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Top:

Laura Lai, right,
receives a Mun
Ching award. Him
Mark Lai is seated

at left.

Bottom:
On a trip to Angel

Island.
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HINMM  NIARKIAIX
A Tribute to the Dean of
Chinese American History

BY L. LING-CHI WANG
University of California, Berkeley

ERATHE

IR ER A 24

To UNDERSTAND AND APPRECIATE THE SIGNIFICANCE OF Him Mark Lar's
contributions to the scholarship of Chinese American history, we need to go back to the dark
ages of the pre-1960s. During this time, Chinese were systematically excluded by a series of anti-
Chinese laws enacted by the U.S. Congress beginning in 1882 and American historians, including
historians of American immigration, added insult to injury by routinely erasing their exclusion and
subordination from the history of the U.S. T am not suggesting that nothing about the Chinese
in the U.S. was written before the 1960s. There were, in fact, quite a lot of writings, most of which
were either one-sided, like history written exclusively from the view of the excluders, or topical, like
Chinese exclusion or assimilation of second-generation Chinese Americans. Willard B. Farwell
(1885), Wu Shang-ying (1954), and Gunther Barth (1964) are classic examples representing the
former, while Mary R. Coolidge (1909), Eliot G. Mears (1928), Elmer C. Sandmeyer (1939),
Rose Hum Lee (1961), and Delber L. McKee (1977) the latter.! In both types, we learn very
little about Chinese American history and community. Polemicists and apologists alike denied
Chinese American subjectivity and at times, humanity; Barth blamed the lack of conventional
sources of their history on the"illiterate or pootly educated sojourners.”

Such was the state of Chinese American historiography before the arrival of Him
Mark Lai in the mid-1960s and the advent of Chinese and Asian American studies

in 1969, a scholarly enterprise to which he has made ground-breaking and lasting
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contributions. Let me highlight a few major ones. First and foremost is his rescuing,

collecting, cataloguing, preserving, and sharing of conventional historical sources in both
Chinese and English, the sources callously either ignored or dismissed as non-existent by
both Chinese and non-Chinese historians alike. For over four decades, he has searched
for and collected them. Out of his labor of love came two important compilations:

Chinese Newspapers Published in North America, 1854-1975, with Karl Lo (1977) and

1 Barth, Gunther P., 1964, Bitter Strength: A History of the Chinese in the United States, 1850-1870, Cambridge: Harvard University
Press. Coolidge, Mary Elizabeth Burroughs Roberts Smith, 1909, Chinese Immigration, New York: H. Holt and Company. Farwell,
Willard B., 1885, The Chinese at Home and Abroad. Together with the Report of the Special Committee of the Board of Supervisors of San
Francisco, on the Condition of the Chinese Quarter of that City, San Francisco: A.L. Bancroft & Co. Lee, Rose Hum, 1960, The Chinese
in the United States of America, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. McKee, Delber L., 1977, Chinese Exclusion versus the Open
Door Policy, 1900-1906: Clashes over China Policy in the Roosevelt Era, Detroit: Wayne State University Press. Mears, Eliot G., 1928,
Resident Orientals on the American Pacific Coast; Their Legal and Economic Status, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Sandmeyer,
Elmer Clarence, 1939, The Anti-Chinese Movement in California, Urbana: University of Illinois Press. Wu Shang-ying, 1954, Meiguo

Hua giao bai nian ji shi: Jianada fu [One Hundred Years of Chinese in the United States and Canada], Hong Kong.
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Him Mark Lai and Philip P. Choy honored at a CHSA banquet as our Grand Historians

A History Reclaimed: An Annotated Bibliography of Chinese Language Materials on the
Chinese of America (1986). Since their publication, no credible historians of Chinese
America can afford to ignore them. Thanks to his generosity, most of these materials
and a lot more can now be found and accessed in a special Him Mark Lai collection in
the Asian American Studies Library of Ethnic Studies at UC Berkeley.

Secondly, not satisfied with the ways the Chinese American experience has been depicted
in mainstream history-writing, he collaborated with Thomas Chinn and Philip Choy and
published the first comprehensive history, A History of the Chinese in California: A Syllabus
(1969) and with Philip Choy, History of the Chinese in America: An Outline (1972), an outline
of a course they co-taught at San Francisco State University in 1969. Both works provided
the first framework for understanding the Chinese American experience and an agenda for
pursuing further research. Finally, in 2004, he published a seminal study on key organizations
and institutions in Chinese America, Becoming Chinese American: A History of Communities
and Institutions. The book is based on nearly four decades of meticulous research into Chinese-
language sources. Social scientists and historians, dating back to Rev. William Speer in the

1850s, have long written about these critically important institutions in Chinatown from the
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point of view of outsiders, and most of these works were formalistic and static. It is Him Mark's
book that gives flesh and blood, heart and mind to these institutions.

