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Meet me in St. Louis,

Meet me at the Fair.

Don’t tell me the lights are shining
anywhere but there.

—Meet Me in St. Louis

In the late nineteenth century, the booming city of St. Louis, Missouri,
attracted many from different parts of the world. It is during this time that Chi-
nese started to arrive in St. Louis. The first recorded Chinese immigrant was a
tea merchant named Alla Lee, who is reported to have arrived in 1857 from San
Francisco.' By the end of the nineteenth century, the Chinese community in St.
Louis had grown to about three hundred. This community was physically cen-
tered in “Hop Alley,” a seemingly mysterious place that inspired tall tales to the
contemporaries and is little known to the present St. Louisans. Along Seventh,
Eighth, Market, and Walnut Streets, Chinese hand laundries, merchandise
stores, grocery stores, restaurants, and tea shops were lined up to serve Chinese
residents and the ethnically diverse larger community of St. Louis, the fourth
largest city in the United States at the time.

So far, more than two hundred works have been published depicting the
multicultural and multiethnic St. Louisans with African, German, Irish, Ital-
ian, and Jewish heritage that greatly help our understanding of the city as a
multicultural metropolis from the beginning. Among these works, only a few
deal with Chinese in the region, and most of them are merely a collection of
data.” The underrepresentation of Chinese in scholarly work reflects the
marginalized existence of Chinese in the past and the lack of recognition of the
significance of the Chinese to the region at present.

By employing archival documents and manuscripts, census data, published
and unpublished records from government and private agencies, local newspa-
pers, and oral history interviews, this article attempts to construct the history of
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the St. Louis Chinatown from the 1860s to 1930s. In constructing the history of
St. Louis Chinatown, this article examines how social elements of class, gen-
der, race, and sexuality defined the lives of residents in Hop Alley. For
instance, the well-off Chinese merchants and their wives were portrayed favor-
ably by the press, while at the same time most Chinatown residents had to
endure police roundups and public contempt. Similarly, some fortunate new-
comers blended into the middle-class American society, while most working-
class Chinese immigrants suffered from urban problems of poverty, crowded
housing, and crime. Furthermore, despite social prejudice and legal sanction
against interracial marriage, interracial social and sexual relations developed
as a result of crossing and overlapping of cultural, racial, and spatial bound-
aries in the American urban setting. The reality of Hop Alley reveals that new
immigrants and ethnic ghettos were not urban problems as portrayed by sensa-
tional journalism and perceived by urban bosses of the time but were energetic
and vital elements of urban growth and progress. The backbone of working-
class immigrants supported the U.S. industrial machine, and ethnic ghettos
enriched and enlivened American urban experiences. Therefore, this article
will also address issues of urban labor, urban space, and urban ethnicity and
race relations in the field of American urban studies from the perspectives of
the Chinese urban community.? The poignant history of Chinese St. Louisans
also offers valuable lessons and insights relevant to the present urban policy
concerning ethnic ghettos and new immigrants.

EARLY ARRIVALS: FROM THE
GOLDEN STATE TO THE MOUND CITY

An early report of Chinese arrivals in St. Louis indicates that they came in “a
considerable number” from San Francisco in 1869.* It is unclear, however,
whether they came from China and then directly to St. Louis via San Francisco,
or whether they had lived in San Francisco for a while and then migrated to St.
Louis. With either possibility, their connection with San Francisco (and later
with New York and other major urban Chinese communities in the United
States) is a common feature in the immigration and settlement patterns of Chi-
nese in St. Louis.

Individual Chinese had immigrated to America as early as 1785.° More than
half a century later, the discovery of gold in California in 1849 triggered the
bulk of Chinese immigration. In the following three decades, about 300,000
Chinese had entered the United States and primarily worked as miners in gold
mines, laundry and grocery operators in urban communities, farm laborers in
agricultural areas, or fishermen in fishing villages in California.® Although
California continued to hold the majority of Chinese population in the United
States for the following years, it experienced a slow and steady decline of
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Chinese in the total population. Chinese composed 9.2 percent of the total pop-
ulation in California in 1860, 8.7 percent in 1880, and 3.1 percent in 1900.

The anti-Chinese movement compounded by the economic depression in
the West Coast in the last decades of the nineteenth century contributed to the
redistribution of Chinese immigrant population in the United States. Eco-
nomic discrimination came in the form of special taxes and levies targeted at
the Chinese. In 1850s, a Foreign Miners’ Tax was passed and enforced to dis-
courage Chinese miners from working in the gold mines.® In 1870, the San
Francisco Board of Supervisors passed an ordinance to charge laundrymen
without horses for their delivery wagon, practically Chinese, $15 for every
three months.” Meanwhile, violent physical attacks and abuse were also uti-
lized to intimidate Chinese. In 1862, a committee of California Legislature
reported a list of eighty-eight Chinese miners murdered by European Ameri-
cans.'”In 1871, the earliest documented urban anti-Chinese riot erupted in Los
Angeles. According to William Locklear’s study, a primarily white male mob
was gathered to hang, shoot, and burn twenty-one Chinese in the Chinatown
area.!' Elmer Sandmeyer’s work recorded thirty-one urban centers in Califor-
nia where burning of Chinese businesses and residences had taken place.”

Meanwhile, the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869 also
contributed to the dispersion of Chinese laborers. During the last stage of the
construction of the Central Pacific Railroad, 90 percent of a workforce of ten
thousand were Chinese. The suddenly unwanted Chinese laborers now com-
peted with European Americans for jobs, causing further tension on the West
Coast. Although most of the discharged railroad workers found jobs in agricul-
ture in California, many others had to migrate South and East, working in
southern plantations or in new booming towns such as St. Louis in the Mid-
west."? It is very likely that among the considerable number of Chinese coming
from San Francisco in 1869 some were former railroad crewmen.

While the anti-Chinese sentiment on the West Coast pushed Chinese out,
the industrial development in the United States provided Chinese immigrants
with opportunities for survival outside of the West Coast. Some of those who
moved from the Golden State settled in St. Louis (nicknamed “the Mound
City”), where original Indian inhabitants had left many of their enormous tem-
ples and burial mounds. The choice of their new settlement in St. Louis was not
an accident. The conclusion of the Civil War in 1865 soon promoted the rapid
industrial transformation of the United States. By the end of the nineteenth
century, the country had produced three times as many manufactured goods as
in 1860. Coinciding with the industrial growth, population increase was evi-
dent in every major American city. The 1870 census shows that the population
of St. Louis had reached 310,000, making it the fourth largest city in the United
States, only trailing behind New York, Philadelphia, and Brooklyn." Ambi-
tious town boomers such as Logan Reavis, the owner of a local newspaper, the
St. Louis Daily Press, even started a campaign to move the national capital to
St. Louis. Although the campaign was ill-fated, his book St. Louis: The Future
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Great City of the World (published in English and German and widely distrib-
uted in Europe, especially in Germany) may have successfully inspired a con-
siderable number of European immigrants to come to St. Louis in the 1870s
and 1880s." Chinese immigrants, although very unlikely to have read Reavis’s
book, were also attracted by the economic opportunities provided by the rapid
industrial development and arrived in the Mound City. Following the arrival of
a large number of Chinese immigrants from San Francisco in 1869, another
group of Chinese immigrants arrived in St. Louis from New York in January
1870 to work for F. A. Rozier & Company, a mining company.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, St. Louis was a city of rich eth-
nic diversity. Immigrants from other continents composed one third of the
city’s population. Of the city’s total population of 310,864 in 1870, 112,294
were foreign born, among whom the majority was from Germany (59,040) and
Ireland (32,239).' In 1880, of the total population of 350,518 in St. Louis,
105,013 were foreign born, with German (54,901) and Irish (28,536) immi-
grants still comprising the bulk of foreign-born population.'” In 1890, of the
city’s total population of 451,770, there were 114,876 foreign born."® Most of
the ethnic communities were crammed in the north and south sections by the
river and surrounding the city’s business district. In the North, Biddle Street, a
street consisting of twenty-six city blocks running from the river on the East to
Jefferson Avenue on the West, had been home to German, Irish, Jewish, and
Italian immigrants, and African Americans." In the South, Chinese formed its
commercial, residential, and recreational center known as Hop Alley (see
Table 1).

MYTH OF HOP ALLEY AND THE
INSTITUTIONALIZED DISCRIMINATION

The earliest Chinese settlers congregated in an area stretching East and
West between Seventh and Eighth Streets, and North and South between Mar-
ket and Walnut Streets, which became the Chinatown of St. Louis, more com-
monly known as Hop Alley. Hop Alley was the name of a small alley running
between Walnut and Market Streets where most boarding houses and apart-
ment buildings were occupied by Chinese residents. It is not known how this
neighborhood came to be called Hop Alley, but the name was widely used in
contemporary newspapers and other accounts to represent the Chinese busi-
ness district in St. Louis downtown where Chinese hand laundries, merchan-
dise stores, grocery stores, herb shops, restaurants, and clan association
headquarters were located.

Escaping the anti-Chinese violence on the West Coast, Chinese in St. Louis
were still not spared racial and cultural prejudice and institutionalized discrim-
ination. Hop Alley, like many Chinese communities in other parts of the coun-
try, has been historically stereotyped as an exotic and mysterious place often



188  JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2002

TABLE 1
Chinese Population in St. Louis City
in Comparison with Total Population, 1870-1930

Year Total Population Chinese Total Chinese Men Chinese Women
1870 310,864 1 1

1880 350,518 91 91

1890 451,770 170 164 6

1800 575,238 312 310 2

1910 687,029 423 Several
1920 772,897 328

1930 820,960 350

SOURCE: Adapted from the U.S. Census and St. Louis Globe-Democrat.

associated with crimes of opium manufacturing, smuggling, smoking, tong
fighting, and murder. Most media news about Chinatown in St. Louis was
filled with such stories of terrors. In 1875, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, a
major daily newspaper in St. Louis, reported that

police throughout the nation were alerted for renewal of warfare between Chi-
nese “tongs”—secret fraternal and commercial societies. A six-month truce
ended with the murder of a Boston man who set up a restaurant in a rival tong’s
area. Within hours, shooting erupted in several cities, including St. Louis, where
the “king” of Chinatown was shot down by six gunmen.”

