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Foreword
by Susie Ling, Editor of Gum Saan Journal
“A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin, and culture
is like a tree without roots.”
— Marcus Garvey
When we ask people to share their stories, the most common answer
we get — especially from women — is “but I have done nothing worthy.”
Before the advent of ethnic studies fifty years ago, it was historians,
journalists, and mainstream America that thought our railroad workers,
laundry workers, and women not worthy of mention. So much of our
Chinese American history has already been lost. At the Chinese Historical
Society of Southern California, we work hard to value what we have and
who we are.
This Gum Saan Journal issue is focused on the life experiences of four
individuals who immigrated from Hong Kong in the 1970s. All four —
Amy, Ching, Terry, and Paul — traveled from a congested city-state under
British colonialism, to Los Angeles, another large metropolitan hub. Despite
their multilingual and multicultural background, they still had to adapt
and change. Thank you — Amy, Ching, Terry, and Paul — for sharing your
stories of tenacity and courage.
We want to thank the Hong Kong Schools Alumni Federation
(HKSAF) for collaborating with us on this issue. No one story is
representative of tens of thousands of immigrants. Perhaps this issue of
Gum Saan Journal begins the conversation that these stories are “worthy.”
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Hong Kong Schools Alumni Federation
(HKSAF) 香港校友會聯會
The Hong Kong Schools Alumni Federation (HKSAF) is one of the
more active Asian alumni associations in Southern California. While most
alumni associations are from one campus, HKSAF is unique in that they
welcome graduates of all Hong Kong educational institutions. HKSAF has
900 members representing 150 schools. Their Moon Festival dinners and
Meet the Scholars dinners draw between 200 to 500 guests. HKSAF was
honored in 2018 as Historymakers by the Chinese American Museum.
The idea of such a Federation came to seed at a 1996 morning tea event
hosted by Anson Chan, then Chief Secretary of Hong Kong. Anson Chan
was born in Shanghai and raised in Hong Kong. She is herself an alumnus
of Sacred Heart Cannosian School and University of Hong Kong. A
founding team of about ten Angelinos took the idea and started building.
The mission of HKSAF is “to coordinate the efforts amongst its members
to promote cultural, education, and social activities of common interest,
and to establish a network for communication and cooperation.” To this
end, HKSAF sponsors several major dinners for its members, field trips,
community events, and most importantly, student scholarships.
Miranda Hoh, current Vice President of HKSAF and 2012 CHSSC
honoree, said, “The most important thing we do is to endow scholarships.”
HKSAF has two scholarship targets: Hong Kong students and domestic
students. Miranda continued, “These young people have the brains, the
drive, and they just need a little monetary support. We are happy to make
such meaningful investments.” Scholarship recipients have gone on to
undergraduate and graduate programs at universities such as Cal Tech,
Harvard, Yale, USC, Stanford, UCLA, UC Berkeley, and more.
Hong Kong culture and history — and its education system — are
indeed special, and it is no wonder that the camaraderie of HKSAF is so
important. For more information, see <www.hksaf.org>.
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2018 Board of Directors of HKSAF.
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Brief History of Hong Kong
and Its Education System
Hong Kong, the Fragrant Harbor 香港
By the 1500s, the Portuguese established trade in Macau for China’s tea,
silk, and other goods. Other Europeans penetrating the region caused the
Qing dynasty (1644–1911) to enact China’s Haijin 海禁 laws restricting
private maritime trade and foreign contact. The British East India Company
eventually challenged the Qing’s isolationist policy chiefly with their sale
of opium onto the southern shores of China. China’s defeat in the ensuing
Opium Wars and the 1842 Treaty of Nanjing caused the cession of Hong
Kong to the British crown. Britain would control Hong Kong for 156 years.
The British colonizers developed Hong Kong into a critical regional port
with a unique culture. In fact, “Hong Kong English” as well as “Hong Kong
Cantonese” may be considered their own dialects.
On December 8, 1941, the Japanese Imperial Army occupied Hong
Kong and maintained a repressive military state until August 15, 1945.
After the War, Hong Kong economy rebounded partly as many skilled
Chinese and their capital came to Hong Kong as refugees after the 1949
Revolution in China. Shanghainese, Teo Chew (Chaozhou), Toisan
(Taishan) and others played large roles in this story of migration.
After the U.S. adopted a new immigration policy in 1965 increasing
quotas, Hongkongers came to Los Angeles, San Francisco, New York, and
other urban centers. As Los Angeles moved towards a more globalized
information age economy by the 1980s, ethnic cultural niches were better
accepted. Hong Kong immigrants brought business acumen and established
many food enterprises and other businesses. Hong Kong immigrants were
more experienced with multiculturalism and multilingualism than other
Asian immigrants. Immigration from Hong Kong escalated as it became
clear that the British government intended to “handover” the territory to
the Beijing government in 1997.
After the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests and government suppression,
massive demonstrations developed in Hong Kong, and more than 10,000
Hong Kong residents rushed to apply for residency in the United Kingdom.
Out migration peaked in 1992 with 66,000 leaving Hong Kong that
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year. Between the 1970s–1990s, 500,000 to 750,000 emigrated out also
to Canada, Australia, Singapore, and even remote locations like Tonga.
While significant numbers of Hongkongers have returned in the 20 years
since the handover, the economy has fundamentally changed and the
small city-state no longer has the leading manufacturing, shipping, media,
and entertainment opportunities that it once had. However, Hong Kong
continues to build on its efficient infrastructure, education system, and
position as a world-leading financial hub.
China’s Deng Xiaoping promised a “one nation, two systems” policy.
Hong Kong fell under Chinese sovereignty at midnight of June 30, 1997.
Hong Kong today is a “Special Administrative Region (SAR)” of the Beijing
government. Hong Kong SAR has 7.4 million people of all nationalities
on 426 square miles of land that include Hong Kong Island, Kowloon,
New Territories, and other districts. Comparatively, Los Angeles City has
4 million residents in 500 square miles. Los Angeles has a population
density of 8,500/square mile while Kowloon has a population density of
111,000/square mile.
A Synthesis: Hong Kong Education
In 1860, there were about twenty Chinese “village schools” in the Hong
Kong area for about 3000 residents. Chinese families who were able, hired
private tutors for their children or sent them to traditional academies
that focused on Confucian ideology, classics, and literature — subjects
critical for passing the imperial exams. Imperial Capital University — now
Beijing University — was established in 1898 and one of the first modern
universities in China.
After the British takeover of Hong Kong, from 1841 to 1858,
missionary schools were established by the Morrison Education Society1,
the U.S. Southern Baptist Convention, the London Missionary Society,
the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, the Church
of England, and the Roman Catholic Church. Governors appointed by
the British monarchs would eventually establish a primary and secondary
education system which was modelled after the British system with seven
years of secondary education.
1

Robert Morrison was an Anglo-Scottish Protestant missionary who established schools
in Portuguese Macao, Dutch Malacca, and Guangdong; he also translated the Bible
into Chinese.
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In 1887, the Hong Kong College of Medicine for Chinese was
established by the London Missionary Society. Dr. Sun Yat-sen, father of
the Chinese Republic, was one of its early graduates. This campus would
be the nucleus of what became Hong Kong University by 1910; HKU
is the oldest and most prestigious university in the region. Other older
Protestant universities include Hong Kong Baptist University (1956),
Chinese University of Hong Kong (1963), and Lingnan University. Lingnan
University was founded by American Presbyterians in 1889 in Guangzhou.
It moved to Hong Kong in 1938 during the Japanese invasion of China.
Hong Kong Polytechnic University was established in 1972. There are
currently eight publicly-funded universities in Hong Kong, which now
include City University, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology,
and the Education University of Hong Kong.
Today, under the mainland Chinese government, there are over 550
primary schools and 500 secondary schools in Hong Kong. Compulsory

