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			INTRODUCTION

			Nothing had worked. Not threats, not negotiations. Not shutting down Chinatown’s gambling halls and opium dens nor exiling its unmarried white women. Not house-to-house searches for weapons nor arrests. Not throwing Chinese offenders into prison nor even executing them. The situation seemed hopeless and out of control, and the New York County district attorney, Joab H. Banton, was running out of ideas.

			Despite his best efforts, tong men in New York were still killing one another.

			There had been reason for hope. The most recent treaty, signed five months earlier in March 1925 by the tong kingpins, was supposed to have provided “for lasting peace between the On Leongs and Hip Sings in all parts of the United States.” Senior tong men not seen in public for months had emerged from their hiding places, newly confident they would not be mown down on the streets of the Chinese quarter by an enemy gunman. But like the seemingly endless series of peace accords negotiated over the three decades in which the tongs had been at each other’s throats, this one hadn’t lasted.

			Distrust ran so high that any incident could prove incendiary. When a Boston On Leong decided a Hip Sing had been too attentive to his wife, he picked up his gun, and so did tong men throughout the East and the Midwest. Dozens of Chinese were slaughtered.

			Banton’s predecessors had been able to sit the heads of the New York tongs down together and read them the riot act with some expectation that calm would be restored if and when they willed it. But over the previous couple of decades, the organizations had spread out to dozens of cities, most of the founders had passed from the scene, and lesser men had filled their shoes. Because the bosses had not authorized the most recent outbreak, it was far from clear that they had the stature or the clout to stop it. And the stakes had never been higher: more people were dying as the weapons of choice evolved from hatchets and meat cleavers to pistols, automatic weapons, and even bombs.

			On September 8, Banton assembled the leaders of the warring factions to deliver a “final ultimatum.” If the killing didn’t cease, he warned, he was prepared to call in the federal government. It was no empty threat: Federal officials had already vowed to deport imprisoned tong men after their sentences were up. They were now poised to up the ante. And so when two Hip Sings were brutally assassinated the very next day—one shot, another bashed in the skull—Washington decided it was time for drastic action.

			The U.S. attorney Emory R. Buckner announced that four federal departments would cooperate to deport every Chinese in New York who lacked a certificate permitting him or her to remain in America. Because securing certificates hinged on one’s ability to demonstrate that one had entered the country legally, Buckner knew that many couldn’t qualify; they were out of status and vulnerable. Never mind that there was no evidence that these were the people who were wielding the guns or that their expulsion would do much of anything to bring peace to Chinatown.

			In raids carried out over several days, local police imposed a dragnet as federal agents swooped in on Chinatown. They rounded up everyone they could find who looked Chinese, some of whom were citizens and most of whom were legal residents. Without warrants, they raided restaurants, gambling houses, laundries, theaters, tenements, and shops. They dragged people from their beds. If wiping out the scourge meant running roughshod over individual rights and playing fast and loose with the law, they proved alarmingly eager to step up.

			Detainees by the hundreds were ferried by paddy wagon to the Federal Building, where they were herded into a large room and examined through interpreters, one by one, by immigration officers in impromptu hearings. Those with papers were released. Those without documents were placed under arrest, arraigned, and sent to the Tombs—lower Manhattan’s jail—or to Ellis Island. Men who had never brandished a weapon in their lives wept as they were held without bail to await certain deportation.

			No other immigrant group had ever been targeted the way the authorities were going after the Chinese. Italian and Irish émigrés had fought their share of brutal gang wars, but nobody had ever rounded them up for wholesale expulsion. Yet this time, the government was acting as if the only way to bring peace to Chinatown was to get rid of its Chinese, through whatever means necessary.

			How it came to this is the story of four bloody wars and countless skirmishes fought intermittently over more than three decades in New York’s Chinatown and the Chinese quarters of several other cities in America’s East and Midwest, with their attendant casualties, peace parleys, and treaties. It is the story of a clash of mismatched cultures, of misunderstandings, naïveté, and bigotry. It tells of stubborn men willing to fight and die not only for concrete rewards like money and property but also for intangibles like loyalty and “face”—that Asian notion so closely tied to reputation, dignity, and prestige. And it is the story of a veritable army of precinct captains, detectives, and uniformed officers bound and determined to stop them.

			Or at least to line their pockets.

			The warriors were men from south China, most of whom had come to the West Coast to seek their fortunes and eventually headed east, but who planned to return home at some future date. Most were manual laborers, but some built businesses, amassed substantial wealth, and planted roots in America. The tongs were their secret, sworn brotherhoods organized ostensibly for social purposes but very much involved in criminal activity. (The Chinese term carries no negative connotation and can be used to describe any of a variety of organizations, but for clarity’s sake its use in this book will generally be limited to those secret societies.) Their weapons were cleavers and knives, then guns, and eventually explosives. And their primary battleground in New York was a triangular parcel of land not much larger than an acre adjoining the seedy Five Points neighborhood of lower Manhattan. Bounded by Mott and Pell streets, Chatham Square, and the Bowery, and including the whole of crooked Doyers Street, it was then—and remains today—the heart of New York’s Chinatown.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			In my many years of living and working in China, studying the Chinese language, and doing research on early Chinese American history, I had heard frequent mention of the tong wars, but most of what I had read about the tongs was highly sensationalized, as indeed was much of what was written about all Chinese in America before about thirty years ago. Many writers were more interested in conjuring up Oriental mystery and lurid intrigue than presenting real history, because that is what most people wanted and expected to read.

			I also knew that many Chinese Americans simply wished to forget about the tong wars, because they don’t reflect well on early residents of Chinatown, but I wanted to know the truth. I was reasonably sure there was more to the story than simply bad, greedy men slaughtering other bad, greedy men for lucre. Surely the clash of cultures and the way in which the Chinese were treated in America—disenfranchised, marginalized, objectified, and often denied justice—had had something to do with it. So I set out to understand what had happened and why, to demystify the stories, and to look at them in the broader context of the early Chinese experience in America, and especially in Tammany-era New York.

			This book is the result. The characters depicted in it have not in any way been fictionalized. The events really occurred at the times indicated. All dialogue that appears between quotation marks was recorded at the time. And no thoughts have been placed into the heads of people who left neither diaries nor letters behind, nor have emotions or motives been ascribed to them that were not made explicit or at least strongly suggested by their actions.

			All that being said, the sources that survive are far from unimpeachable, and there are gaps in the record. Most of our knowledge of early Chinatown comes from the major New York newspapers, which covered the goings-on there in surprising detail and never more intensively than when the battles among the On Leongs, the Hip Sings, and the Four Brothers, a third combatant, were in full throttle. They provide a serviceable chronology, but their coverage was mostly the work of white journalists whose observations were sometimes astute, often superficial or naive, and more than occasionally demonstrably false. Because none spoke Chinese, they had to rely on Chinese informants for many of their stories, but they couldn’t always distinguish fact from fiction and could be oblivious when they were being played by one faction or another.