In 1883, the so-called “Highbinder Murder Case” took place in St. Louis
Chinatown. An African American man named Johnson was killed in an alley
between the Seventh and Eighth and Market and Walnut Streets, and later his
head was found in a basket of rice. The local police believed that a conflict
between the African American man and a Chinese gambler who was con-
nected with the Highbinders, the Chinese secret societies allegedly associated
with many murders in large Chinese communities, was the cause of the mur-
der.” Without any witness, police arrested six Chinese men as suspects of the
murder. They were vigorously prosecuted but the court was unable to convict
them due to lack of evidence.” Not only were the local police inclined to sus-
pect Chinese as criminals, the news media even mistakenly regarded all Chi-
nese residents in St. Louis as Highbinders. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat
estimated that there were “about three hundred Highbinders in St. Louis,”
practically the total Chinese population in St. Louis then.”

The prejudice promoted by the stereotyped and negative media image of
Chinese from the media certainly made the Chinese an easy target, and the
institutionalized discrimination against Chinese was more responsible for a
series of actions undertaken by the local law enforcement agencies in the name
of executing Chinese exclusion laws in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. In 1882, the U.S. Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act,
responding to the pressure from various interest groups of labor unions,
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farmers, politicians, and nativists. This act, known as the Geary Act, barred the
entry of Chinese laborers for ten years and was renewed for another ten years
in 1892 when it was to expire. When the ten-year term was over again in 1902,
Congress finally extended all Chinese exclusion laws indefinitely in 1904.
Under these exclusion laws, all Chinese immigrants in the United States were
required to register with the immigration authorities and carry a Certificate of
Residence with them; any Chinese laborer without such a document would be
subject to deportation.

Aroused by the exaggerated media reports and guided by the Chinese exclu-
sion mentality, St. Louis law enforcement agencies assumed that there was a
large number of illegal laborers and criminals among the Chinese in the city,
and therefore took action targeting the entire Chinese population in St. Louis.
On August 25, 1897, St. Louis police rounded up all 314 Chinese in the city as
requested by a government agent who was investigating reports that illegal
Chinese immigrants had been smuggled into the city. Thirteen Chinese men
were found without proper legal documents and were arrested to await depor-
tation.” In the first two decades of the twentieth century, St. Louis police
repeatedly raided Hop Alley and apprehended scores of Chinese individuals
allegedly charged with smuggling, manufacturing, and sale of opium.” The
roundup of illegal Chinese residents in St. Louis in the 1890s to 1910s was part
of the nationwide crusade launched by the immigration authorities; it spear-
headed the series of police raids of Chinese communities throughout the coun-
try, for instance, in Boston in 1903 and in Cleveland in 1925.%

These negative media reports and institutionalized legal actions effectively
demonized Chinatown and alienated Chinese from the larger society. St. Louis
citizens frowned on Chinatown, and children were taught to avoid Chinatown.
One local resident recalled his impression of Chinatown during his early child-
hood: “When I was a boy it was a great stunt for the older boys to tell the youn-
ger ones ‘tall’ stories about ‘Hop Alley’ and display their bravery by escorting
them through the forbidden passageway.”?

LIFE IN HOP ALLEY:
BUSINESSES AND RECREATION

What was life really like in Hop Alley? The absence of first-hand written
records by Chinese residents has produced difficulty for scholars. A critical
reading of media reports and use of archival manuscripts and oral history mate-
rials, however, enables us to restore a more realistic picture of life in Hop Alley
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In 1894, Theodore Dreiser, who was then a twenty-three-year-old young
reporter for the daily St. Louis Republic and still unknown to the general pub-
lic, went to Hop Alley to write a sensational and somewhat biased story about
Chinese in St. Louis in 1894. Here is an excerpt of the story:
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Within the confines of St. Louis at present there are about 1,000 Chinese. Within
the same confines there are nearly half as many laundries operated by
Chinamen. The public is familiar with the Chinese laundry and the Chinese
method of labor. It knows how they toil, is fully aware of their manner of cloth-
ing themselves and has read endless accounts of what they eat or are supposed to
eat. Dissertations on social life in China, like that on the discovery of roast pig by
Lamb, are common library familiarities, and the movements of the Chinatown at
the Golden Gate have been recorded and re-recorded.

St. Louis has no Chinatown and no specific Chinese quarters. The red and
white signs one can stumble across almost anywhere between De Hodiamont
and East St. Louis. She has no high-class opium-joint abominations and no pro-
gressive Chinese emporium to which upper tendom pays homage and money at
one and the same time. She has, however, whatitis difficult elsewhere to find—a
Chinese rendezvous. In this rendezvous, restaurants, lounging and smoking
rooms, a few Chinese families and general sociability prevail; and more, this
rendezvous has the patronage and good will of the entire Chinese element in this
city.

When a St. Louis Chinaman wishes to “blow himself” he takes the requisite
cash and saunters down that portion of South Eighth street lying between Walnut
and Market streets. Here he finds every opportunity to dispose of his week’s
wages or profits, or, perhaps, his laundry—for laundries have been lost and won
in this block. Sundays and Mondays are days off in the laundry business. At
noon Sundays all the laundries in the city are closed for the day, and in a short
time the different car lines begin dropping Chinamen by ones and twos in the vi-
cinity of Eighth and Market streets. Some straggle around on foot, and by 2
o’clock, it is safe to say, there are several hundred Mongolians in this block en-
joying themselves in a way peculiarly Chinese. The crowd shifts and changes all
afternoon and evening, but never grows less. As far as one sporty John “goes
broke” at the game of fan-tan another takes his place, and the broken one stoi-
cally gazes on while the winner keeps on winning and the loser drops out.

The more pretentious of the resorts in this neighborhood have restaurants as
side issues, a meal partaken at one of which will form the subject of a later dis-
cussion. The more pretentious keepers of these more pretentious resorts have
wives and oblique-eyed babies, who are occasionally permitted to disport them-
selves, clad in the tiniest little blue frocks, on the front steps of the paternal
dwelling. It is usually when the morning sun is streaming its genial rays into
Eighth street that these little codgers may be seen, and then for a not over-length
period. John has discovered “lat Melicans™ are deeply interested in these queer
little babies and are entirely too fond of stopping to enjoy their company.

Besides this social quarter with its homes and resorts; besides the widely
scattered array of red sign laundries and occasional Chinese stores, there is a fea-
ture, not so much social as dependent thereon, which possesses interest to a de-
gree. This latter is nothing more nor less than a Chinese graveyard, as such de-
serves distinct, if not honorable, mention. Those who have ever studied the
heathen Chinese and his history, either social, political or religious, know too
much of him to credit the statement of the presence of a Chinese-American
graveyard in St. Louis. Yet with some modifications this statement is true, as will
be duly detailed. Perhaps it is more of an American graveyard with the Chinese
element as a dependent feature, and perhaps the Mongolian end is more of a
way-station resting place en route to China; but, nevertheless, it is a Chinese
graveyard, and a very interesting one at that. They are resting there awaiting that
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auspicious moment when fate and fortune shall decree that their bones shall be
removed to that celestial haven.”

Dreiser’s lengthy article on Chinese in St. Louis indicates the economic signif-
icance of the early Chinese settlement as a peculiar component of the ethni-
cally diverse city, and reveals a great cultural curiosity about the Chinese
among the general population in St. Louis. It also offers a starting point for the
following discussions.

HAND LAUNDRIES

Dreiser’s report first portrayed the Chinese laundries in St. Louis. Clearly,
Chinese hand laundries were ubiquitous in St. Louis in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, and hand laundry was the primary trade and profes-
sion for Chinese in St. Louis. Itis questionable whether the Chinese population
had reached one thousand, and about five hundred Chinese were operating
laundries by the end of nineteenth century as described in Dreiser’s story.
Other sources, however, could easily verify that there were more than three
hundred Chinese dwelling in the Chinatown area and that most of them were
working in Chinese hand laundries in Hop Alley and the peripheral area.”
Court records further prove laundry as the primary occupation of Chinese in
St. Louis prior to the 1930s. In the first decades of the twentieth century, St.
Louis police raided Chinatown frequently and arrested Chinese laborers with-
out certificates of residence. Most of these Chinese laborers worked in Chinese
laundries. For instance, Jeu Lime, one of the arrested Chinese laborers,
claimed that he was born into a Chinese merchant family in San Francisco in
1881.1In 1886, at the age of five years, he came to St. Louis. He had worked as a
laundryman in the past years.*® Before he was arrested in 1906, Jeu Young, a
Chinese laborer who came to St. Louis in 1904, was running a Chinese laundry
at 3408 Olive Street.* Chu Dock Yuck, another Chinese labor on custody, was
bornin San Franciscoin 1881 and came to St. Louis in 1909. Since then, he had
been working in a hand laundry at 450 Elm Street. _