Dr Sun Yat-sen (seated in center in Chinese garb) visited his alma mater on Feb. 20,
2913This will be Hong Kong University.
(Photo from HKU Bulletin, June 2011.
https://www4.hku.hk/pubunit/Bulletin/2011_Jun_Vol.12_No.2/centenary/page2.html)
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primary education begins at six years of age and consists of six grades. Since
2012, secondary education is now also six years — although the last three
years are not compulsory. In the first three “junior” years of secondary
education, a broad curriculum is introduced while in the last three “senior”
years, students are supposed to specialize in arts, science, and other subjects.
Most schools continue to use Cantonese as the main language of instruction
with English as an auxiliary language of instruction. There are an increasing
number of schools that teach in Mandarin (Putonghua). There are about
320 Catholic schools and kindergartens, and 192 Protestant primary schools
and 144 Protestant secondary schools, in addition to schools of other
faiths such as Islam and Buddhism. In Hong Kong, there is not a strict
division between “church” and state, so religious schools are often given
public funding and considered public schools. There are also 175 private
international schools where classes are taught in English, Mandarin, and
the lingua franca of the nation the international school may represent (e.g.
Korean, French). International schools in Hong Kong have very selective
admissions processes and may cost triple the average tuition of American
private schools.
In Hong Kong, there are twelve accredited private and public tertiary
schools that award bachelor’s degrees and post graduate degrees. The
Diploma of Secondary Education (DSE) is the one exam Hong Kong
students must take to apply for a university. Unlike higher education
systems in the U.S. and other countries, no other elements of an application
(e.g. high school grades, letters of recommendation, essays) are considered.
The importance of the DSE has promoted a teach-to-the-test curriculum
where most Hong Kong students spend the last two years of high school
doing test preparation. Additionally, an overwhelming majority during
secondary school pay for “shadow education” — private tutoring that
mimics the formal curriculum. With about 18% of applicants receiving
any financial aid for the eight public universities, the Hong Kong system
is very competitive. Under such pressures, families who can have sent their
children abroad for secondary and tertiary schools, typically in British
Commonwealth nations like Australia, the United Kingdom, and Canada.
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Amy Lie 張少熊
Beginnings in Hong Kong
My grandmother always used this saying 有功者留飯不留餸,
無功者飯餸不留. Literally, it means for those with merit, leave rice but
nothing more; for those without merit, leave no rice nor anything else. The
saying suggests that you must work hard for just your basic reward; expect
nothing extra. That was my life.
I was born in 1952. My Chinese birth name means “Little Panda.”
Because of my birth date, the feng shui expert suggested a name that would
add a little “fire”. My parents were born in the suburbs of Guangzhou. My
paternal grandfather moved the family to Hong Kong before World War II
for business opportunities. My mother’s birth parents were very poor; she
was adopted by a Chinese family in Hong Kong.
My grandfather was the sole distributor of newspapers in Hong Kong
including South China Morning Post 南華日報, Sing Tao Daily 星島日報2,
Readers’ Digest, and other popular magazines. My father and uncles all
worked for my grandfather. Before the War, my father was the one that
would accompany the cargo of newspapers and magazines on the boat from
Hong Kong into Guangzhou. My father was the second son, and my oldest
uncle managed the Hong Kong distribution. Hong Kong was almost at
a standstill during the Japanese occupation. After the War, Grandfather’s
business improved significantly as the Hong Kong economy grew.
Hong Kong people had a very difficult time during World War II. There
was a curfew. They didn’t have enough to eat. My mother said they only
2

South China Morning Post is considered one of the most influential English language
newspapers in Hong Kong. It was founded in 1903 by Australian-born prorepublican revolutionary, Tse Tsan-tai 謝纘泰, and a veteran British journalist, Alfred
Cunningham. The paper was not in publication during World War II. In 1971, it
was listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, and by 1987, it was owned by the
Austrialian-born American, Rupert Murdoch. It was purchased by Malaysian tycoon
Robert Kuok in 1993, and then by Jack Ma’s Alibaba Group in 2015. Sing Tao Daily
was founded in 1938 and has a pro-China bent. Sing Tao Daily has developed Chinese
American bases since 1965. In 1946, there were 14 Chinese newspapers and four
English papers in Hong Kong. By the 1950s, there were 85 more newspapers had been
founded although many were short-lived. In the 1960s, newspapers – and politics –
reflected diverse biases including those that were pro-Beijing, pro-Taipei, pro-US, proBritish, etc.
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had rice, yam, and green mung bean. Rice was rationed. My mother said
she lost all her hair because of the excessive zinc in the mung bean diet.
After the War, my mother married when she was nineteen, and my parents
had five children and I am the middle child. My father had a second-grade
education. My mother had about a first-grade education; she could read a
little Chinese.
We were a traditional Chinese family in that my grandfather supported
all of us. I had about 25 cousins as my grandfather had four wives. My
grandmother was the first wife, and she and her three sons and their families
lived in one flat together, along with a great aunt who was our helper. My
grandfather and his third wife lived in a different apartment complex. I
think my grandfather supported about 60 or 70 people which included
family members and employees. It was not easy for him.
In the 1960–70s, Hong Kong was still not at par with international
standards. Our 800 square feet flat was 2 ½ bedrooms and slept 20 people.
It had a small balcony where my grandmother raised chicken. The half
bedroom was a little space with a loft for sleeping. We had no toilets;
we used like a spittoon pot. That waste was stored in a big bucket in the
kitchen — which was where we also cooked and took baths. This was a tong
lau 唐楼 which meant no private bathrooms.3 We slept on bunk beds, on
the floor, and on the loft. As children, such living arrangements were fine
for us. But as we got older, it became more difficult. My uncle’s family of
seven moved out first, and we moved out in 1968. It is all hard to imagine
now. I had a rough beginning.
My family was very old-fashioned. The men and boys ate first, and they
got the best food. The girls ate whatever was leftover. The Chinese think
the boys will take care of the family while the girls are going to marry out
anyways. When my grandmother killed a chicken for a special occasion, the
boys would get the thighs and wings, and I was lucky to suck on a bone.
But in my family, I took care of my parents. Even when I came to the U.S.
in the 1970s, I sent money back to support them. In the 1990s, I helped
both my parents to immigrate to the United States. When my father was
very sick, I even helped bathe him. My mother is in a nursing home now
with Alzheimer’s.
3

In the first half of the 20th century, tong lau tenement buildings were popular in urban
centers in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China. There was usually commercial space on
the ground floor, and housing on the upper three stories. In Hong Kong, most of the
tong lau apartments were demolished by the 1960s to give way to high rise apartment
complexes.

I struggled since childhood although I came
from a family that was considered “not bad.” But
the family turned from “not bad” to worse. My
father left us when I was two. He had another
family. He would come back once in a while for
his allowance money, and that’s how my younger
siblings were born. My mother had no choice
but to work. Because of our family connections,
my mother ran a newspaper and magazine stand.
She would be out there by 3:00 or 4:00 in the
morning and work until the evening edition was
sold. My younger brother and I used to help her.

Amy with her mother.

But my mother was clever. She had us
(Photo courtesy of Amy Lie.)
all baptized Catholic so we could attend
private parochial schools. As Catholics, we gained priority admission and
subsidized tuition. I started at 2 ½ at the bok bok zai 扑扑齋4 preschool.
Amazingly, it took me five years to move to the second grade (laughs).
My older brother started on the campus of Sacred Heart Canossian
College 嘉諾撒聖心書院5 and then transferred to Raimondi School
高主教書院. Sacred Heart and Raimondi were founded by Italians.
Raimondi was right next to Sacred Heart, and it was taught in English.
I started first grade at Sacred Heart when it had converted to an all-girls
school, and stayed until the 13th grade or Form 7. Sacred Heart had a
section taught in Chinese, and a section taught in English. As Hong Kong
was ruled by British, English was very important. My mother knew enough
to move me from the Chinese section to the English section even though
it caused me to repeat the first grade (laughs). My cousins stayed in the
Chinese section. My mother was business-minded, hardworking, and
treated girls in a fair manner.

4
5

Bok bok zai is colloquial for an old-fashioned school room or home tutor who would hit
the children who did not study or pay attention on the head – with a bok bok sound.
Sacred Heart Canossian College was founded when the religious order, Canossian
Daughters of Charity, arrived in Hong Kong. It was first known as the “Italian Convent
School,” and renamed in 1960. The first headmistress, Sister Emily Bowring, was the
daughter of then Governor of Hong Kong, Sir John Bowring. The school used Italian,
Portuguese (in Macau), English, and Chinese for instruction. The school started with
40 students and has 2000 students enrolled now.
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At Sacred Heart, most of the girls were Chinese while our teachers were
Italian nuns, as well as Portuguese, French, Indian and Chinese. Some of
our schoolmates were Indian who spoke Cantonese too. There were girls
from other ethnic backgrounds. The two classes that were conducted in
Chinese language were Chinese literature and Chinese history. Each grade
was divided by merit. For example, in Form 5, you would have 5A Arts,
5B Arts, 5C Arts, and 5D Arts. I’m happy to say I was “A Arts” at each
Form. At that time, I was a practicing Catholic, and now I consider myself a
lapsed Catholic.
Sacred Heart Canossian College.
(Photo from Internet by Andrew
Tse, 1980. https://gwulo.com/
atom/18855)

Amy’s class (left) and Amy (top) at
Sacred Heart Canossian College.
(Photos courtesy of Amy Lie.)