			The early residents left few written records in any language, but I have had the benefit of other contemporary sources. Massive digitization has made thousands of old newspapers keyword searchable, which has permitted a truly comprehensive inventory of available articles from New York and beyond. Extensive indexing of federal and state census records, passenger manifests, and conscription and vital records now permits researchers to verify facts about individuals. Court records, though mostly not digitized, can often be obtained with a little effort. And the Chinese exclusion era case files in the National Archives, collected long ago by the government for questionable purposes but tremendously helpful and enlightening to researchers today, provide rich detail about many of the figures mentioned in the text. They have been of immeasurable help in creating a fresh assessment that confirms some popular impressions, discredits others, and brings some new, compelling stories to light.

			Two English-language books written by Chinese authors in the 1930s deserve special mention: Tong War! by Eng Ying “Eddie” Gong and Bruce Grant and Chinatown Inside Out by Leong Gor Yun. The former is an as-told-to memoir of a Hip Sing kingpin who witnessed much of the later action of the book and was written shortly before the end of the conflict. The latter is an account of Chinatown life with a section on the tong wars attributed to Y. K. Chu, the editor of a liberal Chinatown newspaper called the Chinese Journal, who teamed up with an unnamed American journalist. The pseudonym used is likely a pun, “Leong Gor Yun” being a plausible rendering in Cantonese of a phrase meaning “two people.” Both books tend toward the anecdotal and, in places, the sensational. But they were useful for insights and character descriptions.

			Lack of understanding and abject prejudice characterized some of the writing, so I occasionally had to take what I read with a grain, and sometimes a lump, of salt. I dismissed articles in which reporters made patently ridiculous claims about Chinese customs and practices. For example, in 1904, the New York Telegram related the ostensible cause of a tong feud this way:

			About 6000 B.C., when Confucius’ great-grandfather had just perfected the dish of chow mein, the feud may have started. The Hep Sing Tong in those historic days wanted chow mein to be declared the national dish, but the conservatives, the Gon Sing Tong, clung to chop suey. There was a clash. Armed from head to foot, the Hep Sing Tong and the Gon Sing Tong made deserts of Shanghai and Canton, and even Pekin felt the effects of the unrelenting warfare.

			Or this absurdity on the same subject, from a New York World columnist, a quarter of a century later:

			Two Chinamen were shot in Newark, N.J., for drinking Lipton’s tea instead of Formosa-Oolong. One thing led to another and another Chink bit the cobblestones in San Francisco for wearing rubber heels on his sandals. . . . Things have quieted down a little now, but you will notice every Chinaman always wear [sic] a black silk suit so he will be shot down in his mourning clothes.

			Such drivel, unfortunately, often passed for journalism, even in respected newspapers.

			I also had to reject some very appealing tales much favored by other writers that either did not appear in primary sources or struck me as improbable. For example, Herbert Asbury, in his famous 1928 Gangs of New York, recounted that the On Leong comedian Ah Hoon was shot in his bed through the window of his fourth-floor room by a Hip Sing gunman lowered in a chair by a hoist from the roof of the building. It was a compelling image, but I found no corroborating evidence for it and much to contradict it. The newspapers agreed he had died in the hallway outside his room; there was no mention of a hoist. And his assassin was probably not even a Hip Sing.

			A persistent and baffling stereotype that appeared in the press was that Chinese desperadoes were terrible shots and that in gun battles they typically crouched down, shut their eyes tightly, and fired in all directions until they ran out of bullets. This struck me as ludicrous, and the relatively small number of innocent bystanders shot during the years the tongs preferred guns over hatchets suggests its fallaciousness. I also rejected a press account of Mock Duck’s wife angrily dragging her husband by his hair queue from the apartment of a mistress. The anecdote was catnip to writers eager to suffuse contemporary Chinatown women with the spirit of the suffragettes and make the dreaded Mock Duck appear henpecked, but I don’t believe many Chinese American females dared behave that way in 1908, still less Mock Duck’s wife, who was treated as little more than chattel and whose favors were apparently offered up to other men on more than one occasion.

			Sorting out who was who was a major challenge. There was no standard romanization system for Chinese names during this period. They were spelled haphazardly and often differently over time, even in the same publications. Was the Joe Gong who was treasurer of the On Leong Tong in 1897 the same person as the Chu Gong who testified as a witness in a 1904 trial? Was he also the Ji Gong who was attacked on Mott Street in 1905? I concluded that he was and have harmonized the spellings accordingly. On the other hand, I satisfied myself that the Lee Sing who shot Mock Duck in 1904 couldn’t have been the same Lee Sing who beat Tom Lee up in a street brawl in 1880, because census records proved that he would have been only nine years old at the time of the earlier incident.

			The exact Chinese characters for these names, if they were known, might have provided clarity, but unless documents were signed in Chinese or people were mentioned in the few Chinese-language sources that do survive, these are impossible to discern a century later. To add to the problem, many Chinese went by more than one name or were known by nicknames, truncated versions of their given names, or even the names of their business establishments. Reporters often couldn’t tell surnames from given names, and some Chinese actually reversed the order of their Chinese names to follow the American convention of putting the surname last. So it’s easy to see that parsing spellings might have introduced some inadvertent errors. To aid the reader, a Dramatis Personae section to help sort through the most important characters can be found on page xvii.

			I undertook this project mindful of the danger of reinforcing prejudices and stereotypes that go back more than a century. Chinatowns have long suffered from tabloid-style coverage that portrays them as dangerous places run by inscrutable, all-powerful villains, their streets washed in the blood of the victims of the evil tongs. But the Fu Manchu stereotype belies the reality that most of the restaurateurs, laundrymen, cooks, grocers, cigar makers, street peddlers, and other Chinese in New York at the turn of the twentieth century were decent, law-abiding people trying to make their way in a society that might have offered them a living but leavened it with a large measure of discrimination and abuse. It was also a highly corrupt culture in which the power that police and other government officials exercised over them went mostly unchecked and in which Chinese could not count on fair treatment, even from the courts.

			The image of the Chinese quarter as a dangerous neighborhood perilous to outsiders has, to some extent, persisted even to this day, and it is, in the main, an injustice. Even during the height of the tong wars, the number of “highbinders”—a generic, and now archaic, term for Chinese desperadoes—was small, and the real dangers posed were to members of rival tongs, seldom to Chinese civilians, still less to non-Chinese tourists.

			One other caveat is worth mentioning. Tongs battled in Chinatowns in many cities across the United States. The skirmishes were arguably fiercer in the cities of the West Coast where Chinese, and tongs, were far more numerous. In focusing on the New York tongs exclusively, I have consciously told only part of a larger story. I have included events in other locations, but only insofar as they were relevant to what was going on in New York, the center of gravity for Chinese in the East and the Midwest. I leave telling the story of the West Coast tong wars to others.

			In his 1902 portrait of local Chinese residents, Bits of Broken China, William E. S. Fales, sometime attorney for many members of New York’s Chinese community, decried the tendency of Western writers to represent the Chinese as “monsters of iniquity and marvels of Machiavellian craft.” I have kept this danger squarely in mind and tried my best to present the various characters as they were: human beings with virtues and foibles who were trying to eke out a living in a foreign country with its own set of rules often at odds with their own values. Some were upright and others wicked; like people everywhere, most fell somewhere in between.