In addition to the above sources, Gould’s St. Louis Directories have pro-
vided significant information on Chinese hand laundries in St. Louis. Chinese
hand laundries first appeared in Gould’s St. Louis Directories in 1873. In that
year, six Chinese laundries were listed among the total thirty laundries in the
city: Ah Wah at 810 and 811 Pine Street, HapKee at 511 Market, Lee Yee at
623 Locust, Sing Chang at 12 South Sixth Street, Wah Lee at 320 Chestnut
Street, and Yet Sing at 112 North Seventh Street.* In the following year, the
number of Chinese laundries almost doubled—ten Chinese laundries were
listed among the thirty-six laundries of the city.** The number of Chinese laun-
dries continued to increase until 1888 (when seventy-three Chinese laundries
were listed), and then starting from 1890 Chinese laundries suddenly disap-
peared from the directory for reasons unknown.*
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According to Gould’s St. Louis Directory, the sixteen years from 1873 to
1889 constituted the initial stage of Chinese hand laundry business in St.
Louis. During this period, Chinese laundries not only increased in number but
also gradually spread beyond the boundary of Hop Alley. From 1873 to 1879,
Chinese laundries were unexceptionally located in the Chinatown premise,
mainly clustering along Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, Market, Chestnut, Pine,
Locust, and Elm Streets. After 1880, a few laundries opened in the peripheral
area of Chinatown (such as Washington and Chouteau Avenues), while the
majority still remained in the Chinese district.*®

Chinese hand laundries started to reappear again in Gould’s St. Louis Direc-
tory from 1911, and they continued to be the primary occupation of Chinese in
St. Louis until the end of the 1930s. These three decades witnessed the peak
time for Chinese hand laundry business in St. Louis. During this period, Chi-
nese hand laundries were characterized by clan domination and geographical
dispersion. Surnames of Kee, Lee, Leong, Sing, Wah, and Wing were the ones
that appeared in the directories most frequently.”” Lee, Lung, Sing, and Wah
clans were predominant in the 1910s, and were joined in the 1920s by Kee,
Leong, Lum, Wing, and Yee clans. Since 1927, Gould’s St. Louis Directory
began to list Chinese hand laundries under a separate heading as Chinese laun-
dries, approximately comprising more than 60 percent of the total laundries in
the city. In the listings, Lee and Sing stood out as the two most frequent sur-
names. The predominance of certain clans in the Chinese laundry business
illustrates at least two important implications regarding patterns of immigra-
tion and urban ethnic adaptation. First, it reveals that many Chinese laundry-
men came to America as links of the chain immigration; common surnames
well indicate the blood tie or lineage among the laundrymen. Second, it speaks
of the necessity of the ethnic networking in initiating and operating the business.

Along with the clan domination, geographical dispersion was evident
among the Chinese hand laundries from the 1910s to 1930s. Unlike the early
stage of the Chinese laundry business when most Chinese laundries were con-
centrated in the Chinese business district, now the Chinese laundries were
scattered throughout the city. The geographical dispersion was partially a
result of the self-governance of the Chinese community to prevent competition
among the Chinese laundries. On Leong Merchants and Laborers Association,
the primary Chinese business organization founded in 1909 and the de facto
Chinese government in St. Louis, ruled that “there was only one Chinese laun-
dry allowed within the perimeter of a mile” and the violation of the restriction
could result in unexpected catastrophe or murder of the offender.* Intimidated
by the power of On Leong, Chinese laundrymen abided by the rule. More
important, the Chinese laundrymen followed the rule of the market—supply
and demand determination—to operate laundry wherever there was a demand
or lack of a Chinese laundry. Since the primary clientele of the Chinese hand
laundry was non-Chinese, it was natural for Chinese laundries to spread out in
the city to meet the demand. This trait was not unique to Chinese laundries in
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St. Louis—a similar pattern was found in other Chinese urban communities of
San Francisco, New York, Chicago, and Milwaukee.*

The Chinese laundry as a predominant trade among the Chinese in St. Louis
also reflects the occupational segregation of Chinese nationwide. In San Fran-
cisco, Chicago, and New York, laundry has been a primary Chinese business as
documented in works by Victor G. Nee and Brett de Bary Nee, Paul Chan Pang
Sui, and Rengiu Yu.*

This occupational segregation was largely a result of the socioeconomic
conditions of Chinese immigrants during the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries. Most Chinese immigrants came from villages in Guangdong
province, China. Few could speak English prior to immigration or possessed
any skills required by the industrial world. Without English language and mar-
ketable skills, they were readily excluded from the mainstream labor market.
They could only engage in trades that mainstream laborers were unwilling to
embrace. Laundry seemed to be such a trade, as washing clothes was tedious,
time consuming, and back breaking, and only working-class housewives
endured the drudgery. Laundry was also practical; it required limited skill and
very little capital. All a laundryman needed to operate a laundry was a scrub
board, soap, iron, and an ironing board. Chinese laundrymen could canvass a
neighborhood, seek out a low-rent location, and open a business. An interview
in Paul Chan Pang Siu’s classic study of Chinese hand laundries in Chicago
offers a wonderful example of how this process worked:

I don’tknow how the laundry became a Chinese enterprise in this country. But I
think they just learned it from each other. After all, laundry work is not difficult;
it requires no high skill. All one has to do is watch how others do it. It would not
take long either.

In the old days, some of those fellows were really ignorant though. They did
not know even how to write down numbers. When a bundle of laundry was done,
he had to put down the amount charged for the work. Being so illiterate, he could
not write the numbers. He had a way though and what a way! See, he would draw
acircle as big as half dollar coin to represent a half dollar, and a circle as big as a
dime for a dime, and so on. When the customer came in to call for their laundry,
they would catch on to the meaning of the circles and pay accordingly. It is in-
deed laughable.*!

The predominance of hand laundries among Chinese businesses in St. Louis
was also a result of the immigration and settlement patterns of Chinese here as
most Chinese immigrants came from major Chinese communities of San Fran-
cisco, New York, or Chicago, and had maintained ethnic ties with these places
through businesses or relatives and friends.” When Chinese immigrants fled
the social prejudice and economic competition of the larger cities, they
brought their capital and previous working experiences with them. Laundry
had been a familiar territory and they would naturally invest in laundries again
in the city of their new destination.



194  JOURNAL OF URBAN HISTORY / January 2002

Consequently, the operation of Chinese hand laundries in St. Louis resem-
bled in many ways that of Chinese laundries in other Chinese communities
across the country. According to Siu, the typical interior arrangement for the
Chinese laundry consisted of four sections. First, the front section usually
occupied one third of the space of the house, functioning as the office work-
shop of the laundryman. Here the laundryman ironed, labeled laundry, and
waited on his customers. In this section, he kept the necessities for his busi-
ness: the ironing bed, the abacus, the laundry shelves, the lock-counter, and the
secret cash drawer. Second, immediately behind the curtained doorway at the
center of the house and usually between the laundry shelves, were the living
quarters. Third, the drying room was located in the center or rear part of the
house. In the center of the room was an old-fashioned coal stove that was used
for drying the wet laundry. About a dozen strong wires were strung across in
parallel lines to put up the wet laundry. Finally, there was the rear section,
where almost all the laundryman’s machines were located, including the wash-
ing machine, washing sink, and steam boiler.”

Sam Wah Laundry in St. Louis was almost a replica of the Chinese laundry
described by Siu. A typical Chinese hand laundry in St. Louis, Sam Wah Laun-
dry began operation at least in 1887. It was first run by Chinese laundryman
Sam Wah at 329 Market Street. It seems that Sam Wah had been doing well in
the business. After 1912, Sam Wah opened two laundries at 1408 North Jeffer-
son Avenue and 4298B Finney Avenue. After 1915, Sam Wah was running four
to five laundries simultaneously, including the one at 4381 Laclede Avenue
that survived until 1986. In 1922, the aging Sam Wah brought his two nephews,
Gee Kee One (also known as Gee Sam Wah) and Gee Hong, from Canton,
China, to join him. Gee Kee One and Gee Hong first worked for their uncle in
the laundry at 4381 Laclede Avenue, and later inherited the laundry after Sam
Wah passed away. The brothers operated the laundry under the same name
with more or less the same techniques until it finally closed in 1986 when the
two proprietors passed away.” A story of the laundry published in St. Louis
Post-Dispatch on November 12, 1978, provided a graphic picture of the laundry:

The Sam Wah Laundry is on Laclede Avenue, a few hundred feet east of New-
stead and a turn north through a door into St. Louis, a half century ago.

Inside—after passing under a rubber tree plant that grows westward along a
system of ceiling hooks and jerry-built supports, a plant that soars out of its pot
near the wall and achieves the form of a dragon—is the shop of the brothers
Gee Sam Wah and Gee Hong, long out of Canton, China. Wah is 88 years old,
Gee-is 86.

With its worn wooden washtubs, its drum dryer powered by a noisy and ar-
chaic direct current motor, its naked light bulbs and sagging wooden floors, the
San Wah Laundry seems ready to stand for a spot in the Smithsonian Institution,
or at least the Museum of Westward Expansion, this paint-peeling and dusty me-
morial to a part of the Chinese role in American history.

... The Gee brothers live and work in Spartan quarters. They apparently sleep
on mats near an old stove. The walls of the laundry are adorned in places by an
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odd mixture of pictures and photographs—religious art, mostly Jesus Christ at
various ages, a newspapers photo of Chairman Mao and former President Gerald
R. Ford shaking hands, 1962 calendars from the Canton Market and the Wing
Sing Chong Co., Inc., both of San Francisco, and a glossy photo of a standing
room hockey crowd at the Checkerdome. There are numerous snapshots of wed-
dings and assembled families.

Gee Sam Wah still uses an antique hand atomizer when he irons shirts. He has
had the atomizer since his days in Canton, which probably means at least 80
years or more. Despite the appearance of disorganization, regular customers do
not need a ticket, said Wah. The launderers have a system of numbering the bun-
dles and remembering the faces. They do not forget regular customers, and no
one, apparently, has had reason to complain. Not-so-regular customers get a
ticket. Everything is lettered in Chinese.

