. 3.
Detroit Blues: “Because
of You Motherfuckers”

Tarrived in Detroit in 1976 with little more than n1y beat-up Chevy Vega, a suit-
case, a few boxes, and about a hundred dollars. My fizst order of business was to
“find a job, preferably at an auto factory. I was on a mission, a giand adventure,
'fo_ learn what it meant to be an American in America’s heartland. I was finally
&omg what we had talked about endiessly in college—going to the grass roots,
the workplaces and neighborhoods where we could learn from the people who

ere the real makers of history, This was not the road my ancestors had planned
or.me,

 Like many Asian American immigrant parents, mine had instilled in me the
virtues of education and scholarship. But our family’s tiny baby novelty business
Qf_f_éred little exposure to possible careers My parents had few ideas of where my
Studiés might take me. I was so unsure of what to do in my life beyond college

Historic rally by dsian Americans in Detroit’s Kennedy Sguare on May 9, 1983
etar J. ng)
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ood Asian American child would do: 1 applied to medical

that 1 did what any §
and minored in

school. Though 1 majored in public and internationa} affairs,
Past Asian Studies and student activism, 1 also took a few pre-med courses—just
to be safe I even got accepted, and within days of starting on Ty M D.Ibegan

to realize 1had made 2 texrible mistake. But my filial obligation o my parents-—

and my entire line of ancestors——was a co1¢ part of my Chinese heritage, so 1

stayed on.

After struggling for two years, I finally mustered the courage to ruin forever

my parents’ dream—and that of nearly every Asian iramigrant parent—to have
a doctor, who will care for them in their old age T quit med-

an offspring who is
ical school, spurning Wy path to respectability, wealth, and filial nirvana. Butl

was clueless about what 10 pursue instead, I still wanted to be part of the big
social changes 1 discovered during the student protest years My equally idealistic
friends encouraged me 0 MOVE 1o Detroit, which they viewed as the real Amer-

ica. My parents saw shis as further evidence that T had lost my mind.

Almost immediately, 1 Janded a job as a large-press operator at 2 Chrysler
sfamping plant, making car hoods, fenders, and other parts. T joined the United
Auto Wotkers union. 1n a factory of several thousand workers, [ was one of per-
haps three Asian faces, T definitely stood out 1 was a rarity on the streets of
Detroit as well, with its 60 percent African American population and the rest
class whites, many from the South At the time, Detroit had

mostly working-
million—not even one per-

only 7,614 Asian Americans in a population of 1.2
cent of the city.

1 didn't go to Detroit to find a large Asian American p
hoped to find some palatable Chinese food. 1 was unhappy

opulation, but { had

i the diminutive and de
fragile to move clsewhere. Desperate, I asked my co-workers at the stamping

plant where 10 g0 _
“Stanley’s is the happening place for Chinese food,” the African American

autoworkers ananimously told me. T wouldn't

that any dish more exotic than sweet and sout pork unnerve

friends At Stanley’s 1 waswt surprised to find that the cocktails wore pink

umbreilas. But I was stunned by the gigantic, flaky dinner rolls

my order. Rice was optional, and everything was smothered in heavy brows L

gravy. 1 didr’t fault Stanley’ s—like Chinese everywhere in the diaspora,
to survive and adapt to

tion of political status in Detroit, Asian Americans weren’t even on the map- -

with the restaurants -

caying Chinatown, whose residents seemed too old and

have been so trusting had I recailed -
d many of my bla_tck_

that accompanied -

they _had :

the environment. But if culinary influence was an indica-
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b ROITI UES USE CF YOU MOIHERPUCKERS”

Two years later, I was no longer a pr
A . ‘ press operator. As easily as I fo j
devastaﬁngi - :;ic:; S;, along ‘w1th some 300,000 other autg),wm]zcerlsmixi1 Eﬁye o
g co lapse inez .auto lfldustry I'was learning more about “real Ameri
o en e DCcaSic.gMI ; Il-ll’y‘ biggest lesson was that we were not so differ .
o o oo 1:aczal conf{ontation-—like the drunken worker thnt'
P e a)l; _ac; and ,sa1d, “I don’t care if you're from Jap-pan, th
St s e :ne , yl;)u rc.a on my turf}” but she was the rare excej ti(e)
o e o ss‘em ly line and the unemployment line, we shap‘ d )
e secopnised our. common humanity. N
S ;os;cml upheaval, I discovered journalism. I began writ
A, ltmes and other “alternative” news publications. I N
i thos et str);f and the labor movement for Monthly Detr;n'r
et oot :: ?h o‘f a new city magazine, Metropolitan Detroit. I
oy Ay ort ngt ¢ life and trends that made Detroit dynamic A i
The last thi A "
ing I expected to find in Detroit was an Asian American mand
andate

that would com
el )
pan-Asian pel the scattered groups across the nation into a b
movement. I was in for a big surprise road-based

n the years leadin
. g up to the summer of
sis. Long li . r of 1982, Detroit was a city in cri
o Wegl lclﬁnes cf)é despair snaked around unemployment Ofﬁcmy men
3 T . i
¢ othices, soup kitchens. Men and women lost hoceS, e
mies, ¢ars,

recreational vehi

a lfetime of har cflili;s, E;:lr.nmer cottages, and possessions accumuilated fi

: oK in a once-thriving industry. They were named f[)hm
€ e

new poor” For
: man .
156 of theis 1 y; gloom turned to anger as th
e of their miseries. ey searched for the

co
> S m d
At T t.h.e mparnies bIarIled ﬂle wWOIx keI fOI mco eter 1CC an

malaise, for wanti
mg too much in exch
ange for too little. Th
. The workers,

tu-IIl pOIHted to de(:le[)l[ faCIUI 1< alld b2 | at a(l 11 YEE
] S
11

pgraded since World W

i ar H, PI‘OﬁtS that h

einvested i . ad been squander

' in plants and people. The government was fgultedeflcidtl?nd n(;;
e usu

*“While Detroit h

. ad once scoffed at th, ‘

omakers wer ; . at the threat of oil short s

. ere busily meeting the demand for Inexpensive ﬁalgeels’eilzgp'an X
* -etclent
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cars. In 1978, a new oil crisis and subsequent price hikes at the gas pumps
der dinosauys made in Detroit,

Killed the market for the heavy, eight-cylin
precipitating the massive layoffs and a crisis throughout the industrial
Midwest. The Japanese auto imports were everything the gas- guzzlers were
not——cheap to buy, cheap to run well made and dependable. They were

easy to hate.
Anything Japanese, or presumed to be Japanese, became 2 potential

target, Japanese cars Were easy pickings. Local unions sponsored sledge-

hammer events giving frustrated workers a chance to smash Japanese cars

for a dollar a swing. Japanese cats Were vandalized and their owners wete
shot at on the freeways. On TV, radio, and the local street coIner, anti-
Japanese slurs were commonplace. Politicians and public figures made
irresponsible and unambiguous racial barbs aimed at Japanese people. Lee

Jacocca, chairman of the failing Chrysler Corporation and onetime presi-

dential candidate, jokingly suggested dropping nuclear bombs on Japan,
while U S. Representative John Dingell of Michigan pointed his fury at
“those little yellow men”
“Honda, Toyota—Pearl Harbor” 1t felt

Bumper stickers threatened
dangerous to have an Asian face. Asian American employees of auto com-
1 because angry work-

panies were war ned pot to go onto the factory floo

ers might hurt them if they were thought to be Japanese Evenin distant
Japanese American televi-

ulled a knife and

California, Robert Handa, a third-gener ation
sion reporter, was threatened by an autoworker who p
yelled, “I don’t likee Jap food . . only like American food”

I had lost my job at Chrysler in the first round of layoffs, four years .
I was grateful that it was American-

inder of dangerous times past. It

earlier, but every time | drove my car
made. The tension was anl ominous remi
seemed only a matter of time before the anger turned to violence.

