Edna, hung back
and weren't as forthcoming.

feet tall, which was quite tall for Chinese people of that time and place.
Notes and pictures from George's scrapbook state that the average height
of "the Squad" of basketball players was five feet, eleven inches! They
called themselves L.O.W.A.: League of Western Athletes.

Both Walter and George played musical instruments through their high
school years. George played the trombone and Walter played either the
tuba or the baritone. Edna remembers seeing the instrument. The picture
below shows Walter with such a horn.

> L.O.W.A. Squad;

Walt is the third one from the left.

While Marian went to Lincoln High School and George and Edna went
to Jefferson High School, Walter went to Polytechnic High. He majored
in Engineering at Polytechnic, and joined the Merchant Marine in 1933
shortly before graduating. He became a dispatch clerk in San Pedro and
studied navigation while attending a San Francisco Naval School.

> N.S.G.S. (Native Sons of the Golden

State); Walt is the tallest one in the back row,

Uncle George said that they kept their instruments in a shed/garage
in..the alley behind their house. One day, when they went out there,
they found that someone had broken into it. Among other things, their
instruments had been stolen.

My mother believes that Goongsie got Walter into the Merchant
Marine through connections. Goongsie was the ticket agent for the Dollar
Steamship Line and knew about the Merchant Marine, the academies, and
who to see. He helped Walter get on board ships, get some training, and
eventually go to the Naval School, where he received officers' training.
Training for officers before the war was about a one-year program.

The brothers were also active in baseball, basketball, and tennis. They
played on the local basketball team together and both of them were six

Walter obtained his Record of Certificate of Efficiency to Lifeboat Man
from the Port of Los Angeles, Base 17, U.S. Coast Guard, on March 7,

fifth from the left.
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1934, roughly six months into his training. His Certificate of Service to
Able Seaman certifies that on the fourteenth day of September 1934, Walter
H. Lee was twenty-one years of age. He was rated as an Able Seaman for
service on the "high seas and any inland waters" and "was rated able seaman
upon examination as to his knowledge of the duties of seamanship." Again,
this came from the Port of Los Angeles. This would have been roughly one
year into his training, and perhaps be the "365 days" at sea described by
veteran Merchant Mariners as the requirement of an ABS.
Walter's Third Mate papers were issued on April 6, 1937, so it appears
that the young seaman spent a year at sea and in classes before getting his
ABS. He then spent another two and a half years learning mathematics,
ship construction, admiralty law, stability, stowage, ship handling, and
everything else the Coast Guard would throw at him before he took his
exams for Junior Third Officer.
But what was Walter like in these days? Edna recalls that when Walter
came home on leave, he would use a car to pick up his date and to go out
with his friends. He and George shared a car, but George was always more
"relaxed" about upkeep. Edna remembers Walter muttering and fuming,
"That George! All he does is drive the car. He never washes it or cleans
it. He just doesn't take care of things!" And Walter would get a bucket of
water and go out and wash the car with spit, polish, and vigor. Whether it
was life at sea or just the difference in the brothers' personalities is hard to
say. Probably both.
Maryan Gong, Walter's niece, lived for a short while with her family
in the Lee home in Los Angeles. While a young girl of five or six, she
recalls Walter coming home and carrying her on his shoulders, being big
and strong and vigorous. She thought he was a lot of fun.
Edna also recalls that Walter had to be pretty tough and ready. She said
that once in a while, a sailor would get rebellious and refuse to do duty or
follow a command. And Walter sometimes had to knock the man down,
just to keep order.
A 1937 document from the Port of Los Angeles lists Walter as six feet
tall with brown eyes, black hair, and a "medium" complexion(!). While
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this is the only reference to race, research reveals that the pre-World War
II Merchant Marine was composed of an international body of sailors
from all walks of life. On any given ship, there would be Scandinavians,
Germans, Americans, Greeks, and others. Into this mix walked Walter, the
first Chinese officer, though there were probably other Asian seamen.

Voyages
Walter must have made training voyages and voyages as a navigator
and seaman. No discharge papers for those voyages have been found.
Between his graduation from Polytechnic in 1933 and his first documented
voyage in 1940, Walter must have made at least six to ten voyages, maybe
as many as twice those numbers.
Below is a list of the voyages he is known to have made as an officer.
• Sea Witch,
July 30, 1940, out of Tampa, Florida
• Sea Witch,
August 20, 1940, out of New York
• Sea Witch,
January 10, 1941, out of New York
• Sea Witch,
April 19, 1941, out of New York
• MS American Leader,
June 17, 1941, out of San Francisco
• MS American Leader,
October 18, 1941, out of New York
• MS American Leader,
April 13, 1942, out of New York

Jr. 3'd Officer
Jr. 3rd Officer
3rd Officer
3rd Officer
3rd Officer
2nd Officer
2nd Officer

Walter's ship was in Manila when Pearl Harbor was attacked on
December 7, 1941. The dates correspond to the second cruise with the
American Leader. Walter told my mother that there were special procedures
to follow if the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor while they were in Manila:
the captain of the ship was to open the safe and follow the orders placed
Gum Saan Journal 2005
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there in a sealed envelope. Walter said that the captain opened the safe and
found orders: the ship was silently to pull up anchor, drift away, and not
start up her engines until they were five miles out to sea. They escaped at
that time, but must have returned.
The Japanese attacked Manila on January 2, 1942, only twenty-seven
days later. Manila surrendered on February 24, 1942. By checking the dates
of the discharges, it appears that Walter was on the MS American Leader
at that time. It seems that they made it back to New York safely, only to go
out again in April on their last trip.
On his final voyage, Walter was one of the pilots. Mom said that he
was coming home to take the next level of exams, which would be for
First Officer. Those who became First Officers became captains of their
own ships. Walter had never failed his exams. He would have been the first
Asian ship's captain in the Merchant Marine.
It was never to happen.

laden, but heading for home. Tragically, she was struck by an enemy raider
and sunk on September 7, 1942, en route from Ceylon to Newport News,
Virginia. Telegrams were sent to Walter's father (erroneously referred to as
Mr. Leo Lee several times).
November 5, 1942:
The Navy Department deeply regrets to inform you that your son,
Walter H. Lee is missing following action in the performance of his
duty and in the service of his country. The Coast Guard appreciates
your great anxiety and will furnish you further information promptly
when received. To prevent possible aid to our enemies, please do not
divulge the name of his ship.
Vice Admiral R.R. Waesche, Commandant US Coast Guard
May 12, 1943:
The Provost Marshal General directs me to transmit to you the
following short wave radio message from Walter Hay Lee, Seaman,
which originated in Japan:

Walter's Last Voyage
From this point on, the story becomes one of telegrams, secrecy, and
mystery. Walter had risen in the world of the Merchant Marines from the
rank of Seaman to his latest commission as Pilot and Second Officer on a
brand new ship, the MS American Leader. He had piloted her around the
world to the Philippines and back to New York. He'd carried cargo from
India, Africa, and the South Pacific. The American Leader had been his
home for three voyages and close to two years.
The crew and ship had left Cape Town on September 7, 1942, and was
carrying a cargo of rubber, coconut oil, copra, liquid latex, opium, tobacco,
rugs, and other general goods. This was before the official entrance of the
United States into World War II. Merchant Marine vessels had not yet
formed cargo convoys with prott;cting military ships. The MS American
Leader had been out for five months and was traveling on her own, fully
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"I AM NOW PRISONER OF WAR IN JAVA. MOST OF THE CREW
ARE SAFE. GET IN TOUCH WITH U.S. LINES FOR INSURANCE
MONEY AND WAGES DUE TO ME. ALSO WRITE TO SEAMANS
SAVING BANK, WALL STREET, NEW YORK, FOR MY SAVINGS.
I AM FINE AND AM HOPING THAT THIS WAR WILL END SOON,
SO I'LL BE FREE AGAIN. WITH BEST REGARDS AND LOVE TO
MOTHER AND OTHERS."
The War Department is unable to verify this message.
You may communicate with Mr. Lee by following the inclosed [sic]
directions for sending ordinary mail. If further information from any
source is received by this office in regard to Walter Hay Lee, you will
be advised at once.
Sincerely yours, Howard F. Bresee, Colonel, C.M.P., Chief, Information
Bureau.
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Quite sadly, Walter's short-wave message bears evidence to the
isolation of the prisoners. Walter did not know that his mother had died
in August of 1942.
June 8, 1943
CONFIDENTIAL
Dear Mr. Lee:
With further reference to our telegram of 5 November, 1942 reporting
your son as missing, you are advised that we are now in receipt of an
official report from the Prisoner of War Information Bureau, through
the International Red Cross, that Walter Hay Lee is a prisoner of war of
Japan. He is interned in the Prisoner of War Camp, Java.

It is with deep regret that we must now inform you that a report has
been received by the Prisoner of War Information Bureau listing your
son as missing, following the sinking of a Japanese transport which
was transporting prisoners from the Java Camp to the Malay Camp on
18 September, 1944.
The Coast Guard appreciates your great anxiety in receiving this
information and you may be assured that if any further information
concerning your son is received, you will be promptly notified.
By direction of the Commandant,
Very truly yours, R.H. Farinholt, Lt. Cmdr., USCGN(T),
Merchant Marine Personnel, Records and Welfare Section.

Chief,

The enclosed directions will enable you to send your son any ordinary mail.
The United States Coast Guard wishes to express its appreciation of
your patient forbearance in the face of such deep anxiety.

Goongsie replied on September 21, 1945. In beautiful handwriting, he
bemoans the fact that the above letter informed him of Walter's MIA status
a year after the event! He asks how many prisoners were on board the ship
and how many were saved.

By direction of the Commandant.
Very truly yours, R.H. Faringholt, Lieutenant (T), USCGR, Chief,
Merchant Marine Personnel, Records and Welfare Section

September 27, 1945

June 21, 1943
Dear Mr. Lee:
The Provost Marshal General directs me to forward to you the inclosed [sic]
short wave radio message which was intercepted by government facilities.
The War Department is unable to verify this message and it is not to be
construed as an official notification. If additional information concerning
the above named person is received from any source, you will be advised.
Sincerely yours, Howard F. Bresee, Colonel, C.M.P., Chief, Information
Bureau
September 5, 1945
Dear Mr. Lee:
With reference to our letter of 5 June, 1945, advising you that your son,
Walter Hay lee, was reported interned in the Java prisoner of war camp.
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"The only information received concerning this casualty is a cable
from Tokyo received by the Prisoner of War Information Bureau on
1, September, 1945, and headed "TOKYO CABLES FOLLOWING
PERSONS MISSING DURlNGTRANSPORTFROMJAVACAMPTO
MALAY CAMP WHEN SHIP SUNK BY ENEMY SUBMARINE ON
SPETEMBER EIGHTEENTH 1944 OFF EAST COAST SUMATRA".
Below this heading there are listed eight names, one of which is your
son's name. No information concerning the number of prisoners on
board the transport, the number of casualties, or the number or names
of survivors is given. You were advised of the casualty as soon as the
cable was received by this office."
November 29, 1945
Mr. Erich Nielsen, Secretary
Maritime War Emergency Board
War Shipping Administration
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Department of Commerce Building
Washington 25, D.C.
The attached letter of 19 November, 1945, requesting that a certificate
of death in the case of Walter Hay Lee be mailed to the Group Death
Claim Division, Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 1 Madison
Avenue, New York, New York, is forwarded as a matter coming under
your jurisdiction.
The writer has not been informed of this reference.
By direction of the Commandant. R.H. Farinholt, Lt. Comdr., USCGR
(T), Chief, Merchant Marine Personnel, Records and Welfare Section
The final letter is from the War Shipping Administration, dated June
3, 1946. It presents Goongsie with the Mariner's Medal and a letter in
commemoration of the greatest service anyone can render to their country.

Mom told me that some time after Walter's death, a couple of his former
shipmates came to the house and told the family about Walter's death. They
said that when the MS American Leader was first sunk in September of
1942, Walt's leg was seriously hurt. They thought his knee was injured or his
leg broken. Several months on a German raider boat, followed by years in the
prison camp, did nothing to help it, and it did not heal properly. He always
had a limp thereafter. On Java, the crew was divided into two parties. One
party was sent to the jungles to build a railroad. The other party included the
injured, sick, or otherwise disabled. Walter was in the second group.
After years in the Java prison camp, more than 7,000 prisoners were
loaded onto an old, coal-burning Japanese transport ship, the JUNYO
MARU, and sent to Malay. Walter and his mates were among them. A British
submarine, the HMS Tradewind, torpedoed the ship. As the prisoners were
swimming to shore, Walter was trying to help someone else. The sailors
said that Walter was always helping someone. He was just that type of a
person. They waited for him, but he said, "I'm fine, you go on ahead. "
When they looked back, he was gone.
Mom said that in the years to follow, she received a couple of letters
from two young women, one in New York City and one in Indonesia. What
had happened to Walter? They missed him. It was hard for everyone to
believe that this strong, vigorous, outgoing man had perished at sea.