In 1968, my mother moved us to a high-rise low-income housing which
was built by the government. The whole unit was about 300 square feet
including the kitchen and bathroom. It was an open space, and we slept
on bunk beds. The bathroom was outside in the little balcony, and it was
always very cold in the winter (laughs). But that housing project was very
famous because of its feng shui. Many came out as famous doctors, lawyers,
actress, etc.
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My grandfather died in 1970. My grandfather passed away in March,
and I was supposed to graduate from secondary school in June. Without
my father at home, we were cut off from our main economic support. My
mother became a domestic helper. My mother was very clear; she said, “I
cannot support you. You have to start working.” I said, “No problem.” In
those days, 18-year old girls in Hong Kong were working as clerks and office
assistants. Many people assumed young women should work to support
their families.
In my last years of secondary school, tuition was HK$40, and I needed
about HK$10 for personal use. I didn’t spend much, but I remember spending
30 cents for Coca Cola or Vitasoy6 (laughs). That was our treat. I didn’t even
take the bus; I would walk 45 minutes uphill. After my grandfather’s death,
I started tutoring; I was able to earn about HK$100/month.
I took the college entrance test and got admitted to Hong Kong U7, but
I didn’t even have the money to pay for the application fee. My brother said,
“Apply first, and worry about the money later.” The college application fee
was HK$285. Where would I get that money? My mother’s whole salary
was about HK$400/month. In the last days before it was due, my brother
gave me his salary to pay the application fee for Hong Kong University. I
owe my brother so very much.
Tuition was HK$1500/year. What could we do? My classmates and I
seldom attended class. We were working. I taught at a private high school
for eight hours per day for about HK$400/month; I became in charge of the
whole grade. Other classmates were working at the Hong Kong Jockey Club8
and as private tutors. We would take turns going to class to take notes. Then
we would share the notes. I did get financial loans from the government. I
graduated in 1975 with a double major in economics and history. I did well,
6

7
8

Founded in 1940 in Hong Kong by Dr. Lo Kwee-seong, Vitasoy 維他奶 is a soybean
drink. Vitasoy stopped distribution during the Japanese occupation, but gained great
popularity after the War. By 1953, the Vitasoy sterilization process allowed it to be
stored without refrigeration. By 1998, Vitasoy had opened factories in Massachusetts
and Shanghai.
Hong Kong University (HKU) is the region’s oldest and premier institution of higher
education. Female students joined the campus in 1921.
Founded in 1887 to promote horse racing, the Hong Kong Jockey Club did not allow
Chinese members at first. In 1955, HKJC began to officially support many charitable
and community projects. It is now the largest single taxpayer in Hong Kong and the
largest source of charitable funding after the government.
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but we didn’t really enjoy any college life. We classmates remain very close.
Back in our days, graduation from Hong Kong University meant good jobs.
I was still sleeping in the little bunk bed at my mother’s apartment.
Growing Businesses in California
I had a neighbor who emigrated to California in 1974, and she invited
me to visit. Of course, I didn’t have the money. But I got very lucky. My
brother managed to get me a heavily discounted roundtrip ticket on Pan
Am. It was the first time I got on an airplane. I very much enjoyed my
time in Los Angeles. I loved the spacious environment and the non-humid
climate. I had taught in Hong Kong the previous year, and I was only
supposed to be in California temporarily for the summer. I looked for and
found a way to stay longer. Whatever happened, I promised my mother that
I would continue supporting her.
I didn’t have a work permit. I worked illegally at a small Taiwanese-owned
market in Glendale. After a couple of weeks, the owner left the keys with
us while he went on vacation to Taiwan. We made a lot of neighborhood
deliveries; I didn’t know one cat food or cereal from another. I worked there
six months. I had a friend who would drop me off while he attended Glendale
Community College. But when he graduated, I lost my ride. I then worked at
home writing phone numbers on cards for a few dollars.
I was dating now my ex-husband. He was
an Indonesian-Chinese who had residency
in the United States. We got married in
1977 and would eventually have two kids. In
those days, it was much easier for a spouse
to get a green card. I started looking for
work again. I became secretary for a Hong
Kong man who was importing canned
goods from China — mushrooms, bamboo
shoots, chestnuts, soy sauce. We worked
on Monterey Pass Road. He was very nice.
There were two delivery guys with us who
were also from Hong Kong. Later, the owner
bought a warehouse in Alhambra. I started
to learn how to conduct business. He is now
retired, and we are still friends.
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Working as secretary in 1970s
in Los Angeles.
(Photo courtesy of Amy Lie.)

I was making $600/month and sending money back to Hong Kong.
I got a bit more ambitious. My in-laws had gifted us a home near the
60 Freeway. The house was purchased for $52,000. After a year and a
half, I listed the house on the newspaper myself and sold it for $77,500.
An engineer only made $1000/month at that time. I thought real estate
would be a great way to earn, but my ex-husband did not like this idea.
My brother-in-law ran a sewing factory and was making good money. He
encouraged me to try that. I didn’t even know how to sew but I took his
suggestion. I worked so hard for about two years. It was a lot of stress. We
always had to meet deadlines, and a lot of the seamstresses were unreliable.
Now with a baby, I was driving around making deliveries. I sold that
business, and I am glad I did not lose money.
In about 1981, a friend called and offered me office work in his
wholesale seafood business in Chinatown. I knew nothing about seafood
either. As an employee, I developed good relations with our mostly Chinese
customers. On the side, my boss and I got into a joint venture repackaging
cooking oil for restaurant distribution; I had about 30% of that business.
My boss branched out and started importing goods from China. But that
put him under a lot of pressure. He got into financial problems and started
yelling at everyone in the office. It was hard to tolerate. I was then handling
about $600,000 in monthly sales. He now wanted to stop selling to small
accounts even though most of our customers were buying one or two cases
of seafood for their chop suey restaurants. What could I do? Business went
down, and I got blamed. Morale was bad in our 10-person operation. In
1987, I decided to leave. I wanted to take my son and daughter to visit my
family in Hong Kong for two months. My brothers were all doing well in
Hong Kong. I wanted my boss to buy me out from our cooking oil joint
venture. That never happened, and I lost that money.
When I returned to Los Angeles, I found out my old customers kept
asking about me. One owner of a small seafood market found me at home.
I said, “I don’t have inventory; I don’t have any capital; I can’t do anything
to help you.” To my big surprise, a couple of my customers said they would
finance me. I had absolutely no collateral. They never asked me to sign
anything. They told me to buy products on their invoice, stock up, and start
distribution again. I really owe it to these two guys. That’s how I started
Amy’s Seafood, Inc. They trusted me. It was a miracle.
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I started building up those small accounts. I had nothing to lose. I had
no other job, no income, and I had taken out a second mortgage on my
home. One of my clients gave me a little space on 7th Street in downtown
LA. I had only enough room for a desk and a small freezer. I would use
public storage for more space. I knew the importers and asked them for
a little more credit. I never defaulted on any payment. With my clients’
support and the importers’ support, I built up Amy’s Seafood, Inc. It was a
hard life. Soon, I moved into a larger space in Monterey Park.
There was another seafood distributor that talked me into a joint venture. I
thought she was larger than me, but I had the day-to-day management skills.
I totally got ripped off. I was supposed to get a small salary and then 20% of
the net profit. She misrepresented her books, and we had no written contract.
I had to work even harder and exceed my own limitations. In 1989, I was
taking in about a million dollars in sales per month. I was working hard, but
for her. I left that in 1990. All my business partners went bankrupt after I left.
They were not the ones running the show. You have to tolerate a lot while
dealing with customers and their needs.
I started Aqua Treasures in Monterey Park on Corporate Center Drive.
I rented an 1800-square feet warehouse with a small office. I have no more
partners and no bosses. I’ve worked so hard, but I don’t cut throat. I protect
my reputation. I supply some mainstream fast food chains. I’m conservative
in my economic ventures. In 1998, I bought this space in San Gabriel; now,
we are hoping to expand again. About ten years ago, I started importing
tofu from Canada, and I distribute around the United States.

Amy at Aqua Treasures.
(Photo by Susie Ling.)
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I don’t consider myself successful, but I took care of my parents for
twenty years. My son graduated from USC and is working with me now.
My daughter graduated from UC Riverside and is a sales executive in the
entertainment industry. My son is married, and my daughter is just about to
be married.
In the 1990s, I got green cards for all my relatives as we feared the
takeover of Hong Kong by China in 1997. Most of my relatives have now
given up their U.S. status and returned to Hong Kong. I don’t know if I
would have done better if I stayed in Hong Kong. Maybe I would have gone
bankrupt as well. My family had encouraged me to return to Hong Kong
in the 1980s, Hong Kong’s boom years. They were doing very well. They
suggested I get into real estate in Hong Kong. Ironically, I couldn’t return to
Hong Kong because of their immigration law. I could easily return myself
as I was born there, but my husband could not get status under British
law. Under British law, Hong Kong men could apply for foreign wives; but
Hong Kong women could not apply for their foreign husbands.
I’m 67 now and still working. Sometimes our drivers — who have
work permits and social security cards — disappear; finding stable workers
is always a challenge but especially so when there are threats against
immigrants. It is not easy. I’m very very grateful for what I have. I made it
to today.