			Scott D. Seligman

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON ROMANIZATION AND CHINESE NAMES

			Nearly all the Chinese people mentioned in this book were of Cantonese origin, most hailing from the Pearl River delta—generally the Taishan or Guangzhou area. In China, of course, their names were written in Chinese characters. But when they reached America, some form of latinized spelling was required. Although a standard romanization system for Chinese, the Wade-Giles system, was coming into popular use in the twentieth century, it was a transcription of Mandarin, a northern dialect very different from the ones spoken by these immigrants and therefore not of much use to them. There has never been a widely accepted spelling system for either the Taishan or the Cantonese dialect.

			Rendering the names in letters was generally left to ship captains, immigration officers, court clerks, preachers, and journalists, few if any of whom spoke Chinese. The result was a hodgepodge of spellings, some more, some less true to the Chinese pronunciations. For purposes of clarity, I have adopted one consistent spelling for each name in this book, but I have not changed how the names are rendered in the quotations from historical documents that appear in these pages.

			For personal and organizational names, I have employed spellings used during the period covered in the book. Where known, the equivalent in Pinyin—the modern, standard, Mandarin-based romanization system for Chinese—is noted in the Dramatis Personae section that follows for people and in the Glossary and Gazetteer section at the end for organizations. For Chinese place-names, names of dynasties, and other terms, I have generally relied on Pinyin, exceptions being traditional renderings like “Hong Kong” and “Manchu” and Cantonese terms such as boo how doy and pi gow. These are listed with Pinyin equivalents in the Glossary. Both sections also include the standard Chinese characters associated with the Chinese names and terms, where known. Simplified characters were not yet in use during the period covered in the book.

		

	
		
			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			All names appear in alphabetical order by presumed surname (or, if the surname is unclear, a given name). “Aliases” are listed for people called by more than one name or whose names were spelled in more than one way. Dates, organizational affiliations, standard Chinese characters, and Pinyin equivalents are provided where known.

			Au Yang Ming ([image: ]; Ouyang Ming)

			(1838–1902)

			First Chinese consul in New York. Served between 1883 and 1886.

			Joab H. Banton

			(1869–1949)

			New York County district attorney from 1922 to 1929.

			Theodore A. Bingham

			(1858–1934)

			New York City commissioner of police from 1906 to 1909.

			Charlie Boston ([image: ]; Li Guanzhang)

			(1863–1930)

			On Leong officer convicted of conspiracy to smuggle opium in 1911 and imprisoned at the U.S. penitentiary in Atlanta. Alias: Lee Quon Jung. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Bow Kum (probably [image: ]; Bao Jin)

			(1888–1909)

			China-born consort whose brutal murder caused a 1909 war between the On Leong Tong and the Four Brothers’ Society.

			Nicholas Brooks

			(1842–1925)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station from 1891 to 1892.

			Emory R. Buckner

			(1888–1941)

			U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York from 1925 to 1927.

			Warry S. Charles

			(1857–1915)

			Senior Hip Sing functionary who headed the New York branch before decamping to Boston. Convicted of murder in the first degree in 1908. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Chin Jack Lem

			(1884–1937)

			On Leong kingpin who joined the Hip Sings and caused a multicity tong war in 1924. Affiliations: On Leong Tong, Hip Sing Tong.

			Chin Lem

			(1878–1914)

			Laundryman who brought Bow Kum to New York and helped cause a 1909 war between the On Leong Tong and the Four Brothers’ Society. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Tai Yow Chin

			(1878–?)

			First wife of Mock Duck.

			Chu Fong ([image: ]; Zhao Huang)

			(1864–?)

			Proprietor of the Doyers Street Chinese Theatre. Affiliations: On Leong Tong, Four Brothers’ Society.

			Chu Gong ([image: ]; Zhao Ang)

			(1869–1907)

			On Leong Tong treasurer nearly assassinated by Hip Sing hatchet men in 1905. Aliases: Joe Gong, Ji Gong. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Chu Lock ([image: ]; Zhao Le)

			(1869–1919)

			Gambling house owner who attacked Mock Duck in 1897 and who was sent to Boston in 1909 to hire hatchet men in the Four Brothers’ War. Affiliations: On Leong Tong, Four Brothers’ Society.

			Thomas C. T. Crain

			(1860–1942)

			Court of General Sessions judge from 1906 to 1924; district attorney of New York County between 1930 and 1933.

			Dong Fong

			(1873–?)

			Bayard Street merchant and interpreter charged with felonious assault in 1897 who pleaded guilty to wounding On Leong Lee Yu in 1905. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			William Eggers

			(1867–?)

			Acting police captain who headed a bureau charged with investigating police corruption and who was given jurisdiction over Chinatown briefly in 1905.

			Eng Hing

			(1894–1915)

			Hip Sing gunman convicted and executed for the 1912 killing of Lee Kay, Tom Lee’s nephew. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Eng Ying Gong

			(1885–after 1935)

			National Hip Sing Tong officer who authored a tell-all book on the tong wars in 1930. Alias: Eddie Gong. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Richard E. Enright

			(1871–1953)

			Acting captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station in 1910 and New York City commissioner of police from 1918 to 1925.

			John L. Falconer

			(1873–1945)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station from 1913 to 1915.

			Ah Fee

			(1857–1900)

			Newark tailor murdered by Hip Sing operatives in New York in 1900. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Warren W. Foster

			(1859–1943)

			Court of General Sessions judge who mediated disputes between the tongs in 1906, 1910, and 1913.

			Michael J. Galvin

			(1870–1910)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station in 1909.

			Gin Gum

			(1863–1915)

			Longtime right-hand man to Tom Lee and stepfather-in-law of Mock Duck. Aliases: Jim Gun, Charlie Lee. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Ha Oi

			(1901–?)

			Half-Caucasian adopted daughter of Mock Duck and Tai Yow Chin who was removed from their custody in 1907. Alias: Helen Francis.

			William H. Hodgins

			(1856–1912)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station in 1910. Alias: Big Bill Hodgins.

			Ah Hoon

			(1874–1909)

			Chinese Theatre comedian shot to death in 1909. Affiliations: Four Brothers’ Society, On Leong Tong.

			Huie Fong

			(1864–1905)

			Hip Sing operative shot to death on Mott Street in 1905. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			William T. Jerome

			(1859–1934)

			Associate counsel to the Lexow Committee between 1894 and 1895. New York County district attorney from 1902 to 1909.

			Francis J. Kear

			(1858–1908)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station between 1904 and 1905.

			Ko Low

			(1880–1922)

			National president of the Hip Sing Tong in the early 1920s. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Lee Dock

			(1882–1915)

			Hip Sing gunman convicted and executed for the 1912 killing of Lee Kay, Tom Lee’s nephew. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Frank William Lee ([image: ]; Li Jinlun)

			(1884–1956)

			Son of Tom and Minnie Lee. An ordained Baptist minister who immigrated to China, where he worked as a missionary and government official.

			Lee Loy ([image: ]; Li Lai)

			(1860–?)

			Secretary of the On Leong Tong and cousin of Tom Lee. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Minnie Rose Kaylor Lee

			(1860–1917)

			Tom Lee’s wife, an American of Scotch-German extraction.

			Lee Sing ([image: ]; Li Sheng)

			(ca. 1848–after 1929)

			Boardinghouse keeper who bested Tom Lee in a street brawl and testified against him in an extortion case. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Lee Sing

			(ca. 1872–?)

