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Introduction

In a grocery store in Tucson in the 1930s, Don Chun We, his wife, and their children
posed for a photo.! The name Don Chun We also appeared in the Tucson City Directory of
1889.2 At that time, he was marked as a merchant in the city directory. After coming to the
United States in 1889 or earlier, Mr. Don had been a grocery store owner for 40 years. His
grocery store sold all kinds of daily necessities, including a large bunch of bananas in the
center of the photo and many meat products displayed in the refrigerator. The shelves deep in
the grocery store were stocked with fans, cream, and various tins. He also had his own
family; on this land that was once unfamiliar to him, he raised two sons and two daughters.
During the period from the 1880s to the mid-20th century, many people like Don Chun We
came to the strange land of the United States from their Chinese hometowns, most of them
from Xin Hui and a few other districts in South China.

Chinese people have lived in Tucson for more than 160 years. However, mainly for
economic reasons, many early Chinese immigrants had come to California. Initially, they
were welcomed in California as railway laborers, but, soon after, White people started
blaming Chinese immigrants for emerging unemployment problems.* With the increasing
exclusion of Chinese people in California and with the construction of the Pacific Railroad,
Arizona, which is adjacent to California, also attracted some Chinese immigrants.* Tucson
was also one of the choices for those who came to Arizona, and many of Chinese people
began to work and settle there. The 1880 US census listed 160 Chinese migrants as living in
Tucson, including two women; this was the beginning of Chinese immigration to the city.’

The Chinese people who came to Tucson were deeply involved in local economic
activities. Historian Wang Wen Sheng identifies three economic activities in which the
Chinese first engaged when they came to Tucson: catering, planting, and selling.® As Chinese
people in Tucson started to engage in business, they opened many grocery stores, and, by
1889, the Tucson City Directory was carrying their grocery advertisements.’” For example, in
1902, Chan Tin Wo was marked as a capitalist in the Tucson City Directory of that year.® In
fact, a large number of Chinese people appeared in the manual and all were marked as
merchant or grocery.

The Chinese community in Tucson also grew in other ways. They established their
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own churches in South Main Streets and a chamber of commerce on South Meyer.” In 1938,
six Chinese students were studying at Arizona State University.'® Following the repeal of the
Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, Chinese immigrants became increasingly diversified in
occupation and residence. Many Chinese businessmen were also successful outside of
business, such as Selong Tom and Esther Tang who were active in politics.

This paper studies how Chinese immigrants in Tucson engaged in their economic
activities, focusing on the patterns of spatial distribution, industry structure, financing
methods and employment sources, and explores the factors that contribute to the enclave
economy of Chinese immigrants. Alejandro Portes' concept of the "ethnic enclave economy
can help us examine how Tucson’s Chinese community from the 1880s to 1940s organized
socioeconomic activities, spatial distribution, industries, and enclave governance. It
highlights spatially concentrated immigrant networks that established diverse enterprises
serving both their ethnic community and the broader society.!' This concept has two
significant characteristics: one, that a majority of immigrant-owned business firms employ
a critical mass of co-ethnic workers; and, two, the existence of the spatial clustering of
enterprises. The theory has also been widely used in the analysis of Chinatown in New York
and minority communities in some other countries. The research in this paper shows that the
Portes’s theory of enclave economies both explains the key characteristics of the economic
activities of the Chinese immigrants in Tucson from the late 19th to the mid-20th century, as
well as highlights the unique element of Chinese and Hispanic socioeconomic interaction in
the city.

n

The Characteristics of the Enclave Economy of Chinese Immigrants in Tucson

This section explores how Chinese immigrants in Tucson navigated the economic
constraints and opportunities of the Exclusion era by asking a series of questions about their
business practices, spatial patterns, and community strategies. These questions include: What
are the main industries that Chinese were engaged in? Why did they engage in these
industries? For example, the number of grocery stores increased about fivefold from 1900s-
1950s. What factors drive the explosive growth of grocery stores during the Exclusion era?
What was the spatial pattern of Chinese businesses? How did Chinese businesses operate?
Who were the employees, what was the relationship between the owner and employees? How
did they finance their business? What factors led to the cluster of population and business of
Chinese immigrants? Finally, how did the specific ethnographic factors in Tucson influence
the pattern of Chinese economic activities during the Chinese Exclusion Act period?