That summel, a twenty-seven-year-0
destined to become a symb

ing, Vincent was a recent gra
trade school, and worked as a draftsman during the day 2

weekends. He liked nothing more than spending a lazy afternoon fishinl
with his buddies. He hadm’t been touched by the Asian American mo
ment and knew little of the violence endured by past genetations 0
in America. But he had felt the sting of racial prejudice and witnesse

id man named Vincent Chin was
ol for Asian Americans. Vincent was a regular

Detroit guy who happened to be of Chinese descent Cheerful and easygo-
duate of Control Data Institute, a compqtgx
nd a waiter 0B

£ Asian
d th
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hardships of his immi
migrant parent : .
restaurants of Detroit parents, who worked in the laundries and
On June 19, 1982, a we '
s 5 ek before his weddine, Vi
out for th . P . € g, Vincent’s pals ¢ :
Pante o : uiHhAmer.lcan ritual the bachelor party. They wlr)enfc ‘2)0113< o
Detr'(;it o :hY striptease bar in Highland Park, a tattered encl ancy
Motow; e edcmmbhng mansions once home to auto 1'11«':1gnat;We 0;
Honty Tord n;m u;)lni}’ blocks away from the abandoned buildings s]—?n‘
neighborh anufactured the Model T. Vincent, who gr A
gThOI oo}f, had been to Fancy Pants several ﬁl‘;lCS befglew P in that
at night, his mother admonished hi e
s shed Gxg oo .
shoulds't go there anymore” ed him, “Youre getting martied, you
Ma, it’s my last time,” he replied

“Don’t say ‘last time, it’
» it’s bad luck,” sh -
nese superstitions. e scolded, conjuring up old Chi-

At the lounge, two whi
X white men sat across th 1
b < bwe ' s the striptease stage fr in-
cent an Eb:;nthlee friends—two white men and one Chinesge AIZI: 'Vm
Fonald I\.th S; 21:1 E}larg superintendent for Chrysler, and his steggsn |
, a laid-oft autoworker, so it clo >
pochael : . , soon made it clear that th
o dancefsrel;senfle distasteful The friends of the groom-to-be we::r fou'nd
andsomely to shower their favors on Vincent Accorc%)iiynzg
. g to

witnesses, E
s I‘eceivinbelff‘ Seeged annoyed by the attention the Chinese Ameri
say “Chink ”g“Nj(;T Zl‘?flildi dancers Vincent’s friends overheard E};:]I;
¥ , al cker” One Ofth
because of m ] . ¢ dancers heard him sav. “I¢’
“Don’t call mzt:gffk?s like you that we're out of work ” Vincent i:Y’ liIilS
cker;” and a scuffle ensued. Nitz’s forehead was cutppz ,
} 5-

sibly by a punch o1 chai
ir thr :
from the bat rown by Vincent. Both groups were ejected

bEIIS and NltZ hul}ted fOI‘ ChlIl &Ild the Othel C}-lulese main in }1 S
1

group. In th k summer ni
ﬁOur'Pwiﬂl aen‘ie'nibs et night, they drove through the area for a half
Chinese” Fi a]jl1g othood man whom they paid to help them “get th
:MtDOné_]d’;nonYVgleYdSPOtSEd Vincent and his friend in front of a ciivdeg
iy oodward Avenue, Detroit’ ]
‘Creepin ; . , Detroit’s main central thor \
-Wilﬂs hii ]:ibzhtl}rll d the Chme_se Ameticans, Nitz held Vincent (gg;lggfal :
cent's skull f;)u:Ii t'EI S"Tngflﬁs Louisville Slugger baseball bat into sf&n
SR - times, “as if he was going for ]
cops who wer . going for a home run.” Two ofl-
‘impact Ofﬁze;;lOOnhghung as security guards witnessed the a(’:t:i dIul:Y
ows broke a jade pendant that Vincent wore-—to s‘;ome
<
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Chinese, a sign of bad Juck. Mortally wounded, Vincent died four days
later. His four hundred wedding guests attended his funeral instead.

The Detroit Free Press featured the bridegroom’s beating death on its
front page, telling of Vincent's life and hopes for his martiage, but offering
no details of his slaying—none of the circumstances were yet known.
Detroit’s Asian Americans, unaccustomed to any media coverage, took
notice, But they remained silent even though many believed that race was
a factor in the killing. The community was smail and unorganized. Con-
ventional wisdom of the «dom’t make waves” variety admonished that vis-
ibility could bring trouble. Even if they wished to protest, they had no
advocacy or watchdog group to turn to. Tt seemed that the matter would
end there. [ read the story with sadness and alarm, {00 aware of the racial
tensions switling around the region. I wondered how this Chinese Ameri-

can camne to be killed, when there were so few Asian Americans in Detroit.
As an enterprising young jout nalist, I clipped the story out and filed it, cer-
tain that there was a bigger stoTy behind Vincent's death.

Nine months later, on March 18, 1983, new headlines appeared on the
front pages of Detroit’s two dailies: “ Two Men Charged in *82 Slaying Get
Probation” and “Probation in Slaying Riles Chinese” It seemed to be the
courtroom conclusion to Vincent Chin’s death. The two Killers pleaded
guilty and no contest t0 savagely beating Chin to death; each received three
years’ probation and $3,780 in fines and court costs to be paid over three

years. The judge, Chatles Kaufman, explained his reasoning: “ These aren’t
the kind of men you send to jail,” he said . “You fit the punishment o the
criminal, not the crime” The lightness of the senience shocked Detroit.
Two white Killers were set free in a city with a population more than 60
cent black, where African Ameticans routinely received harsher seri-
tences for lesser crimes. The sentence of probation drew cries of outrage,

pex

Local pundits harshly ct iticized Judge Kaufman. “You have raised the ugly
the lives of the killers

are of great and continuing value to soclety, implying they are of greater

of

ghost of racism, suggesting in your explanation that

value than the life of the slain victim . . How gross and ostentatious.o;
you; how callous and vyes, unjust . .
Nikki McWhirter.

‘The Detroit News reporier Cynthia Lee, herself a Chinese Ame'l_iiqai_il
from Hawail, interviewed members of the Chinese American community:
who voiced their disbelief “You go o jail for killing a dog,” said Henry Yee

» wrote Detroit Free Press columi_liét
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a ‘ ‘
Clr;i?lt;i locil I?Staux ateur who was described as the “unofficial mayor
N own‘.‘ Vl?lcents lite was worth less than a used caz, cri o 'Of
raught family friend o cried @ di
The reacti ithi i
Popldatiz;ac;lon.mﬂlm.the Detroit area’s small, scattered Asian America
popu ation tinis unmedlatf: and visceral. Suddenly people who had -
urec 2 L et e of df':gradmg treatment were wondeting if th.eir ca ae'n-
to sufer in :1 ence might nolionger be a virtue, when even in deaﬂlpa(;?'
e mfm;nu:llcontested kﬂlmg, they could be so disrespected. Di)sconf
phone; i networks of Asian Americans frantically worked th
r > trying to find some way to vent their frustrations and per :
ect the injustice and perhaps cor-
I, too, was stunned. Hern i
. 00, . Here was the incredibl i
i | . e ending to the st
Thppec'i out. for future reference 1 felt distraught, betrayedmarszc? Ifz 'I'had
e ’puﬁ)atlonaxy sentences seemed to echo the familiar taunt, © Cllifrilsn
man’s ¢ ” im remi ) 2 China:
mans ¢ t;n(i:l Pﬂ;ai t;g(ruilhrf:nlnnder of the days when whites lynched Chag
‘ e lessons from my Asi i .
Jese ‘ vy Asian American st
o ;:ietrll: days came rushing back to me. After I read the artidess ;1 ‘tieelm
e person named in the Detroit Ni i mysel
t ews article. Introduci
o Henry Yee, whose common Chinese American name wastig-:g et
same as

: my older brother’s, I offered ;

s to help in any way [ .