> Walter on the bridge

of the

MS American Leader.

> Walter
~

is on the bridge of the MS American Leader in New York Harbor, April 1942.
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Coda
It is entirely fitting that in the year that this was written (2000), a
memorial service was held at the site of the sinking of the JUNYO MAR U.
(See http://www.usmm.org/duffy.html for details.)

and experienced by more people, especially Chinese. I continue to seek
out his few surviving shipmates. They are scattered about the country, and
most are in their eighties or nineties. Of those who knew Walter as someone
other than a sailor, only a few remain.

In early June 2000, a small Dutch navy squadron, participating in joint
maneuvers in Indonesian waters, held a memorial service at the actual
latitude and longitude of the sinking for the sailors who perished. They
wrote to Captain George Duffy beforehand and asked if he wanted to
"commit something to the waters." Captain Duffy was a nineteen-yearold Junior 3rd Officer aboard the MS American Leader with Walter, who
was the 2nd Officer. He was interred in the Java camp with Walter and was
aboard the JUNYO MARU when it went down.
Captain Duffy dispatched the names of the eight Americans who had
perished in that disaster. The names were attached to a ribbon on a large
floral wreath cast into the Indian Ocean during the service on Sunday,
June 4, 2000.

> The ships

in the squadron with white-uniformed crew men staffing the rails.

Now, in the years following Walter's life, I can say that he set an
example. He made me proud, and I wish that he could have been known
~ Gum Saan Journal 2005
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The Early History of Chinese Americans
in the San Gabriel Valley
By Susie Ling
The Los Angeles Times printed in 1887, "The real strength of San
Gabriel lies in the magnificent ranches of Rose, Titus, Mayberry, Stoneman,
Shorb, Chapman, and Baldwin, which join each other and stretch along the
valley. These ranches range in extent from 1,000 to 1,200 acres each and
are in the highest state of cultivation." 1
Sunny Slope winemaker, Rosemead founder, and State Senator
Leonard Rose; horse breeder Luther Titus; E. L. Mayberry of El Molino
Viejo; Union General and Governor of California George Stoneman;
James deBarth Shorb, son-in-law of Mayor and State Senator Don Benito
Wilson; L.A. County District Attorney and Glendale developer, Alfred B.
Chapman; and Arcadia's infamous "Lucky" Baldwin are names that are
the very foundation of San Gabriel Valley history. These are well-known
pioneers of communities cuddled between Los Angeles City to its west and
the San Gabriel Mountains to its north.
Ah Sam, Ah Show, Ah Doy, Ah Sing, Ling Doung, Hin Lee, Ah Wang,
Ah Lu , and Ah Lim 2 -these are the names of Chinese Americans who
worked for Rose, Titus, Mayberry, and Stoneman. Baldwin hired some
sixty Asians at Baldwin Ranch; Rose hired more. There were other Chinese
Americans, along with Japanese lssei and Nisei, Pilipino manongs, and
even Asian Indians, who helped build the San Gabriel Valley. We should
weave their pioneering contributions into our appreciation of all our
founding fathers.
A review of West San Gabriel Valley regional history and the census
data hint about the lives of the Chinese pioneers one hundred years ago.
While each city is unique, there seem to be shared qualities in the cities
north of Huntington Drive (previously Falling Leaf Avenue) versus the
cities in the southern half of this valley east of Los Angeles City. But long
before Monterey Park became "Little Taipei," Chinese ancestors lived and
worked in the San Gabriel Valley.
~ Gum Saan Journal 2005

Rails and Boom of the 1870 and 1880s
On Admission Day, the village of Los Angeles had only two thousand
residents. 3 But developers lured Easterners with fantastic advertisements
of the West. The ingredient that truly made Southern California boom in
the 1870s and 1880s was the competition between the transcontinental
train lines.
Charles Crocker's Southern Pacific built rail lines from San Francisco
to Southern California. Southern Pacific came down Tehachapi to
Mojave, and was going to build east through Needles to connect with the
existing line at Yuma, Arizona. This southern Sunset Route would be a
second transcontinental railroad. Los Angeles lobbied strongly to be an
alternative terminus. 4
To include Los Angeles as a terminus would mean tunneling through
the San Fernando Mountains. 5 Completed in 1876, it took more than three
thousand Chinese workers to grade and build seventeen tunnels through the
Tehachapi Mountains. Another concurrent and equal effort was needed to
complete the 6,966-foot San Fernando Tunnel. 6 The Los Angeles Evening
Express wrote about locomotive No. 25's first ride in 1876 from Alameda/
Commercial Station to sink a Golden Spike at Lang Station:

Reaching at the end of track at noon, we were met with one of the
most picturesque sights imaginable. Before usformed in a line on either
side of the roadbed, was an army of about 3000 Chinamen standing at
parade rest with their long-handled shovels. 1
The Southern Pacific would later use Chinese rail workers to extend the
railroads eastward through the Southwestern deserts to reach Tucson, via
Yuma, in 1880.8 Between 1881 and 1883, "hundreds of Chinese laborers"
also built parts of the tracks from National City to San Bernardino through
Temecula Canyon. 9
Before 1900, Los Angeles had seventy-two separate, small railway
companies. 10 There were three lines that crossed the San Gabriel Valley:
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1) 1874 Southern Pacific - Southern line from L.A., Shorb (San Gabriel),
Savannah (Rosemead), El Monte, Puente, and Spadra to Colton, San
Bernardino County
2) 1885 Los Angeles and San Gabriel Valley Railroad- Northern line from
Pasadena and Arcadia to Duarte (bought by Santa Fe in 1887)
3) 1888 San Gabriel Valley Transit Railroad - Middle line from L.A.,
Alhambra, and Arcadia to Monrovia (bought by Southern Pacific in
I 893)
As Chinese have been documented to work on tracks in San Fernando, in
Arizona, and in San Diego, it seems logical that many of these experienced
laborers also built the lines through the San Gabriel Valley. But there is
no known evidence of this. (It should be noted that railroad corporations
were not overly concerned with recording the names and welfare of their
workers. Perhaps in this 1880s era of anti-Chinese sentiment, businessmen
wanted to avoid some of the political problems of using Asian laborers on
the Central Pacific. 11 )
Cheap Mexican labor was readily available as a substitute:

Mexican laborers recruited to Los Angeles by [Henry Huntington's}
Pacific Electric became the first group of immigrant residents whose
residential locations were directly related to interurban transportation.
At every major junction or end of the line, the company constructed
labor camps for track hands ... In Pasadena, Long Beach, and Santa
Monica, labor camps slowly grew in the postwar years. 12
The 1920 Alhambra census lists almost six hundred Mexicans-and
Chinese-at Pacific Electric Railroad's Ramona Camp.

no

With the completion of the rail lines, a serious price war began between
the Santa Fe and the Southern Pacific. Tourists and settlers took advantage
of the opportunity. "Cities and towns sprang into being over night"
throughout the San Gabriel Valley in the l 880s. 13
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Early Chinese Workers in the San Gabriel Valley
The 1860 and 1870 censuses do not show Asian American names in
the El Monte, Azusa, or San Jose (Pomona) census districts. Ten Chinese
laborers and laundrymen and two Chinese women resided in Los Angeles
in 1860. By contrast, the 1880 census listed many Chinese "laborers,"
"laundrymen," and "servants" living in the Pasadena, San Gabriel, and El
Monte census districts.
Even if the Chinese did not build the train tracks, they are documented to
have done a myriad of other construction work. They tended the flourishing
vineyards and orchards. They packed fruit to be shipped on rails to all
points east. They washed the clothes and cooked the dinners in the Wild
West. There was a larger population of Chicano (or "Mexican-Spanish")
workers, but "the gardeners and servants are Chinese, as they usually are in
this State and very good men they are-civil, obliging, and competent." 14
Indeed, one third of California's agricultural force was Chinese by 1880.15
The orchards of the San Gabriel Valley may have been a temporary
refuge for some Chinese in the 1880s. In 1871, a Los Angeles mob tortured
and killed eighteen Chinese in a race riot. 16 By the late 1870s, Kearneyism
climaxed in the San Francisco region. In his October 16, 1877, manifesto,
Dennis Kearney announced:

We have made no secret of our intentions. We make none. Before you
and the world, we declare that the Chinamen must leave our shores.
We declare that white men, and women, and boys, and girls, cannot live
as the people of the great republic should and compete with the single
Chinese coolies in the labor market. We declare that we cannot hope
to drive the Chinaman away by working cheaper than he does. None
but an enemy would expect it of us; none but an idiot could hope for
success; none but a degraded coward and slave would make the effort.
To an American, death is preferable to life on a par with the Chinese. 17
California Democrats and Republicans feared and hated Kearny's
California Workingmen's Party. Among those active in the Democratic
Party were Shorb and Wilson. Baldwin had his own agenda. The San
Gabriel Valley News editorial of April 11, 1878, wrote:
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Many people fear the agrarianism of Kearney and Company. It is a
sword that cuts two ways. Threats have been made that if Chinamen are
employed on the Santa Anita Ranch, the barley will be burned before
harvest, and this is done by men who have been discharged because
their wages were too high. At least Mr. Baldwin thought so, and no one
can force a capitalist to hire a man only by a mob, and this two edged
sword we do not want in this "happy valley."
Still, there was definitely anti-Asian sentiment in the Valley. Nearby
Pomona's 1886 Non-Partisan Anti-Chinese League advertised that Chinese
laundries were disease-breeding "stench vats." Pomona encouraged a
boycott against Chinese washhouses and banned such establishments in
their city by an 1891 ordinance.
There were other anti-Chinese vigilante teams in Redlands, Riverside,
and San Bemardino. 18 Pasadena had its own race riot against the Chinese
in I 885. Alhambra and Covina did well keeping Asians out of its
boundaries by the 1920s. El Monte established separate schools for "nonEnglish-speaking" children, and most of the Valley had race-based housing
covenants and swimming pool rules. A Pasadena packinghouse boasted a
large sign that read, "No Chinese Employed." 19

North of Huntington Drive: Pasadena and Altadena
The width of Huntington Drive cuts the San Gabriel Valley physically
and culturally. To its north are cities including Pasadena, Altadena,
South Pasadena, San Marino, Arcadia, and Monrovia. To its south are
communities from west to east including Alhambra, San Gabriel, El Monte,
and Covina.
In the northwestern section of the San Gabriel Valley, Pasadena
dominates in population, business enterprise, and cultural activities.
Benjamin D. Wilson and John Griffin had eagerly subdivided the land
to incoming investors. By 1876, forty families were established with ten
thousand orange trees and 150,000 grape vines. 20 By 1886, Pasadena was
incorporated, with 2,700 residents. 21 Pasadena bustled with fifty-three real
estate agencies and some four hundred tents housing temporary carpenters
and masons. 22 By 1900, Pasadena had a population of ten thousand, plus
grand hotels, Throop Polytechnic Institute (later renamed California
Institute of Technology), social clubs, an opera house, and "Millionaire's
Row" on Orange Grove Boulevard. 23
In the 1870s, Leonard Rose's initial 1,300-acre Sunny Slope (East
Pasadena) boasted thirty-five varieties of grapes and produced wines,
brandy, sherry, and port that were shipped to New York. Rose employed
a dozen Indians from Acurangna, but used Chinese laborers to expand his
operations. When Sunny Slope was sold in 1887 for over a million dollars,
the ranch employed more than a hundred Chinese, thirty Mexicans, and
twenty Whites. 24

,, ,I

~"·1~

1 i __
'.._ ~."" T1~'

~._~\\

~ii·~
\ -

..---...----•,~~~;!~--

t·

> PasadenaOrange Packing House. Photo courtesy of PasadenaMuseum of History.
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William Allen's Sphinx Ranch (East Altadena) hired Chinese ranch
hands, as did the Fair Oaks Ranch. 25 In 1880, Peter Gano used Chinese
laborers to plant his 150-acre vineyard between Marengo and Fair Oaks; the
Chinese camped under a giant eucalyptus tree on North Marengo and Las
Flores Drive. 26 The Woodbury brothers started a ranch and subdivisions
in "Alta-dena" (up from Pasa-dena). In 1885, the Woodburys had foreman
Tom Hoag "superintend the work of the ranch laborers and several Chinese,
and the avenue of little trees that is now Santa Rosa Avenue was set out. "27
This became the famous Christmas Tree Lane. In 1887, Francis Beckwith
Gum Saan Journal 2005