			Massachusetts laundryman who shot Mock Duck on Pell Street in 1904. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Tom Lee ([image: ]; Li Xiling)

			(ca. 1849–1918)

			Merchant and longtime “mayor” of New York’s Chinatown who headed the On Leong Tong and was a deputy sheriff of New York County. Alias: Wung Ah Ling. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Lee Toy ([image: ]; Li Cai)

			(1852–after 1906)

			Nephew of Tom Lee who served as his enforcer. Alias: Black Devil Toy. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Sam Lock

			(1850–?)

			President of the Four Brothers’ Society. Affiliation: Four Brothers’ Society.

			William McAdoo

			(1853–1930)

			New York City commissioner of police from 1904 to 1906 and later chief of the city magistrates’ courts. Defended the police department against sniping from the Parkhurst Society.

			Thomas L. McClintock

			(1865–after 1940)

			Longtime superintendent of the Parkhurst Society, Hip Sing ally, and critic of the New York Police Department.

			John H. McCullagh Jr.

			(1842–1893)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station between 1883 and 1891.

			Douglas Imrie McKay

			(1879–1962)

			New York City commissioner of police for five months between 1913 and 1914.

			Mock Duck ([image: ]; Mai De)

			(1879–1941)

			Head of the Hip Sing Tong, with a reputation for cunning and brutality. Aliases: Mock Sai Wing, Mark Tuck. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Frank Moss

			(1860–1920)

			Attorney and reformer who served the Parkhurst Society, the Lexow Committee, and the district attorney’s office. Champion of, and sometime counsel for, the Hip Sing Tong.

			Edward P. Mulrooney

			(1874–1960)

			New York City commissioner of police from 1930 to 1933.

			Reverend Dr. Charles H. Parkhurst

			(1842–1933)

			Presbyterian minister and social reformer who headed the Society for the Prevention of Crime and launched an attack on Tammany Hall and government corruption.

			Eugene A. Philbin

			(1857–1920)

			District attorney of New York County between 1900 and 1901.

			Edmund E. Price

			(1834–1907)

			Attorney who represented Tom Lee and other On Leong Tong defendants.

			Dominick Riley

			(1874–1930)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station in 1913.

			Theodore Roosevelt

			(1858–1919)

			New York City commissioner of police from 1895 to 1897 and governor of New York State from 1899 to 1900. Later vice president and president of the United States.

			Sin Cue

			(1862–1901)

			Suspect in a 1900 murder and potential witness against Mock Duck before his own assassination. Affiliation: On Leong Tong.

			Sing Dock

			(1862–1911)

			Hip Sing gunman involved in massacres in New York and Boston. Alias: the Scientific Killer. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Meihong Soohoo ([image: ]; Situ Meitang)

			(1868–1955)

			Founder of the Boston chapters of the Chee Kung Tong and the On Leong Tong and longtime national president of the On Leong Tong.

			Sue Sing

			(1861–after 1914)

			Gunman condemned to life in prison for the 1900 murder of Ah Fee. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Joseph C. Thoms ([image: ]; Tan Zuozhou)

			(1861–1929)

			Chinese physician and courtroom interpreter who worked with police to crack down on Chinatown gambling. Alias: Tom Ah Jo.

			Frank A. Tierney

			(1869–1936)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station from 1911 to 1913.

			Patrick J. Tracy

			(1867–1926)

			Captain of the Elizabeth Street Police Station from 1905 to 1906.

			Tuck Hop ([image: ]; Huang Tian)

			(1855–?)

			Mott Street grocer and early antagonist of Tom Lee’s. Alias: Wong Tin. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Rhinelander Waldo

			(1877–1927)

			New York City deputy commissioner of police from 1906 to 1910 and commissioner of police from 1911 to 1913.

			James Wang

			(1848–?)

			Former Methodist lay reader and high-ranking Hip Sing functionary. Alias: Jim Wang. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Charles S. Whitman

			(1868–1947)

			Magistrate who became district attorney of New York County between 1910 and 1914 and later governor of New York.

			Wo Kee

			(1849–?)

			Early Chinatown merchant and community leader. Aliases: Wong Ah Chung, Wong Achon.

			Wong Aloy

			(1868–1922)

			Hip Sing who provided information on Chinatown vice to the Committee of Fifteen. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Wong Chin Foo ([image: ]; Wang Qingfu)

			(1847–1898)

			Chinese American journalist, editor, lecturer, and social activist. Close ally of Tom Lee’s.

			Wong Get ([image: ]; Huang Jie)

			(1869–after 1927)

			Hip Sing strategist, merchant, and interpreter who testified against Tom Lee before the Lexow Committee. Alias: Wong Gett. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Yee Toy ([image: ]; Yu Cai)

			(?–1912)

			Hip Sing gunman indicted for the 1906 murders of two On Leongs and involved in the massacres at the Chinese Theatre and Oxford Place, Boston. Alias: Girl Face. Affiliation: Hip Sing Tong.

			Robert Young

			(1836–1898)

			Acting captain, and then captain, of the Elizabeth Street Police Station between 1895 and 1898.

			Frances Toy Yuen

			(1894–1945)

			Second wife of Mock Duck.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			An “Army of Almond-Eyed Exiles”

			New York’s Chinese colony was just finding its permanent home in lower Manhattan when Tom Lee arrived in 1878. Although small numbers of Chinese immigrants had reached New York earlier in the century, they began to come in a steady stream only after 1869, when work was completed on the transcontinental railroad and the laborers had to look elsewhere for work. The flow increased dramatically throughout the 1870s, because many white men out west, hobbled by economic recession and threatened by cheap Chinese labor, took to doing whatever they could to make the Chinese among them feel unwelcome and unsafe.

			When California enacted laws in the late 1870s preventing Chinese from working in public projects and authorizing municipalities to relocate Chinese residents outside their city limits, and hoodlums in Washington, Oregon, Wyoming, California, and elsewhere in the West attacked Chinese businesses and homes in the 1880s, Chinese got the message. Many returned to China, but others headed east, where work might be found and where there was little violence against their kind. Most set their sights on the larger cities of the Midwest and the East like Chicago, St. Louis, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston. New York, America’s largest and most important metropolis, was the favorite destination.

			The New York that greeted these new arrivals was developing briskly. Heady economic growth had followed the recession, though its rewards were distributed unevenly among the city’s million residents. The ruling class, in their tony Murray Hill and Gramercy Park mansions, occupied themselves with lavish parties, fashion, theater, and tours of Europe. The working class, far more numerous, crowded into the tenements of the Fourth Ward—lower Manhattan’s East River waterfront—and the Sixth Ward’s Five Points neighborhood, named for an irregular intersection where Anthony (now Worth), Orange (now Baxter), and Cross (now Mosco) streets converged and which was notorious for its saloons, gambling halls, cathouses, and gang wars. Newly arrived Chinese, their numbers still minuscule, joined Irish, English, Jewish, Italian, and German immigrants and blacks in a struggle for survival in a quarter known for vice, crime, and grinding poverty.