" to meet hi y way I could. Hemy invited

o Hen;yeilnzn;jiome others that afternoon, At Carl’s Steak I);ou:e eI nr-:l i

e A Yee (not I-eéated), president of the Detroit Chines,e Wei

. A woman named Liza Chan, a Hon, ‘

- my own e > g Kong-bon attor

f ‘ e {0 conduct a ]_arger meeti ih . '
mme members of the Chinese and Asian Amézicanllim;tmc]?:;l @ include

-."The Chi i
Loohe O}f;lf}::seC}\;Yelfaxe Council was the public face of the local
| oches 0 ‘eh inese Consolidated Benevolent Association and th
: iéﬁon ftg erchants Association, a tong, a form of Chinatown .
. b i i 0 I i
=0 InoDexg as.,soaated with the seamier side of Chinese America Ig;m
oes. etroit it sexved a social functi L ons
o B Dol . . nction. Both organizations had 1
i Chinatowns The business association, also known as the0§ :
11X

mani . .
mpanies, began in San Francisco in the 1860s to provide public
set-

ices denied i
disputes, 1e to Chu_lese by'iocal governments. The association arbitrated
gt)'\rexnrr;en‘r;;{?;;nnng Chinese concerns to the city, state, and fede: 1
- The tongs, on the other hand, were alleged to cond at
uc
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organized crime activities in Chinatowns, using their networks to run
gambling, prostitution, drug-trafficking, and protection rackets. Some
tongs performed legitimate community and civic functions; in Detroit,
the Chinese Welfare Council and On Leong Merchants Association were
well established, and both Henry Yee and Kin Yee were members

Merchants were the Chinese pioneers in Detroit. In 1872, the first Chi-
nese Detroiter, Ah Chee, art ived and setup a laundry business; subsequent
arrivals did the same. The first Chinese restaurant opened in 1905. The
Chinese business community hit its peak in the 1920s, when the city
counted 300 Chinese laundries and 32 testaurants. Since that time, the
Chinatown population and business base dwindled, becoming a mere
shadow of its peak days.

Over the yeats, the Asian American population in the Detroit area
changed considerably. The Immigration Act of 1965 had ushered in a new
generation of Chinese immigrants, as well as those from Korea, the Philip-

" pines, and South Asia, Because the new immigration regulations heavily
favored educated professionals, the newer Asian immigrants included
highly trained scientists, engineers, doctors, and nurses. Many of the top
researchers for the Big Three automakers were Ph.D’s from throughout
Asia The professionals fived in the suburbs, far from Detroit’s urban core
and Chinatown By the 1980s, Chinatown’s shrinking base reflected the

diminished role of the merchants. The children of the laundry and restau-

;ant owners had gone to college and moved to the suburbs or to other

cities, The family businesses in Chinatown faded.

'The 1980 census reported only 1,2 13 Chinese in the entire city; while
stionably small. On

that is surely an undercount, the population was unque

Leong ran the Chinese Culture and Recreational Centet, offering activities -
for youth and English-language instr uction to new immigrants. It also -
assisted the aging bachelor Chinese, settled disputes among {mmigrants,
and maintained a cemetery plot for Chinese. If it had more nefarious pur-
the notorious Hong Kong—based chief

of the national On Leong, Eddie Chan, was welt known to the FBI an_d_ :
resented Chhlato‘:\)f_i_l :

suits, they weren't obvious, though

Interpol. The Detroit Chinese Welfare Council 1ep

interests to the city and at political functions. Both groups wete run by the
ded to bolster their membetship -

blood. The late Vincent Chin was one 0

same aging elders who realized they nee
by attracting new, and younget,
their younger members.
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Vincent’s background was like that of man i
:jit::;nn ;};1;1;;&&}-11'3 ;f;ther, David Bing Hing Cyl;isrf,c (1)123 i:;rezu;nlfuh;
e, from e‘time he arrived from China in 1922 ¢
z::rs:;efnn t;zt;lr }11: c(Iieat? in 1981, the year before Vincent was sil::i? P;eg ]i:j
e ﬁl}lfd uzing ‘.Norlo War II, which earned him his citizenshi
and the xight o ind a wife in China. Lily came to the United States in 1941;
i I,m)th s.olriila.ﬂy other Chinese women of her generation
PR htieltI.l Lily kner_.v heI.‘ husband-to-be’s family, and lookeci
e }gl ! in America, Lily’s father opposed the move because
o grandhithe f: » ;vox.ked on the transcontinental railroad, but was
worked m the buncres and rstmrents dompade b me
e . nd 1 : ongside het new husband.
L Guailg,dlzjlﬁr aPnIi I?awc? Bmg. Chm_ adopted a cheerfu] six-yeas-old boy
man and a devo%ed o;lzcsh]illldcﬁgah:n :Im i ot p o
: s, i ! i
fne ;2:1 o:ﬁlllstzlinl'(gh school track team, bEt he aligow:r:'c}nlf ;):Ie:rl;:s\filnzl?axfy
e Sieet,s » e]-jc};ox'ge guy wl}o knew how to stand up for himself on tl?z
s he roit. But friends and co-workers had never seen him
_ v Chmxe s ;rikeo that he had been provoked into a fight.
e & deizeﬂ A etﬁzaéllzn til,efildr:ej?ti}i?cation with the Chin family was
et T8 ’ mily istory mirrored those of
done; PCI:E;SCZ Asl(l)le(:;léais, wl}o, like Lily and David, came fromSOGLIlnaiI;}j
don Amelican.‘men i e m]htfny service that made it possible for Chi-
‘laundiies Vincent wa(; iztr?(?fl' ﬁd;;gi et Wo'rk e e ants and
eneral : i i
?331:1'; I;a;‘frots had suffe:red and sacxiﬁcegd Oﬂ::;nAIrsoi:lr:v iﬁxi}:n]in;?-
— s;gcfaznoeonoo to the lives of Vincent, Lily, and David Chino
'?__for the fomily, kee PSI: lin;g; ;lt Ztg;i of sur}rix'/ai: work hard and sacrifice
. X com; ] i
_.go:zit;;)ﬁ,cz;tainhthi Amet ilcan dream. FoxP E&aﬁgffaﬁ :llotr?ge \I::gtl
:jusﬁce n uf.;l 1;11 e o{oe of one da‘y gaining acceptance in America The
e suttous aun%[ ' incent’s slaying shattered the dream.
ot ,Alrllnc.ont was everyone’s son, brother, boyfriend, hus-
i e }.lave " ericans felt deeply that what happened to Vincent
3 el o apjfe.:ned to anyone who “looked” Japanese. From child-
e A ﬂmy Asian American has experienced being mistaken for
€ ethnicities, even harassed and called names as though eve;);
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Asian group were the same The climate of hostility made many Asian
Americans feel unsafe, not just in Dretroit, but across the country, as the
Japan-bashing began to emanate from the nation’s capital and was ampli-
fied through the news media. If Vincent Chin could be harassed and bru-
tally beaten to death, and his killers freed, many felt it could happen to
them.