~

4'

bought property east of Maiden Lane and also used Chinese labor.28 The
small citrus farmers on ten-acre plots hired Chinese and Mexicans during
harvest season. Artist Charles Walter Stetson described an April morning
in 1889:
Early this morning, the gang of Chinese and Mexicans came here to
pick the oranges. It was wonderful to see the Chinamen pack them.
The Mexicans picked and carried them in bags to the Chinese. A boxer
made the boxes in the grove and the Chinamen took each orange and
wrapped it in tissue paper and put it in the box. The rapidity with which
they did it was something wonderful. 29

Benjamin McAdoo, whose parents were the first African Americans in
Pasadena to open a restaurant and grocery store on Fair Oaks Avenue, told
of his childhood:
There were quite a few Chinese here in 1890s. The Chinese were
employed as domestic servants so often. Up and down Orange Grove
Avenue, they had Chinese for cooks. Blacks or Chinese, but mostly
Chinese. A few of the homes had Japanese schoolboys. At that time,
the grocery stores didn't sell many vegetables; the Chinese sold most of
the vegetables. They had vegetable wagons all over town. They would
make different neighborhoods on different days. The lady of the house
or the cook would come out to the wagon ....
The Chinese used to have a small Chinatown here, at the corner of Pico
Street and Raymond Avenue. As a child, I'd go over there and watch them
cook opium. Cooks, when they'd get off, would come down there and lie
in a bunk and cook opium and smoke. It wasn 't against the law then. " 30

Two churches established missionary efforts for Chinese laborers
around 1885. To attract students, young people would sing gospel hymns
while strolling through the Chinese side of town on Sunday afternoons.
The Methodist Episcopal Chinese Mission, led by Jennie Giddings, offered
Sunday services and school at Lamanda Park and La Canada. 31 Mrs. C.
H. Gardiner of the Congregational Chinese Mission would offer evening
classes focusing on English, arithmetic, and American social customs. The
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First Congregational Church claimed to have sixty-eight Chinese students
with an average nightly attendance ofsix. 32
But the City of Pasadena 1995 Report writes, "Of all the ethnic groups
who arrived in Pasadena during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, the Chinese were the least welcomed and the most isolated from
the native-White dominated mainstream." 33
Hiram Reid's 1895 History of Pasadena stated:
In 1885, there was a Chinese wash-house on Fair Oaks Avenue below
Colorado Street, in a rough board building owned by Jacob Hisey; and
one or two houses back of it on Mills Street, owned by A. F Mills, were
rented to Chinamen for a store, employment office, lodging room, etc.
There were then a great many transient day-laborers in Pasadena, and
a good deal of rough talk was indulged in against Chinamen .... 34

On November 6, 1885, a group of unemployed men and boys started
throwing rocks at the Chinese laundry. One of the stones hit a Chinese
person while another hit the kerosene lamp, causing a fire. As the four
Chinese workers ran out, a mob followed. Others looted the burning
washhouse.
The Chinamen fled for their lives out the back way to Mills Street, being
pursued by a mob hurling stones and sticks and vile imprecations after
them .... Demand was made that every Chinaman in town should leave
that night or be hung; and some even began trying to tear down the
buildings they were in, so as to get at them. 35

Much discussion followed the incident and a town council resolution
was passed the next morning forbidding Chinese to live within the
boundaries of Orange Grove Avenue and Lake Avenue, between California
Street and Mountain Street.36 Chinese moved to the area between Fair
Oaks and Raymond Avenues, south of California Street.37
The 1880 census shows nineteen Chinese men residing in Pasadena.
Mostly in their twenties, some Chinese lived with White families as
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domestic servants alongside workers of other ethnic backgrounds. Other
Chinese laborers lived in groups of eight and three on orange orchards. One
group of three Chinese-ages twenty-three, fifteen, and twenty-four, led by
Yuen Kee-were "laundrymen." Around 1876, Yuen Kee opened the first
Chinese-owned business in Pasadena, renting from Moritz Rosenbaum on
Colorado near Orange Grove. 38
In the 1900 census, there are about fifty Chinese in Pasadena. Most
were cooks, servants, laborers, and laundrymen. Some worked at the Sierra
Madre Villa Hotel and others in large mansions on Orange Grove. 39
By the 1910 census, Pasadena had about 102 Chinese Americans with
many cooks, servants, and ranch laborers. 40 A Chinatown congregated in
the South Raymond district.

Within the next block of Pico Street, sandwiched between Raymond
Avenue and the railroad tracks, stood a larger Chinese operation
composed of four small dwellings, a long horse stable, and a large
storage shed, with an office in front. The twelve Chinese vegetable
peddlers and their manager who lived here provided a much needed
service, delivering fresh vegetables to the neighborhoods surrounding
Pasadena s commercial sector. Three of these thirteen men spoke
English. And, like the men who operated the laundry, each considered
himself a separate owner or partner in the entire business operation. 41
The census lists some eighty Chinese-including thirty-five WongsIiving in groups on Pico Street, Fair Oaks Avenue, Colorado, and Green
Street, mostly as laundrymen with ten "vegetable peddlers," two Chinese
merchants, and one "chair mender." No Chinese women are noted. The
average age of the Chinese bachelor was in his forties and fifties. None of
the Chinese South Raymond compound survives today.42
By 1930, there were seventy Chinese males and ten Chinese females
in Pasadena. By 1940, there were fifty-four Chinese males and nineteen
Chinese females in the city limits. 43
A few Chinese individuals grew to local prominence, including Bong Fu
Ching, manager of a fruit packing facility; An S. Tong, manager ofBrigden
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Ranch orchards (191 O);Julius Yu or Yum, Pico Street drugstore proprietor
listed in 1910 census; Margaret Chung, physician (1920-1922); George
Chee, physician (1918-1922); and Albert C. and Ann Lowe, proprietors
of Lowe and Sons Gift Shops (1940s). 44 The two doctors practiced in Los
Angeles and resided in Pasadena. Dragon Pearl restaurant first opened in
1951 under George M. F. and Goon Yut Lee. 45 George Pon's Mee Jin Inn
on Colorado Boulevard was another restaurant that opened by the mid1950s.46
Albert Lowe, Sr. was born in Fresno, educated at Berkeley, and came
to live in Pasadena in 1939. He was active in the Rotary Club, Scottish
Rite Consistory, Inter-Racial Commission, Inter-Nations Club of Caltech,
and First Baptist Church of Pasadena until his passing in 1952.47 His wife,
Ann; children Albert Jr., Evelyn, and Eugene; and grandchildren were and
are still active in Pasadena civic affairs. In an interview in 2002, attorney
Eugene Lowe said:

We rented our residence on the 1400 block of El Sereno Avenue in
Pasadena. It was north of Washington Blvd, just west of Fair Oaks.
When we moved in in 1939, a neighbor came to our door and said to my
mother, "You can't live here, Pochahantas. You have to go to City Hall."
I was playing in the front yard. It was an all-White neighborhood.
My dad was a very popular guy; he was in the Masonic Order, Rotary,
etc. So he had an Anglo friend who bought a house on his behalf and
we moved to 12I S. Chester Avenue, just west of City College near
Holliston. We bought that near 1942. In 1947, Mom and Dad were
building a new house on 392 Constance Avenue. The street is now
Cal Tech s parking lot. The neighbors circulated a petition to say we
shouldn't live there because we would lower property values.
The petition read:

Mr. and Mrs. Lowe
463 East Colorado Street
Pasadena, California
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We the UNDERSIGNED PROPERTY OWNERS on the West side of
Wilson Avenue, between San Pasqual and Cordova Streets, purchased
our property knowing that it was restricted to occupancy by the
Caucasian Race. We assumed that the lots on the opposite side of the
street were also restricted.
Because the West side of the street was known to be restricted, we do
not believe that any one of another race should purchase property
directly across the street. Such occupancy will depreciate the value of
our restricted section actually as much as the other side. The East side
has now been restricted also.
We recognize that the sale of the Wilson-Constance corner was legal
but believe that the sale, under the above conditions, was a mistake. We
ask if you will not, as good citizens, permit a reliable agent to re-sell
the property to a Caucasian buyer with the provision that it be sold at
no loss to you.
(with about twenty illegible signatures)

South Pasadena, San Marino, and Arcadia
South Pasadena was separated from Pasadena by two miles of poor dirt
48
road. Incorporated in 1888 as a dry city, South Pasadena had one thousand
and one residents, of which 974 were White, twenty-one Black, and seven
Chinese in 1900.49 On February 20, 1893, the L.A. Times complained about
the "nuisance now created by the Chinese laundry" because "the laundry
water now runs along and across Mission street, saturating the ground with
its filth, and is very unsightly as well as malodorous." 50
In 1910, a "Red Dragon caper" occurred as Dr. Sun Yat-sen secretly
met and lived with Charles Beach Booth at the Booths' home on 1515
Garfield Avenue in South Pasadena. Booth supported Sun and the Chinese
revolutionary's intent to overthrow the imperial Qing dynasty. Also
part of this secret society was Homer Lea, a graduate of Occidental and
Stanford Universities, and Captain Ansel O'Banion. Captain O'Banion
~
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was training Chinese American militia in L.A. 's Chinatown with brooms
(instead of rifles) and climbing up the Eagle Rock. Indeed, 120 of these
cadets marched in the 1905 Rose Parade without their queues. Chinese
Americans had cut their queues as a symbol of defiance against the Qing
Manchurians. Unfortunately, many in the audience thought the group to be
Japanese soldiers. 51
San Marino and Arcadia grew at slower rates. San Marino's Shorb Ranch
was Benjamin Wilson's wedding present to his daughter Maria Jesus de
Yorba and J. deBarth Shorb. 52 This was later sold to Henry Huntington.
Arcadia's story is much formed by the antics and character of its wellknown founder, Elias "Lucky" Baldwin. Lucky had made money in a series
of projects and had traveled overseas to places such as India and Japan.
His manager, Julius A. Kelly, developed the ranch with different rates for
workers:
The pay schedule was $1. 00 a dayfor the Chinese, $25 a month and board
for the Mexicans and up to $35 a month and boardfor the Whites.53
The ranch's Chinese workers lived at the "Chinese Colony" east of
the foreman's and blacksmith's homes. Baldwin Ranch produced grapes,
English walnuts, and citrus fruits. Baldwin was an avid horse breeder; "not
satisfied with the stable and training help available locally, he imported a
car full of southern darkies from Carolina, men who had been raised with
horses and knew them." 54

Monrovia
The "Gem of the Foothills" was named after pioneer William N.
Monroe, who bought the property from Lucky Baldwin in 1884. Another
railroad capitalist, Monroe "shipped a number of mules from his railroad
camp and brought from Los Angeles a force of twenty white men and sixty
Chinamen, and established a camp for them near the present site of the
Pottenger Sanitarium" to clear brush and boulders. 55 The city incorporated
in 1887, with a population of five hundred.
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In 1895, Soon Lee established a Chinese laundry near the Southern
Pacific depot on West Lemon Avenue (between Myrtle and Primrose).
But "he frequently gave the city fathers more or less trouble, as he had
difficulty in taking care of the surplus waters from his establishment. His
cesspools were often running over, and it was only after an official visit
from the marshal that the nuisance was abated. " 56

South of Huntington Drive: Alhambra

the exclusion act regarding the entry of Chinese was immediately felt
and Chinamen were steadily less available, although some continued
in their established places for many years until they were too old to
labor, and then returned to their native country. 60
The 1880 figures for the "San Gabriel" census district-which was
mostly Alhambra-showed
a total of sixty-three Chinese in sixteen
households. While some Chinese lived as servants, other groups of eight or
more were listed as laborers.

In the 1870s, Benjamin Davis Wilson, J. deBarth Shorb, and George
Stoneman subdivided their properties and organized the Alhambra Tract.
After ensuring adequate water supply pumped through iron pipes, the
Alhambra Tract sold as five- to ten -acre plots. Water caused the barren
acreage to blossom into fruit orchards.
The water from Wilson and Kewen Canyons were in reservoirs on
Alhambra Road at Granada and Almansor.