			There was bias against all newcomers, but the Chinese were in a class by themselves. Although they were not widely viewed in New York as an economic threat, it didn’t take long for anti-Chinese stereotypes, honed in California, to make their way eastward. Chinese were derided in the press as inferior, dishonest, immoral, indecent, unsanitary, and disease-ridden. They were called clannish and criticized for their unwillingness to assimilate—as if they were in any way welcome to do so. They were godless heathens with sordid habits, it was said, like smoking opium and eating rats and dogs. These very prejudices led Congress to pass the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, halting further immigration of Chinese laborers for ten years and rendering those Chinese already here ineligible for citizenship.

			In Manhattan, many early migrants were met at the railway station or pier by Wo Kee, a Hong Kong–born merchant who delivered them by horse-drawn coach over rutted streets to 34 Mott Street. There he ran a general store and a boardinghouse with accommodations for two dozen men sleeping two to a bunk. There he briefed new arrivals on life and business opportunities in New York. And there they might remain until they got established.

			Wo Kee—his real name was Wong Ah Chung, but he was popularly known by the name of his store—was the de facto leader of the tiny Chinese community when Tom Lee arrived. In 1873, at age twenty-four, Wo Kee had staked out the predominantly Irish neighborhood south of Canal Street that would become the permanent home of Manhattan’s Chinese community. There was little to recommend the unsavory district, but rents were cheap.

			Wo Kee’s shop carried just about everything a Chinese émigré might need. His front parlor, chock-full of merchandise, could barely accommodate four customers at a time. Waxen ducks, desiccated mushrooms, nuts, sweetmeats, dried sharks’ fins, and a variety of teas filled his shelves, barrels, and crates. Pasteboard boxes spilled over with seeds, roots, herbs, and barks, remedies for various ailments that gave the place a decidedly pungent odor. But there were also sweet-smelling incense sticks and altars for use at funerals and religious rituals. Jade bracelets, sandals, Chinese garments, porcelain teapots, tobacco, opium pipes—and opium itself—rounded out his inventory. The sallow-skinned, mustachioed Wo Kee, a stout man who stood five feet four and spoke reasonably good English, served tea to all comers, totaled purchases on an abacus, and kept his accounts with a writing brush.

			Out of the same location, he also ran an underground gambling parlor and a mutual aid association called the Polong Congsee (which probably translates as “Conscientious Protection Company”). One of a pair of benevolent societies serving the small community, it collected dues and met monthly in his basement. Boasting seventy-five members and assets of several thousand dollars, the Polong Congsee functioned in part as an immigrant depot, helping newcomers open laundries or secure other employment.

			In 1875, state census takers had enumerated only 157 Chinese in all of New York City, and the federal census five years later still tallied fewer than 1,000 in the entire state. This was likely a severe case of undercounting, however. The New York Times was probably closer to the mark in its 1880 estimate of 4,500 Chinese in the metropolitan area: about 2,000 in Manhattan, another 1,000 in Brooklyn, and 1,500 in New Jersey.

			The discrepancy arose because census takers found it especially problematic to get an accurate count. A New York Herald reporter gave a flavor for the obstacles: “A person unacquainted in the district might easily enough ask one of the Chinamen all the questions, and then, ten minutes afterward, meeting the same Celestial in another house, innocently endeavor to repeat the examination.” This was true, he explained, because “they all look alike”—a generalization with which most New Yorkers would have readily agreed. Then, too, Chinese crowded a lot more people into a given dwelling than did other immigrants. It would have taken several trips to any given address and a good measure of patience and perseverance to interview all of its residents.

			Most of New York’s Chinese lived in boardinghouses. Some had been built as tenements, with their cheerless railroad flats and gloomy hallways, jammed up against one another without so much as a narrow alley in between to let in a little light. Others had once been stately private residences but had deteriorated over time. Enterprising landlords fitted high-ceilinged rooms with makeshift, intermediate floors, doubling their profits even as they turned their properties into firetraps. Front rooms were typically given over to retail businesses, while rear chambers, attics, and cellars were used for housing. Many men could sleep, cook, and eat in one large, unheated dormitory, rudely furnished with a stove, a table, stools, and rows of shelves that served as bunks, some wide enough to accommodate three sleepers.

			Most of the early arrivals had been peasants or small shopkeepers in China, and most intended to make some money in America and then return home to a comfortable retirement. Many were literate in their own language, but few spoke much English, so even if they had not been shut out by white Americans, they had no choice but to fraternize exclusively with other Chinese. As a rule, they had little to do with outsiders and lived, ate, slept, and relaxed with their own kind. They dressed in traditional Chinese robes, blouses, flowing pantaloons, and wooden-soled slippers ill-suited to New York’s muddy streets. And they sported the signature hair queues worn at the time by all men in China. They could scarcely have appeared more foreign to their New York neighbors.

			Diligent laborers with few deadbeats among them, the Chinese were closely associated with the laundry business, which permitted a hard worker to put away $10 to $14 per week, about what an average white grocery clerk or letter carrier made. None of these men would have dreamed of washing clothes back in China; there it would have been a job for their women. But it was an occupation that needed little capital—they could set up shop for as little as $75—and it did not put them in competition with white males, which would have spelled trouble. By 1879, the city already boasted more than three hundred Chinese laundries.

			But Chinese worked in other trades as well. Skilled cigar makers—not a few of whom had logged time as coolies in Cuba’s tobacco fields before sailing to New York—found employment in tenement cigar factories. They were paid by the piece and could take home as much as $27 a week. More than seventy-five Chinese worked as domestics and were paid $18 to $25 a month plus room and board. Fifty Chinese-run groceries, twenty tobacco shops, ten drugstores, and six Chinese restaurants were operating in the Chinese quarter in 1879. And these didn’t include enterprises in Brooklyn or New Jersey.

			By early 1880, Chinese had leased nearly every building—sixteen in total—on lower Mott Street, just up from Chatham Square. But the influx of what the New York Herald called an “army of almond-eyed exiles” arriving from the West—at the rate of twenty per day, by one count—soon overtaxed the boardinghouses. More space was needed, but there was opposition to expansion of “Little China.”

			When the Rutgers Fire Insurance Company was offered a large advance on the rent for a property it owned at 3 Mott, the company asserted that it would sooner pull the building down than allow a “Chinaman” to live in it. The owner of two cramped houses on nearby Pell Street refused $60 a month from a would-be Chinese tenant, even though the properties had not previously fetched anywhere near that amount. And another Mott Street landlord vowed to allow his property to sit idle rather than accept a generous offer of $1,000 for the year from a Chinese.

			In May, Chinese tenants in five of the quarter’s residences—including 34 Mott, which housed Wo Kee’s establishment—suddenly received eviction notices. The landlords blamed opium-smoking Chinese for the fact that their properties’ market value had plummeted and vowed to enjoin future lessees from subletting to Chinese or to blacks. When an offer by the Polong Congsee to buy two of the buildings was refused, Wo Kee tore down his sign, packed up his wares, and headed for nearby Park Street. In due course, however, he would be back, and he would bring his countrymen with him.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Tom Lee, a crafty man with no small level of ambition, came to New York with four goals: to impose order and organization on its Chinese colonists; to build bridges for them to the white establishment; to make himself rich and successful; and to start a family. He saw no conflict among those objectives and wasted little time in pursuing all of them at once.