Thirdly, even though he was not among the original founders of the Chinese Historical
Society of America (CHSA) in 1963, he very quickly became the pillar and leader in
moving the society in the direction of professional history, hosting periodic conferences
and publishing volumes of collected research, the most important of which has been
the journal series entitled, Chinese America: History & Perspectives, beginning in 1987.
The series has become an important forum and outlet for pioneer studies on various
aspects of Chinese American history and life and needless to say, an important resource
of serious students of Chinese American history.

Last, but not least, is his mentorship of generations of Chinese American historians.
Virtually all authors of major studies of Chinese American history in the past thirty years,
such as Victor and Brett Nee (1972), Shih-shan Henry Tasi (1983), Ruthanne Lum
McCunn (1988), L. Eve Armentrout Ma (1990), Rengiu Yu (1992), Charles McClain
(1994), Judy Yung (1995 & 1999), Madelein Hsu (2000), Nayan Shah (2001), Xiaojian
Zhao (2002), Erika Lee (2003), Lynn Pan (2006), to mention just a few, acknowledged
their indebtedness to his generosity in sharing of his sources and knowledge and to his
untiring guidance and assistance.

Him Mark Lai is passionate about Chinese American history. He has spared no
expense in crisscrossing the U.S., from Chinatowns in all major cities to small towns
and ghost towns in remote rural areas, to collect materials relevant of Chinese American
life, past and present. What he collects, he shares with fellow historians. He is an
engineer by vocation. But, in his life, his true passion is with Chinese America, its
history and its destiny in the U.S. Chinese American studies has blossomed into a very
rich and productive field today because he has been both its source and inspiration. He
is, indeed, the dean of Chinese American history!

2 Hsu, Madeline, 2000, Dreaming of Gold, Dreaming of Home: Transnationalism and Migration between the United States and
South China, 1882-1943, Stanford: Stanford University Press. Lee, Erika, 2003, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during
the Exclusion Era, 1882-1943, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. Ma, L. Eve Armentrout, 1990, Revolutionaries,
Monarchists, and Chinatowns: Chinese Politics in the Americas and the 1911 Revolution, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.
McClain, Charles J., 1994, In Search of Equality: The Chinese Struggle against Discrimination in Nineteenth-Century America,
Berkeley: University of California Press. McCunn, Ruthanne Lum, 1988, Chinese American Portraits: Personal Histories 1828-
1988, San Francisco: Chronicle Books. Nee, Victor G., and Brett de Bary Nee, 1972, Longtime Californ’: A Documentary
Study of an American Chinatown, New York: Pantheon Books. Pan, Lynn, ed., 2006, The Encyclopedia of Chinese Overseas,
Cambridge: Harvard University Press. Shah, Nayan, 2001, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown,
Berkeley: University of California Press. Tsai, Shih-Shan Henry, 1983, China and the Overseas Chinese in the United States,
Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press. Yu, Renqiu, 1992, To Save China, To Save Ourselves: The Chinese Hand Laundry
Alliance of New York, Philadelphia: Temple University Press. Yung, Judy, 1995, Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women
in San Francisco, and 1999, Unbound Voices: A Documentary History of Chinese Women in San Francisco, Berkeley: University
of California Press. Zhao, Xiaojian, 2002, Remaking Chinese America: Immigration, Family, and Community, 1940-1965, New

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

8 RRBEEHRUTEEAELNSER



N
%)
Z
=
-4
o]
=
2]
T
Z
=
)
24
=)
P
<
m
1]
m
Z
any
O
29
o
Z
<
m
@)
m
oy
=
=z
—
M
=4
<
=
=
T
O
Z
<
=4
o]
m
=
m
O




-
it e M. S iy~ pigp——— B TNy R

g ~ % e ’
it ghw &5 <
Py ! e "
A - %
y : '* .
. B . B "
5 I -~ “_*“F!
al. ‘ A &
- W E s iV =) a.f i
g'j%f' od 3 =
" g




Bem/\VE

[ AfE S
BY WEIYE OU

BT A F AR S, TR A R B R 16
BRI BB 0, BN 4 IG5 - LR NE | BIAYE A
BB POCHE, LN LA AR S IR bR TR LB . A T
G B i L1 A I P 5 R S 2

