
		
			Young Kok: “To Be Praiseworthy of the Nation”

			John J. Lee

			Corky Lee’s younger brother, a retired public defender in Southern California

			Corky was a product of his times, but he was also, more directly, a product of his family. We grew up in the 1950s and 1960s in an apartment in Jamaica, Queens, above our parents’ Chinese hand laundry. On occasion our mom, Jung Ping Hung (Zhong Pinghong), worked in a garment factory in Manhattan’s Chinatown, an hour away by subway. Like many garment workers, she often brought work home, to sew at an industrial Singer machine in our grandmother’s bedroom. Our sister’s wedding picture hung on the wall above.

			Our father, Lee Yin Chuck (Li Renzhuo), came to the United States in 1925, at the age of seventeen. Dad hailed from Taishan, Guangdong province, the home county of most Chinese immigrants before 1965. He evaded the racist Chinese exclusion laws by immigrating as a paper son, using fake papers with the surname Quoork (Guo) that claimed he had been born in China to a Chinese person who had American citizenship.

			Most Chinese immigrant men believed they would eventually return to their home villages, even if they remained in America for decades and were relegated to “feminine” jobs, like cooking and washing clothes, where they did not compete with white male workers. But our father had a different sort of grit. Although he had only three years of formal education, he availed himself of every opportunity, shadowing Chinese university students on weekends and seeking training and employment beyond the insular Chinese community. He eventually became an industrial welder at the naval shipyards in Camden, New Jersey, and was drafted into military service in 1943. He served in China in aircraft maintenance for the Fourteenth Air Division, the famous Flying Tigers.

			In the last year of World War II, Dad longed to return to his homeland, but the Chinese civil war was raging, he was getting no younger, and he wanted sons of his own to carry on his name. He relinquished his sojourner status and resolved to raise his children as Americans. In 1946 he brought our mother (whom he had married on a visit home in 1934), our sister, Fee, and our adopted brother, Bing, to join him in New York. On September 5, 1947, Lee Young Quoork (Li Yangguo), destined to be nicknamed Corky, was born. By January 1952, three more boys had joined the family.
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					Corky Lee’s mother, Jung Ping Hung, used this industrial sewing machine in the Lee family apartment. Jamaica, Queens, New York, 1976.

				
			
			Although Dad’s own ambitions had been constrained, he took pains to ensure that his kids would not have that problem. An astute and thoughtful observer of his adopted country, he made use of the modest educational resources that were available, both for himself and for his offspring. He procured for us a set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and took us on frequent visits to the public library. He tuned the radio to the morning news before school, discussed current events with
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			Epilogue

			John J. Lee, Chee Wang Ng & Mae Ngai

			Corky Lee’s untimely passing in January 2021 left us bereft. He had been a pillar of the Chinatown and Asian American communities, a witness to history, a model of commitment and caring for the people around him and to Asian America, writ large. We felt his loss even more profoundly as racism and violence against Asian Americans continued during what turned out to be a very long pandemic. In 2020 Corky had already documented the ravages of the pandemic on New York’s Chinatown and the upsurge in racism against Asian Americans. But he was gone by the time six Asian women were gunned down at Atlanta spas in March 2021.

			Anti-Asian hate crimes increased by 339 percent from 2020 to 2021 and continued unabated into 2022. Asian American elders were viciously assaulted in San Francisco, New York, and Oakland, often in broad daylight on busy city sidewalks or in their front yards. In New York, Michelle Go was pushed onto the subway tracks to her death. Christina Yuna Lee was killed in her own apartment in Chinatown. And so many more were harassed verbally and physically. Corky was not there to bear witness, but others picked up his baton. We all try, each in our own way, to continue the struggle against racism, hate, and violence to which Corky dedicated his life’s work.

			That work necessarily includes preserving and honoring Corky’s legacy. This book is the centerpiece of several projects that his estate and others undertook toward that end after he passed away.

			In June 2021, Pearl River Mart hosted an exhibition, Corky Lee on My Mind, curated by Joanne Kwong, Chee Wang Ng, and Karen Zhou. The title was a riff on Chinese America on My Mind, the name of a forty-five-year retrospective of Corky’s work that had previously been held at Pearl River in 2017. (That name was itself a riff on Gordon Parks’s famous Harlem on My Mind.) Corky Lee on My Mind did not feature Corky’s photos but was a tribute to his accomplishments by twenty-one photographers from across the country, some of them his “OG” comrades, others young artists who were mentored by Corky.

