May 22, 2009
UCLA Asian American Studies Center
Him Mark Lai: Dean of Chinese American History, Passes (1925-2009)
Him Mark Lai, the internationally noted scholar, writer, and "Dean of Chinese American History" was born on November 1, 1925 in San Francisco's Chinatown.  His ten books, more than 100 essays, and research in English and Chinese on all aspects of Chinese American life are published and cited in the U.S., the Americas, China, Southeast Asia, and Australia. 
Lai was a member of Amerasia Journal's editorial board for more than 30 years and a contributing writer.  Among his works published by the UCLA Asian American Studies Center Press are: A History Reclaimed: An Annotated Bibliography of Chinese Language Materials on the Chinese of America (1986); in 2000 Amerasia  Journal published his autobiographical essay: "Musings of a Chinese American Historian."
With the writer Ruthanne Lum McCunn, historian Judy Yung, and editor Russell C. Leong serving as the co-editors, the UCLA Asian American Center Press will be publishing his autobiography in 2009-2010.
                                * * *
Him Mark Lai was born in San Francisco Chinatown to immigrant parents from Nam Hoi District, Guangzhou, and attended local schools including Francisco Junior High, Nam Kue Chinese School, and was graduated from U.C. Berkeley in 1947 with a degree in mechanical engineering and until his retirement worked for Bechtel Corporation.
In late 1949, he began volunteering for Chung Sai Yat Po, the first daily paper to support the People's Republic of China, and became a member of organizations active in persuading students to return to China to serve the new government.  He also joined the Chinese American Democratic Youth League, more familiarly known as Mun Ching, where he met Laura Jung, a new immigrant, whom he married in 1953.
According to Ruthanne Lum McCunn:
"Lai joined the Chinese Historical Society of America soon after its founding in 1963.  These events, together with contemporaneous changes in the status of minorities spurred by the Civil Rights movement, led Lai towards developing a Chinese American identity, and in 1967, he accepted a proposal by Maurice Chuck, editor of the bilingual East/West, the Chinese American Weekly to write a series of articles on Chinese American history.  This marked the beginning of Lai's career in reclaiming the Chinese/American experience-a fortuitous confluence of his passion for history and his deep commitment to his bicultural heritage and democratic principles.
His East/West articles-revised and annotated-became the cornerstone for the classic A History of the Chinese in California, A Syllabus, co-edited with Thomas W. Chin and Philip P. Choy, as well as the basis for the first Chinese American history course in the United States, which Lai team taught with Choy at San Francisco State College in Fall 1969 and which resulted in another classic Outlines: History of the Chinese in America.  Lai's first scholarly essay, "A Historical Survey of Organizations of the Left Among the Chinese in America," published in the Fall 1972 issue of the Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars-together with subsequent revisions-remains a standard reference.  So do Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910-1940, co-authored/translated with Genny Lim and Judy Yung; Lai's "Chinese on the Continental U.S." in the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups; his From Overseas Chinese to Chinese American: a History of the Development of Chinese during the Twentieth Century (in Chinese) and articles in the Encyclopedia of Chinese Overseas and Huaquiao Huaren baike quanshu [Encyclopedia of Chinese and people of Chinese descent overseas];  his studies of Chinese newspapers and schools, district associations, and communities in the Pearl River Delta."
Indeed, almost every researcher or scholar who has studied Chinese Americans during the past forty years is indebted to Him Mark Lai's pioneering and lifelong work based on primary Chinese-language sources.  According to editor Russell C. Leong, "Him Mark Lai gave Chinese Americans a voice in history because he listened to ordinary people both in America and China and trained himself to read what they felt and thought--in the Chinese language. His legacy challenges us to listen, to think, and to feel more deeply--to untangle, to clarify, and to refine the historical and political record of our lives here."
The UCLA Asian American Studies Center is also grateful for Him Mark Lai's support of the work of others as a long-standing member of the editorial committees of Amerasia Journal and of Chinese America: History & Perspectives, the two leading scholarly journals which have collectively published the most materials on Asian Americans and Chinese Americans during the past four decades. 
                                                        -Russell C. Leong
                                                         Editor, Amerasia Journal, UCLA   
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Him Mark Lai, an internationally renowned archivist and historian of Chinese America and a highly respected leader of the community, died peacefully on Thursday, May 21, 2009, after a long struggle with cancer and other complications. He was 84 years old and is survived by his wife of 56 years, Laura.  

Him Mark's most significant contributions to Chinese American history are comprised of: research and publications, archival collections, and mentoring young historians. In all, he published ten books and more than one hundred articles in English and Chinese, including A History of the Chinese in California, A Syllabus, co-edited with Thomas W. Chinn and Philip P. Choy, as well as  Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on AngelIsland 1910-1940, co-authored/translated with Genny Lim and Judy Yung.

In lieu of flowers, his family asks for donations to the "Him Mark Lai Digital Archive Project" of the Chinese Historical Society of America (CHSA), the "Him Mark Lai Heritage Fund" of the Chinese Culture Foundation (CCF),  or Chinese for Affirmative Action (CAA).

On Saturday, June 20, at 2:30 pm, a memorial service and celebration of Him Mark Lai's life will be held at the Chinese Culture Center at 750 Kearny Street in San Francisco's Chinatown, followed by dinner at Gold Mountain Restaurant, 644 Broadway, at 5 pm.
PHOTO ABOVE: Him Mark & Laura Lai leaving CHSA's "Civil Rights Suite" APA Heritage Month event on May 18, 2008. Photo by Leland Wong.
Click here to support the Him Mark Lai Digital Archive Project 
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TO THE FAMILY AND FRIENDS OF PROFESSOR HIM MARK LAI
 

On behalf of all ISSCO members and officers, the ISSCO board extends its heartfelt condolences to the family of Him Mark Lai, one of the initiators and founding members of the International Society for the Studies of Chinese Overseas. We remember with fondness his enthusiasm and help when ISSCO was first launched at the international conference in 1991 organized jointly with the University of Berkely . We recall the many conferences where he gave erudite papers, shared his expert knowledge and extended his friendship to everyone; we are the wiser for the benefit of his scholarship. We find it refreshing and moving to see his wife Laura always by his side, not just accompanying him at the conferences, but also sharing her knowledge and insights with us. 

 

Him Mark Lai’s passing is indeed a great loss to the field of Chinese overseas studies. We hope his family and friends, especially his wife Laura, will be comforted by the fact that his works and his memories will live on in our collective memories.

 

PROF. LEO SURYADINATA, 

ISSCO PRESIDENT