The reservoirs were completely drained and cleaned of moss, every
spring. Usually a gang of Chinamen from a Los Angeles employment
agency was engaged. These came out and set up camp for a week or
more, where they cooked their individual meals over small fires. The
cleaning of the reservoirs would take several days of hard labor in
addition to that of plows and scrapers. 57
Alhambra was focused on raising berries, grapes, oranges, and lemons.
Before refrigerated cars, fruits had to be picked, packed, and delivered to
the railroads. The Alhambra Orange Growers' Association was established
in 1896 for farmers to pool their crops, and joint packinghouses were
established. 58 "Sometimes Chinamen did the work and sometimes a crew
of Mexicans. " 59
If a settler could afford to have help in the house, it was always a
Chinaman. Chinese laborers were the dependence of the big ranches
until the exclusion act. Mexicans were accustomed to horses and
drove the teams, but the Chinaman did the hand labor. The effect of
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> San Gabriel Winery.Photo courtesy of Alhambra Historical Society.
On Boabdil (now Main Street) and Palm Avenue was the San Gabriel
Winery, one of the largest in the world. Wagonloads of grapes were sent
into giant crushers before passing onto large fermenting vats. "Old-timers
recall watching the Chinese men wade barefoot in the juice, stirring the
liquid with a large ladle." 61 Brandy, sherry, and wine were made from
grapes brought in from as far as Anaheim and Sierra Madre. Northern
California competition caused the winery to be converted to a felt company
by the early twentieth century. 62 The 1920 census showed eight Chinese
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"felt factory sorters," "felt factory janitors," and "felt factory laborers,"
mostly in their fifties, living on the factory grounds on South Palm.
Like surrounding commumtles, Alhambra enjoyed a boom in the
1880s and steady growth thereafter. Alhambra was incorporated in 1903
and chartered in 1915. Alhambra separated from the San Gabriel School
District because of "dissatisfaction with the school arrangements in as
much as the American children were taught along with Spanish-speaking
Mexican children from San Gabriel." 63 The 1920 census shows an obvious
difference between neighboring Alhambra and San Gabriel Township.
While there were many Asian Americans working and living in San Gabriel,
Alhambra had only ten Japanese truck-farming families and two groups of
Chinese. There were eight Chinese at the felt factory and four Chinese (in
their forties and fifties) as farm laborers on East Huntington Drive in this
city of nine thousand.

San Gabriel
It is interesting to note that the first orange orchard in the state was at the
San Gabriel Mission in 1805. It has been suggested that these first oranges
were brought from China to Iberia by Portuguese navigators, later introduced
to Spain, and then brought to Mexico and California. These oranges are most
probably more classified as Navel, rather than Valencia. 64

San Gabriel's trading center was clustered next to the Mission on South
Santa Anita Street and Mission Drive. The first post office in the Valley,
on San Marino Avenue and Broadway, was established in 1854. Southern
Pacific's first depot was in San Gabriel in 1873.65 In the 1880s, the
population of four hundred-with some help from neighbors-supported
eighteen saloons within a two-block area. 66 Mission Drive was also lined
with adobe homes, offices, and taverns. Around 1900, an average of seven
hundred carloads of oranges per year departed from the train depots. The
city was incorporated in 1913.67
A most telling article by Edwin Hayes 68 of the San Gabriel Valley
Digest was published in May-June 1930:
~
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In 1900, San Gabriel was a typical western village .... At that period
there were fourteen saloons in San Gabriel, each of which possessed
as adjuncts a dance hall and a gambling hall. So far as gambling is
concerned, Tiajuana [sic] may be a little more colorful and decidedly
more wicked, but aside from that, it has little if anything on San
Gabriel of 1900. Sandwiched in between the dens of iniquity were the
business houses. There were two dry goods houses, several grocery
stores, numerous pool rooms, shoe stores, restaurants, etc. But what
lent the most interesting touch to the somewhat wild conglomeration,
was Chinatown.
It was not much of a Chinatown, to be sure, yet it served the need
for which it was intended. There were two wash houses and a general
store. At the general store one could obtain any article the heart of a
Chinaman could desire. There were strings of dried meat of uncertain
age and origin, dog, beef and horse. There were dried fish in the various
states and stages of composition and decomposition; there were dried
oyster, shrimp, and clams; ginger, ginseng and arrowroot, taro, and
bamboo shoots, copra, rice, rice-wine and rice cakes; Chinese nuts,
Chinese candy and Chinese gin; there were numerous Chines [sic]
boxes of groceries, and so on ad infinitum ....
At the general store, in addition to the above activities, one might buy
a lottery ticket at any time of the day or night; the fan-tan table ran
from early afternoon until the "wee small hours " and if one happened
to be "in the know" in a small room considerably in the rear where
the bunks rose four hight [sic] on each side and across one end, it was
possible to hit the pipe if one so desired. Where did the Chinese come
from to support this institution? Well, the answer is that this was still
the day of the Chinaman. Chinese peddlers brought the vegetables in
one-horse wagons to the back door of every city dweller and of every
farm house. Every farm employing more than one or two laborers, and
every household of wealth and leisure, had its Chinese cook. Work on
the farms, and in the few industries that then existed was divided about
equally between Chinese and Mexican labor; and the majority of the
citrus packing houses of Southern California employed Chinese help
exclusively, for the grading, packing and loading.
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Each little village had its Chinatown: Pasadena, Azusa, Pomona, El
Monte, etc. and each possessed an oriental quarter of more or less
magnitude and indignity. What chop sticks are to knives and forks, so
the Chinese language is to other tongues. The singing, too, is pretty
much opposed to any other form of vocal effort. But the names of the
firms as printed over their doors sounded anything but unmusical.
Pomona for many years remembered "Quang Wah Lee, Laundry"
somewhere out there near La Verne-then called Lordburg-was Wan
Sam Lang, also a laundryman. San Gabriel at one time boasted a Him
On Fong; Hop Duck and Sing Lee were cigar makers; Chew Sing Fat
was a shoe repairer, and Chang Gon Kong was a vegetable man. As an
indication of how many of them there were, when Los Angeles has a
population of 60,000, eight thousand of them were Chinese.
And the Chinese were a sociable lot at that. About all of the shippers of
citrus fruit, and very many of the influential citrus growers, at some time
or other, have been privileged to attend a Chinese banquet. Never was
a feast served up in any other land equal to it. No expense was spared
in the food or in the service. The banquet usually occurred during the
week of Chinese New Year. Generally, the rooms of the Hop Sing Tong
on Juan Street in Los Angeles were used as the banquet hall ....
But the Chinese Exclusion Act put the kibosh on the Chinese. Gone
is the most honest worker America ever knew; gone is the vegetable
man, the laundry man and the lottery man, and gone from Southern
California is a colorful oriental.figure that can never return.
In the 1880 San Gabriel Township census, there were seventeen Chinese
cooks, servants, laborers, and laundrymen. The 1900 census lists forty-two
Chinese males who were cooks, fruit packers, laborers, laundrymen, and
gardeners. Born in California in I 864, Charles Quey, a cook, was married
to a nineteen-year-old Caucasian woman and had a two-year-old son.
Forty-nine-year-old Lem was a storekeeper next door to a saloon.
By the 1910 census, most of the Asians in San Gabriel were younger
Japanese Americans, some with families. There were twenty-nine
Chinese males. A household of thirteen farm laborers ranged in age from