Gee Hong and Gee Wah, by western standards, are certifiable workaholics.
Even in their 80s, the two are up ironing and washing early in the morning and
are at it still late at night, say longtime customers.

They had a television set, presumably for relaxation, but it has been broken
and unused for some time. There is also a sickly-looking radio on the premises.*

Like Sam Wah Laundry, most Chinese hand laundries were small, and work-
ing conditions were harsh. However, they were indispensable to the growing
population of St. Louis. Even though the washing machine was already
invented and entered into middle-class households in the last decades of nine-
teenth century, Chinese hand laundries had a widespread reputation of being
inexpensive and making clothing last longer, and therefore enjoyed a large
number of patrons. In the 1920s, Sam Wah Laundry charged fifteen cents for
men’s shirts and twenty cents for women’s shirtwaists.” In the early 1930s,
J. H. Lee Laundry, owned by Jung Chooey and his uncle, charged only ten
cents for laundering a shirt, a price cheaper than many Chinese laundries as it
was located in an African American neighborhood.”

Unlike mainstream businesses that sought customers largely through adver-
tisement that was recognized as a key for the success of a business since the
beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese laundries maintained and
expanded their clientele primarily by the quality of their services and word of
mouth of their loyal customers. Looking through the Business Directory and
Mercantile Register of St. Louis from 1903 to 1910, almost the peak years of
Chinese hand laundry in St. Louis, one can find very few Chinese laundries
listed in them.*®

The low price of Chinese hand laundries was made possible by an extremely
frugal way of living. To minimize their cost of living, they lived in the back of
their laundries. Mrs. Lillie Hong came to St. Louis in 1924 at the age of five and
spent most of her working years in the family laundry after her marriage in
1935. She recalled her life in the laundry: “We did the ironing in the front,
and the back part, we had a couple of bedrooms . . . and the kitchen was in the
back.”” Tak Jung migrated to St. Louis in 1930 to join his father when he was
nine years old. His father then was running a laundry business on Academy and
Delmar, one block of Kingshighway. Like the Hongs, Tak Jung’s family also
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lived in the back of their family business. By using bunk beds, they fitted a fam-
ily of eight, Tak Jung’s parents and six children, into two back rooms.” In large
families, teenage children often slept in the laundry. James Leong was born
into his family laundry in St. Louis at 4360 Lee Avenue in 1924. During his
high school years, he slept on a cot in the laundry that was extremely hot and
humid in summer and freezing cold in winter:

I usually stretch the army cot out. . . . In the summertime, didn’t have to put
nothin’ on there except the sheets, but in the wintertime, had to throw a mattress
on top of the army cot. . . . In the morning, I get up six o’clock and light up the
boiler and let the steam come up, let it get hot, and then I start work about an
hour. And about the time eight o’clock, grab a little bit to eat and take the bus to
go to school.”

While laundry owners with large families crowded in the back rooms of
laundries, many laundry operators without families simply combined their liv-
ing quarters with the laundry. To Gee Kee One and Gee Hong, the back of their
laundry was their living quarters throughout their long hard working lives; they
slept on mats near a gas stove and cooked in the back part of the laundry.”

In addition to minimizing the cost of living, Chinese laundry workers had to
work long hours to increase the profit margin. Consequently, laundry work
was characterized by long hours and hard, monotonous toil. Most Chinese
laundry operators worked from early morning to late night on repetitive tasks.
Lillie Hong started working in the family laundry J. H. Lee on Olive Boulevard
and Vandeventer Avenue since her marriage in 1935 to Chooey Hong, who had
been operating the laundry since the 1920s. She recalled her typical working
day as follows:

We got up at six o’clock to do washing. We had an old washing machine made of
wood. We had to hang up clothes on wires and let them dry in one room. We
heated iron in a stove. If it was too hot, we ducked it in a bucket of water. We
worked from six or seven in the morning till late night with no rest, no break. You
were on your feet all day long.”

Tak Jung described the similar experiences when he worked at his father’s
laundry as a youth in the 1930s:

We had a machine for washing, but ironing had to be done by hand. . .. The irons
are cast irons heated up and then you have a handle as a grip so you won’t burn
yourhands. Then they ironed clothes. When the iron cools, they put it back on
the stove and heat it again and take the hot one, so there’s a lot of walking back
and forth from ironing board to the heating . . . a lot of elbow grease put into
ironing.

Tak’s family worked year-round without taking any vacation. They maintained
a constant workload and took only half days off on Sundays.*
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As exemplified in the above cases, the Chinese hand laundries were family
ventures. The low price of their service and the hard work required a collective
effort of the entire family. Not only did the parents work, but children of all
ages also participated in the laundry work. Lillie Hong’s nine children all
worked in their family laundry. “After school,” she recalled, “my children
came back to home and they all helped in the laundry. They iron front and back
of sleeves, and front and back of shirts. I then folded them.”” James Leong
started working in the laundry at the age of seven, starching the detachable
white collars which men wore with dress shirts in those days:

We used to have thousands of those collars. . . . They starched it. Then you had to
smooth them out. And the litile boys, you know, four or five years old—they had
a great big, long board to put it on the table. . . . The collars all starched already,
but they are in bundles. You have to separate it. Smooth *em out with your hand
and stack *em up. . . . Each one was on a hook—a great big, long pole, and you
hang that pole up on a wire and let it dry. . . . And then they wet it again and then
they used a machine to iron it out, and it makes it real hard, real white.*

James Leong worked in the family laundry early in the morning before he went
to school and went back to work again right after he came from school. This
work pattern continued throughout his college years.

OTHER BUSINESSES: GROCERY STORES,
RESTAURANTS, TEA SHOPS, AND OPIUM SHOPS

Although Dreiser’s story failed to mention Chinese grocery stores, they
emerged as another important Chinese business in St. Louis to provide ingredi-
ents for Chinese cooking and laundry supplies for hand laundries. Gould’s St.
Louis Directory first listed two Chinese grocers in 1888: Lung Wah at South
813 Market Street and Wah Quong Sun at 714 Market Street.”” In the following
year, Lung Quong On at 25 South Eighth Street and Jeu Hon Yee, a Chinese
woman at 924 Locust Street, were also added to the listing.*® From the 1890s to
1900s, Chinese grocers slowly but steadily increased, with the total number
ranging from four to six.” The years between 1912 and 1914 witnessed a sud-
den increase of Chinese grocers with a total of a dozen.® During the 1920s, the
number of Chinese grocers decreased but remained steady, with a half dozen
listed regularly.?'

As Chinese grocery stores were growing, they consequently attracted media
attention. On July 29, 1900, the Sunday magazine section of The St. Louis
Republic featured an article entitled “The Chinese Colony of St. Louis” writ-
ten by Dick Wood portraying a group of respectable Chinese merchants who
were running grocery stores in Chinatown, including Quong Hang Choung
and Company at 722 Market Street, Quong On Lung at 17 South Eighth Street,
and Quong Sun Wah and Company at 23 South Eighth Street. According to the
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article, most of these affluent merchants had acquired a thorough English edu-
cation in Sunday schools during their youth in America. Lee Mow Lin, an
entrepreneur who owned Quong On Lung store, elaborated in fluent English a
quite sophisticated view when he was asked by Dick Wood about his opinion
on the Boxers.

In China, we have had dissensions and rebellions, as has been the case with
many other nations not nearly so old, and there may be some who would gladly
welcome a change in the Government, a shifting around of rulers—much the
same as new blood is welcomed in the leader of a herd. The lawless element may
gain, or may already have gained, the upper hand, but if so the bad effect will be
nullified by the great unity and philosophy of the Chinese as a race. There are
good;md bad of all people and we have our share of both, but the good will sur-
vive.

The three stores cited above were the most established and stable ones among
all Chinese grocery stores in St. Louis, and they were listed in Gould’s St. Louis
Directory continuously from 1906 to 1910.9

Different from Chinese hand laundries that primarily served non-Chinese in
St. Louis and therefore dispersed across the city, grocery stores catered to the
Chinese community and consequently clustered around the Chinese business
district, resembling the patterns prevailing in other urban Chinese communi-
ties.* These grocery stores sold merchandise imported from China, including
native-made Chinese cloths with intricately embroidered bits, tea, and Chinese
ingredients for cooking. They also sold fresh vegetables in bunches that were
delivered daily by Chinese farmers on the other side of the river in Hlinois.
Many of the Chinese stores were, however, not limited to serving only the local
customers—they also handled the ordering and shipping of supplies to Chi-
nese laborers in southern and southwestern states.5

Lillie Hong recalled that in the 1920s there were still many Chinese grocery
stores on Fighth and Market Streets. The ones that she could remember names
of were Oriental Tea on Eighth Street and Lung Sing Co. on Market Street.
They sold canned goods and packages of vegetables.” The Chinese grocers
usually ordered merchandise from distributors in Hong Kong, San Francisco,
New York, or Chicago on credit. Annie Leong’s parents came to St. Louis from
Hong Kong via San Francisco in 1924 and ran Chinese restaurants and grocery
stores since then. “Our merchandise came from San Francisco, New York, and
Chicago.” Annie Leong recalled her childhood experiences:

We got them on credit and we have thirty days to pay. If you don’t have a good
credit, you have to pay right away. They gave us wholesale price, and we retail
them. The whole family helps to do the business. After the operation whatever is
left is our profit.” o
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Chinese restaurants or chop suey shops were also part of the business in
Chinatown. Chinese restaurants first were eating places primarily to satisfy the
need of Chinese bachelors who would come to eat during Sundays when they
were not working. These restaurants usually served authentic Chinese dishes
or delicacies that only appealed to the taste buds of Chinese tongues. To write a
story on St. Lounis Chinese for the daily St. Louis Republic, Theodore Dreiser
visited a Chinese restaurant at 19 South Eighth Street at one midday in January
1894. The restaurant was not busy at all; the owner, cook, and waiter were sit-
ting in the front room chatting, smoking, and drinking tea. When Dreiser
showed the proprietor a letter of introduction from a Chinese friend written in
Chinese, he was told, “Come a Sunday. Got glood dinner Sunday. Come a flive
clock; bling flend.” On Sunday at five, Dreiser and his friend came to the res-
taurant that was filled with Chinese eaters. Dreiser and his friend ordered the
“chicken, duck, rice and China dish,” and they seemed to have enjoyed the
experience:

