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Both sides of my family are Hakka. This likely resulted
through arranged marriages. My maternal grandfather,
Koo Chong came to America in 1881, just one year before
the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act. He came from a
small village in Guangdong province. He found work in San
Francisco and Sacramento as a merchant.
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Thirty eight years after his arrival, he went back home to find
a wife. Au Shee came from a nearby village. Both were Hakka
and spoke the same dialect. They would be a perfect match.
They married in Hong Kong and sailed to America in 1921.
Because my grandfather registered as a merchant, a class
excluded from the exclusion act, he was allowed to reenter
the United States with his wife.
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They settled in Sacramento, California, where he worked at the
Lincoln Market as a bookkeeper. About a year later, my mother,
Lillian arrived. A sister and brother followed.
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The family moved to Stockton. As owners of a cigar store and
restaurant, they became part of the entrepreneur class of the
Chinese American society.
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When my father, Harry Chong Lau, was just ten, he left his home in
Guangdong to work for an uncle in Hong Kong. Later, he worked on
a ship that sailed to Hong Kong and the United States. On his last
trip, he jumped ship at San Pedro, California and found work as a
farmhand in the Sacramento area.
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During World War Il, my father served as a cook and mess sergeant
in the army. In 1944, he gained American citizenship through
his military service. That was just one year after the passage of
the Magnuson Act, which allowed foreign-Chinese to become
naturalized citizens and repealed the 61-year-old Chinese
Exclusion Act.
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I’m not sure how my parents met.
According to my mother, she was
studying at the University of Pacific
and dating another man when her
parents introduced my father as a
possible husband. My father’s family
came from a village a short bike
ride from my grandmother’s village
in Guangdong. To my mother’s
parents, my father’s greatest asset
was being Hakka. He spoke the
same language and he worked hard.
In 1946, my mother acquiesced to
her parent’s choice and married
my father. | was born a year later,
followed by Alan in 1948, and
Eugene in 1963.
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My father worked in a Chinese
restaurant in Oroville, about 100
miles north of Stockton. When the
owner sold the property, customers
from Paradise, a small town about
20 miles north, coaxed my father to
open a Chinese restaurant in their
town. Because there were no other
Chinese restaurants in Paradise, my
father reasoned with no competition
he had a better chance for success.
So in 1949, my family moved to
Paradise. We were the first and only
Chinese family in town.
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In 1950, my father petitioned the
Chamber of Commerce to open
his Chinese restaurant. Opposition
greeted him. Only after his white

friends vouched for him, did they
allow him to open his business.
In 1950, in spite of bomb threats,
my father opened the Pagoda in
Paradise.
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When the restaurant opened, | was
only three and my Alan was two.
My mother knew no one. She didn’t
drive. My father didn’t allow her to
work in the restaurant. My father
spent all his time working at the
restaurant. We lived in a commercial
area where few families with kids
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lived. We felt like outsiders, alone.
Road construction and lingering
racist attitudes hindered business
success.
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Soon Popo, my maternal
grandmother (we called her Popo),
came to live with us. She brought
moral support for my mother and
help for the restaurant’s struggling
business.
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She suggested my mother take over
the restaurant’s bookkeeping to be




part of the business. She enlisted her
brother to help cook in the restaurant.
With my mother she started a Chinese
Gift Shop next door to the restaurant
so customers could spend more
money.
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Popo became the matriarch and
the savior of our family. Although
she was only 4 foot 10 inches tall,
she commanded respect. Popo
epitomized a true Hakka woman.
She worked hard and succeeded in
business. She managed her money
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well. When it became legal for Asians
to buy real estate in California, she
invested in property. She rescued us.
BERRIFTNARRENE - BEMESR
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Most importantly, she nourished our
stomachs and souls with good food.
She loved to garden and grew long
beans, curvy gourds, and Chinese
greens. She built a chicken coop to
raise chickens and eggs. She ordered
Chinese specialties such as dried
bird’s nest, dried shark fins, sweet
Chinese sausage (lop chong),
gelatinous thousand year old eggs,
and salted fish from Chinatown. She

immersed eggs in brine in big glass
jars to make salted eggs.
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Many of these specialties appeared at
our weekly family banquet. When we
were young, the family gathered for
a huge meal on my father’s day off,
Tuesday. Everyone contributed. Popo
often made a family-style bird nest
or shark fin soup. If we had recently
been to Chinatown, we might enjoy a
roast duck. Stir-fried garden greens,
braised tofu, steamed fish, roast pork
might be on the menu. Those nights
of gluttony nourished not only our

bodies, but comforted our souls.
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Like most Hakka, Popo didn’t waste
anything and was a master forager.
One day while driving along the fields
near Oroville, Popo suddenly shouted
at my father to pull off the road. She
had spied a stand of tall green stalks
growing in the irrigation ditches along
the road. She knew a treasure lied
underneath. We plunged our hands
into the cold water and muddy silt
to pull out wild potatoes known as
arrowhead (chi gu.) That night, she
braised the arrowhead with Chinese
bacon (lop yok), five-spice, and soy
sauce to make an aromatic savory
stew.
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Popo embraced her Hakka identity.

She constantly told us, “You should
be proud to be Hakka.” Her Hakka
pride washed over us with little
acknowledgment. As the only Chinese
in school, we felt like outsiders and
desperately wanted to fit in. But Popo
insisted she would teach us to be
good Hakka children. Everyday after
our American classes, we went to
her kitchen for our Chinese lessons.
We practiced calligraphy with ink-
filled brushes. We read from Chinese
picture books. We could understand
much of what was being said in Hakka
but regrettably none of us mastered
speaking Hakka fluently.
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After class, Popo cooked dinner for
us. She stir-fried vegetables from her
garden. Soups started with a broth
imbued with the essence of a chicken
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or meaty bones. She mixed eggs
with broth and bits of green onion
or thousand-year old eggs, then
steamed the mixture until it set in
a delicate custard. Sometimes she
steeped a whole chicken in hot water
just until the flesh turned smooth and
slippery. Popo’s food satisfied and
comforted us.
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It wasn’t until | started research for
The Hakka Cookbook, Soul Food
from around the World that | began
to understand what she was trying
to teach us. As | stumbled around in
my research, | wished | paid more
attention to her words decades ago
when she was there to guide me.
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Through Popos life | see how the Hakka survived. Their
unique history of migration shaped their character.
They were hard working, tenacious, practical, and
frugal. They never gave up. They learned to adapt to
any situation and thrive. Since society often ostracized
them, they took care of each other.
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She applied these Hakka traits to our family as she
saved us during our period of uncertainty. Eventually
we learned to adapt and succeed. Popo, thank you for
teaching me what it means to be Hakka and to take
pride in my identity.
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“Popo, thank you for
what 1t means to be
and to take pride in
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teaching me
Haklka
identity.
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