			His name wasn’t actually Tom Lee; that was just the identity the courtly emissary from San Francisco’s more established Chinatown assumed shortly after his arrival. Born about 1849 near Guangzhou, Lee—slender at five feet six inches—had come to America at age fourteen. He had worked in San Francisco as a labor contractor, supplying white-owned companies with low-paid Chinese workers, and had ingratiated himself there with powerful figures in the Chinese community. He had readily picked up serviceable English, although it was always somewhat broken and he forever retained an accent. He was a man on the move, up the economic ladder and east across the continent.

			By 1876, Lee had reached St. Louis, where he opened a barrel-making business and took out citizenship papers—one of the first Chinese in America to do so—under his original name, Wung Ah Ling. And after a short stint as a merchant in Philadelphia, he moved on to New York, where he petitioned Manhattan’s Court of Common Pleas for a new moniker, explaining that Americans had too much trouble pronouncing the old one. The judge assented, and Wung Ah Ling became Tom Lee forever after.

			Although Lee adopted Western dress earlier than most, he still sported a queue in the late 1870s, as did nearly all Chinese. The wearing of hair queues had been imposed on all Chinese males as a sign of subjugation when the Manchus, a minority tribe from the Northeast, conquered China and established the Qing dynasty in 1644. The penalty for noncompliance was death. After a couple of hundred years, however, the pigtails came, paradoxically, to be accepted as a symbol of national pride, and even many Chinese living abroad refused to part with them, especially if they expected to return home. To appear more Americanized, however, Lee tucked the long plait into the crown of a stiff derby hat, which caused the hair on the back of his head to stand out, someone once said, “like the quills of an angry porcupine.”

			The olive-skinned Lee wore a wispy mustache under his flat nose, and a sparse goatee obscured his pointy chin. Dapper, urbane, and distinguished looking, he dressed fashionably, a diamond stickpin securing his tie and an elegant, eight-ounce gold watch chain dangling from the third button of his waistcoat.

			Just before coming to New York, Lee, nearing thirty, had wed the comely Minnie Rose Kaylor, a buxom Philadelphia brunette of Scotch-German heritage who was more than a decade younger and quite a bit larger than he was. Marriage between Chinese men and women of other races was unusual in this era, but it was not illegal. A Lutheran minister performed the ceremony, even though Lee was not baptized. He moved his new bride to 20 Mott Street shortly afterward, and they lost no time starting a family.

			Minnie bore two daughters who died in infancy and then two sons—Tom junior in 1882 and Frank William in 1884. A huge celebration followed the birth of young Tom: Two traditions were honored, mirroring his mixed heritage. He was baptized and was feted at a “head shaving” party held, according to Chinese custom, thirty days after the birth of a male. The elder Lee did not stint on the festivities. On April 1, 1882, he closed both of his stores—he now had two of them—for a huge party.

			It took two restaurants to accommodate the three hundred guests from Manhattan, Brooklyn, and New Jersey. Three diplomats from the Chinese legation made the journey from Washington; the local representatives of the Manchu government had an interest in seeing to it that there was order among their countrymen in America, so they wanted to signal their approval of Lee’s assumption of the leadership of the New York colony. VIPs were entertained in the parlor of the Lee home, where banners inscribed with good wishes adorned the walls. Lee had also invited American friends, some of whom attended. But he received regrets from several who found the idea of a party to celebrate a haircut so odd that they mistook the invitation for an April Fools’ joke.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Tom Lee’s arrival in New York had been no accident. He had been sent there by the Six Companies, San Francisco Chinatown’s supreme governing body. A fraternal organization that sat at the apex of Chinese society in the United States, it was, as its name implied, an umbrella group of about half a dozen associations.

			From the moment they arrived in America, Chinese immigrants organized mutual aid societies, which fell into three broad categories. The first type—regional societies—consisted of organizations set up by and for people from a specific district in China who spoke a common dialect. Men from Taishan, for example, who made up the majority of Chinese residents, generally belonged to the Ning Yeung Society. Those from three counties nearer Guangzhou joined the Sam Yup Benevolent Association.

			The second category was clan societies, where membership was available to Chinese from anywhere who happened to share a surname and were thus presumed to be kin. Most everyone named Moy paid dues to the Moy Family Association, for example, and there were similar circles for the Lee, Wong, Ng, and other families with sufficient numbers to sustain them. In one case, four numerically small clans came together under one umbrella to form the Four Brothers’ Society.

			Membership in both the regional and the clan organizations was close to automatic. These groups established New York chapters as soon as the city had a critical mass of landsmen. Dues were used to help new immigrants get settled, find housing, and get established in business. The associations made loans to aspiring businessmen and provided bail and legal fees for any who got arrested. They offered protection from harm and mediated disputes among their members. And they also served immigrants in death, organizing funerals and providing welfare for their families. In due course, when resources permitted, the bones of departed members would be exhumed, scraped clean, and shipped home to be reinterred with those of their ancestors.

			The third category consisted of sworn brotherhoods generally known by the term “tong,” meaning “chamber,” with no geographic or family requirements and generally with fewer members. Sometimes called triads and sometimes secret societies, these were open to Chinese from anywhere who paid dues and underwent initiation. Although they, too, were ostensibly benevolent associations and some of their services overlapped with those of the regional and clan groups, they came to be associated with a variety of underworld activities.

			The Six Companies was the congress of the major regional societies, and it stepped in when issues crossed jurisdictional lines. Its chairmanship rotated among its member associations, and its authority derived in part from a clever arrangement struck with the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, the dominant transpacific shipping line. Pacific Mail required certification from the Six Companies that a would-be return passenger had paid his dues to one of its constituent groups and had discharged all his debts before it would sell him a ticket home. Most Chinese in America were thus stuck there until the Six Companies cleared them for departure.

			Later known as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (Chung Hwa Gong Shaw) and more or less overseen by Chinese diplomats, the organization also served as the voice of the Chinese community and, inevitably, as a lightning rod for criticism of the Chinese. Its role was much misunderstood by white America. It was accused, among other things, of ordering the execution of malefactors and of importing Chinese coolies to work at slave wages. In truth, the Six Companies played a constructive role in maintaining peace and order in San Francisco and other American cities where Chinese settled. It had already begun to speak out on the single biggest issue they faced: the prospect of legislation to exclude them.

			In the late 1870s, the leading lights of New York’s nascent Chinese colony had petitioned the Six Companies to send an emissary to Manhattan. They wanted someone who could provide the young community with services already available to Chinese in California and elsewhere: governance, discipline, protection, and representation. The assignment was given to Tom Lee, whose relationships with the group’s bosses dated to his stint in California. With their backing, he assumed leadership of New York’s Chinese upon his arrival.

			That most local Chinese accepted his authority stemmed from a strong penchant for hierarchy on their part. Chinese in America naturally sought to re-create communal structures familiar from the old country, where rank had always been important. The men’s strong sense of social order dictated that someone play the part the village patriarch had played in China. This involved providing leadership, settling differences, presiding over ceremonies, solving problems, and looking out for the general welfare.

			Tom Lee relished the role and established himself in grand style. He rented 20 Mott Street, occupying the entire three-story, brick residence—an unheard-of amount of space for a Chinese family. He decorated the house with plush carpets and rosewood furniture, large porcelain vases, colorful Chinese paintings, and even a piano. The quarters were intended to be impressive and to serve not just as a home but as a symbol of power and prestige.