The first dish set on the bare table was no longer than a silver dollar and con-
tained a tiny dab of mustard in a spoonful of oil. Three dishes of like size fol-
lowed, one containing pepper jam, the other meat sauces. Tea was served in
bowls, and was delicious. The duck, likewise the chicken, was halved, then
sliced crosswise after the manner of bologna sausage, and served on round deco-
rated plates. One bowl of chicken soup comprised the same order for two, which
was served with dainty little spoons of chinaware, decorated in unmistakable
heathen design. Rice, steaming hot, was brought in bowls, while the mysterious
China dish completed the spread. This dish was wonderful, awe-inspiring, and
yet toothsome. It was served in a dish, half bowl, half platter. Around the platter-
like edge were carefully placed bits of something which looked like wet piecrust
and tasted like smoked fish. The way they stuck out around the edges suggested
decoration of lettuce, parsley and watercress. The arrangement of the whole
affair inspired visions of hot salad. Celery, giblets, onions, seaweed that looked
like dulse, and some peculiar and totally foreign grains resembling barley, went
to make up this steaming-hot mass.*

With time, more and more Americans were exposed to the taste of Chinese
food, and as the demand increased, Chinese entrepreneurs expanded their ser-
vices to the American public and many chop suey shops consequently emerged
in St. Louis. According to the court records, Thomas Kee, who came to St.
Louis in 1903, was running a chop suey house at 2032 Market Street in 1906.%
The St. Louis Republic reported that in 1910, St. Louis police raided a chop
suey restaurant located at 2301 Washington Avenue.”

A fried dish of rice, chopped meats, and vegetables, chop suey could be eas-
ily prepared and was widely accepted by non-Chinese eaters as representative
of Chinese food. Chop suey shops and larger Chinese restaurants not only
served Chinese eaters but catered to European Americans as well. Annie
Leong’s parents opened a restaurant at 714 Market Street in 1924. The
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restaurant served Cantonese cuisine of shark fins, bird nests, steamed fish, bar-
becued pork, duck, and rooster to Chinese guests from China and other places
in the United States. It also received local American customers who came from
theaters in the late evening.”

Like Chinese hand laundries, the Chinese grocery and restaurant businesses
also heavily depended on unpaid family members for their operation. Annie
Leong recalled how her family restaurant was operated in the 1930s and 1940s:

The whole family worked. If you didn’t get paid, it was okay. My mother worked
in the dining room and kitchen of the restaurant. My dad worked as a chef. Dur-
ing the depression era, they survived and they made a living out of it. . . . We
worked seven days a week, from eleven o’clock in the morning to mid-night
[sic]. . .. We [she and her brothers] did everything. We wrapped wontons, we
took care of the dining room area, and we set up restaurant. Then if they needed
you, you could cook too. So we did whatever was needed. It was just natural, and
you just did it. We were going to school besides that and we had to do our home-
work too. You were studying between customers. After school, you would study,
and it would get busy during dinner hours, and you took care of all the custom-
ers. In between, you would study a little, and then you took care of customers.
After the dinner rush was over, maybe about eight o’clock or something, you
could really have more time to study. I guess that was something you never
thought about and that was something you did.”

In addition to grocery stores and restaurants, Chinese merchants also
opened tea shops. The earliest recorded tea shop was run by Alla Lee in 1859
located at 106 North Tenth Street.” Since then, Alla Lee’s tea shop and resi-
dence changed locations several times, mostly outside the Chinatown, yet
were continuously listed in the St. Louis Directory until 1880." Alla Lee was
born in Ningbo (a city near Shanghai), China, in 1833. He came to St. Louis in
1857 at the age of twenty-four. There he set up a tea shop from which he made a
modest income. In the following year, Alla Lee married a young Irish woman
named Sarah Graham and they had several children. Through his wife, Lee
seemed to be more associated with the Scots-Irish community than with his
fellow Chinese. Yet he consciously defended the dignity of his native culture.”

Hop Alley was also home to opium shops, although most of them were not
the “high-class opium joint abominations” that Dreiser was looking for. By
1899, according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, there were thirty to forty opium
dens in Hop Alley.” This figure was probably exaggerated by the media, as
there were only four Chinese grocers and there was no Chinese laundry or res-
taurant listed in the St. Louis Directory of the year.” The rapid decline of
opium dens in Hop Alley was a direct result of police raids at the time. Accord-
ing to the court records from the Eastern Division of the Eastern Judicial Dis-
trict of Missouri, most Chinese apprehended by the police in the 1910s were
charged with the crime of unlawfully manufacturing or selling opium as exem-
plified in the following cases.
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On July 8, 1914, Hop Hing was found manufacturing five pounds of opium
for smoking and was consequently arrested. He was indicted on March 4,
1915, by the district court and was ordered to pay a fine of $2,000. Unable to
pay the fine, Hop Hing was instead jailed for thirty days.”

On October 31, 1914, Leong Choey was arrested by the St. Louis police
when they searched and found two pounds of gum opium in his residence at
700 North Jefferson Avenue that did not have the proper U.S. revenue stamps.
Leong Choey therefore was charged by the district court for unlawfully manu-
facturing opium suitable for smoking purposes without having given bond
required by the commissioner of Internal Revenue of the United States. He was
ordered to find sufficient bail in the sum of $1,500. Leong Choey was again
arrested on April 19, 1915, when he sold about one eighth of an ounce of opium
to Maud Furla at the price of $1. He was indicted again for a violation of the
provisions of the Act of December 17, 1914, entitled “an Act to provide for the
registration of, with collectors of internal revenue, and to impose a special tax
upon all persons who produce, import, manufacture, compound, deal in, dis-
pense, sell, distribute, or give away opium or coca leaves, their salts, deriva-
tives, or preparations, and for other purposes.””

On May 10, 1915, Sing Lung was charged for illegal possession of one
pound of crude opium as he did not register with the Collector of Internal Reve-
nue of the United States. The district court indicted him for the violation of the
Act of December 17, 1914. His attorney T. Morris argued that as “a mere con-
sumer of opium,” Sing Lung did not violate the law. However, the district court
still decided to deliver Sing Lung to the St. Louis City Jail on February 24,
1916.%

On August 13, 1915, Wong Lung was arrested for possessing 30 grains of
smoking opium in his residence at 802 Market Street. F. T. Diggs, the deputy
collector of Internal Revenue, believed that Wong Lung did not register under
the provisions of the Act of December 17, 1914. As a result, the district court
judge David P. Dyer sentenced Wong Lung to prison on January 27, 1916.*

Due to the frequent raids from St. Louis police, most opium shops were
closed by the first decade of the twentieth century. Only four or five merchants
in St. Louis were running opium dens, and they usually charged more for the
drug than their counterparts in New York or San Francisco. The opium shops
had the appearance of Indian camps instead of that of a merchandise store. The
opium addicts usually came to opium shops at night. After paying sufficient
money, an opium fiend would crawl up the bunk, rest his head on the pillow
which was a wooden bench covered by cloth and matting, and enjoy the health-
destroying smoke.*

The frequent police raids of Chinese opium dens also resulted in business
collaboration between the Chinese and African Americans. As running opium
dens in Chinatown would risk arrest and even deportation, some Chinese
opium den owners began to choose “Chestnut Valley,” an African American
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neighborhood just north of Chinatown, to operate the business. The 1896
Annual Police Report indicates that fourteen opium dens in Chestnut Valley
were owned by Chinese. Chinese also did banking with African Americans. It
was believed that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 50 percent
of the businesses owned by African Americans in Chestnut Valley borrowed
money from Chinese money lenders, as banks owned by whites refused to lend
money to African Americans.®

RECREATION

Dreiser’s story largely described the social life of Chinese in St. Louis in
which gambling was conceived as the primary recreational activity. After a
long week of toiling in laundries, the Chinese laborers longed to relax them-
selves a little. The absence of family life in America left them few choices for
emotional comfort and physical recuperation. Many would gather to gamble
till they lost all the money they carried with them. Others would visit Chinese
restaurants to eat authentic Chinese dishes and chat with their clansmen about
their families and relatives in China.

Dreiser’s depiction was flawed by the prevalent bias that most Chinese were
opium addicts and gamblers, and he could not go beyond his limitation to
explore more about Chinatown life. Many other social activities of Chinese in
St. Louis unnoticed by Dreiser took place on Sundays. In the last decades of the
nineteenth century, the Chinese in St. Louis were most likely to be bound by
their clan associations such as Jue, Lee, and Leong surname associations.
Like Chinese immigrants on the West Coast, Chinese in St. Louis largely came
from Canton and its adjacent counties, so-called Sam Yap (San Yi) and Sze Yap
(Si Yi). Sam Yap means “three counties,” including Namhoi (Nanhai), Punyi
(Panyu), and Shuntak (Shunde) counties. Sze Yap means “four counties,” in-
cluding Sunwui (Xinhui), Toishan (Taishan), Hoiping (Kaiping), and Yanping
(Enping) counties. Among the Chinese in St. Louis, those who bore the sur-
names of Jeu and Leong from villages in Sunwui (Xinhui) and Lee from
Toishan (Taishan) were predominant, and they set up surname associations for
mutual aid and protection in a foreign land. These surname associations usu-
ally rented a flat with a kitchen from apartment buildings in Hop Alley for clan
business meetings and social gatherings. On Sundays, clansmen would bring
Chinese ingredients to the association and use the kitchen facility there to cook
special Chinese dishes that they did not have time and means to do during the
busy working week.®

If the weather were nice and sunny, many would sit on the benches outside
the shops in Hop Alley to feel the touch of warm rays of sun. They had been
confined in the dim and damp laundries for a week, and now they were free
from the backbreaking drudgery of laundries. They could enjoy the warm
breeze outside, catch up on news with each other, share some laughter with
clansmen, and watch Chinese children playing in the alley.®
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To these Chinese, Hop Alley was not a place of sin and vice but a place of
good food, comfort, joy, and relaxation. According to the St. Louis Republic,
the Chinese in 1910 “scattered through the city in a puzzling way peculiarly
Chinese,” and Chinese usually lived behind their laundries. On Sundays,
however, they would close their laundry shops and hurry to Hop Alley for
recreation.”