After the news of the sentences of probation for Vincent’s killers, his
mother, Lily, wrote a letter in Chinese to the Detroit Chinese Welfate
Council: “This is injustice to the grossest extreme. I grieve in my heart and
shed tears in blood. My son cannot be brought back to life, but he was a
member of your council. Therefore, I plead to you. Please let the Chinese
American community know, so they can help me hire legal counsel to
appeal, so my son can rest his soul”

As phone calls and offers of help from Chinese Americans and others
poured in from all over the Detroit area, Henry Yee and Kin Yee called for
a meeting on March 20, 1983, under the auspices of the Detroit Chinese
Welfare Council at the Golden Star Restaurant in Ferndale, a working-
class suburb just north of Detroit. Vincent had worked at the Golden Star
as a waiter. The restaurant was three miles from the McDonald’s on Wood-
ward Avenue where he was killed.

One week after the sentencing, about thirty people crammed into the
back dining room of the Golden Star. I had never been to the restaurant,
but its familiar decor of red, black, and gold-speckled mirrors reminded
me of Chinese restaurants everywhere. The lawyers stood at the front,
fielding questions from the group Barely a half dozen of them, they con-
stituted the majority of Asian American attorneys in the entire state. Most
were undet thirty. None specialized in criminal law, but they agreed on one
thing: once a sentence was rendered, little could be done to change it; the
taw offered few options. The impasse forced an uneasy quiet over the gath-

ering, broken only by the low sounds of Lily Chin weeping at the back of
the room ’

Aside from Kin Yee, Henry Yee, and Liza Chan, whom [ had just met,
1 knew no one at the meeting At that moment I had to decide between
being a reporter on the sidelines and being an active participant in what-
ever happened 1 hesitated, then raised my hand. “We must let the world
know that we think this is wrong We can’t stop now without even trying”
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At first there was no response. Then the weeping stopped Mzs. Chin stood
up and spoke in a shaky but clear voice. “We must speak up. These men
killed my son like an animal. But they go {ree. This is wrong. We must tell
the people, this is wrong”

With Mrs. Chin’s words as a moral turning point, the group decided
to press [orward. The lawyers recommended a meeting with the sentenc-
ing judge, Charles Kaufman, But who would accomnpany Mis. Chin and
Kin Yee to meet the judge? Some of the lawyers stepped back, explaining
how such an act might jeopardize their jobs. In a community with so litile
political clout, to be “the nail that sticks out” was an invitation to disaster.
After another pause, a woman spoke up. “T'll meet with Kaufman” It was
Liza Chan, the only Asian American woman practicing law in Michigan. 1
took on the task of publicizing the news that Asian Americans were out-
raged and preparing to fight the judge’s sentence. From the beginning,
women would play a major role in the case.

In the next few days, Liza and Kin attempted to meet with the judge,
who by now was flooded by angry phone calls, letters, and media inquiries,
as Asian Americans and others challenged his sentence. He skipped their
appointment. When I joined Liza and Kin for the next scheduled meeting,
we were told that the judge had suddenly decided to go on vacation. On a
pro bono basis, Liza began the work of finding and interviewing witnesses
to reconstruct what happened to Vincent Chin that fateful night, so that
Mirs. Chin and the community could assess their legal options. It soon
became clear that there were failures at every step of the criminal justice
process. The police and court record was slipshod and incomplete. The
police had failed to interview numerous witnesses, including the dancers
at the bar and a man the killers hired outside the bar to help thern “get the
Chinese”; when Liza and I visited the arresting officer, he had the murder
weapon, the Louisville Slugger baseball bat, sitting behind his desk The
first presiding judge had set the initial charges against the killers at second-
degree murders, which other legal experts determined to be too low. Almost
as outrageous as the sentence itself was the fact that no prosecutor was
present when Judge Kaufman rendered his sentence of probation.

After the community meeting at the Golden Star, I issued our first
press release. We were flooded with numerous requests for information
and offers to help. Without an existing advocacy group to manage the
community response, we decided some kind of organization would have
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to be formed. The founding meeting was set for the following week, after
we contacted the various community groups, which weze mostly religious,
cultural, and professional in mature. The meeting would be held at the
Detroit Chinese Welfare Council building.

On the evening of March 31, more than a hundred solidly middle-
aged and mainly middle-class Asian Amezicans from towns surrounding
Detroit packed the dingy, low-ceilinged hall. The threat of a Michigan frost
still lingered, but the topic under debate this night was hot and unprece-
dented among Asian Americans: whether to form a pan-Asian organiza-
tion that might seek a federal civil rights investigation in the slaying of
Vincent Chin. There had never before been a criminal civil rights case
involving anyone of Asian descent in the United States

Once again, the gathering was mostly Chinese American, with a few
other Asian ethnicities offering a thin slice of diversity. The imagery was
staunchly conservative: a faded portrait of Chiang Kai-shek at the front,
flanked by the red-white-and-blue—not Old Glory but the flag of Taiwan,
the Republic of China.

The main order of business was to create an organization that could
file petitions and legal actions, raise money, and organize the outcry for a
response. The idea was to form an umbzella organization to coordinate the
efforts of the area’s varied Asian American groups. Members of some
twenty groups had come that night, mostly Chinese, from the Association
of Chinese Americans and the Greater Detroit Taiwanese Assoclation, to
such professional associations as the Detroit Chinese Engineers Associa-
tion; cultural groups like the Chinese American Educational and Cultural
Center; church grganizations from the Chinese Community Church to the
Detroit Buddhist Church; and a women’s group, the Organization of Chi-
nese American Women.

Detroit had not seen such a broad gathering of Chinese since the
China War Relief effort of the 1930s Non-Chinese were also represented,
including the Japanese American Citizens League, the Korean Society of
Greater Detroit; and the Filipino American Community Council

The pan-Asian intent of the group became clear as the group dis-
cussed what to name the new organization. “Citizens for Fair Sentencing
in the Cause of Vincent Chin” and “Justice Committee of the Chinese Wel-
fare Council” were rejected as too narrow. “Chinese Americans for Justice”
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limited the concern to Chinese The vote overwhelmingly went to “Amer-
ican Citizens for Justice,” which offered an inclusive base and a vision for
justice beyond a single case. The founding of the American Citizens for
Justice, or ACJ, marked the formation of the first explicitly Asian Ameri-
can grass-roots community advocacy effort with a national scope. Third-
generation Japanese American James Shimoura was the first, and at the
time only, non-Chinese to serve on the executive board. Japanese, Filipino,
and Korean American groups joined in support, assured that they would
be welcome. As word of our efforts spread, both white and black individ-
uals also volunteered, making the campaign for justice multiracial in char-
acter.

That night, the new pan-Asian American organization drafted its
statement of principles:

ACT believes that:

1. All citizens are guaranteed the right to equal treatment by our
judicial and governmental system;

2. When the rights of one individual are violated, all of society
suffers;

3. Asian Americans, along with many other groups of people,
have historically been given less than equal treatment by the American
judicial and governmental system. Only through cooperative efforts
with all people will society progress and be a better place for all citi-
zens.

ACTs furst mandate was unambiguous: to obtain justice for Vincent
Chin, an Asian American man who was killed because he looked Japanese.