INTAERA], ZERBRAE M B A IR SRR, FHIEAR - 22 2R
B, BHIATERCRBIEEAIE o IMASEREE N 2@ 1%, Al SREIHE A LTI
PRRER, MEFELFER, FFwar 7 BE A R AR AR, mH
xR AP IR VI IPN PSS E PN T

RGN L E =N S I PSR S, LA AR S SR B I 2
NAtIRE . Al SO D R RGT T CH IR ARy SRR AR S
B, M HEE PR . AR E RSSO L SR YT E R B 24, fRiEt
AR H DR B SR

RS — LI =4 bl H O R R S TR A I R B AR Bl wemt KO

MZREBEFERE, e JU/\PUAFIRIKR, SRS OIS = LI BEE N
SREEER, ERBEES PR UG ERNETR.

CELEBRATING HIM MARK LAI: THE DEAN OF CHINESE AMERICAN HISTORIANS 11



AEELEL S i

A RBRIEFR
BIOGRAPHY
of Himm Marxrk Lai

BY WEIYE OU
TRANSLATION BY PIERA KWAN

Him Mark Lar was BorN IN SAN Francisco, CALIFORNIA oN NOVEMBER I, 1925.
At the age of five, he began Chinese school, attending San Francisco Chinatown’s Nom Kue
School (FIffiZEHR), founded by the Nom Hoy Fook Yam Society (FAVERFEE). Ac age
six he began public school at Commodore Stockton Elementary School, now Gordon J. Lau
Elementary. Attending the University of California, Berkeley, he obtained a Bachelor of Science
degree in Mechanical Engineering in 1947. While he pursued a vocation in engineering, Him
Mark Lai early on showed a great aptitude in history, winning, while yet in high school, First

Prize at a San Francisco city—wide history contest.
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In the early 1960s, Him Mark Lai took night courses in history at the University of
California, Berkeley extension program, and, inspired by the instructor, Stanford Lyman,
became interested in pursuing Chinese American history. He joined the Chinese Historical
Society of America, and began the work that would accumulate vast amount of research
data on Chinese American history. His research again and again bears fruit. Not only has
he published many historical articles and books, he has curated several exhibits, and has
taught courses in Chinese American history at San Francisco State University and the
University of California, Berkeley.

Focused on using his historical knowledge to serve the community, Him Mark Lai in
1973 also joined the Chinese Culture Center. For the CCC he developed an exhibit,
Two Centuries of Struggle and Achievement: The Chinese of America 1785-1980 « 1
T R M > which then traveled to China. For many years, Him Mark Lai has
acted as the historical and geographical advisor for CCC'’s “In Search of Roots” Program,
enabling many young native-born Chinese Americans to find out about their family
history and genealogy in China.

Beginning in 1953, Him Mark Lai was also employed as a Mechanical Engineer for the
Bechtel Corporation, in the field of nuclear and fossil-fuel plants. In 1984 he decided to retire
in order to concentrate his energies full time to historical research. Him Mark Lai has served
on the board and three times as President of the Chinese Historical Society of America, and on
the board and as chair of the Chinese Culture Foundation of San Francisco. He continues to

contribute to the preservation and interpretation of Chinese American history and culture.
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National Society for the Study
of the History of Chinese Overseas

Beijing, China
To the Chinese Historical Society of America:

With great pleasure we learned of your joint plan with other organizations of the Chinese
community and universities that have programs studying Chinese Americans to hold a party in
San Francisco on October 28th honoring Mr. Him Mark Lai and celebrating his achievement
over the past forty years in the service to the Chinese community and in the study of the history
of Chinese Americans. We write to send Mr. Him Mark Lai our hearty congratulations and to

show him our highest respect.

Mr. Him Mark Lai is a Consultant to the National Society for the Study of the History
of Chinese Overseas. Our cooperation goes back to 1985, when he co-directed the China
tour of the exhibition Two Centuries of Struggle and Achievement: The Chinese of America
1785-1980. The exhibition had been shown in seven U.S. cities. To make its China tour

possible, Mr. Him Mark Lai donated to us all the photos and illustrations, totaling more
than 300, with his translations. The tour covered Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou, Taishan,
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Zhongshan, and Hong Kong, making the history of Chinese Americans known to more

people and leaving many good memories of us working together.

Our friendship with Mr. Him Mark Lai has persisted ever since then. There was a period when
he regularly mailed us the San Francisco Journal which carried his articles on Chinese American
studies. Many times he came over to participate in our conferences. The works that represent the
abundant fruition of his research: A Brief History of Chinese Americans, From Overseas Chinese to
Chinese Americans, Nineteenth-century Chinese American Journalism, Chinese Politics and the Chinese
Community in America, The American Chinese: History and Community, Island: Poetry and History of
Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island, 1910-1940, A Survey of the Studies of Overseas Chinese in America
and Chinese Americans, and Chinese Benevolent Associations in America, constitute an invaluable part

of references in our field that no scholar can afford to ignore.