Moreover, Hop Alley was a place that served as a substitute for their fami-
lies in China. Isolated by cultural prejudice, a language barrier, and the drudg-
ery of daily work, Chinese laborers found ethnic solidarity in Hop Alley. They
came to Hop Alley every Sunday feeling that they were going home, where
they were called uncles by children of the Chinese families there.*®

Chinese in St. Louis also found comfort and solidarity in other social and
cultural activities. As early as the arrival of the first group of Chinese in St.
Louis, Chinese had been celebrating the Chinese holidays. On February 10,
1880, the daily St. Louis Republic reported a celebration of the Chinese New
Year that had taken place in a Chinese laundry:

The Chinese population in St. Louis yesterday arrayed in their best raiment and
prepared to celebrate their New Year’s day which always comes on the 9th day of
February . . . at a Chestnut street laundry. There everything presented a holiday
appearance. Bundles of washing were packed away under tables and corners,
while the ironing-boards were covered with Chinese bon-bons, consisting of a
species of eatables which no Christian would dare sample. The only delicacy
which greeted the eye was a lot of oranges which were hanging to an artificial
tree before which a celestial with head bent low, muttered some Asiatic prayer.
He stopped short when the reporter entered, and looking up said:

“Watchee wantee?”

“Do you do any washing to-day?” asked the reporter.

“No washee, no workee to-day. Dis Chinaman’s lew year.”

« .. Are you going to have a big time?”

“No, no. Only little time. Out in Californy Chinamen have big time. Only lit-
tle time here. . . . No joss-house here, no get dlunk, no good time, no big time,
only little time. . . . Chilamen here today take it a rest. Put on best clothes. Go see
udder Chilamen. Smoke pipe, get little dlunk. Just have a little time.”*

EARLY WOMEN AND FAMILY LIFE

Dreiser did not provide information about family life in Hop Alley. Other
sources, however, allow us to detect the earliest Chinese women and family life
in St. Louis: Like Chinese immigrants in other parts of the country, early Chi-
nese in St. Louis were predominantly men who had left families behind in
China. There was only one Chinese man in St. Louis recorded by the 1870 cen-
sus. The 1880 census counted 91 Chinese men in Missouri, most of whom
were residing in St. Louis. There were 170 Chinese in St. Louis, at most 6 of
whom were women, in the 1890 census. In 1900, the counts were 310 Chinese
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men and 2 Chinese women, and in 1910, the numbers were 300 men and sev-
eral women.*

However, the census alone could not tell the complete story of the Chinese
in St. Louis, and Chinese women arrived in St. Louis almost as early as their
male counterparts. In 1869, the first group of Chinese immigrants came to St.
Louis from San Francisco. According to William Hyde and Howard L.
Conard, who edited the first book on St. Louis history, Encyclopedia of the
History of St. Louis, a Sunday school was immediately established on Eleventh
and Locust Streets to teach the Chinese children English.®’ These children
were sons of Chinese merchants or laborers who were born in China or San
Francisco and came to St. Louis with their parents or more likely fathers and
other relatives. It is uncertain if there were Chinese women in 1869 since no
written record has been found to prove it. Following the first group, in January
1870 another smaller group of Chinese arrived in the city from New York. The
daily newspaper Missouri Republican reported that “among the number [there
are] some women” and that they would “take charge of the boarding house for
the men at the works.”® Therefore, it is certain that Chinese women arrived in
St. Louis as early as 1870.

Itis unclear that these women came to St. Louis as single women or as wives
of Chinese immigrants. However, it is clear that these Chinese women were
working along with Chinese men who were likely their husbands. Prior to the
Civil War, the area south of Market Street was the French town where houses
were mostly single-family residences. As in most American urban communi-
ties, the post—Civil War industrialization and urbanization soon swept away
the single houses and constructed multifamily apartment buildings and board-
ing houses in their places to meet the demand of a swelling population. Hop
Alley was one of the streets in the area where many tenements and boarding
houses were constructed. In this neighborhood, a typical rent in the late nine-
teenth century was a quarter a day or six quarters a week. One could get room
and board for less than $15 a month.” Cheap housing of the area attracted new
immigrants, including Chinese who congregated around Hop Alley where
boarding houses or apartment buildings made up most of the Chinese residen-
tial community in St. Louis and demanded personnel for the management of
these properties.” These early Chinese women managed boarding houses that
were usually lodging a dozen single Chinese men each. They earned their liv-
ing by cooking, cleaning, and mending for the Chinese men, a working pattern
very much resembling that of German and Irish immigrant women in the town.
According to James Neal Primm’s masterful work, in the late nineteenth cen-
tury most German and Irish immigrant women in St. Louis found employment
in domestic services.”

In addition to the working Chinese women, affluent Chinese merchant
wives also arrived in the city at around the turn of the century and individual
Chinese women were reported by the local news media. The St. Louis Republic
recorded Mrs. Jeu Hon Yee as the only Chinese woman in the city prior to the
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turn of the century who was joined by Mrs. Fannie Toy shortly after 1900.” On
October 4, 1908, the St. Louis Republican took an entire page to feature a story
covering four Chinese women residing in St. Louis. “St. Louis boasts a colony
of Chinese women,” the article stated.

Although the total population of the aforesaid “colony” is but four wee bits of
femininity from the Flowery Kingdom—still it is a colony, and a large one, con-
sidering the obstacles which Uncle Sam places in the way of Chinese women
who came to this country. ‘

The St. Louis contingent of Chinese women is proportionately larger, consid-
ering population, than any city in the country excepting San Francisco. Chicago
boasts but half a dozen women from the land of Confucius, while New York,
with its much-boasted Mott Street, and its half block of cramped Chinese quar-
ters, has but five who are duly registered with the immigration authorities.”

Association with the Chinese merchant class and being Americanized were
the common traits of the four Chinese women. Three of the four women, Mrs.
Juy Toy, Mrs. Jo Hon Ye, and Mrs. Huy Tin, were wives of well-to-do Chinese
businessmen in St. Louis. Miss Mei Chun was the daughter of a wealthy Chi-
nese tea merchant. Mrs. Juy Toy was born in China in 1889 and came to San
Francisco when she was a little girl. Her father, a prosperous merchant in San
Francisco, enrolled her in public school. She made rapid progress in public
school and graduated from San Francisco High School when she was seven-
teen, which made her one of the two Chinese girls who graduated from
San Francisco High School at the time. After graduation, she was married to a
St. Louis Chinese merchant, proprietor of a chop suey restaurant on Sixth
Street, a laundry on Marcus Avenue, and a mercantile store in San Francisco.
She lived with her husband at 2629 Marcus Avenue. According to the article,
both Mrs. Juy Toy and her husband were quite Americanized. “I am no longer
Chinese—I am an American,” she told the reporter. “I was married like Ameri-
can women are and live just like people of this country do. Chinese dress and
Chinese customs are no longer a part of my life and I am a member of an Amer-
ican church, and try to do just like the American women do.”* Her husband had
been in the country for seventeen years, but never revisited his native land.

Mrs. Jo Hon Ye was born into a rich merchant family in Hong Kong. During
her girlhood days, she enjoyed all the pleasures that the daughter of a wealthy
Chinese merchant would. She married a Chinese merchant in San Francisco
and the couple suffered the peril of the San Francisco earthquake and the con-
sequent fire in 1906 that burned all their possessions. They came to St. Louis to
start all over. Within two years her husband was able to own a grocery store on
Eleventh Street and they enjoyed prosperity again.”

Mrs. Huy Tin was also a high school graduate of San Francisco. Her hus-
band owned a dry goods store on Market Street. With her education, Mrs. Huy
Tin acted as a bookkeeper for the store in addition to being the female head of
her husband’s household.'® Miss Mei Chun was the only unmarried member
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of the four. She was a student at Forest Park University and was only seventeen
years old when the story was written.

These wealthy merchant wives consciously made efforts to adjust to the
modes of life in their new home and succeeded to a large degree. They wore
western dresses and spoke fluent English. Like middle-class American women
of the time, they enjoyed a leisurely life. They went to see circuses and shows
and attended various social functions. Mrs. Juy Toy went to see the circuses
and shows often and was fascinated by the romance presented in the shows.
“That is why I like to see the American plays so much,” she commented. “The
girl loves the man or she does not marry him.”"" Miss Mei Chun was reportedly
“so popular that few social functions of the West End are complete without her
presence.”'” They were also open-minded, outgoing, and adventurous, enjoy-
ing the freedom American life provided them. Mrs. Jo Hon Ye also enjoyed the
circuses and shows, but nothing delighted her more than streetcars. She loved
seeing the kaleidoscopic views of city life from the windows of the streetcars.
She described her feelings when riding a streetcar:

Although I came to San Francisco many years ago and have seen many strange
sights, I always find something new everywhere I go. I think the streetcars are so
funny. They start and stop whenever the man who runs them wants them to, and
one can see so many different kinds of people riding on them.'”