Hard questions came quickly as the newly formed ACJ sought to gain
supporters outside the Asian American community. OQur first efforts at
mounting a national media campaign were crude and amateurish as we
learned the process of getting our news out; in the days before fax
machines, each press release was hand-delivered, often by a retired Chinese
American couple, Ray and Mable Iim AC] held its first news conference
at the Detroit Press Club on April 15, 1983. The entire spectrum of local
media appeared—it was big news to see Asian Americans coming together
to protest injustice. To the reporters and the people of Detroit, Asian
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Americans seemed to emerge from nowhere. Our task, and mine in par-
ticular, was to educate them quickly, in sound bites, about Asian Ameri-
cans

An appearance that Liza Chan and I made on a popular African Amer-
ican talk radio program drew numerous calls from black listeners. Some
were pleased that Asian Americans would reach out to their community to
talk about this injustice. Others asked if Asians were just trying to “ride the
coattails” of African Americans, and still others accused Asian people of
prejudice against blacks. We tried to answer questions frankly, acknowl-
edging that anti-black prejudice exists among some, but not all, Asian
Americans, and that AC] was trying to address racial bias and injustice
against any group, including attitudes held by Asians The talk shows gave
us an opportunity to point out the contributions of Asian Americans to
the civil rights stiuggles. The listeners’ comments also undexscored the
need for us to bring such discussions to the more recent Asian immigrants
who had arrived after the 1965 Immigration Act with little awareness of
the US civil rights movement.

The growing prominence of the case gave Asian Americans our first
direct entry on a national level into the white—black race dynamic with
an Asian American issue, We tried to explain that we recognized and
respected African Ameticans’ central and dominant position in the civil
rights struggle; we wanted to show that we weren’t trying to benefit from
their sacrifices without offering anything in return. On the other hand,
many Furopean Americans were hostile or resistant fo “yet another
minotity group” stepping forward to make claims. Undetlying both con-
cerns was the suggestion, a nagging doubt, that Asian Americans had no
legitimate place in discussions of racism because we hadn’t really suf-
fered any.

Still, many did welcome Asian Americans into the civil rights fold, as
a new voice from a previously silent neighbor. As ACJ began to make its
case, African American organizations such as the umbrella Detroit-Area
Black Organizations quickly endorsed ACJ’s efforts. Its president, Horace
Sheffield, became a dependable supporter at AC] events, and Asian Amer-
icans reciprocated. The Detroit chapter of the NAACP, the largest chapter
in the country, issued a statement about the sentence. Several prominent
African American churches gave their support, as did the Anti-Defamation
League of B'nai Brith and the Detroit Roundtable of Christians and Jews.

DEIROII BIUES: “BECAUSE OF YOU MOTIHERFUCKERS” 69

ACJ sought and won the support of other communities as well, including
1atinos, Arab Americans, and Italian Americans. A diversity of women’s
groups from the Detroit Women's Forum to Black Women for a Better
Society endorsed AC]J, as did a number of local political leaders from the
president of the Detroit City Council to U.S. Representative John Conyers.

Many Asian Americans wanied to express their outrage, but were
unsure how race fit in the picture. Their tentativeness about the issue of
race was evident in ACT’s carefully crafted public positions AC] focused on
Judge Kaufman’s unjust sentence, deliberately not commenting on possi-
ble racial bias by the judge or the potential for a racial motivation in the
killing of Vincent Chin. A few of us in the core organizing effort—attor-
neys Roland Hwang and Jim Shimoura, educator Patker Woo, and I—had
an understanding of civil rights from the Asian American student move-
ment days and felt that racism permeated the case on many levels But we
also knew that other Asian Americans would need to hear more conclusive
evidence if they wete to take a strong position on 1ace.

ACY waited to see if Liza Chan’s interviews with witnesses would pro-
duce evidence of a racially motivated killing. { worded our press releases
carefully to convey the context of our history with racism, while avoiding
an outright accusation; one of the first AC] press statements said: “This
case has aroused the anger of the Asian community by recalling the days
of ‘frontier justice, when massacres of Chinese workers were common-
place” News reporters, on the other hand, wanted ACJ to call Kaufinan a
racist. Journalists discovered that Kaufman had been held in a Japanese
ptisoner-of-war camp during World War II. ACJ refused the bait

Soon the smoking gun the community needed appeared. A piivate
investigator hired by ACJ to uncover the facts leading to Vincent’s death
repotted that Racine Colwell, a tough blond dancer at the Fancy Pants,
overheard Ebens tell Chin, “It’s because of you motherfuckers that we're
out of work” At a time when bilious anti-Japanese remaiks by politicians,
public officials, and the next-door neighbors spewed forth regularly, Asian
Americans knew exactly what Ebens meant. A nude dancer with nothing
to gain from her testimony had produced the link to a racial motivation
that the community was waiting for ACT attorneys and leaders realized it
was enough to charge Ebens and Nitz with violating Vincent Chin’s civil
rights. It was time to talk about 1ace.
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The next meeting of the ACJ was held at Ford Motor Company Wozld
Headquartets, in Dearborn . David Hwang, who had worked at Ford as a
research engineer for thirty-six years, secured the use of the company
cafeteria on a Sunday evening. More than two hundred people packed the
cavernous room 1o hear updates on the legal efforts and to coordinate the
grags-roots, volunteer work A quick roll call identified Asian American
employee groups from the top corporations of the Detroit area, from
Burroughs and Detroit Diesel to General Motors and Volkswagen. The
meeting’s featured speaker from the U.S. Department of Justice explained
the difficult process of getting the federal government to conduct a civil
rights investigation. The FBI would need to show that there was a con-
spiracy to deprive Vincent Chin of his civil rights, he advised. The strong
public outery would also be a factor in its decision to investigate.

After the Department of Justice official left the meeting, a gray-haired
engineer from General Motors raised his hand. In the clipped English of a
native Cantonese speaker, he voiced the uneasiness of the crowd. “If we try
o pursue a civil rights case,” he asked, “is it necessary for us to talk about
race?”

The simple question captured the race conundrum bedeviling Asian
Americans. Should Asian Americans downplay race to stay in the “safe”
shadows. of the white establishment? Or should they step out of the shad-
ows and cast their lot with the more vulnerable position of minorities
seeking civil rights? Was there a third, Asian American way that would take
sides with neither?

“We may alienate our supporters,” argued an earnest-looking busi-
nessman, who voiced his fears that a stand on racism might affect an
already fragile existence between black and white “Could we win the
NAACP but lose the FBI?” asked another.

Behind the discomfort of “talking about race” was the question of
where Asian Americans fit in America, and, more important, where we
wanted to be. Asian Americans had never been included in broad discus-
sions on race, nor had we interjected ourselves. The questions were many
If race was such a volatile subject for whites and blacks, why should Asian
Americans step in, to face potential wrath {rom one or the other, o1 both?
Organizing over race might make us seem like troublemakers, as African
Americans were often perceived, but we lacked the numerical strength and
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political power of blacks; if we stepped out of the shadows to make waves,
wouldn't we risk becoming targets again?

One by one, people discussed their uncertainties. Those of us who had
been involved with Third World movements knew the political theories
about race and racism, but making the argument to struggling restaurant
workezs or comfortable professionals was another matter. Fven in 1983,
fifteen yeats after the term “Asian American” first designated a pan-Asian
identity, civil rights and their importance to Asian Americans were simply
not familiar at the grass-roots level of the Asian ethnic communities. We
tried to give direct, even practical answers: yes, a civil zights suit would
involve race, and if we wanted to pursue a federal case, we would have to
get comfortable educating people—including ourselves——about our expe-
riences with race. But remaining silent would not protect us from the anti-
Japanese racial hostility all around us and we could all become targets
anyway, the way Vincent Chin had.