One defining feature of Chinese immigrant life in Tucson during this period was the
concentrated spatial distribution of Tucson Chinese economic and living activities. The
concentration of living space can be divided into two types: residential and social activity
concentration. For the Chinese people who started their businesses in Tucson, their
workplaces and residences were often combined into one. In the Tucson City Directory in
1889, it was recorded that Don Chun We lived in the residence of rear of store.'> Chinese
grocers and their families often lived in their stores, with living areas and the shops only
separated by cloth curtains.!®> Another example, Chinese businessman Lee Wee Kwon “rented
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a property and turned the building into a mercantile establishment with living quarters.”!*

One of the reasons why Chinese people combined their living space and shops may have
been that, as immigrants, they did not have enough money to support renting an additional
house. Additionally, it was a common situation in China that shops and living spaces were
used together. Another reason may have been that they felt unsafe as outsiders in Tucson and
were often ostracized. Many of these marginalizations came in the form of political policy,
such as the Chinese Exclusion Act introduced by the United States in 1882.!° In addition to
their explicit restrictions, these exclusions likely made Chinese migrants feel insecure and
pushed them to live with their families or property for safety.

Similarly, this sense of insecurity and exclusion by White Americans also contributed
to the concentration of Chinese social activities within the ethnic group. In Tucson, the
Chinese people living there established various organizations of their own. In 1902, a
Chinese social organization, Chee Kung Tang, also called the "Chinese Masonic Hall" in the
that year’s city directory, was built on 65 Peral.'® From Sanborn Map Company's "Insurance
Maps of Tucson, Arizona," we also find that in 1922, a Chinese company called Hop Sing
Tang was established between S. Main and S. Meyer.!” The firm included a building named
“Chinese Joss.” Some traditional Chinese gods may have been enshrined here, and it was also
a social place where Chinese people gathered. In 1940, additional new Chinese social
activities venues were established in this neighborhood, such as a Chinese church and the
Chinese Chamber of Commerce.'® In 1950, according to the records of Arizona Chinese
Directory, a Chinese school, an office of the Chinese Nationalist Party, Ying On Club, and
Chee Kung Tang were established between the two streets of S. Main and S. Meyer. !’

In 1893, the City Attorney Thomas Satterwhite declared that the act of creating a
Chinatown was unconstitutional, but the City Council of Tucson decided that Chinese people
could stay where there were and conduct business. Thus, there was no place named
Chinatown in Tucson. But the social activities of Chinese people increasingly concentrated in
S. Main and S. Meyer. It can be said that that was the actual “Chinatown” in Tucson. The
earliest Chinese residential area was located at the west end of Pennington Street in the old
Pueblo.?® The residents of "Old Chinatown" in Tucson were primarily young men trying to
become established in this country. After 1917, the second "Chinatown" in Tucson evolved in
the area roughly bordered by Meyer, Main, McCormick and Broadway.?' Chinese people
moved their community and businesses slowly into the area known as Barrio Viejo. The
1903-1904 City Directory lists thirty Chinese “General Merchandise” businesses in Barrio
Viejo, accounting for over sixty percent of the total.

The Chinese people in Tucson concentrated their industries in several specific
economic activities. They mainly focused on providing residents with daily life products and

“Yang Li, "Lee Wee Kwon: Chinese Grocer in Tucson, 1917-1965," The Journal of Arizona History 51, no. 1
(2010): 39.

15 “Chinese Exclusion Act (1882),” National Archives, accessed July 22, 2024,
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act. The Chinese Exclusion Act limited the
number of Chinese people who could immigrate each year and restricted the entry of Chinese. This bill
combined with the discrimination against Chinese people at that time led to discrimination and racist attacks
against Chinese people by the White-dominated society.

16 G. W. Barter and Pima County Abstract Company, Directory of the City of Tucson for the Year (1902).
(Tucson: Citizen Printing Publishing Company), 1902, 16.

17 Sanborn Map Company, Insurance Maps of Tucson, Arizona (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1922).

18 Sanborn Map Company, Insurance Maps of Tucson, Arizona (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1940).

19 Chinese Directory Service Bureau. Arizona Chinese Directory 1950. Tucson: Chinese Directory Service
Bureau, 1950, Page.10.