			A year later, a second, larger tribute-exhibition took place in the Hon. Charles Sifton Gallery at the federal courthouse in downtown Brooklyn, from May 2022 to January 2023. Organized at the initiative of the Asian American Bar Association of New York, hosted and presented by the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of New York, and curated by Chee Wang Ng, the show featured the work of more than thirty photographers as well as a small number of photographs by Corky Lee. The exhibition showed Asian American social photography as it had grown and flowered over the decades: Bob Hsiang’s photos of the Asian American movement in the 1970s; Marilynn Yee’s photos of the Tiananmen Square protests and of 9/11 (published in The New York Times in 1989 and 2001); Jeenah Moon’s photo of mourners at the Golden Spa in Atlanta in 2021; and Chang Lee’s photo of figure skater Nathan Chen skating for the gold at the Beijing Olympics (New York Times, 2022). Other works exemplified Corky Lee’s style of capturing daily life in the community, like Chien-Chi Chang’s photo of a man eating noodles on a fire escape (1998) and Louis Chan’s photo of boxers at practice (2008).

			Some of the photographs in this book were previewed in a solo retrospective exhibition of Corky Lee’s work in 2023 at the Chinese American Museum in Washington, D.C.

			The New York chapter of the Asian American Journalists Association, of which Corky was a longtime member, created the Corky Lee Fellowship in Photojournalism. Supported by a grant from Johnson & Johnson, the chapter awarded grants in 2022 to two budding photographers, Fay Chen and Xyza Cruz Bacanti, to tell the stories of underrepresented communities in New York City.

			Two films about Corky Lee, long in the making, were released in 2022: Dear Corky by Curtis Chin and Kenneth Eng and Photographic Justice: The Corky Lee Story by Jennifer Takaki.

			In 2023 the New York City Council voted to co-name Mosco Street in Chinatown as “Corky Lee Way,” thanks to an effort led by Think!Chinatown and the Organization of Chinese Americans.

			Some of Corky’s iconic photographs are being acquired by institutions for public display. The National Park Service will feature Corky’s re-enactment of the “golden spike” photo (2014) as part of a permanent exhibit at the Golden Spike National Historical Park at Promontory Point, Utah.

			The Obama Presidential Center Museum, scheduled to open in Chicago in 2025, will feature Corky’s photo of students marching against police brutality (1975) in its exhibit “Changing Nation, Changing World.”

			The estate, which holds the copyright to all works by Corky Lee, continues to grant permission or license for use of his work to students, researchers, nonprofits, and commercial entities. Meanwhile, it is working to create an inventory and catalog of Corky Lee’s vast collection, so it may ultimately be entrusted to a major institution, where his photographs will be preserved and made accessible for viewing by all. The estate may be reached at www.corkylee.org.

			There will never be another Corky Lee. But in a sense there will be many Corky Lees, inspired by his humanity, his smile, his work ethic, and his commitment to social justice.

			
				[image: ]
				
					Mourners line the streets of Chinatown to bid farewell to Corky Lee. New York, 2021. Alan Chin

				
			
		

	
		
			About the Photographs

			In selecting the photographs for this book, we drew on choices that Corky himself had made for a self-published book in 2011, which he did not complete, and for exhibitions or loans to other projects. These photographs represent what he considered to be his best work.

			To that core group we added photographs that Corky took for the historical record but never exhibited or published. Corky was an anti-elitist, and as a general rule he privileged photos of ordinary people and activists over those of celebrities and politicians. We added photos of personalities that help illuminate the history of Asians in American culture and public life.

			Corky took many photographs in color—even in the 1970s—but he was inclined to print them in black and white for exhibitions and publication. The reasons are various: the high cost of color printing, the standards of print journalism, and his own aesthetic preference. We present some of his early iconic photos that circulated in black and white in their original color—shot in Kodak Ektachrome and preserved on slides—for the texture of the time that they convey.

			By the 1980s and ’90s, however, Corky was no longer taking slides; his negatives and prints are almost entirely in black and white. This accounts for the lack of color photographs in the second chapter. Color photos do not regularly reappear until he began using a digital camera in the late 1990s.

			Corky composed each photograph as a story, a history lesson. Paradoxically, he did not always record the names of the individuals in his photos. This posed a challenge for us in writing captions. Our research yielded information about some photographs but not all. Corky also dated his photographs inconsistently. When he prepared photos for exhibition, he sometimes wrote dates for the captions that differed from the dates he had penciled on the back of those same photos. In these instances, we did independent research; if we were still unable to identify a definite date, we used the one on the back of the photo.

			—Chee Wang Ng and Mae Ngai
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