She also enjoyed the thrill when she rode an elevator up and down in a depart-
ment store.

The Americanization of these women was also revealed by their connection
with various churches throughout the city. Mrs. Juy Toy regularly went to the
Union Methodist Church and followed the tenets of that religious belief in the
same manner as her American counterparts. Mrs. Jo Hon Ye also belonged to a
church and she attended Sunday school and religious services every Sunday.
Like the other two women, she was also a member of the Union Methodist
Church and she took an active part in much of the church work.'*

The lives of affluent Chinese merchant wives in St. Louis seem to represent
a pattern different from that of their counterparts in larger Chinese communi-
ties where women were more likely preservers of traditions.'® The absence of
a larger ethnic community might have contributed to the departure from tradi-
tional behavior. Without an ethnic community, these Chinese women would
have to interact with the larger society. More important, their fluent English
facilitated their assimilation, while their financial security enabled them to
enjoy a lifestyle similar to that of the American middle class. Their socioeco-
nomic status made it easier for the American public to view them as more
acceptable and assimilable.

While well-to-do Chinese women attempted to Americanize, petty Chinese
merchant wives struggled to raise their large families in Hop Alley and many
expected to retire in China. Lillie Hong’s family history well illustrates the
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struggle, which resembled that of her counterparts in other Chinese communi-
ties across the country.'®®

Lillie Hong and her mother came to the United States in 1924 to join Lillie’s
father, who was running a Chinese restaurant named Mandarin House at 4500
Delmar with his brother in St. Louis. Their steamboat President Coolidge took
them to Seattle, Washington. They then took a train to St. Louis. On arrival in
St. Louis, Lillie Hong and her family settled in a two-bedroom apartment in
Hop Alley, where Lillie Hong’s mother Gene Shee gave birth to Lillie’s four
sisters and two brothers. One room of the apartment was used as bedroom, and
the other served as living room and kitchen. Without a refrigerator in their
kitchen, the family had to buy twenty-four pounds of ice daily to fill an ice box
on the porch to keep food from being spoiled. Since Gene Shee never learned
to speak English, Lillie Hong, as the family’s eldest daughter, had to do the
daily chore of buying ice from the nearby American grocery store. As the fam-
ily was growing constantly, they had to find ways to fit the nine people of the
family into the one bedroom. A big piece of board was the bed for all of the
children. This living condition was typical among Chinese families in Hop
Alley, as most Chinese families were large. After she came back from school,
Lillie Hong had to take care of her younger siblings and help her mother with
the family chores of cooking, laundering, and cleaning (see Figure 1).

Like most Chinese children of Hop Alley, Lillie Hong attended the nearest
American public school: Madison School. It was eleven blocks away from
Hop Alley. Although there was a streetcar to the school, Chinese parents could
not afford the fare of five cents. The Chinese children would walk to school
from home and then walk home from school daily. In St. Louis’s hot and humid
summer and wet and cold winter, the walk seemed very long to them. Also, like
most Chinese children of her age, Lillie Hong quit her education at the eighth
grade, as her parents felt that she had received enough education since she
knew how to read and write in English.'”

Lillie Hong’s growing up experience was not unique to Chinese immigrant
families in St. Louis. In many ways, it resembles the lives of other new immi-
grants and minorities in the city. The Irish community’s “Kerry Patch” was a
place of stark poverty and crime where immigrant families were crammed in
multifamily tenements. The African American neighborhoods in St. Louis
were described as “stinking slums” by visitors.'®

Living in a multiethnic urban community, interracial marriages and interra-
cial sexual relationships became inevitable for the Chinese in St. Louis. The
earliest case of interracial marriage was the union of AllaLee and his Irish wife
Sarah Graham. Alla Lee came to St. Louis in 1857 from San Francisco, where
he served as an interpreter for a missionary of the Episcopal Church. As a new-
comer, Alla Lee settled in the Irish neighborhood near Biddle Street. A young
man of twenty-four years, he fell in love with an Irish woman, Sarah Graham,
and they were married in 1858 at the Second Presbyterian Church. Their
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Figure 1: Lillie Hong with mother, brother Paul, and sister Rose in the back of family apart-
ment in Hop Alley, St. Louis, Missouri, 1927.
SOURCE: Courtesy of Lillie Hong.

daughter Emma was born the next year, the first of their several children. This
interracial marriage probably affected Alla Lee’s social and political life. His
friends were mostly Irish immigrants. In the election year 1868, a local demo-
cratic party activist took him to the courthouse to take the oath of citizenship;
therefore, he could practice his rights immediately.'®

While Alla Lee’s interracial marriage was accepted by the Scots-Irish com-
munity in St. Louis, other interracial marriages and interracial sexual relation-
ships met with resistance in the white society. In 1910, census enumerators
found a number of Caucasian wives of Chinese men living in the Hop Alley
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area. The local newspaper, St. Louis Republic, recorded the matter with an
obvious tone of disapproval."'® A couple of interracial sexual relationships in
the same year even invited a police raid. Sadie Walden was a twenty-six-year-
old divorced European American woman. She met Chinese man Leon Ling
four years ago in a Chinese Sunday school at Garrison and Lucas Avenues
where she was teaching after her divorce from Frank Walden. When she was ill
and ran out of money, Leon came to her assistance. Soon afterward she went to
Colorado, and when she returned she rented lodging upstairs of the Chinese
chop suey restaurant at 2301 Washington Avenue where Leon Ling worked.
Later, her seventeen-year-old stepsister, Marguerite Helm, came to live with
her. Sadie Walden loved Leon and intended to marry him. Her sister Margue-
rite was also in love with a Chinese merchant who owned a silk store down-
town. Marguerite consulted her mother about her marriage and was advised to
wait until she was eighteen. She took the advice. On August 22, 1910, St. Louis
police suddenly raided the chop suey restaurant with the excuse of searching
for a Chinese man who was alleged to have murdered a white woman in New
York with whom he had a love affair. The two sisters and four Chinese men
were arrested in this raid but released later. Not intimidated by the incident,
Sadie Walden claimed that she was going to go with Leon for a marriage
license very soon.'"!

This incident well exhibits the nationwide antagonism against the interra-
cial sexual relationships between European Americans and Chinese, who were
perceived as culturally exotic and physically inferior and therefore unassimil-
able. The public disapproval was not only prompted by cultural bias and racial
prejudice but also legally supported by antimiscegenation laws, then in force in
thirty-eight states.'” Although sporadic interracial marriages survived in
places in America in the nineteenth century, such as the unions of Chinese men
and Irish women in New York City, Chinese men and Irish/Polish women in
the Midwest, and Chinese men and Black/Mulatto/Irish/French women in the
South,'® many interracial sexual relationships met social resistance and at
times violence, such as the anti-Chinese riot in Milwaukee in 1899, the police
raid of Boston Chinatown in 1903, and the policing of New York Chinatown
from 1880 to 1915 against interracial sexual relations.'"

SUNDAY SCHOOLS AND
EARLY AMERICANIZATION

While Hop Alley represented the Chinese tradition, a certain degree of
Americanization had taken place among Chinese in St. Louis from the begin-
ning of the Chinese settlement in St. Louis. In the process of Americanization
of Chinese, Christian organizations played an initial and important role. When
the first group of Chinese came to St. Louis from San Francisco in 1869, a
Sunday school was immediately established on Eleventh and Locust Streets to
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Figure 2: Chinese ladies (mostly wives of laundrymen) outside of the First Chinese
Church in St. Louis Gospel Center, St. Louis, Missouri, 1924.
SOURCE: Courtesy of Lillie Hong.

teach Chinese children English to instill Christian values in them.'" A decade
later, Chinese in St. Louis had increased to one hundred. Christian organiza-
tions felt the urge to set up more Sunday schools. In 1878, Mr. D. D. Jones, who
could speak Chinese, was dispatched to St. Louis by the Chicago Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA) to establish a Sunday school. In 1897, the 28th
anniversary of the establishment of the first Chinese Sunday school in St.
Louis was held. In 1898, Sunday schools for Chinese increased to include Sec-
ond Presbyterian Church, Dr. Niccolls’s Chapel on Taylor and Westminster
Place, the Presbyterian Church on Grand Avenue, and the Congregational
Church on 29th Street and Washington Avenue.''¢

The first Chinese church in St. Louis was called the St. Louis Chinese Gos-
pel Mission. It was founded in 1924 by Miss Lee Chiles, a missionary who had
worked in China for more than ten years. Due to her health condition, she
returned to St. Louis in 1924. In spite of her poor health, Miss Chiles went from
laundry to laundry to ask Chinese to go to the church."” After she gathered a
group of Chinese children, the weekly Chinese Sunday school began. The Chi-
nese Sunday school borrowed space from St. Louis Gospel Church on Wash-
ington Street where the American congregation had services in the morning,
and a Chinese service and Sunday school were held in the afternoon. Miss
Chiles was persistent and enthusiastic in teaching the Chinese followers Eng-
lish. In this endeavor she was more successful with Chinese children than with
older Chinese women. Lillie Hong remembered that “whenever Miss Chiles
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Figure 3: Sunday school children outside of the St. Louis Gospel Center, St. Louis, Mis-
souri, 1924.
SOURCE: Courtesy of Lillie Hong.

came to Chinatown, these Chinese ladies would run away. They said it was too
hard to learn English.”'"®

Miss Chiles was aided by a group of devoted local American Christians
from the St. Louis Gospel Church who were not the educated elite but rather
small business owners and members of the working class.!® The Radfords, a
devoted Christian couple, would come to “pick up children and the people
from Chinatown and drive them up to the church on Washington street” for the
afternoon service. Others, such as Mr. and Ms. Bachman and Ms. Comfort,
taught Sunday school and visited Chinese newborns and their families."* Chi-
nese parents often regarded church as a good place for their children to go but
not for themselves, especially the fathers. Therefore, in the first decades of the
century, the congregation was largely composed of women and children."”
Lillie Hong started going to church with her aunt as soon as she came to St.
Louis in 1924 (see Figures 2 and 3).'*

Sunday schools had become vehicles for ambitious Chmese youth to climb
up socially, Many Chinese youth attended Sunday schools, where they learned
English and American ways of life. Jeu Han Yee came to San Francisco in
1870 when he was a child and lived there for ten years. Then he came to St.
Louis in 1880 and attended Sunday school regularly. Through his Sunday
school training, he became a skillful writer and reader of English. His English
skills facilitated his success as a well-off tea merchant.'” Another Sunday
school student, Jeu Hawk, came to St. Louis as a boy in 1880. Eighteen years
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later, he graduated from the college at Des Moines, lowa, and emerged as an
eloquent pastor of a Chinese congregation in Portland, Oregon."” For many
Chinese, church was also a place to maintain friendships with other Chinese
families. For instance, Tak Jung’s family and Hong family would often share
Sunday dinner after the service.'”