Suddenly people began talking about the anger and frustration that
brought them to this meeting, why they were touched and outraged by
what happened to Vincent Chin. “T've worked hard for my company for
forty years,” said a computer programmet, his voice shaking. “They always
pass me over for promotion because 'm Chinese. I have trained many
young white boys fresh out of college 1o be my boss. I never complain, but
inside 'm burning. This time, with this killing, T must complain What is
the point of silence if our children can be killed and treated like this? I wish
I'd stood up and complained a lot sooner in my life”

The outiage overcame the fear. “We want to win this case, and we want
equal justice for all, including Asian Americans,” David Hwang reminded
the group. In the end, we reached a consensus: to fight for what we
believed in, we would have to enter the arena of civil rights and racial pol-
itics. Welcome o1 not, Asian Americans would put ouiselves into the
white—black race paradigm.

AC] began to publicize its findings of racial slurs and comments
made by Vincent Chin’s killers and to call for a civil rights investigation
The backlash that some had feared was immediate Non-Asians, most
particularly those in a position to make policy on civil rights and race
matiers, openly resisted claims by Asians of racial discrimination and
prejudice. Angry white listeners called in to radio talk shows to complain:
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“What does race have to do with this?” and “Don’t white people have civil
rights?” :

White liberals were the most skeptical When Wayne State University
constitutional law professor Robert A. Sedler met with Liza Chan and
other ACJ attorneys about the legal issues in a civil rights case, he told
them to forget it. In his opinion, civil rights laws were enacted to protect
African Americans, not Asians Asian Americans cannot seek redress using
federal civil rights law; besides, he said, Asians are considered white.

Sedler wasn’t alone in this view, The American Civil Liberties Union
of Michigan initially dismissed the outcry from Asian Americans as a law-
and-order, “mandatory sentencing” movement Later, as the community
outrage continued, Howard Simon, its executive director, issued a report
absolving Judge Kaufman of bias and blaming the prosecutors for failing
to prepare the facts of the case for sentencing The Michigan ACLU wasn’t
interested in the civil rights aspects of Chin’s slaying.

Nor did the Detroit chapter of the National Lawyers Guild, which
defined itself as part of the political left, find any connection between Vin-
cent Chin’s killing and racism . But the Guild’s West Coast chapters, more
familiar with Asian Americans’ history with racial violence, mustered the
votes to give the national endorsernent to ACJ's efforts. A near mutiny
broke out in the Detroit chaptet, but the national body prevailed.

To build a broad coalition of support, AC] decided to approach
the United Auto Workers union, and not just for its powerful presence
in Detroit. We felt that if we could change some of its members’ anti-
Japanese rhetozic, we might be able to prevent future attacks on Asian
Americans—and possibly save lives The UAW department of fair prac-
tices was across from Solidarity House, the international headquarters, so
it was impossible to avoid the racially inflammatory signs and bumper
stickers adorning the parking lot entrance “300,000 Laid-Off Autoworkers
Say Patk Your Import in Tokyo” proclaimed one large sign; Volvos, VWs,
Saabs, and other European imports appatently presented no problem I
tecognized Joe Davis, the fair practices director, from my days as a
Chrysler press operator, when he was president of a militant UAW local
Davis told us that the UAW condemned the attack on Vincent Chin. “But

if he had been Japanese,” noted Davis, an African American, “the attack
would be understandable, and we wouldn’t give you our support” I had a
similar encounter with Doug Fraser, the former president of the UAW, ata
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reception. I had just shown a city council member, Maryann Mahaffey, a
supporter of ACJ, the photo of a poster at Auto World theme park in Flint,
Michigan, that featured a buck-toothed, slant-eyed car dropping bombs
on Detroit-—an example of autoworkers’ racial hostility. Mahaffey showed
the photo to Fraser, who burst into gleeful laughter—until he saw me
standing nearby. As a former UAW member, I was embarrassed and re-
pulsed by the union’s acquiescence in racism. I recalled the violent anti-
Asian campaigns of Samuel Gompers and wondered when the chain
would be broken.

In spite of the backlash, local, national, and international support for
ACJ’s efforts was growing daily. The legal twists and turns garnered steady
local news coverage, and the mobilization of Detroit’s Asian Americans
was an interesting new phenomenon for reporters. The Vincent Chin case
broke into national news by a strzange twist of fate. I had 1ented a car while
my American-made auto was in the shop; as I waited at the car rental
agency, I stood in line behind a woman with a New York Times notebook
and copies of the two Detroit daily newspapers, each open to a story about
the Chin case. I happened to be carrying several ACJ press packets and
asked her if she wanted more information. She turned out to be Judith
Cumunins, a New York Iimes reporter in town visiting relatives. She wrote
a story about the killing and the controversy, even though the local bureau
chief had shrugged us off. Perhaps Cummins recognized the story’s impor-
tance because she was African American and the bureau chief missed it
because he was white; in any case, the New York Times coverage brought
other national media interest, including national network news, TV news
magazine specials, and an appearance on the Phil Donahue show.

It was the first time that an Asian American—initiated issue was con-
sidered significant national news. Ethnic media from the Asian American
community, as well as foreign-language news media from China, Hong
Fong, Taiwan, and Japan, followed the case closely—sending to Asia
una}ges of Asian Americans raising political Cain over issues of race,
racism, and racial unity. As the news of the case spread, groups from all
over the country and the world contacted ACJ to extend their support, We
developed an international following. Several Chinese Canadian groups
offered assistance, as did the North American representative of Taiwan;
AC] politely declined Taiwan’s help, deciding not to accept money from
foreign governments. Families of other hate crimes victims reached out
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from afar; a representative for the family of Steven Harvey, an African
American musician who was killed by whites in Kansas City, came to an
ACT meeting. Asian Americans and African Americans pledged mutual
support.

ACJ was pursuing a three-pronged legal effort. It called on fudge
Kaufman, who finally heard arguinents by Liza, to set aside his own sen-
tence, since it was based on incomplete information ACT filed briefs
with the Michigan Court of Appeals to overturn Kaufman’s sentence.
The third approach was the civil rights case. Kin Yee and 1ily Chin went
to Washington, D.C., to meet with William Bradford Reynolds, Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan’s civil rights chief, about a federal civil rights inves-
tigation. As the local and state actions turned sour, the FBI began to take
an interest in the case. To capture the mounting frustration of the com-
munity, the ACT decided to hold a citywide demonstration at Kennedy
Square in downtown Detroit, the site of many historic protests. We had
held a number of noisy picket lines in front of City Hall, but there had
never before been a protest in Detroit organized by the broad Asian
American community. This would possibly be the first in the country
outside the larger Asian American centers of New York City and the
West Coast.

The “demonstration committee” was headed by David Chock, Michael
Lee, and Man Feng Chang, all senior scientists from the General Motors
Tech Center. They enlisted the help of other engineers, and joked that this
would be the most precisely planned demonstration in history. The out-
pouring of support was unprecedented. Waving American flags and
placards that demanded equal justice, hundreds of professionals and
housewives marched alongside waiters and cooks from Chinese restau-
rants across the region. The restaurant owners shut their doors during the
busy weekday lunch rush to allow employees and their own families to
participate in the demonstration. Children and seniors, hunched and wiz-
ened, walked or 1ode in wheelchairs. Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, and Fil-
ipinos marched in pan-Asian unity. Support statements were made by the
city’s major Aftican American and religious organizations, local politi-
cians, and even the UAW. At the rally’s emotional end, Mrs. Chin appealed
to the nation. Through her tears, she said haltingly, “T want justice for my
son. Please help me so no other mother must do this” Finally, the demon-
strators marched to the Federal Courthouse singing “We Shall Overcome,”
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and hand-delivered to U.S Attorney Leonard Gilman a petition with three
thousand signatures secking federal intervention.