Amy in her office at Aqua Treasures.
(Photo by Susie Ling.)
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Ching Louie 施静虹
Life in Taiwan in 1950–60s
My parents met in Taiwan after migrating separately after the 1949
Revolution. My mother is originally from Chiuchow 潮州 in northeastern
Guangdong. My father, Sze Ka-oh 施家屋, is from Fujian. He was from
Qiangang 前港 which is a port north of Xiamen, and about 180 miles west
of Taiwan. Many people in those port towns were involved in import/export
business and had relatives in different parts of Southeast Asia. Shi 施 is a
very common Fujian name. There are many Sy and See in the Philippines
and elsewhere. My father was from a poor family with three sons and one
sister. Ever since he was six years old, my father was working. He sold
cigarettes and the like. He did anything and everything. He would wake
up early in the morning and travel over a hill just to be outside a classroom
window. He wanted to have an education, but he never had the chance.
Because of his father’s gambling debts, my father was sold to his younger
uncle who had no children — not uncommon in those days. He was not
treated very well. His older brother got a job playing a little boy in the
Chinese opera of Liang Shanbo 梁山伯 and Zhu Yingtai 祝英台9, and
bought my father back. My dad came back when he was about ten. Thus,
his older brother played a big part of my father’s life and our lives. We were
always indebted to him. It turned out my grandfather was also sold to the
Sze family and was brought to Fujian.
When he was about 20, my father and his two brothers escaped to
Taiwan. They left their mother and a sister in China. My aunt was later
persecuted by the communists; her husband was forced to die in a camp.
Later, my aunt and grandma were sponsored to Hong Kong in the 1970s.
My father started with nothing in Keelung 基隆, a fishing port just north
of Taipei. He rented a room and his landlady’s daughter became my mother.
My father adopted a new name, Sze Man-chu 施文超.10
9
10

One of China’s famous folktales, the Butterfly Lovers tells of a young woman who
disguised herself as a man to pursue her studies. She then falls in love with her
classmate.
A second name, or courtesy name 字, is often adopted near twenty years of age as a
symbol of adulthood and respect. This was a common tradition in China, Japan, Korea,
and Vietnam before World War II.
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My father and his older brother started a trade and cargo business,
Ming Ren 明仁航運, and they were able to support their younger brother’s
college education. The youngest uncle then joined the business. They were
actively shipping in the “golden triangle” between Taiwan, Hong Kong, and
Southeast Asia. My father moved us to Kaohsiung 高雄,Taiwan’s largest
port. My eldest uncle was based in Hong Kong, and my younger uncle
was based in Taipei. Those were our glory days. We started out living in a
Japanese-style tatami house. Then we moved to a condo. Then we moved
to a bigger building with Dad’s offices downstairs. On top of Hong Kong’s
Victoria Peak, the family built a pagoda called Ming Ren Tin 明仁亭.
My parents adopted and spoke Taiwanese to each other — but with
accents (laughs). It was harder for them to adopt the Mandarin language. I
was born in Keelung; I have two older brothers and a younger brother born
six years after me.

Ching (front) with her mother
and two older brothers.
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.)

When I was in middle school in Kaohsiung, my younger brother was
of poor health, and we were sent to Hong Kong. In Taiwan, military
conscription of young men was mandatory. During the Cold War tensions,
parents with means would send their sons abroad. My parents got us a
home in Hong Kong, hired a nanny and a chauffeur, and they traveled back
and forth. We were “parachute kids” in the 1970s!
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Ching (second from left) with her family.
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.)

Moving to Hong Kong in the 1970s
When I first went to Hong Kong in 1971, I had no idea what people
were saying. The Cantonese language is totally different. In Kaohsiung, the
KMT government forced Mandarin language although the community was
heavily Taiwanese-speaking. If you spoke Taiwanese in class, you would have
to put money on the teacher’s desk as a penalty. In Hong Kong, my parents
enrolled me in St. Stephen’s 聖士提反書院11, a co-ed boarding school in
Stanley. St. Stephen’s used Cantonese as the language of instruction. The
teacher sat me right in front of him so he could practice his Mandarin with
me. Actually, that encouraged me to learn Cantonese so I could go sit in the
back and read comics with the other children (laughs). Interestingly, it was
St. Stephen’s that gave me a very good foundation for reading and writing
English. Most of the kids at this school were boys, including my brother
and my cousins. After school, I would go to this bookstore and read. We are
actually going to have a St. Stephen’s reunion in Vancouver soon. They said,
“We remember you; you were quiet.” Well, not anymore (laughs).
11

St. Stephen’s College was established in 1903 by prominent Chinese businessmen in
British Hong Kong as a Christian school for boys. In 1930, it moved to the Stanley
campus, and in 1968, it became co-educational. It is part of the International
Baccalaureate program.

20 Gum Saan Journal 2019

As a girl, I was very protected, but I was also tough. Hong Kong was
chaotic but my family provided a buffer. The chauffeur would watch over
me. On the other hand, I was responsible for our finances at this young
age. Our glorious days would turn. My father hoped we would move to
Singapore, but we never did.
After three years, I moved to Hong Kong International School (HKIS)12.
My father was afraid that China would invade Taiwan, and he thought
we might move to the United States, the country of freedom. Hong Kong
International School was based on American standards. My dad came to
know America through his business dealings and the media. He felt U.S.
would protect Taiwan from China. He thought of U.S. as a safe place from
the possible warfare. Although he never learned English, he wanted all of us
to know this international language.
I have allegiance to both Taiwan and Hong Kong. I was born in Taiwan
and my parents are buried there. But I do have relatives, friends, and
memories of Hong Kong. I still visit both regularly.
Coming to Los Angeles
I came to college in Los Angeles in 1977. I didn’t know anyone here, and
I had never been here before. I was enrolled at Occidental College, and I
cried every single day. It was also during the time of the Hillside Strangler13.
I ate Top Ramen every day, and my roommate complained that it smelled.
She was very nice to invite me to her home for Passover.
At first, I thought to major in art or jewelry design. But I didn’t think I
had any options but to major in business. Occidental College did not have
a major in business, so I transferred to USC in 1978. In those days, life was
comfortable as I had more funds.
Things turned very quickly. There was an international oil crisis. My
dad’s shipping venture had expanded into West Africa, but there was
political corruption, and all the goods on our cargo ship was lost. The
brothers’ shipping empire crumbled. My college funds had to be diverted
12
13

Established in 1966, Hong Kong International School is a private Christian-based
school that uses American K–12 curriculum.
The “Hillside Strangler” scare was between October 1977 and February 1978 when
young women were being killed around the Occidental College area in Glendale, La
Crescenta, Los Feliz, and downtown LA.
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back to my father for his payroll and to my older brother, now in San
Francisco. I could no longer afford USC’s international student tuition. It
was quite a shock for me. I quickly transferred to UCLA to save tuition cost.
I had to look for a job. Because of my multiple language abilities, I
found a position with Yee-Louie Insurance in Chinatown. No, I did not
marry into this Louie family. I didn’t even know what “shorthand” was,
but luckily, I could type. I did everything. I was very lucky because Mrs.
Phoebe Yee was an inspiration. She had been widowed early with four kids.
Although she remarried a Yee, she took over her first husband’s property
and casualty insurance business to raise her children. She sold insurance to
most of the businesses in Chinatown. I had to walk up and down Broadway
and Hill with my envelope of invoices to collect insurance premiums from
Sam Woo BBQ Restaurant, Diamond Bakery, Golden Dragon Restaurant,
Miriwa Restaurant, etc. It was a great but intense education working with
Phoebe Yee.
I graduated in Business Economics from UCLA, and I went back to
work for Phoebe Yee and her son, Victor Louie, because I needed a green
card. Phoebe sponsored me. Mrs. Yee also told me to get my insurance
license, which turned out to be extremely beneficial for my early career.
It was at this time — when I was 22 — that I married. My first husband
was a UCLA PhD student from Hong Kong who also did not have a green
card. My mother was so against the relationship; she wanted me to return
to Taiwan to be with the family. But we married, and very soon after that,
my mother was in a catastrophic car accident. She was on life support in a
Taiwan hospital. I was waiting for my green card interview, and my father
ordered that I not be told of my mother’s accident. I remember him saying
that it would be okay if I didn’t have a green card, but my husband needed
one for his future. I found out about my mother, and I rushed home just
before she died. She said to me, “I worry the most about you.” I got the
green card for my husband and then filed for divorce. I was in the lowest
point in my life. I was 23.
I was very worried about my younger brother, who was alone in Hong
Kong. My maternal aunt told me my mother had left my younger brother
and me some private funds. I went to my dad for a promise that that money
would be used for my brother’s education — even if my father remarried.
When you grow up in a family business, you do see the cold side and the
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warm side of people. When you mix money and family relationships, you
walk on a fragile layer of ice. I knew I had no more educational future as I
had to help my younger brother. My brother did finish pharmacy school.
No regrets. My father remarried in two years.
I knew I now had no home in Taiwan nor in Hong Kong. My brothers
were spread all over, doing their own things.
Rebuilding
At least, Mrs. Yee was supportive. She even physically helped me move out
of my ex-husband’s. I found a room to rent for $150/month, and I needed to
borrow money for that. Fortunately, my cousin in Atherton, California sent
me a check for $500. Today, everything I have I consider a blessing.
I realized my self-esteem was very low. I went to see a counselor. The
whole experience eventually allowed me to blossom and became more
outgoing. I realized I could turn things around. I can be tough. I also don’t
think I need to envy others nor to indulge in self-pity. I know life has a lot
of curves. I’ve had a very colorful life.
A girlfriend said, “What’s next?” She set me up with an ABC14 who
was 19 years older than me, Ron Louie. Ron Louie had an easy-going
personality. He was a calm harbor. When I told my dad that I wanted to
marry Ron, he said, “Ron may
take care of you now. But in the
future, you have to take care
of him.” I thought that was a
fair promise. Now we’ve been
married for 35 years, and we
have a daughter working in the
entertainment industry.
Ching and her daughter at her
mother’s grave in Taiwan.
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.)
14