20 Wensheng Wang, "The First Chinese in Tucson: New Evidence on a Puzzling Question," The Journal of Arizona
History 43, no. 4 (2002): 369.

2I Candy Chen, "Timelines — Tucson," Tucson Chinese History, 2023, https://sandychan.net/?page_id=4.

133


https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act.
https://sandychan.net/?page_id=4

The Enclave Economy of Chinese Immigrants in Tucson

services such as restaurants, laundries, farms, gardens, and grocers as their main businesses.?
By 1900, Chinese grocery stores in Tucson were unarguably the largest Chinese industry. In
the 1902 Tucson City Directory there were twenty Chinese immigrants whose occupation was
marked as “grocer,” and ten years later in 1912, fifty Chinese immigrants were marked as
either a grocer or a merchant.?* In 1950, there were more than 100 Chinese grocery stores in
Tucson.?* From the perspective of geographical distribution, according to the Tucson Chinese
Cultural Center, these Chinese grocery stores were distributed in the southwest of Tucson.
The densest area was the previously mentioned "Tucson Chinatown" near the two streets of
S. Main and S. Meyer.?® Judging from the photos of these stores, most of the grocers sold
fruits, meat, vegetables, dry goods and some canned goods.?® Scholar Li Yang mentioned in
her own research on Tucson’s Chinese grocers that that these grocery stores mainly served
Spanish-speaking customers and provided these customers with daily necessities.?’” Chinese
chorizo created by these grocers is nowadays still remembered fondly.

Another characteristic of the economic activities of the Chinese in Tucson is that the
factors of production often had a concentrated source: that is, from within the Chinese
community. It firstly came from within the family, then the clan, then fellow countryman, and
then other Chinese people. Both Wang Wensheng and Li Yang argue that the ethnic Chinese
people in Tucson depended on these financial sources. Historian Wang Wensheng defines the
characteristics of Chinese immigrants’ success in their business. In addition to their very hard
work, Chinese people's special financing methods were key to their success: ten Chinese
people pooled their money as a loan to whoever would give the most interest.?® Yang's
research on Lee Wee Kwon, a successful Tucson Chinese grocer, also noted that early
Chinese immigrants seemed to gather capital under the same family name and form a
company, and each person would pay a certain share.?’

Chinese immigrants often sent some of their savings back to China or returned to
China in their old age after their success in Tucson. The connection between immigrants and
their hometowns attracted other people from these hometowns to come to the United States
who were hoping to become rich and change their lives. These people who were attracted to
Tucson also allowed Tucson's Chinese community to continue to expand. It can be said that
most of the labor force, capital, or other factors for expanding production required by the
economic activities of the Tucson Chinese community came from their fellow villagers. For
example, in 1912, Lim Goon, the owner of the Ess Pee restaurant, hired Lim Bow as the
waiter and Lim Sue as the cook.** Additionally, some Chinese people also bought their
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relatives' property and expanded their business activities in Tucson, such in the case of Don
Chun Wo who bought his business from his uncle Chan Tan Wo.3! Some also chose to import
from Chinese-owned shops in China and other areas of United States. For example, Gin You
Chung bought a lot of medicinal materials and daily necessities at Yi Sheng Tang in San
Francisco.?? With networks of trade connections in China and California, Chinese grocers
may have been able to supply a wider variety of products than their Mexican counterparts. It
was a typical feature of the ethnic economy that the Tucson Chinese community chose to
obtain production factors including labor, capital, and commodities from within the ethnic
group.

One reason why Chinese people in Tucson chose to obtain “factors of production”
within their own community may have been due to the sociopolitical circumstances in which
legal and political restrictions were imposed on Chinese immigrants. For example, for those
living in Tucson, people from the same hometown or same clan might have been more
worthy of trust than those in the unfamiliar White society. Moreover, obtaining factors of
labor, capital, and commodities from other Chinese people did not require learning a new
language or changing old habits.