The research of Mr. Him Mark Lai is distinguished by the solid support that he draws from
primary sources, by his unambiguous interpretation and judgment, and by the unique view-
points that he holds about history. His writings, both in Chinese and in English, have played
important roles. To scholars in China, they have provided insights and information that were
originally available in English. To the Chinese communities in America, they have thrown light
on their shared heritage from the past. To those engaged in teaching the Chinese language
and culture in America, they have enriched their knowledge about the historical background
of their subjects. To the mainstream of American society they have been an eye-opener about

Chinese Americans and thereby contributed to muti-cultural communication.

Since 1991, Mr. Him Mark Lai has been responsible for organizing “In Search of Roots”
trips for young Chinese Americans that brought them back to their ancestors’ towns and
villages. These trips have strenghthened the younger generations’ cultural self-confidence and
have benefited the relationship between the two countries. He has also donated archives, 100
cases in all, to the library of Ethnic Studies at UC Berkeley. These materials, rich in primary

sources and references, form a valuable asset to the study of the history of Chinese Americans.
Him Mark Lai’s contributions will be remembered forever.

Started in 1981, the Society of the History of Overseas Chinese has been working towards
promoting the research and understanding of both the past and present conditions of overseas
Chinese populations. We have always been interested in increasing and enhancing academic
exchanges between scholars in different countries. It is our hope that our cooperation, started
by Mr. Him Mark Lai, will continue to prosper. We wish Mr. Him Mark Lai will soon recover,
and that his health will stay green as his academic work.

With best wishes,

National Society for the Study of the
History of Chinese Overseas
September 27,2007
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October 28, 2007

Him Mark Lai
965 Clay Street
San Francisco, CA 94108

Dear Mr. Lai,

I am delighted to send my best wishes in celebration of your §2™
birthday and in recognition for your immeasurable contributions to San
Francisco’s Chinese American community. You are an outstanding citizen
and role model.

I would like to join your friends and family as they honor your work
as an historian, writer, and community activist. Your contributions have

encouraged young Chinese Americans to better appreciate and understand
their ancestral history.

Your efforts are an example of what makes our nation great. I extend

my warmest wishes in celebration of your 82™ birthday.

Nancy Pelosi
Speaker of the House




CELEBRATING
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Sunday, October 28, 2007
Empress of China
838 Grant Avenue, San Francisco
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With special preview of the Him Mark Lai Digital Archive Project, an upcoming world-
wide online resource sharing Him Mark Lai's scholarship, from collections of research
materials to ground-breaking articles, books, and film.
www.HimMarkLai.org
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HIM MARK LAX
PARTY
SPONSORS

MAJOR SPONSOR ($5,000)

Lawrence Choy Lowe Memorial Fund

SPONSORS ($500)

Chinese American Association
of Commerce

Chinese for Affirmative Action

Chinese American Citizens Alliance
Grand Lodge

Chinese Culture Foundation

Chinese Historical Society of America

Chinese Folk Dance Association

Sarah and Phil Choy

Eileen M Dong

Family of Gong Yuen Tim
Family of Calvin and Peggy Chu
‘The Chin Family
Tim and Mary Gong Family
Frank and Lim Lowe Family
William and Ruby Young Family
Hawaii Chinese History Center

Emily Leung and Ricky Ho

Hon Sing/Chinese Community Hour Alumni
Kong Hung Chan, Eileen M. Dong,
James Hsue, Tom Jue, Frank Lee, Grace
Lee, Miranda Li, Victoria Ann Low,
Ling-chi Wang, Ellen Yeung

Helen Hui and Gordon Lew

Kathy and Rolland Lowe

In Search of Roots

Self Help for the Elderly

Shen-Lei Donor Advised Fund, Asian

Pacific Fund, Linda and David Lei

Gloria Tai

Linda and Ling-chi Wang

FRIENDS OF HIM MARK LAI
($100 AND ABOVE)

Laureen Chew

Priscilla and Henry Der

Katheryn Fong

Rosemary Gong

Linda and Harry Ho

Mabel Jung and Ben Wong

Sue Lee

Russell Leong

Dottie and Randall Low

Anna Naruta

Gimmy Park Li

Eileen P. Tong

Florence and George Wong
Georgette Wong and Charles Beadnall
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