ABC is an American-born Chinese. Ronald Louie is the youngest of the nine children
of Ping Yuen Louie and Lee Shee, proprietors of K.G. Louie in the center of Chinatown
Plaza. Gum Saan Journal 2018 has a feature on the Louie family and the 80th
anniversary of Chinatown Plaza. Ronald Louie worked with architects Barry Burkus
and Marshall Lewis.
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I wish I had met my parents-in-laws. When I met Ronald, his parents
had been long gone. Ronald lost his father when he was 8, and he lost his
mother when he was 20. But you can tell from the closeness of their family
that the parents had such a positive influence. I have great admiration for
them. Ron was the youngest of 9 siblings; I sometimes feel I have 8 sets of
parents-in-law (laughs). We started out living in the Chinatown apartment
complex with the other Louie family members. It was quite a culture
shock for me. At the wedding, Ron had his large family, and I brought one
brother. I’ve adapted. The Louie family is a big part of me, and I’m a little
part of them.
My father worked hard to rebuild. He went through quite a
transformation. He got into the cosmetics and real estate development
businesses. He had been the usual male chauvinist. He thought men
should protect and provide for their women. My mother was a stay-athome partner. She had very little education and was no competition for my
sophisticated “aunties.” They say Hokkien men all had women in different
ports (laughs). But later, my dad surprised me and became the best mom for
all of us. He did his best even though I was far away from home. One time,
I had secretly scheduled a surgery right after his visit. He learned about it
and bought another plane ticket to come right back. He was at the hospital
bed when I woke up.

Ching with her brothers and father.
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.)
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I never stopped working. After Phoebe, I became an insurance agent.
Then, with my father’s encouragement, I got into real estate. I was very
lucky with a cold call. I had a client who had commercial vacant land in
Chinatown and the City of Walnut. I spent a couple of years working with
Universal Hilton hotel in Universal City. I was learning hotel management
and catering. Those were colorful and exciting work days as we hosted both
China and Taiwan National Day celebrations. I met even more community
people. But then, I got sick and had another operation.
With our daughter off to college, I founded Louie Properties in 2003
in partnership with Ron. I had a vision, but it took a long time to build.
I worked a lot of hours. We were starting out when the economy was so
difficult with the Great Recession. I’m in a profession nobody wants to be
in: property management. We have clients all over Los Angeles. I run into
all kinds of folks — rich and poor. It is about problem solving. I provide
various services. For example, I help senior clients with rental properties
manage their retirement income. I also work to nurture my employees —
about 15 now. I try to mold their responsibilities to fit their talents. I enjoy
hiring people who are retired but want to stay active. My employees have
become a second family. I do not expect to retire.
In my business, I make a lot of enemies especially as I have to evict
tenants who do not want to pay rent. I joke that there are two clubs both
with free membership: the Love Ching Club and the Hate Ching Club. But
at an HOA [Homeowners Association] meeting, a voice yelled out, “There is
a third club: We Need You, Ching, Club.”

Ching at Louie Properties, Inc.
in Temple City.
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.)
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Community Involvement
My daughter started pre-school at the Little Tokyo Higashi Hongwanji
Temple, while we were living in Chinatown. We decided to move to San
Marino in the early 1990’s. At that time, San Marino was about 35% Asian.
I insisted that my daughter learn the Chinese language, and San Marino
had a strong Chinese language program. I started helping with the Chinese
School of San Marino. I then helped out with the Carver Elementary PTA
as the hospitality person — I learned how to brew coffee (laughs). That led
me to be recruited for other tasks.
When I was young, I didn’t know anything about scholarships or
financial aid. I didn’t know how to ask for help; I didn’t know my resources.
Maybe my life could have been easier if I had more resources and financial
assistance during my hardship. That is why I focus my community work
on supporting young people, especially newcomers from overseas. I learned
how to balance community work and professional development from my
mentor, Phoebe Yee. She was always active with the restaurant association,
bakery association, sewing manufacturers’ association, etc.
I worked with San Marino’s Lions Club, Rotary, and Chamber of
Commerce. As president of the Lions Club chapter, I focused on student
speech contests; San Marino had a very healthy rivalry with Gabrieleno
High School. I endowed scholarships
for the San Marino Chinese Club
via a Mid-Autumn Festival with over
a thousand in attendance. I’m also
active with the Hong Kong Schools
Alumni Federation (HKSAF). I work
with their scholarship project too.