AC] used the demonstration to launch its call for a federal prosecution
of the killers fox violating Chin’s civil right to be in a public place, even if
that place was a sleazy nude bar. In his speech to the demonstrators, AC]J
president Kin Yee read the group’s carefully worded position on race: “Eye-
witnesses have come forwaid to confizm something that we suspected all
along: that Vincent Chin was brutally slain as a result of a racial incident.
Ronald Fbens, a foreman at Chrysler, was so consumed with racial hatred
toward Asian people that he started a fight, blaming Asians for the prob-
lems of the ailing auto industry. Even non-minority immigrant groups like
the Irish and the Poles have faced violence from othets who blamed them
for their problems. This misguided view encourages attacks on Asian
American people and it must be fought against by all who cherish justice
and have respect for human dignity”

In direct yet subtle terms, ACJ showed the ways in which Asian Amer-
icans had been made scapegoats for the ills of the modern American econ-
omy, naming anti-Asian violence as a present-day phenomenon that
should concern all people. This created a framework for Asian Americans
to organize nationally, and was a first step toward placing Asian Americans
in the center of domestic and international economic, political, and social
policy contexts. Across the country, in Los Angeles, San Francisco, New
York, and Chicago—cities with far greater Asian American populations
than Detroit’s—pan-Asian coalitions were being built to support the cam-
paign and to address anti-Asian violence in the local community. Fund-
raising efforts nationwide encompassed the entire specirum of Chinese
American society, from the National On Leong Association and local
chapters, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association and the Chi-
nese Hand Laundry Alliance, to overtly left-leaning groups like the Chi-
nese Progressive Association and the Chinese Association for Human
Rights in Taiwan. In between were civil rights groups like the Organization
of Chinese Americans, Asian Ametican I aw Students Association, Chinese
restaurants and business enterprises, and church groups. Dozens of chap-
ters of the Japanese American Citizens League sent money, as did the
Kotean American Association of Illinois and the American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee, The broad cross section showed that the Vin-
cent Chin case was able to overcome the forces of tradition and fear of the
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unknown, particularly in the arena of race politics Asian Americans were
finally joining together to correct perceived injustices.

Such unity was difficult to maintain It was rare for the highly edu-
cated suburbanites who spoke the Northern Chinese Mandarin dialect to
be aligned so closely with Cantonese-speaking Chinatown merchants and
workers whose roots were in Southern China In addition to differences in
language, class, and kinship bonds, there was the political gap. Many busi-
ness owners were Chiang Kai-shek loyalists and fervent anti-Communists,
while the more left-wing groups openly supported Mao Tse-tung and the
People’s Republic of China.

Partly to avoid fractious conflict over “homeland” politics, the charte
of the Organization of Chinese Americans, for example, expressly prohib-
ited taking stands on international issues—a policy that is still in effect.
ACP’s policy was to admit all who supported its goals, as long as they also
maintained an open and tolerant policy toward others. Vincent Chin’s
story had struck such a raw nerve that Asian American groups were com-
peting to be affiliated with ACJ. In San Francisco, with its vich profusion of
Asian American groups, near warfare broke out among various factions.
The first cracks appeared when the Chinatown business groups, a power-
ful constituency in San Francisco, withdrew their support of the case
because leftist, pro—People’s Republic groups were involved. They used
their influence over several Chinese-language newspapers to criticize the
- fund-raising efforts.

Meanwhile, the leftists were at odds with one another. The Reverend
Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaign manager for Northern California,
Eddie Wong, arranged for Jackson to stop in San Francisco’s Chinatown to
meet Mrs. Chin, who was attending local support events in California.
Jackson became the first national political leader of any race to speak out
against racial violence toward Asians. During Jackson’s speech in front of
a swarm of national repoiters and TV cameras at Chinatown’s historic
Cameron House, where assistance had been provided to Chinese immi-
grants since 1874, the leaders of two xival leftist groups pinched and
shoved each other, trying to elbow the other off the stage just beyond Jack-
SOI's view.

Despite the tumblings among the Chinese, ACJ continued to actively
reach out to other Asian ethnicities The second non-Chinese board mem-
ber was Minoru Togasaki, a second-generation Japanese American. The
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Chinese speakers on the board felt worried that they might insult Min by
mispronouncing his polysyllabic name, difficult for Chinese speakers
accustomed to single-syllable ones. A practice session was held, with a
room full of Chinese Americans gingerly repeating the name “To-ga-sa-ki”
until they got it right.

Detroit’s growing Korean community was represented by two large
groups: the Korean Society of Greater Detroit, and the Korean American
Women’s Association. The two groups had rarely worked together. The
Korean women were the wives of non-Korean GIs and were often looked
down upon by other Koreans—but their suppott for the Vincent Chin case
brought them together. The Filipino and South Asian populations were
larger than any of the others and had well-established connections with
both Republican and Democratic parties. Their political savvy and access
to politicians made it clear to other Asian American groups why they
needed to get involved in politics, which many new immigrants tended to
shun.

At ACJ’s first fund-raiser dinner, a prominent local citizen appeared,
the architect Minoru Yamasaki, designer of the World Irade Center towers
in New York and other buildings of woild renown. Yamasaki, then seventy-
three years old, unexpectedly came to join the gathering as an ordinary cit-
izen. Looking dignified but frail, he rose up slowly from his seat with the
assistance of a companion A hush fell over the banquet room as Yamasaki
said in a strong, clear voice, “f Asian people in America don’t learn to
stand up for themselves, these injustices will never cease”

The civil rights investigations dragged on. In November 1983, a fed-
eral grand jury indicted Ronald Ebens and Michael Nitz for violating Vin-
cent Chin’s right to enjoy a place of public accommeodation; the trial
would take place the following June, During this period, other racial
attacks drew the attention of the Asian American community. In Lansing,
Michigan, a Vietnamese American man and his Furopean American wife
were harassed and repeatedly shot at by white men shouting racial slurs.
In Davis, California, a seventeen-year-old Vietnamese youth was stabbed
to death in his high school by white students, while in New York a preg-
nant Chinese woman was decapitated when she was pushed in fiont of an
oncoming subway car by a Furopean American teacher who claimed to
have a fear of Asians.
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In other cities, Asian Americans followed the Detroit Asian American
community’s example and organized to track such incidents In Boston, a
pan-Asian group cailed Asians for Justice was formed after an escalating
number of anti-Asian attacks against Japanese Americans, Chinese Amer-
icans, and Cambodian Americans, as well as the stabbing death of a Viet-
namese American man As such new groups raised public awareness about
the particular kind of racial hostility against Asians, they prompted more
people to come forward to file hate crime reports. The growing list of cases
underscored the existence of racism against Asian Americans.

ACJ expanded its civil rights work from anti-Asian hate crimes. It took
on employment and disciimination referrals; successfully lobbied the gov-
ernor to create a statewide Asian American advisory commission; cam-
paigned against offensive media images, like the poster of the slant-eyed
car displayed in Flint, Michigan, and a children’s TV program whose host,
Jim Harper, appeated in yellowface as a sinister Fu Manchu character with
a phony Asian accent. To reach out to children and young people, ACJ
members Pang Man and Marisa Chuang Ming sponsor ed a ten-kilometer
Run for Justice, while Harold and Joyce Leon’s three daughters, profes-
sional violinists and a pianist with the world’s leading symphony orches-
tras, performed a special benefit concert for ACJ.