Other factors also contributed to the cluster of Chinese businesses and residences.
Most of the Chinese immigrants in the United States were low paid and uneducated laborers,
which meant that it was easier to live and work in an ethnic enclave area, like in the case of
many other ethnic minorities. The racial hostilities and Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 also
severely restricted Chinese immigration, and Chinese immigrants were not allowed equal
employment and business opportunities. This pushed Chinese people to live in Chinatown
and engage in just a few services industries, such as running restaurants, grocery stores, and
laundromats.

The adaptive strategic responses of Chinese immigrants to the Chinese Exclusion Act
can explain the emergence of an enclave economy of Tucson Chinese immigrants in some
ways. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited Chinese laborers from entering the
United States and stripped Chinese immigrants of their US citizenship. After the passage of
the Act, any Chinese people who were already in the United States, left the country, and
wanted to re-enter had to obtain a permit.>* Subsequent legal bills also further restricted the
ability of Chinese people to enter and leave the US. The Geary Act of 1892 required all
Chinese immigrants to register to obtain a certificate of residence and extended the Chinese
Exclusion Act.** However, the case of the United States v. Mrs. Gue Lim ruled on in 1900
meant that Chinese merchants could bring their wives and children to the US without the
registration required of laborers.*

Acquiring merchant status became an adaptive strategy for Chinese immigrants in
response to oppressive legislation. People opened grocery stores and restaurants for financial
gain and to qualify themselves for merchant status. As noted previously, because few Chinese
people actually had that much money and had little chance of receiving bank loans, they
developed a strategy of pooling capital. Chinese from the same clan or hometown pooled
their capital and opened grocery or restaurants as partnerships. Major investors rotated the
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managerial duties among themselves every year or year and half, creating an unbroken
succession of people who could qualify for legal merchant status. In a pattern similar to
Tucson, historian Heather Ruth Lee’s research shows how Chinese immigrants in New York
strategically used restaurant ownership to qualify for merchant status and legally enter or
remain in the United States. Lee cited data showing that there were only eleven eating
establishments in New York Chinatown in 1898, while the number of license restaurants in
Manhattan became 230 in 1918, a twenty-fold increase. She found that nearly two dozen
investors of Chin Lee’s Restaurant, a Chinese restaurant in New York, procured merchant
status in the twenty-eight years.>¢

In Tucson, it was the number of grocers that exploded. There were more and more
Chinese people in Tucson going into the grocery business. A Chinese immigrant from a
village in Xin Hui district, Guangdong, Lee Wee Kwon, arrived in Tucson as a section 6
merchant with identification certificate No.27804 in April 1917. In 1919, Lee sponsored the
entry of his son, Lee Wah Ying as section 6 merchant status. He claimed he owned a $1000
share in the grocery partnership, and he had been in business for more than one year. In 1921,
one of Lee's nephew, Lee Yip Ming was permitted to enter into the United States as Section 6
merchants under the guarantee of Lee Wei Kwon by claiming that Lee Yip Ming owned
$1,000 shares in the Lee Wee Kwon Company and joined in the store business.?’

A unique feature of the Tucson Chinese ethnic enclave economy is the interaction of
Chinese and Hispanic people with regard to their economic and social activities. The
predominantly Hispanic demographic composition in Tucson had a significant impact on
Chinese business environment as well as their daily life, partly explaining the spatial and
industrial characteristics of Chinese businesses. During the period of Chinese Exclusion Act,
discrimination against Chinese immigrants pervaded every Western state, and there had
existed even more restrictive racial barriers in the newly formed Arizona Territory than many
other states. As an example, in 1865 the Second Territorial Legislature approved a ban on
interracial marriages between White and Chinese people.>®

Because of its sizeable Mexican population, Tucson differed in an important way
from other U.S cities: the demographic composition. Mexican people had dominated
Tucson’s population until the 1900s. They were defined by White people in legal terms, aside
from by their social and economic powers. Many Mexican residents had a lower social and
economic status. Relatively low numbers of Chinese immigrants meant that they did not
represent a threat to Mexican workers, which made Chinese businesses and residential
presence acceptable to Tucson’s Hispanic communities. Additionally, most Chinese
businesses served other ethnic groups, primarily their Hispanic neighbors, although some
Chinese stores also served the affluent White community nearby.>* In fact, “Chinatown” was
surrounded by the Hispanic Barrio in Tucson. Chinese grocery stores spread out over a
quarter-square-mile inside Hispanic neighborhoods.