Congresswoman Judy Chu
with Ching Louie.
(From article by Katarina Myers
on San Marino Patch, posted Dec 2011.)
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In 2000, I was campaign fundraising manager for Paul Zee, a Republican
candidate for the 21st State Senate District. Paul was born in Shanghai and
raised in Hong Kong. I was concerned that his China connection would affect
my family standing in Taiwan, but Paul convinced my dad that it would be
all right. It was supposed to be an 11-month commitment. Boy, I used all
my community contacts and personal favors. We gathered seven Chinese
clubs from Southern California together for fundraising. I learned about
press releases and media campaigns. Paul Zee lost against Jack Scott; there
was no way he could win against that giant. I was fortunate to learn from a
smart person like Paul Zee. I studied how he delivered speeches and how he
organized his thoughts. It was all an experience that built my repertoire.
Of course, I’ve dealt with
racism and gender bias. I believe
racism is still in existence. I want
my daughter to be worldly and
not be limited in her thinking.
She did become an exchange
student and then stayed abroad
for a while. I want her to explore
different possibilities. She’s now
in public relations work. I hope
for her to be happy. I wish family
happiness for her, but she should
not compromise herself for her
spouse. It should be a partnership
of souls. Perhaps I’m not a
traditional Chinese woman, but I
learned a lot from life in general.
Ching and Ron Louie with their daughter.
I don’t want to waste time on
(Photo courtesy of Ching Louie.) negative energy.
Am I Chinese? I’m ethnically Chinese but I’ve lived in the Western world
for a long time. I’m a survivor, and the accumulation of my experiences has
made me myself. I’m not from a mold. When I was in school years ago, I
enjoyed painting by using small dots. That’s me now — a conglomerate of
dots of experiences.
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Terry Ma 雷苑芝
A Girl in Hong Kong
I was born in Hong Kong. My parents and all my relatives were born
in Hong Kong although our ancestors have roots in Toisan 台山. My
grandfather, Lui Leung 雷亮, was one of the founders of Kowloon Motor
Bus Company (KMB) 九龍巴士in 1933. My father was also with that
company, and my mother was a housewife. They had eight children, and
I’m the sixth.
Education in Hong Kong is very competitive. I studied at Maryknoll
Convent School 瑪利諾修院學校, which was established by American
Catholic nuns [in 1925]. My older sister and I attended this girls-only
school since kindergarten. We had a few subjects that were taught in
Chinese, but school was mostly in English. As a result, my Chinese
is not that good but I can compose a simple letter. In Hong Kong,
English is very important, and foreign-sponsored schools were very
prestigious. My other sister attended St. Mary’s Cannosian College
嘉諾撒聖瑪利書院 [established in 1900], another prestigious Catholic
institution.
My parents were not religious. On special holidays, my grandmother
went to the Buddhist temple to bai bai 拜拜. But my father liked the
manners and standards of Catholic schools; he trusted them. When we were
young, we girls were very protected; we didn’t go anywhere. Most of us at
school were from wealthy families. It was a class society. We didn’t really
know much about the world; we never even saw the ugly sides of Hong
Kong. Hong Kong was very ethnically diverse, but we never knew anyone
except the nuns at Maryknoll. Nowadays, I really appreciate my father for
being so generous. He had eight children and had to worry about each
of us.
At 16 years of age, I went to England with my older sister to finish high
school. It was our dream to leave Hong Kong. I could not go to university
in Hong Kong because my Chinese language was not good enough. Hong
Kong is very crowded, and it is hard to get ahead, especially without that
piece of paper from a university. As a girl, I would probably end up as a
secretary. My father wanted me to be a teacher because that would be a
good profession for girls. I had an older cousin who taught and went on
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government scholarship to England;
she became a teacher for teachers. In
those days, my dad thought that that
was wonderful. I don’t know how
but I talked him to allowing us to go
to boarding school in England. We
knew Hong Kong classmates that also
attended St. Theresa’s Effingham in
Surrey, another Catholic all-girls school.
After that, Hong Kong was not
home any more. It is just the place I
visit my family. In more recent days,
Sussex, England.
because Hong Kong is so small, they
have pushed landfills into the river. Now
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)
there are more floods during typhoons
because of the lack of drainage. The streets are so crowded and the smog is
worse. Living there is expensive.
When I first got to England, I thought my English language was good.
But our teachers spoke very fast and with such an accent, I got lost. In
Hong Kong, our nuns had maids that helped cook and clean for them, but
not in England. Everything in England was very expensive. Life was tough;
you even had coin-operated heat radiators. During our school breaks, my
sister and I went skiing in Austria and joined tours to the Mediterranean.
My time in England went by very fast. To get into a British university, you
needed three languages. Most English girls had learned Latin and French
languages since they were very young. We had to apply for American
universities.
College in Los Angeles
It was very difficult for Hong Kong students to get visas for American
universities, but I was coming from England. I was also lucky as U.S. did
not want siblings in the U.S. at the same time. U.S. Immigration was afraid
that we Hong Kong students would want to stay. Fortunately for me, my
sister went to Vancouver and so I came to Los Angeles alone on a student
visa. I went to Marymount College on the Palos Verdes Peninsula. It was
so beautiful. When my uncle came to visit, he said, “This is a resort.” I
remember the first time I saw the Goodyear Blimp, I was so scared (laughs).
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Everyone thought I was so funny. Here was a Chinese girl — with her hair
not in braids — speaking with a British accent (laughs).
Marymount started as a high school in Westwood and grew to become a
college in Palos Verdes. In 1973, it would merge with Loyola University to
become Loyola Marymount University (LMU) at Marina del Rey. I wanted
to be a business administration major, but Marymount didn’t have this. So
they asked me and this other girl to officially withdraw from Marymount
and register for Loyola University. When we graduated, we were the only
two girls that sat with all these boys (laughs). Next, I got a job as an account
analyst for Occidental Insurance.
I didn’t know a lot of Chinese
people then. There were very few
people of color in Marymount, and I
didn’t really go to Chinatown or have
connections with the community.
My family and Hong Kong friends
were dispersing all through North
America. I got married to a Chinese
Canadian that I had met in England. I
bumped into him again at Robinson’s
Department Store in L.A. (laughs).
He was majoring in engineering at Cal
State LA. We travelled for his job. He
worked in the defense industry, and we
Final year at Loyola University. were in Vancouver first; I applied for
Canadian citizenship then. Then we
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)
lived nine months in Iran before the
1979 Iranian Revolution. We were living in the Iranian Army compound.
We lived in Toronto for two years, but we travelled during that time. He
was stationed in Indonesia for a while. I would find work when I could as a
bookkeeper or accountant. Then he got transferred to Los Angeles.
When I first flew to Vancouver in the early 1970s, it was dark at night.
Now, it is full of lights. A lot of the Chinese were the ones that brought in
the money to develop Vancouver. Canada had more open immigration, but
they benefitted a lot from this. U.S. immigration law was more restrictive
and demanded more money from immigrants to do business. With such
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restrictive laws, some of today’s immigrants to the U.S. from Taiwan and
China are illegal.
Growing Business in San Gabriel Valley
By the 1980s, my husband and I decided we wanted to stay in Los
Angeles. My heart was always in L.A. There is less racial prejudice here.
Because of our Canadian citizenship, our job opportunities in L.A. were
restricted. My husband had restrictions in what he could do in the defense
industry in the United States. My father-in-law suggested we go into
business so we could control our own work destiny. I’m very grateful for
my father-in-law’s wisdom. He was in the import-export and retail business
in Hong Kong, and he was very astute. He taught me a lot. He said, “Give
yourself a fresh start.”
We started investigating and meeting vendors. Our first little storefront
was Fragrance King near Atlantic Blvd and Commonwealth in Alhambra.
There were a lot of our Taiwan customers who asked for skin care products,
and we sold a lot. We were only in Alhambra for a year.
We moved to a larger store front next to the movie theater and NBC
Restaurant in the 400 block of Atlantic in Monterey Park. That was a good
location. We got into distribution of Clinique, Max Factor, Estee Lauder,
Elizabeth Arden, and other skin care products. To cater to the influx of
Taiwan customers with money, I would hire Mandarin-speaking students,
and I was learning more Mandarin myself. They would come to the store
with shopping lists for 24 of this, 12 of this, etc. This lady owned a hospital
in Taiwan, and she came in to buy 48 Christian Dior lipsticks to give as
gifts. For women in Taiwan, they wanted skin care products.
When they played Beverly Hills Cop (1984) next door at the movie
theater, with Eddie Murphy and James Russo, I couldn’t close my store.
Everyone was standing in line for tickets, and they would come in my store
to buy things (laughs). For a while, I had a kiosk at the Broadway Plaza in
downtown too. I worked countless hours a day, and you were always on call.
You had to solve problems. You had to supervise the employees. I closed the
kiosk when my mother got ill. I had it for about four years.
We also did wholesale with other Taiwan customers. We sold to Japan
and Hong Kong. We investigated going into China, but we didn’t follow
through. It was best to devote our time to our business in Los Angeles.
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We wanted to control our business.
Our retail and wholesale businesses
complemented each other.
We were lucky because we started our
skincare business earlier. But we worked
hard too. There were three straight years
when I worked 365 days a year.
In 1986, I became a legal resident
because of Reagan’s amnesty program.
But the truth is, I pay a lot of taxes
to America. I’ve given more than I
ever took. We settled in Pasadena. His
parents were living in Vancouver, and
Hokkaido, Japan.
they came to visit us often. I supported
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.) my in-laws.
Our business moved to San Gabriel’s Valley Blvd near the Focus Plaza,
as Sasa Cosmetics. We were a bit late, but we then got into Internet
business as Cosmetic America. I didn’t want to be at the store anymore.
Retail business is very tough when you are not there personally all the time.
Today, the Internet business is tough too as Amazon is monopolizing and
trying to squeeze everyone out. For now, I still manage all our accounts and
trouble shoot.
A friend told me once, “Everyone can work hard, but luck is also
important.” They lost their business. For me, we were able to overcome the
ups and downs of our business as we kept our company small and tight.
On Being Women
I never had children. It was not really a choice. I was travelling a lot and
working long hours, and I just missed the boat. Things happened; I am
separated. I regret I didn’t have time to connect with real friends. I surely
have met a lot of interesting people. For a couple of years, I learned to play
mahjong. I couldn’t get into it. I prefer Zumba dancing exercise.
In some ways, I’m very modern. I’m educated, I’ve travelled extensively,
I’ve worked successfully. I was also expected to get married and take care of
my in-laws.
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Glacier walk in Iceland with friends.
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)

Terry in Iceland.
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)

Christmas in Hong Kong.
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)
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I would tell younger women that you have to be independent. You have
to be strong. We will trip and fall down, now and then, but you have to
have a support network to help you get back up. I didn’t build enough of
a support network through family or friends. I didn’t have time; I worked
seven days a week.
I would also say you have to expose yourself to intelligent people and
learn from them. You have to keep learning. We all have different life
experiences.
Now, I’m taking it easy. I’ve travelled a lot in these last eight years. I’m
going to Petra in Jordan and Israel soon. I’ve gone to Machu Pichu, St.
Petersburg in Russia, and the Silk Road. I enjoy concerts — Beyonce, Lady
Gaga — and I love dancing. I’m comfortable where I am now.

At Gatsby gala.
(Photo courtesy of Terry Ma.)
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Paul Zee 徐惠誠
Shanghainese Hongkonger
My last name gives me away. “Zee” is the Shanghainese pronunciation
of Tsui (Hong Kong), Xu (PRC), Hsu (Taiwan), and the Anglicized
spelling is one adopted under the British. So “Zee’s” are Shanghainese from
Hong Kong.
I was born in 1950 in Shanghai, right after the 1949 Communist
takeover of China. Like many other Shanghainese, in 1948, my father
began to go back and forth to Hong
Kong to explore business opportunities.
My father had been a successful
businessman in Shanghai. He owned
and operated transportation barges
that went up and down the Yangtze
River. The communists confiscated
those barges, and my father knew he
had to start anew. Right after PRC
was established, the government was
still allowing people to leave China
on permit. My mother got a permit
and moved to Hong Kong with the
Paul Zee in 1953.
three of us. I have an older sister and
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.)
older brother.
Shanghainese have a long tradition of doing business. Like New York,
this is an international port city since the 1800s. Shanghainese people were
quite Westernized. In fact, in my father’s generation, you will find them
conversing in English as many graduated from St. John University and
Shanghai Hujiang University 滬江大學15. My father and mother graduated
from Shanghai University in the 1940s. My mother said that on her first
day of class, the students were taught how to bind their legs so they could
15