			No sooner had Lee settled into lower Mott Street than he began his outreach to New York’s white power elite. The Six Companies had been doing the same in San Francisco for more than a decade. Late one August afternoon in 1878, he hosted a dinner for Edmund E. Price, a well-known criminal attorney; Colonel George H. Hart, Price’s partner; and a New York Herald reporter. Also present was Wong Chin Foo, a lecturer and journalist who was a prominent member of New York’s Chinese colony, a fluent English speaker, and already a good friend of Lee’s. Always gracious, the soft-spoken Lee produced fine cigars from a humidor and ushered his guests to a table laid with “snowy napkins and silver service that would not have disgraced a petit souper on Murray Hill,” the reporter later wrote.

			Lee pulled out all the stops. He greeted guests on the front stoop in a high silk hat and engaged two white maids to serve tea and slice bread; male Chinese servants prepared and served the food. A roast suckling pig nestled in herbs was brought to the table, followed by sauces, salads, stewed chicken, fruit, and cake. Lee himself provided musical entertainment; he sang and accompanied himself on two traditional Chinese instruments. And he hosted more American guests at an even more lavish repast at the dawn of the Year of the Rabbit early in 1879. The New York Herald dazzled its readers by publishing the entire menu.

			Tom Lee quickly became the spokesman for the Chinese colony. In November 1878, he opined to a New York Sun reporter on the virtues of citizenship for Chinese, naming several who had already naturalized. The following January, he sounded a similar theme with a New York Telegram reporter. He dismissed Chinese who returned home as “disappointed and homesick,” noting proudly, if not grammatically, that “this country good enough for me.”

			Indeed it was. Tom Lee was home. He had an American wife and no intention of ever living in his native land again.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			It didn’t take long for Lee to realize that if he wanted to build bridges to New York’s politically powerful, most roads led to Tammany Hall. The Society of St. Tammany—named for a leader of the Native American Lenape tribe—had gotten its start as a social and fraternal organization in the late eighteenth century and had dominated New York politics since the middle of the nineteenth century. Over time, it had developed into a well-oiled political machine that kept Democrats of its choosing in power in the city and sometimes the state. Through an intricate system of political patronage and kickbacks, Tammany bosses had acquired functional control over government, and they used it for many decades to lucrative advantage.

			Tammany Hall’s hold on power depended on securing enough votes on Election Day to keep its candidates in office, thus enabling them to profiteer from public works projects, offer employment, dole out gifts to friends and allies, and bribe political rivals. Once a nativist movement, it had begun to reach out to the growing number of immigrants from Europe, especially Ireland and later Italy, who were flooding the city. Many were unemployed, broke and desperate, and more than willing to pledge their loyalty to whoever would provide them with a livelihood.

			Earning their allegiance required a complex grassroots organization able to reach deeply into the city’s neighborhoods. Ward bosses oversaw a network of precinct captains who built relationships with the families in their jurisdictions. Many were first- or second-generation immigrants themselves who could speak with newcomers in their native tongues. They helped new arrivals secure food, clothing, shelter, and jobs, either with government or with companies beholden to the bosses. They also assisted in securing emergency loans and solving minor legal problems. Most important, they facilitated immigrants’ applications for citizenship, which, of course, was necessary to turn them into voters. In exchange for all of this, those who received patronage were expected to vote the Tammany ticket. It was the responsibility of those same captains to make certain that the men showed up at the polls for city, state, and even federal elections and knew exactly whom to choose. They also stuffed ballot boxes when necessary.

			Chinese were not of much interest to the machine in this regard because most could not vote, and after 1882 the Exclusion Act ensured that they couldn’t become citizens. But there were other ways Chinese could support friends in the political firmament, and Tom Lee soon figured them out. The most obvious was through offering financial support, which he did regularly. Another involved hosting grand outings worthy of any Tammany boss.

			On September 15, 1881, he arranged a picnic on Staten Island for fifty of his countrymen and a handful of invited guests. Among the white guests were some powerful figures: Maurice Hyland, a saloon keeper and Sixth Ward party boss; James Cowan, a well-connected civil and criminal attorney; and the Fourth District Court judge John A. Dinkel, who routinely heard cases involving Chinese claimants and defendants.

			The guests assembled on Mott Street, festooned with flags to mark the occasion. As a bugler from New York’s Sixty-ninth Infantry Regiment sounded a call, everyone boarded horse-drawn coaches. The parade proceeded to the Battery without incident, save some heckling from lower-class whites, who derided the Chinese travelers loudly as “haythen” and “yaller rat eaters.” When they arrived at the pier, the police held back other passengers to allow the Chinese to board the ferry together.

			They arrived to a Western breakfast of ham and eggs, clam fritters, fried eel, potatoes, bread, and coffee, and—with a bit of instruction from the American guests—the Chinese consumed it with knives and forks, in what the New York Times approvingly deemed “a thoroughly Christian manner.” There was swimming, a tug-of-war, and a hundred-yard race: Lee, playing the patriarch, awarded a $2.50 prize to each winner. There was music from Chinese percussion, wind, and stringed instruments. A caricature artist sketched attendees. And those who had brought opium wafers partook of the narcotic with impunity. After dinner, the guests departed for home, where they were welcomed by an explosion of Chinese firecrackers and Roman candles.

			Truth, a New York daily, hailed the event as a signal that New York’s Chinese were learning to do and act as Americans: “Not only are they assuming the manners of Americans, but they are rapidly becoming thorough New Yorkers.”

			And, indeed, many were. In at least some sense of the term.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Lee quickly eclipsed Wo Kee as head of the Chinese colony, and early in 1880 he established a new organization. The Loon Yee Tong, whose name translates as the “Chamber United in Friendship,” was part trade union, part social club, part fraternity, and part political advocacy group. Although it was portrayed to the outside world as a Chinese Masonic lodge, in no sense was it organically related to traditional Freemasonry. It was, however, an outgrowth of a venerable Chinese institution. The Loon Yee Tong was the New York incarnation of a much larger and older organization sometimes called the Hongmen.

			The Hongmen had gotten its start in China early in the Qing dynasty as a sworn brotherhood cum gang of outlaws committed to restoring the earlier Ming dynasty, which had been Chinese rather than Manchu ruled. It had arrived in North America with the earliest Chinese immigrants. It went by different names in different cities: it was known as the Chee Kung Tong, or “Chamber of Universal Justice,” in San Francisco and elsewhere in California and by the turn of the century would assume that name in New York as well.

			Broadly speaking, the Loon Yee Tong served fraternal functions in the Chinese community similar to those of the Freemasons or the Elks. It charged an initiation fee of $10 and levied annual dues of $5. Within days, 150 men had signed up, and within a month it had amassed several thousand dollars. A year later its membership doubled to 300, and it had entirely eclipsed Wo Kee’s Polong Congsee. But there were apparently no hard feelings; Wo Kee would become a staunch Lee ally.

			The Loon Yee Tong soon occupied sumptuous quarters at 18 Mott. Its “Joss” Hall—the term, a corruption of the Portuguese deus, meaning “God,” described a Chinese idol—was decorated with banners and Chinese paintings, including one of Confucius and one of the emperor. At one end stood a shrine, ten feet high and six feet wide, with an altar where offerings to Guan Gong, a virtuous third-century general and hero, were made on certain days of the month and important Chinese festivals and whenever someone needed divine intervention in a life event or good fortune for an evening of gambling.