CHINESE AT THE ST. LOUIS WORLD’S FAIR

In 1904, St. Louis opened itself to the world for the grand extravaganza of
the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, also know as the St. Louis World’s Fair.
Countries from around the globe sent their native products and artifacts
proudly to show the world. The Chinese Qing government dispatched two
envoys to St. Louis to supervise the preparation of the Chinese display. In May
1903, Sir Chentung Liang Cheng, envoy extraordinary and minister plenipo-
tentiary, arrived for Dedication Week. In July of the same year, Wong Kai Kah,
imperial vice-commissioner, came to St. Louis to oversee the construction of
the Chinese Pavilion.'” Wong conveyed his government’s enthusiasm by par-
ticipating in the fair and assured the directors: “Embroideries, silks, porce-
lains, teas and other products of Chinese industry, and a great many other
things illustrative of Chinese resources and progress will be exhibited. China
has set aside 750,000 taels (about $500,000) for this purpose.”'

Under Wong’s supervision, the Chinese Pavilion began construction. A
Shanghai firm of Englishmen, Atkinson and Dallas, was hired to design the
main building, a replica of the country home of the Manchu Prince Pu Lun,
who had been appointed as the official head of the Chinese delegation to the
fair. At the entrance of the Chinese Pavilion, a Chinese pagoda consisting of
six thousand hand-carved pieces of wood inlaid with ebony and ivory was
erected by skillful Chinese artisans. The eaves were also decorated with fig-
ures from Chinese mythology in bright Chinese enamel. A replica of the palace
bedroom with a square curtained court bed and carved tables and chairs pro-
vided a glimpse of Chinese court life to the visitors.'”

Unfortunately, the bulk of the two thousand tons of commercial exhibits
from China did not receive the attention they deserved as they were placed in
other fair buildings, most in the Palace of Liberal Arts and some in the Educa-
tion Building. These Chinese exhibits from different parts of China included
scrolls, ivory, jade, porcelain, maps, stamps, coins, and models of temples,
houses, shops, and an examination hall.'”

The enthusiasm of the Chinese in participating in the World’s Fair, however,
was dampened by the suspicious American immigration authorities. In 1882,
the Chinese Exclusion Act had been passed to prohibit the entry of Chinese
laborers. To prevent any Chinese laborers from being smuggled into the coun-
try, the U.S. Immigration Service became more vigilant during the fair. Chi-
nese merchants, who were supposed to come to St. Louis for the World’s Fair,
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were detained in a shed in San Francisco for days and weeks to wait being
cleared. Many of them, unable to bear the humiliation of detention, interroga-
tion, and the posting of the required $500 in gold bond, returned to China.

For those who did make it to St. Louis, American immigration officers set
up strict rules of movement to restrict them. There were 194 Chinese employed
for the construction and operation of the exhibits. They were registered, photo-
graphed, and required to report daily. Failing to report for forty-eight hours, a
laborer would be considered a fugitive."® During the fair, a rumor spread that
250 Chinese had agreed to pay $850 for transportation to the fair with the
intention of escaping once inside the United States.”' The mistreatment that
Chinese received during the fair was certainly upsetting to their country fel-
lows in St. Louis.

During the construction of the Chinese Pavilion, the Chinese exhibits and
topics relating to Chinese cultures captured the local newspapers.** Wong Kai
Kah gave a series of lectures on Chinese art and philosophies."** The Chinese
delegation also threw many splendid parties to St. Louis elite, at which the four
hundred silk dresses brought by Mrs. Wong greatly impressed St. Louisans.'
These events and activities helped to create a more positive image of Chinese
in St. Louis.

CONCLUSION

The construction of the history of St. Lonis Chinatown from the 1860s to
1930s displays a lively, dynamic, and productive ethnic community contra-
dicting the popular stereotype of Chinatown as a mysterious quarter of sin,
vice, and crime.

The post—Civil War industrialization and urbanization attracted the laborers
from other shores, yet economic recession and nativist sentiment prompted the
Chinese Exclusion. The successive police raids on the St. Louis Chinatown
from the 1880s to 1920s reflected the nationwide anti-Chinese crusade. The
deliberate and systematic police roundups in Chinatown further reinforced the
negative stereotypical image of Chinatown created by the press and effectively
retarded the building of the ethnic community.

Despite the institutionalized discrimination, Hop Alley existed with
remarkable resilience and energy. St. Louis Chinatown was not merely a
ghetto plagued by urban problems of crowded and unsanitary living and work-
ing conditions and crimes. In fact, it was a lively commercial, residential, and
recreational center for Chinese. The hand laundries, grocery stores, restau-
rants, and tea shops were essential businesses enabling the survival and suc-
cess, in some cases, of the early Chinese settlers. These businesses, especially
hand laundry, were also indispensable to the larger St. Louis communities that
readily utilized the much needed services available to them due to the presence
of the Chinese immigrants. The elbow grease of the Chinese laundrymen
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certainly made the industrial machine of St. Louis run smoother and better. No
matter how small the Chinese population became from time to time, they con-
tributed unproportionally—Iess than .10 percent of the total general popula-
tion provided 60 percent of the laundering services for the city.

Clan dominance and geographical dispersion, the two characteristics of
Chinese hand laundry in St. Louis, were closely related to the modes of urban
development. While clan dominance was aresult of the chain immigration and
urban ethnic networking, geographical dispersion of Chinese laundries coin-
cided with urban sprawl. As cities grew and population increased, the affluent
dwellers fled the downtown areas and dispersed to the peripheral neighbor-
hoods. Laundry, as a service industry, had to follow its clientele throughout
the city.

As laundry provided services to the larger community, Chinese grocery
stores, restaurants, and tea shops primarily sustained the survival of Chinese
residents. The importance of these businesses not only lay in their supply of
merchandise and offering of services essential for the daily existence of Chi-
nese immigrants, but also in their absorption of Chinese immigrant laborers
who were excluded from the general labor market. Moreover, these businesses
contributed to the metropolitan atmosphere that the city boomers were eagerly
pursuing.

While providing services needed by the ethnic Chinese community and the
larger St. Louis communities, Hop Alley was also a haven for most Chinese
where they could find joy, comfort, and solidarity, emotional commodities dif-
ficult to obtain anywhere else. As the working spaces of laundries, restaurants,
grocery stores, and tea shops defined the daily lives of Chinese laborers, the
institutions of family and community were closely tied to their immigrant
experiences. The lack of family life among early Chinese immigrants had been
mistakenly used by some first as evidence of Chinese cultural peculiarity,
sojourning mentality, and incapability for Americanization, and later as an
excuse for Chinese exclusion. Hop Alley, however, depicts a different picture
where Chinese family life existed and many Chinese immigrants had made the
effort to settle and even assimilate into the host society. For those who had fam-
ily and children, Hop Alley was their home and community. For those who
could not have families with them due to Chinese exclusion laws, financial dif-
ficulties, and cultural restraints, Hop Alley was a necessary substitute for fam-
ily life and an emotional outlet. Interactions with community members in Hop
Alley during Sundays could restore their energy drained by week-long toiling.
Hop Alley normalized their abnormal immigrant life in America.

Situated in a multiracial urban center, interracial relations inevitably
affected the lives of Chinese individuals. Interracial marriage and interracial
sexual relations were direct products of the interracial interaction. The sharing of
urban space and experiences resulted in the unions of Chinese and non-Chinese
(including European Americans) that could be banned but not stopped.
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While interracial sexual relations were disapproved by the American public
and legal system, interracial religious and social interactions were encouraged
in churches and related activities. Sunday schools were an effective means to
evangelize the “heathen” Chinese. Taking advantage of the services of Sunday
schools, many Chinese youth obtained education unavailable to them other-
wise and later achieved upward socioeconomic mobility and assimilation.

The unfair treatment Chinese received during the 1904 St. Louis World’s
Fair was further evidence of the Chinese exclusion mentality prevalent in the
United States. However, the participation of Chinese in the fair and the cultural
activities about China and Chinese before and during the fair projected a posi-
tive image of Chinese in St. Louis.

In conclusion, the myth and reality of Hop Alley, St. Louis Chinatown, rep-
resent the nature and complexity of American urban history. A scholarly
revisit of St. Louis Chinatown promotes our understanding of American urban
history, ethnic and immigration history, and Asian American history as well.
The story of Hop Alley could also offer useful lessons to present urban policy
makers in dealing with new immigrants and ethnic ghettos.
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