St. John University (SJU) in Shanghai was founded in 1879 by American Protestants.
SJU was considered “the Harvard of China”. While early curriculum used Chinese as
the language of instruction, by 1891, instruction switched to English. By 1952, the
school was disbanded. The foundation of University of Shanghai or Hujiang University
was established by American Baptist Missionary Union and the Southern Baptist
Convention in 1906. The communists also dispersed this school in 1952.
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run in case of an armed conflict. My mother was a physics major, the only
woman in her class. They were lucky as the university students lived in the
British concession, which was a “Solitary Island” surrounded by Japanese.
In the late 1940s, many Shanghai entrepreneurs realized that the
incoming communist administration would not be sympathetic to their
ventures. It was obvious that Hong Kong was also an international port but
under British rule. It seemed natural for Shanghainese to move to Hong
Kong in the late 1940s. I dare say that the Shanghainese deserve much of
the credit for developing Hong Kong after World War II. After the Japanese
retreated, Hong Kong industry was focused on textile. About 95% of the
owners were Shanghainese. Shanghainese not only brought capital to Hong
Kong, they brought a lot of expertise and business acumen. A lot of the
Hong Kong business giants today are second generation Shanghainese.
I grew up in the Hong Kong system. The British were the boss, and
we acknowledged that; it was what we knew. Every day at school, the first
photograph we saw was that of Queen Elizabeth II. I think of Hong Kong’s
current success as due to four elements: (1) British public administration,
(2) Shanghainese business expertise, (3) hardworking Cantonese, and (4)
proximity to China. The British
system was very efficient, and
they were great administrators.
For example, compare the
transportation gridlock in other
developing nations with that
of Hong Kong’s. As small and
as congested as Hong Kong is,
traffic is circulating. In the late
1950s, I saw a lot of Chinese
immigrants in wooden shacks in
Zee family with mother in 1954. Hong Kong. But by the 1960s,
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.) these disappeared as the British
government built public housing.
In Hong Kong, my mother taught physics for thirty plus years. She
taught at Bethel High School 伯特利16.They allowed her to teach in
16

Bethel High School was established in 1922 by missionaries in Shanghai. The school
moved to Hong Kong in 1950.
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Mandarin, but she did pick up the Cantonese language — with an accent.
My parents spoke Shanghainese to us but we answered in Cantonese.
My father, King Yung
Zee, had a business degree
from Hujiang and —
like other Shanghainese
— started in the textile
weaving industry in Hong
Kong. He then moved into
elastic bands. He called
himself the King of Elastic
Zee family in 1958.
Bands. At that time, the
United States had quotas
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.)
for imported goods. My
father realized that the quota for elastic bands included cloth gloves. Selling
gloves was actually more profitable so he shifted into exporting cloth
gloves and then, leather gloves. In the late 1960s, Chiang Ching-kuo of
Taiwan sent his Minister of Economic Affairs, Li Kwoh-ting 李國鼎17, to
Hong Kong. Li encouraged a whole group of Hong Kong entrepreneurs
— many of whom were Shanghainese — to invest in the Free Trade Zones
in southern Taiwan. My father opened two large factories in Kaohsiung,
Taiwan. My father was importing leather from South America, United
States, and all over the world. He became the world’s largest manufacturer
of work gloves. He was very proud that for every two pairs of leather
industrial gloves sold in the United States, one pair was his.
The family was living in Kowloon Tong 九龍塘, a premier district with
single-family detached residences. I went to Pooi To 培道 primary school18
in Kowloon as it was close to our home. I then attended the high school
where my mother taught, Bethel High School; but let’s admit it, I was a
naughty student. When my mother retired, I transferred to the Catholic,
Saint Johannes College 聖若望, and graduated in 1968. Our instruction
17
18

Li Kwoh-ting earned the title “Father of Taiwan’s Economic Miracle” for transforming
a post-war agrarian society into an export-driven manufacturing center. Li’s policies
especially focused on high-technology production in Taiwan.
Pooi To Academy — or Pui Do — was established in Guangzhou by Southern Baptist
missionaries in 1888. Because of the Japanese air raids, the school moved to Hong Kong
in 1938. In 1946, the campus in Kowloon City was renamed Hong Kong Pooi To Girls’
School, but the primary grades were co-ed.
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was primarily in Cantonese with some in English. We all
spoke to each other in Cantonese; we never cared whether
our classmates’ ancestry was Zhongshan, Shanghai, Taiwan,
or whatever.
Paul Zee in 1964.
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.)

New Adventures in Pasadena
After high school, I came to college in Pasadena. My older brother
had done the same thing. My brother was already pursuing his masters in
Tennessee. A lot of the Hong Kong families were concentrating on business
development; they really didn’t care what university their kids attended
as long as it was abroad. At that time, Pasadena College was a private
Christian college with an affiliation to my mother’s Bethel High School.
Later, in 1973, the campus moved to Point Loma in San Diego and became
Point Loma Nazarene University. Pasadena College had about 10% Asians
including Japanese and Koreans. I remember one other guy from Hong
Kong and two students from Taiwan.
What a culture shock! I remember my first visit to the Alpha Beta
Market on Washington Blvd in Pasadena. I wanted some meat. I saw a can
with a picture of delicious meat and a dog. I didn’t know it was dog food.
Hong Kong didn’t have canned dog food. What a tremendous transition
from Hong Kong to United States by myself. My English was manageable.
At first, I lived in the dorms before moving out to an apartment. I survived.
I did make one good friend who was from Yokohama; we hung out on
weekends and holidays. Our best treat was to go to the Taiwan girls’
house and get some Chinese food. I didn’t have a car and seldom went to
Chinatown or anywhere.
I returned to Hong Kong in 1972 to work in my father’s business. I
got married and had two children. We decided to return to Los Angeles in
1977. My father said, “Why do you want to go back to the United States?”
I was young, and I really wanted independence and to build my own
business. Hong Kong was a tiny little place with so many people. It was
hard to compete; you had to be outstanding. I had a space in my father’s
business but what about my children? Would they be able to compete? I
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convinced my wife to come to visit Los Angeles in 1975. We agreed to move
over permanently in 1977 with a three-year old and a 1 ½-year old. We
had a third child born in the United States in 1982. I just thought America
would offer a better future and better opportunities, especially for my
children. I still believe I was right.
At age 68, I look back at my life and wonder if I made the right choices.
The choice of immigrating not only impacted my life, but the lives of all
the members of my family. I changed their lives. My kids today only speak
English, and they are nothing but American. My daughters are married to
non-Chinese and my grandchildren are mixed. With all my wisdom and
experience, I don’t know if hard work or intelligence propels individuals
forward; I think it is fate. Sometimes, it is just about luck.
For our first two years, my wife and I rented a condominium in
Montebello where rent was cheaper. We started our business: Pacific Glove
Company. I didn’t know too many people in the United States. But my
business associate in Hong Kong had a business associate in downtown
LA. I rented a desk, not even a cubicle, from this Jewish gentleman. He
taught me to rent public storage in Compton. I was a salesman in the day
time and a warehouse stocker in the evening. My wife was the part-time
bookkeeper. She was doing paper work and accounts receivable on our one
desk; she would leave around 2:00 pm to pick up the kids. I would get off
the road and use the desk after she left. Sometimes, I would go back to
the warehouse in the evenings. Each time I went to a new city, I would go
to a phone booth and look at the yellow pages under “Industrial Gloves,”
“Industrial Supplies,” and “Safety Supplies.” I would then go to my motel
and start calling and trying to set-up appointments. I would then go doorto-door to show my samples from my suitcase. I travelled throughout the
eleven western states. This was before computers, cell phones, and GPS.
I survived.
What fate. About six months after I started the wholesale business,
there was a shortage of leather industrial gloves. I, of course, had stock. You
need to understand that industrial gloves are not a luxury item; they are
necessities. The workers need them no matter what the cost. A normal order
was 100 dozen pairs. I made some money; that was my first bucket of gold.
After two years, I rented my own warehouse and office in East LA. I even
hired an assistant. We moved to South Pasadena.
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Of course, I dealt with discrimination. But I now look back and
remember that these strangers didn’t know me. People didn’t have reason to
trust me. I had to convince them that I was legitimate.
As life was difficult, my wife and I decided to join a Chinese church,
First Evangelical Church Glendale under Pastor Eddie Lo19. I had visited
that church when I was at Pasadena College. We made connections and my
favorite part of the week was on Saturdays or Sundays when I would call
together friends to bao jiaozi 包餃子, make dumplings.
Although he had not wanted me to come to the U.S., my father was
very supportive and sold me gloves on credit. I also realized that you can’t
just depend on your father. I opened a factory in Pusan, South Korea to
manufacture leather gloves. In 1979, Deng Xiaoping came to the United
States and economic relations with China would be more open from
then on. In 1982, I went to Zhejiang, China. For Shanghainese, speaking
Mandarin is not that difficult, and I had been practicing in Taiwan. I
blindly put an order for two shipping containers of cotton gloves. It shocked
the Beijing Ministry of Commerce’s Light Industrial Products agency. They
sent me a telex to come see them. Fate. I decided to go. The government
official and I hit it off. I invited her to come to the United States to look
around; she had never been to Los Angeles. After a few months, she took
me up on this offer! In those days, China always sent small delegations
abroad. She came with others from various provincial agencies. I took them
around and explained the market. At 32, I became the exclusive agent of
industrial gloves from China to the United States. Somehow China’s export
quota of 3.5 million dozen pairs gave Shanghai over half of the quota. Fate
again. I started learning Shanghainese (laughs). The provincial government
agents loved it; I was a “homeboy”.