			Rooms in the rear were given over to members in need, whether ill or out of work. Because nearly two-thirds of the fellows were laundrymen, the organization paid special attention to their interests. Its bylaws, for example, did not permit any member to start a laundry within two city blocks of an establishment owned by a brother.

			Like all Hongmen chapters, the Loon Yee Tong had secret rites. Initiations involved suspending a sword over a neophyte’s head as he recited thirty-six oaths of allegiance. The candidate’s finger was pricked and a drop of his blood spilled into a cup of wine, which was then drunk by all to symbolize his admission into a blood brotherhood. And a rooster was ritually decapitated as an illustration of what would befall him if he broke his oath to obey tong leaders without question. Loyalty and obedience were valued above all else.

			From the start, it was clear that the Loon Yee Tong would also have a political agenda. One officer predicted to a New York Herald reporter that “before the next Presidential election we will have over five hundred Chinese voters in New York, and then we can speak not only as residents, but as citizens.” His dream was not to be realized, however, because in 1882 the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act ended any further naturalization of Chinese.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			Shortly after the Loon Yee Tong was established came a startling announcement: Under Sheriff John B. Sexton, a powerful Tammany Hall figure, had appointed Tom Lee a deputy sheriff of New York County. Lee’s relationship-building efforts had paid off handsomely: he had asked for—and certainly paid for—the nomination. Although not a member of the police department, a deputy sheriff was a civil law enforcement officer authorized to make arrests, issue summonses, and carry firearms, and the appointment was ostensibly made to help keep order in Chinatown, where Chinese were sometimes taunted and assaulted by Americans and where fights occasionally broke out among the residents themselves.

			Lee was the first Chinese to hold any government office, appointive or elective, in New York’s history. And he wore his new title, quite literally, as a badge of honor, affixed to his suspenders. The New York Herald reported that “the Celestials are delighted over the success of his application, and feel sure that they will not be molested in their own neighborhood.”

			But not all of New York’s “Celestials”—a term that meant “Chinese people”—were so delighted with one of their own strutting around flashing a badge. Vesting so much power in one individual—first by the Six Companies and now by municipal authorities—caused resentment, and it did not take long for the new deputy sheriff to be tested. Soon after he took office, a fight broke out in a gambling house at 17 Mott after a sailor claimed to have been cheated out of $2.50. He appealed to a local boardinghouse keeper named Lee Sing for help, and the dispute quickly grew into a general riot that spilled out onto Mott Street.
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					Tom Lee, named deputy sheriff of New York County in 1880, was the first Chinese to hold any government office, appointive or elective, in New York’s history.

				

			

			The two beat policemen stationed nearby were unequal to the task of breaking up the brawl, so when one spied the new deputy sheriff, he called on him for assistance. Aided by Loon Yee Tong members, Tom Lee attempted to restore order, but he and several others were knocked to the pavement by Lee Sing, a bulky man with a considerable weight advantage. He blackened both of Tom’s eyes and kicked him as he fell.

			The police overcame and arrested Lee Sing, but the Court of General Sessions later acquitted him of felonious assault, infuriating Tom Lee. Irritated at the lack of respect shown him and his position, he sued Lee Sing for $10,000 in damages. It was highly unusual to involve civil authorities in an altercation between two Chinese; such disputes were normally adjudicated within the Chinese community. But because Tom Lee was the authority within the community, he was hardly in a position to mediate.

			When the case was heard, both the plaintiff and the accused appeared in court in Western dress. The New York Sun noted that the portly Lee Sing was as big as two Tom Lees. Lee Sing persuaded the jury he had acted in what he believed was self-defense. He not only won the case; the judge assessed Tom Lee $100 to cover Lee Sing’s legal fees.

			Although no one could have known it at the time, Lee Sing’s assault was the first blow dealt between the two Chinatown factions that would eventually become the Hip Sing Tong and the On Leong Tong.

			◆ ◆ ◆ ◆ ◆

			There was nothing professional about the New York Police Department of the 1880s. There were no accepted hiring standards beyond the requirements that officers be citizens of the United States, residents of the state for at least a year, and free of criminal convictions. The longshoremen, teamsters, and other blue-collar workers who became officers, many of whom were Irish immigrants, were not well educated, but they were well connected, because it took a politician to appoint them. The job of policeman was much sought after; for most, it was considered a step up in the world. By the mid-1880s, recruits were required to submit to examination by a board before they could be hired, but it still took a $250 payment to a local politician to seal the deal.

			New York’s police were governed by a board of four Tammany-approved commissioners. These were appointed by the mayor with the advice and consent of the Common Council—later the Board of Aldermen—for staggered terms of six years and were paid $5,000 per year. One superintendent, 4 inspectors, 34 captains, 126 sergeants, 142 roundsmen, more than 2,000 patrolmen, and 73 doormen made up the force. The city was divided into thirty precincts led by captains, each under the jurisdiction of an inspector.

			There were also detectives, twenty-five at headquarters and one to four in each precinct, who investigated crimes. Like roundsmen and patrolmen, detectives earned $800 per year. Sergeants, assigned four to a precinct, earned $1,250 annually; captains were paid $1,800 and inspectors $3,000. Police officers were a step above longshoremen and on their way toward middle-class wages. Neither seniority nor merit brought salary adjustments; promotion was the only path to a raise.

			The commissioners exercised broad powers over internal discipline, appointments, and promotions. They also had charge of the Bureau of Elections and the power to choose election inspectors and poll clerks. Both sets of responsibilities offered myriad opportunities for graft and abuse, however, and it was well understood that the department was corrupt, from the commissioners on down. In 1875, a select committee of the state assembly had found that

			one of the greatest difficulties experienced in procuring an efficient Police has been . . . the continual intermeddling of politicians with the government of the force. Patrolmen have generally been appointed through political influence; promotions have been made on the same ground, and even details for duty have frequently been regulated in the same manner.

			Tammany Hall demanded standard fees for promotions, payable to political bosses. An officer could become a roundsman for $300; a roundsman could advance to sergeant for $1,600, and a sergeant to captain for $12,000 to $15,000. Because such payments were normally beyond the reach of the individuals involved, many of whom struggled just to make ends meet, most of those hopeful of advancement had to find backers to raise money.

			The obvious sponsors, apart from friends and family, were the merchants who operated within their jurisdictions. They had the most to gain from good relations with local police, and those with resources were often willing to “invest” in a promotion or were pressured into doing so. Payback was expected not only in cash over time but also in other ways. When the lenders were gambling bosses, saloon owners, or brothel keepers who operated outside the law, they expected to be permitted to continue to do so on a wink and a nod.

			Looking the other way was easy for a new sergeant or a captain. Raising the money to repay lenders was more challenging. An accepted way to amass funds was to shake down smaller merchants in exchange for “protection.” In Chinatown, however, this was problematic because most Chinese couldn’t speak English very well and no one on the force could speak Chinese. There was, therefore, a gap between the police and the Chinese merchants. Whoever filled it would be well positioned for lucrative rewards.

			The idea was not lost on Tom Lee.
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