The mutual dependency between Chinese stores and Hispanic residents sustained the
development of Chinese businesses in Tucson. Chinese grocers and some of their Mexican
patrons established trust in their business dealings, and they even allowed the Mexicans to
owe the money in their stores. Grocers marked the customers who could not immediately pay
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their bills; on payday, everyone would go back to the store and pay the money they owed.*°
The help of Chinese grocers may have also lessened the impact of unemployment or part-
time work on customers and their families.*! This trust reflected the bond between the
Chinese and Hispanic communities.

Chinese grocers in this region established and maintained a long-term competitive
cooperative relationship with their Mexican counterparts. There existed forty-nine Mexican
grocery and sixty-two Chinese markets from the turn of the century until the end of World
War I1.#? The long-term coexistence of this high number of grocery stores seems to indicate
that there existed little hostility towards Chinese business within Tucson’s Mexican
community. Differentiated products and services can partially explain the coexistence of the
Chinese and Mexican markets. Chinese grocers may have been able to supply a wider variety
of products than their Mexican counterparts. Stable and extensive suppliers from California
and China and local wholesalers enable Chinese merchants to offer a wide range of goods
which outperformed the Mexican groceries. They are also more capable of offering some
Mexican laborers credit services. The success of Chinese merchants is largely attributed to
this relatively tolerant business environment in southern Tucson during the Chinese
Exclusion era.

The economic cooperation and complementarity created friendships between some of
the Chinese and Mexican residents of Tucson, and some of them even formed familial
relationships. A study found that there existed twelve trans-ethnic marriages between Chinese
men and Mexican women and two couples between Mexican men and Chinese women as
well as some couples between Chinese Mexican during 1880-1930.* These marriages
continue to reflect the mutual trust and help between the Chinese and Hispanic ethnic groups
during this period of discrimination, and it is also a symbol of the Chinese people's gradual
integration into their new homeland.** At the same time, this harmonious relationship
between the Chinese and Mexican communities allowed Chinese merchants to conduct
economic activities in Mexican-dominated communities. Therefore, Chinese immigrants
benefited from fluid ethnic spaces due to the predominantly Hispanic demographic
composition and the racial ambiguity of Mexicans in Tucson.

Conclusion

The economic activities of the Chinese immigrants from the late 19th to the mid-20th
century in Tucson demonstrate the key characteristics of an ethnic enclave economy. At the
same time, Tucson's ethnic enclave economy also had unique elements. Many Chinese people
living in Tucson were engaged in running grocery stores, restaurants, and other businesses.
These businesses showed a high degree of concentration in terms of spatial distribution. Most
Chinese stores were initially distributed in the traditional “Old Chinatown” area, then moved
to the southwest of Tucson, spreading out over a quarter-square-mile inside the Mexican
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neighborhoods. The Chinese businesses’ capital, labor, and other production factors mainly
came from within the clan or the ethnic group. Additionally, the efforts of Chinese
immigrants pooling their money into grocery stores and restaurants to gain merchant status
and the adaptive strategic responses of Chinese immigrants to the Chinese Exclusion Act
promoted the rapid growth of Chinese stores in Tucson as in other cities.

A unique element of this economy, providing daily necessities to its predominantly
Mexican neighbors helped the Chinese and some Mexicans establish trust in their business
dealings and daily lives. The mutual dependency between Chinese stores and Mexican
residents supported the growth of Chinese businesses during the Exclusion period. The
predominantly Mexican demographic composition in Tucson significantly impacts the
Chinese business environment and daily life, partly explaining Chinese enterprises' spatial
and industrial characteristics. This reflects the distinctive traits of the Tucson Chinese
community's enclave economy, shaped by local specifics. These specifics arose from the
local border context and ethnic group distribution.

Undoubtedly, the success of Chinese business activities helped the Chinese
community to develop. There were two chambers of commerce for the Chinese people in
Tucson: the Yin On Club and the Chinese Chamber of Commerce. The Yin On Club still
exists today. The chambers of commerce also reflect the importance of business to the
Tucson Chinese community. These characteristics of Chinese economic activities illustrate
that the ethnic enclave economy helped the minority group survive, develop, and gain access
to upward flow in mainstream society.

138