36 to 77. Three Chinese ran a laundry and seven Chinese worked in a
packinghouse.
By the 1920 census, there were only three Chinese males in San
Gabriel: Chung Fong, domestic; Ah Sing, home cook; and Joe Gee, truck
gardener. All were in their sixties. In contrast, there were more than eighty
truck garden Japanese families.

El Monte and Covina
EI Monte, "the wooded spot," and Covina were also considered part
of the Wild West. EI Monte is proud of its "fifth White man," Ira W.
Thompson, who set roots in 1851 and built Willow Grove Hotel, the only
stop for the Pony Express between San Bernardino and Los Angeles.
Another early pioneer, Captain William Johnson, renamed El Monte after
his hometown of Lexington. By the 1860s, more settlers had come by oxdrawn wagon trains to Lexington, also referred to as Hell's Half Acre, Hell
Hole, Lickskillet, or Pokerville. Lexington referred to itself as a "settlement
founded strictly by Americans." 69 There were many saloons, gambling
houses, shootings, hangings, horse races, and lynchings.
But El Monte was also the site of the first 177 I San Gabriel Mission.
When the padres moved their settlement north to today's City of San
Gabriel, many Spanish-speaking peoples stayed behind. A community that
continued to thrive in that area is called "La Mis ion." There were eight other
barrios in El Monte: Canta Ranas, Chino Camp (not related to Chinese),
Wiggins' Camp, Las Flores, Granada, Medina Court, Hicks' Camp, and
La Seccion, mostly established with settlers after the I 91 Os Mexican
Revolution. Ironically, the "settlement founded strictly by Americans" is
also Los Angeles' first barrio. 70
The El Monte census district had ten Chinese males in 1880, mostly
cooks. By the 1900 census, there were about fifty-six Chinese males,
one married to a White woman. The majority were farm laborers, with
three cooks and seven laundrymen. In 1910, there were about forty-eight
Chinese men listed in Lexington and El Monte Township. There were five
laundry workers on-Chestnut, five vegetable peddlers on Prairie, and other
Chinese gardeners, vegetable gardeners, and vegetable farm laborers. El
Monte was agricultural land for grapes, citrus, hops, vegetables, flower
seeds, and English walnuts.
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By 1865, Adolf Goldsmith opened a general store on the cornor ol
San Bernardino Road and Orange Avenue, or "Four Comers"/"Las Cu11tr11
Esquinas" in today's Covina. 71 But it was Joseph Swift Phillips who
developed Phillips Tract, selling ten-acre lots for fifty dollars cash in lh
1880s.72 Because the subdivision seemed to lie in a cove of vineyards, th1
name "Covina" was chosen. 73
There is some historical record of Asian contributions to the buildill
of these early farming communities. "As early as 1895, Sam Lee, posHlhly
Chinese, ran a laundry on East Badillo Street, but by 1898, C. F. Clopp,
the pharmacist, was acting agent for the Crescent laundry wagon whll1h
called for and delivered laundry."74 Chinese crews were used at loaHI111,
exterminators:
B. L. Reynolds has great faith in the future of the dewberry. l ll' !Ir/\
planted out over 1800 fresh bushes during the past season and 1/i,1/1
growth has been something astonishing. His Lucretias which he Sl'l 1111
during the latter part of February are already bearing. It is his intent/1111
to ship to the San Francisco market next season, as very few are CJ.\'y1•f
grown in the northern part of the state. He reports some slight da11111
1:,
1
from worms, but on their first appearance he set his Chinamen rt/(111
them and soon exterminated the pest. He is willing to gamble ten to
of the "heathen" when it is worms versus Chinamen. 75

The local Argus newspaper also reported that Chinese labor· WII
encamped on the farm of S. C. Headley:

and did the laundry of the San Gabriel Valley. They lived in the servants'
quarters of their employers' mansions or in bachelor quarters. Pasadena
and San Gabriel had small Chinatowns. There were no known Chinese
organizations or institutions, and very few Chinese women. This unique
bachelor society aged, especially after the immigration limitations caused
by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act. By the 191Os,they were being replaced
by younger Japanese immigrants and probably retreated to Los Angeles
City. Until the landmark 1948 Shelley v. Kraemer, racial restrictions
were common and legal on CC&Rs, or "Covenants, Conditions, and
Restrictions." Housing provisions restricted the sale, rent, or existence of
anyone "not of the White of Caucasian race" except for those employed
as live-in servants. Cemeteries, swimming pools, and schools were often
racially segregated.
But the Ah Goongs were here. The ethnic diversity of the San Gabriel
Valley communities dates back to the nineteenth century.

> Yong Gong,

servant and
friend of Rufus Fiske
Bishop of Alhambra.
Bishop's house was
where the current post
office in Alhambra.
Photo courtesy of
Alhambra Historical
Society.

J. H. Coolman moved a vacant house to the property and lec1,1•1•rl
It
to the Chinese as a wash house. The Chinese wer~ much d1w/11•,I
during a labor shortage, but at all other times they were regardpr/ ,11
undesirables. Berry-stealing was not uncommon and the Ol'i1•11t1,l1
may well have been made the scapegoats. 76

By the 1920s, Covina considered itself"100% Caucasian." 77

Conclusion
Ah Goong ("grandfather") was here! Since the l 870s, 'h1111
American pioneers toiled the soil, crushed the grapes, packed th Jllr11
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