19

Reverend George Chua founded First Evangelical Church (FEC) in 1965 mostly
serving to students from the Philippines and Taiwan. When Chua returned to the
Philippines, Reverend Eddie Lo continued to grow the ministry. Services then were
held in English with Mandarin and Taiwanese translation on alternate Sundays. By
1970, the Taiwanese-speaking congregation was large enough to form their own
church, Evangelical Formosan Church (1970). By 1974, the Church offered Englishonly services and Mandarin-only services. By 1981, Cantonese-only services were
offered. Independent sister churches include FEC San Gabriel Valley (1986), FEC
Cerritos (1988), FEC Diamond Bar (1999), FEC Arcadia (2001), and Epicenter in
Pasadena (2003).

40 Gum Saan Journal 2019

I went back to my father. I said, “You better fold your business. You
cannot compete with mainland China.” In our industry, 40% of the cost
is labor. How can you compete with China? In those days, their workers
were paid RMB$36/month. At first, my father could not believe what I
was doing; he cautioned me about the intense political relations. In those
days, when I traveled to Taiwan, I would still have to make sure I cut off
any label that might say “Made in China” in my personal luggage; that was
considered contraband. I said to my father, “If I don’t do business with
China, someone else will.” After three years, my father closed his business.
He said he was honored to close down without any debt. My father enjoyed
his retirement in his homes in Hong Kong and Taiwan.
I knew China’s communist structure was volatile, and I knew I better
have a back-up plan. Beijing never officially revoked my exclusive contract
for industrial gloves. But Beijing headquarters dissolved. Each province
made their own deals. Their system changed, and then it changed again.
Now, China cannot be more capitalistic. I knew I had to do something else.
In the late 1980s, I bought one of my customers, the American distributor
company U.S. Safety and Supply Company in El Monte. I had about
twenty employees of mixed ethnicities.

Paul Zee in factory.

U.S. Safety and Supply Co in El Monte.
(Photos courtesy of Paul Zee.)
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I sold U.S. Safety and Supply Company in 2005. My kids were grown
and my longtime manager, William, came to me and said, “Paul, I don’t
think I want to work for you forever.” His dream was to open his own small
business and be his own boss. I said, “Great. I’ve had enough of the glove
business. Why don’t you just take over?” He said, “I don’t have the capital.”
We made a deal. I sold the whole business to him at 50% discount. I took
him to East West Bank to get a SBA [Small Business Administration] loan.
For me, it was a clean break; I was ready for a new direction. William and
U.S. Safety are still doing great. Every once in a while, I have dim sum with
William and his family.
Paying It Forward
In 1989, South Pasadena Unified School District’s teachers went on
strike. In Los Angeles that same year, the teachers were out for nine days.
In Chinese tradition, teachers are esteemed, but they cannot go on strike.
I was very concerned, and I got a group of parents together. We would
not be effective if we went one-by-one to voice our opinions at the School
Board meetings. We needed to present our concerns as a group. I founded
the South Pasadena Chinese American Club20. At the time, South Pasadena
was about 25% Asian. Unlike the San Marino Chinese Club, I insisted that
we use English at our meetings. This way, we included Taiwan immigrants,
Hong Kong immigrants, others, and the ABC (American-born Chinese).
Thankfully, the strike issue was resolved quickly. But we had fun together,
and we continued meeting. We had about 100 members. Perhaps because of
my British training, I was comfortable with organizing. We established five
committees, and SPCC is still very active today.
I felt that leadership for the Club should rotate, so I set up a rule that
presidents had two-year limit. In 1991, I thought I would go back to
my business. But some former South Pasadena mayors came to me and
asked me to run for City Council. I thought, “Did I hear you wrong? Did
you want to take me to a city concert?” I had no idea what being in city
government might entail. The former mayors came to see me three times.
At the time, South Pasadena was dominated by Republicans, but they knew
20

South Pasadena Chinese American Club (SPCC) has provided a lot of cultural
and community support in South Pasadena. The Club has encouraged the SPUSD
Mandarin-immersion program. The Club sponsors community events like Moon
Festival, New Year program, film series, concerts, and lectures. SPCC also donates
generously to the schools, to the library, and to scholarships.
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that things were changing. They promised they would coach me through
the elections. They told me to give a speech in front of the Republican Club
on Fremont. I really wasn’t sure what a “Republican” would represent, but I
was definitely knowing about business interests. It was one of the first times
a Chinese American was running for a local City Council. Mike Woo in
Los Angeles, Lily Lee Chen in Monterey Park, and Daniel Wong in Cerritos
preceded me. My campaign excited a lot of Asian Americans. At 7:45 pm
on election day, there was still a long line of Asian American voters wanting
to make a difference — some for the very first time. I began my service. I
served for nine years. I set-up a “Coffee with the Mayor” program that was
very effective; I listened to my constituency.
In 1999, the leadership of
the Sacramento Republican
Party tapped me on the
shoulder. They wanted me to
run for the state legislature.
They said, “You are exactly
what we are looking for:
businessman, immigrant, and
local political leader.” Both
the Senate leadership and the
Assembly leadership came
Mayor of South Pasadena, 1999.
to see me. I had a private
breakfast with Carol Liu to ask
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.)
about her plans. She wanted
to run for the 44th State Assembly; I was not going to run against another
Chinese American. I decided to try the State Senate position — against
Democrat Jack Scott. I won the primary election by a landslide. In the
general election, I was on the same ticket as James Rogan who was running
against Adam Schiff for the 27th District of the U.S. House. James Rogan
was the number one target of the Democratic Party because of his role
in the impeachment of President Clinton. At the same time, the district’s
political affiliation was shifting. I lost to Jack Scott. The next morning, Jim
Rogan called me up and said, “What are we going to do?” I said, “I don’t
know about you but I’m going back to my business.” I did have a lot of fun
with that election. I respect Jack Scott very much; he is a gentleman.
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After I sold my business in 2005, I felt a little empty for a few months.
A very hectic life had changed. I would look at my cell phone to make sure
it wasn’t broken as nobody was calling me (laughs). What should I do next?
I had a casual dinner with the Consul General from China, Zhong Jianhua.
He is a personal friend and he encouraged me to think about charity work.
He said, “There’s still so much you overseas Chinese can do to help —
especially in education.” I was intrigued and I found some “victims” who
had helped me on my campaigns (laughs). I told them, “I got better news.
In the past you helped me, but it wasn’t even tax-deductible. Now let’s do
this tax-deductible donation.” We established Morning Light Foundation
with Zhong’s support. In fact, his daughter, a graphic arts student, designed
our logo.
After thirteen years, Morning Light Foundation (MLF)21 has achieved
so much. At first, we concentrated on helping to build school buildings. I
visited Anhui, Guangxi, Hunan, and Jiangxi provinces. Kids were studying
under roofs that leaked. Morning Light built twenty schools in the poorest
areas. Today, China has much improved and puts more of their budget
into education superstructure. Gradually, our agenda turned to college
scholarships for Chinese students with need. Each year, we offer fifty partial
scholarships each to eight universities including Nanchang University,
Guangxi University, Jiangxi Normal University, and Guangxi University for
Nationalities. Our criteria are based on financial need, merit, and leadership
potential. I say to these young students, “Many of you are from farming
background. We are farmers too; we grow love. We don’t know you, but we
want to help you because we believe in you. We don’t expect you to repay
us, but when you become principals, leaders, and people of importance
in your own right, you must pay it forward.” We touch 400 students per
year, if we get 10% return, that’s a lot of new leaders. We now have a new
program. Any student that is a graduate of the eight universities we are
working with, if they promise to teach one year in local schools, we will pay
for the living cost of their graduate school. I call this program, “win, win,
win.” It is great for the host universities; it is great for the young adults;
and it is great for the children who need inspired teaching. We also started
giving domestic scholarships to students studying in the United States.

21

For more information about Morning Light Foundation, see www.MLFcare.org.
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Paul in China with Morning Light Foundation.
(Photos courtesy of Paul Zee.)
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I am of Chinese descent. Sure, I am American like Caucasians, Latinos,
African Americans, and others. In fact, Whites are minorities in Los Angeles
now. But as a first generation American, I still know my roots in Chinese
culture — Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China. I see this as analogous to an
Asian woman who marries into her husband’s family; of course she does not
forget her own parents and siblings. I travel a lot to Hong Kong, Taiwan,
and China. I enjoy it very much; I feel comfortable there, and the food is
excellent. But Los Angeles is my home. I’ve been here for over forty years. I
have lots of connections here. This is my home.
I enjoy travelling elsewhere too. At 68 years of age, I think of my current
life in thirds. The first third is taking care of my seven grandchildren. Being
with them are my happiest moments. I spend a third of my time with
Morning Light Foundation. Although it does not pay me monetarily, it
offers me deep fulfillment. The final third is enjoying time with my wife and
friends travelling and eating. That’s where I am now.

Paul Zee and family in 2001.
(Photo courtesy of Paul Zee.)
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