When the federal civil rights trial began on June 5, 1984, in the court-
toom of Judge Anna Diggs Taylor, a dignified jurist who was one of the
first African American women to serve on the federal bench, ACT knew
that the courtroom battle would be uphill. Many people had a hard time
believing that Asian Americans experienced any kind of 1acial prejudice,
let alone hate violence. What Asian Ameticans found to be racially offen-
sive fighting words drew only shrugs from people who would otherwise
never use racial epithets—at least not in public.

The words Racine Colwell, the stripper, heard—“I’s because of you
motherfuckers that we're out of work”—didn’t contain a single racial slur
Asian Americans recognized that they were being singled out in that com-
ment, but to othets it was simply a true statement. Don Ball, the veteran
Detroit News reporter covering the trial, wrote that such statements and
the fact that Fbens and Nitz hunted for Vincent and his one Chinese
buddy, while ignoting his white friends, were “flimsy evidence that Chin’s
slaying was racially motivated”

On June 28, the federal jury in Detroit disagreed, and found Ebens
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guilty of violating Vincent Chin’s civil rights; Nitz was acquitted The jur
fou.aperson explained to filmmakers Christine Choy and Renee Tajima 11}17
their documentary Who Killed Vincent Chin? that Racine Colwell’s testi-
mony was the clincher—in Detroit, it was clear that “you motherfuckers”
meant the Japanese, or people who looked like them Ebens was sentenced
to twenty-five years by Judge Taylor.

. But the case won a retrial on appeal in 1986 because of pretrial pub-
licity and evidentiary errors associated with audiotapes made of witnesses
when ACJ was first investigating the case. It was a cruel irony that the ver
interviews that convinced Detroit’s Asian American community and thz
U.S. Depattment of Justice of the killers’ racial motivation would be used
to grant Ebens’s appeal. The new trial would be held in Cincinnati, where
there was less chance that prospective jurors knew of the case. ,

Located across the Ohio River from Kentucky, Cincinnati is known as
a C(?nservative city with Southern sensibilities, Absent was the heightened
racial cpnsciousness of Detroit, with its black majority and civil rights his-
to.ry.,‘If Asians were hard to find in Detroit, they were near-invisible in
C1.nc1nn_ati—but not completely invisible; on July 4, 1986, a gang of patri-
otic whites shot up the homes of Southeast Asian refugees in the city.
When the jury selection process for the new trial began on April 20 1987I
potential jurors wete interrogated on their familiarity with Asian; “Dc;
you have any contact with Asians? What js the nature of yow con%act?”
they were asked, as though they had been exposed to a deadly virus. ‘

'Tl.lt?il answers were even more 1evealing. Qut of about 180 Cincin-
ne.m citizens in the jury pool, only 19 had ever had a “casual contact”
‘.Nl.th an Asian American, whether at work or the local Chinese takeout
]Ol-llt. A white woman who said she had Asian American friends was dis-
missed as though the friendship tainted her; also dismissed was a
woman whose daughter had Asian fiiends, and a black man who had
served in Korea,

The jury that was eventually seated looked temarkably like the defen-
Flant, Ronald Ebens—mostly white, male, and blue-collar. This time the
jury foreperson was a fifty-something machinist who was laid off after
thirty years at his company. This time the defense attorneys tried to ar gue
that AC] and the Asian American community had paid attorney Liza Chan
to trump up a civil rights case; that argument was objected to by the pros-
ecutors and overruled by the judge.
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It was a terrible disappointment, but not a surprise, when the jury of
this second civil rights trial reached its not-guilty verdict on May 1, 1987,
neazly five years after Vincent Chin was killed. This jury, composed of peo-
ple with so little contact with Asian Americans and knowledge of our con-
cerns, couldn’t see how “It’s because of you motherfuckers” might contain
a racial connotation.

Mis. Chin was distraught “Vincent’s soul will never rest My life is
over,” she said. She cried every day for Vincent, when she awoke in the
morning and when she lay down at night. Soon after, she moved to New
York, then San Francisco, to stay with relatives. Detroit had too many hard
memories. Once the legal proceedings were over, Mrs. Chin, disheartened
by the failure of the courts to bring her son’s killers to justice, moved to her
birthplace in Guangdong Province, China, after spending fifty of her sev-
enty years in the United States.

In a civil suit against Fbens and Nitz for the loss of Vincent’s life, a set-
tlement judgment of $1.5 million was levied in September 1987 against
Fbens, who later told documentary filmmaker Christine Choy that Mus.
Chin would never see the money. He stopped making payments toward
the judgment in 1989 At no point did Ebens ever publicly express remotse
for taking Chin’s life; he never spent a full day in jail He and his wile,
Juanita, moved several times, leaving a trail in Missouri and Nevada en
route to whereabouts unknown.

AC]J, however, vowed to continue in its mission of equal justice for all.
After the Cincinnati trial, its president, Kim Bridges, a Korean American,
announced that ACJ was founding a Midwest Asian American Center for
Justice.

Losing the legal effort in its first national campaign of this magnitude
after five years of intensive organizing did not devastate the Asian Ameri-
can community; instead, it had been transformed.

The legacy of the Vincent Chin case has lived on, in mainstream
America as well as the Asian Ametican community. The documentary

Whe Killed Vincent Chin? is a staple on college campuses, retelling the
story to genetations of students. Musicians from balladeer Charlie Chin to
jazz artist Jon Jang have created songs and musical arrangements about the
struggle for justice in the Vincent Chin case. The Contemporary American
Theater Festival of Shepherdstown, West Virginia, near Washington, D.C,
commissioned playwright Cherylene Lee to write the play Carry the Tiger
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to the Mountain; West Virginia Governor Cecil H. Underwood used the
issucs raised by the play to launch a statewide dialogue on race, modeled
after President Clinton’s Race Initiative. Consuelo Fcheverria, a Latina
sculptor at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, welded a Life-size
installation from forged steel auto parts, portraying the baseball bat slay-
ing, called Because They Thought He Was .

Los Angeles attorney and activist Stewart Kwoh, a MacArthur Fellow-
ship “genius” award winnet, attributes to the Vincent Chin case his in-
spiration for establishing the Asian Pacific American Legal Center of
Southern California and the National Asian Pacific American Legal Con-
sortium, which conducts an annual audit of anti-Asian hate crimes. New
generations of Asian American activists, such as Victor M. Hwang, a civil
rights attorney with the Asian Law Caucus in San Francisco, cite the influ-
ence of the Vincent Chin case on their desire to make a difference as Asian
Americans.

Numerous scholars have studied the Vincent Chin case and its impact
on the Asian American community. As Yen Le Espiritu, professor of Fth-
nic Studies at the University of California at San Diego, wrote in her book
Asian American Panethnicity:

Considered the archetype of anti-Asian violence, the Chin killing has
“taken on mythic proportions” in the Asian American community
(W. Wong 1989a) As a result of the Chin case, Asian Americans
today are much more willing to speak out on the issue of anti-
Asianism; they are also much better organized than they were at the
time of Chin's death . Besides combating anti-Asian violence, these
pan-Asian organizations provide a social setting for building pan-
Asian unity,

After a century of seeking acceptance by distancing fiom one another,

Asian Americans were coming together to assert their right to be Ameri-
can.




