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1
The
Wake-up Call
D

uring the winter of 1985, Amy Tan was in Hawaii, enjoying
a relaxing vacation with her husband, Louis, and her close
friend, Gretchen. She especially relished the break from her
stressful job—she worked as a freelance writer; her clients were
mostly businesses and corporations. She wrote everything from
training manuals, business reports, and speeches for company
executives for clients that included AT&T and Apple Computer.
Though freelance writing was not the employment Tan’s mother, Daisy, had hoped for her daughter, it provided a comfortable living and a solid income. The downside of her career was
the tremendous number of hours she worked. Sometimes Tan
logged as many as 90 hours a week on a project. With all the
stress in her life, the vacation in Hawaii was long anticipated
and much needed.
Tan was looking forward to the vacation so much that she
neglected to leave anyone at home a number where she could
be reached while away. One day, while relaxing, Tan received
alarming news. Gretchen checked her messages at home and
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Before Amy Tan began writing fiction, she knew very little about
her mother’s life.

heard a message that had actually been left for Amy. Her
mother, Daisy, had apparently suffered a major heart attack
and was in the intensive care unit. The message had been left
four days earlier.

The Wake-up Call
Panicked and anxious, Tan rushed to a telephone booth and
tried calling the mainland. As she waited to be connected by the
operator, she berated herself for being out of touch with her
mother and for enjoying the Hawaiian sun while her mother
was so ill. As she stood in the telephone booth in the middle of
a busy shopping center, still on hold, a terrible memory flooded
through her mind.
In her autobiography The Opposite of Fate, Tan remembered
how years earlier her mother asked her, “If I die, what you remember?” The question was a pointed one: Since Amy Tan was
a young girl, she and Daisy had a troubled mother-daughter
relationship. Communication was difficult for them, and their
few conversations were filled with awkward moments, misunderstandings, and frequent hostility. Tan often reflected that she
knew very little about her immigrant mother, a petite woman
with a feisty, aggressive attitude toward life.
Daisy’s questions also indicated that she realized how little
her daughter knew her. Tan reacted to the question with surprise and tried to dismiss it. “Come on, you’re not going to die.”
Her mother continued, asking again, “What you remember?”
At the time, Tan resented the persistence, believing that her
mother was trying to make her feel guilty for their disconnected
relationship. She failed to answer the question to her mother’s
satisfaction. At this, Daisy angrily replied, with her heavy accent, “I think you know little percent of me.” That conversation
now haunted Tan as she waited in the telephone booth for a
connection to the hospital. She felt sure that her mother was
dead and that she had failed to even try to understand or appreciate Daisy while she was alive.
She offered up a prayer to God and made a vow to spend
more time with her mother. “If my mother lives,” she recalled
saying, “I will get to know her. I will ask her about her past, and
this time I’ll actually listen to what she has to say. Why, I’ll even
take her to China, and yes, I’ll write stories about her.”
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Many Chinese Americans are torn between the traditions of their family’s
birth country and those of their adopted homeland.

Suddenly, the phone connection was made, and someone
with a Chinese accent answered at the other end. “Amy-ah?”
Relieved at the sound of Daisy’s unmistakable voice, Tan began to explain that she thought her mother had had a heart
attack. Daisy put her daughter at ease: Apparently, she had
argued with the fishmonger at the market. He had tried to
cheat her, she believed, and she had become so enraged that
she started developing pains in her chest. Self-reliant as always, Daisy drove herself to the hospital. Doctors diagnosed
her with angina, a chest pain caused by the heart muscle not
getting a sufficient amount of blood; it is usually related to
stress. “So you see,” Daisy concluded, “That fishmonger, he
wrong. Stress me out.”

The Wake-up Call
Nonetheless, Daisy was “enormously pleased,” as Tan later
recalled, that her daughter had been worried about her. “You
worry? That’s why you call? Yes? Ha, ha! You worry for me!” she
cried gleefully.
As she hung up the phone, reassured that her mother was
fine, Tan remembered her vow and decided to live up to it. Later,
she described the experience in Amy Tan: A Literary Companion. “It was as though somebody had played a cosmic joke on
me,” she said. She was determined to resolve her long-standing
problems with her mother, to know her, so that if she was ever
asked again, “If I die, what you remember?” she would have an
answer.
Tan wanted to be a good daughter, or at least the kind of
daughter her mother expected her to be. She took some of the
money she earned from freelancing and bought Daisy a home.
She also financed a trip to China for herself and her mother.
That trip marked the beginning of a transformation in her life.
As a Chinese American, Tan had always struggled to reconcile the two very different parts of that ethnic identity. Growing up in California, Tan had tried to assimilate into American
culture, which meant that she either ignored or neglected her
Chinese heritage. She was Chinese at home, where she ate her
mother’s traditional food, followed the family’s cultural practices, and listened to Chinese as spoken by her immigrant parents. Once she left the house, however, she was an American to
the rest of the world, and she spoke English fluently, listened to
American music, and socialized with her American friends.
Visiting China for the first time with her mother by her
side allowed Tan the opportunity to reconnect with her Chinese heritage. It also offered her tremendous insight into her
mother’s personal life. Finally, it would provide her with the
fuel she needed to create a spark in her fiction, which would
dramatically impact the American literary scene.
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2
Chinese
Immigration
to America
M

ost critics agree that the main strength of Tan’s writing
is the ways she draws on her Chinese heritage and
depicts the difficulty of Chinese immigrants adapting to life in
America. In fact, much of the material she uses in her novels
and short stories comes from the real-life experiences of people
in her family or of other people in the Chinese-American
community. The history of the Chinese community in the
United States is one marked by struggle and difficulty, and
that legacy has undoubtedly influenced Tan’s work.
Historians divide the immigration of Chinese citizens to
the United States into three periods: 1849–1882, 1882–1965,
and 1965 to the present. The earliest immigrants arrived after news of the California gold rush had spread to China,
and many people flocked to California to seek their fortune.
They came with fortune seekers from all over the world, as
well as with Americans relocating from other regions of the
country. These early Chinese immigrants, who came mostly
from the rural Guangdong Province of China, referred to the
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Chinese Immigration to America

Many Chinese immigrants at the turn of the century, like these seen picking
cotton in 1907, worked long hours for low wages.

United States as gum san, or “the gold mountain.” They came to
America to make as much money as possible and then return to
China. Few returned to their homeland, however.
Most of the immigrants during this period were simple
peasants and farmers with a strong work ethic. They worked
long hours on the railroads, in mines, on farms, in manufacturing plants, and in lumber camps and slowly built new lives
for themselves. These men usually arrived alone, and they sent
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for wives by ordering “picture brides”—in other words, they
agreed to marry based on a young woman’s picture; the woman
then traveled to the United States to meet her husband and start
her new life.
E.D. Huntley, author of Amy Tan: A Critical Companion, wrote, “Perhaps because they were the first to arrive, the
Chinese formed the largest Asian immigrant group, and they
became the first Asians to experience institutionalized discrimination.” The Chinese were often denied citizenship and lacked
basic civil rights. Many non-Chinese Americans believed that
because the Chinese were industrious and willing to work long
hours for low wages, they threatened the ability of others to
gain employment. In fact, the first wave of Chinese immigration to the United States ended in 1882, when the American
Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act. This ruling acted
on the premise that “in the opinion of the Government of the
United States the coming of Chinese laborers to this country
endangers the good order of certain localities within the territory thereof.”
The effects of the Chinese Exclusion Act marked the second wave of immigration, which lasted in one form or another until 1965. The act banned immigration from China
to the United States except in certain, rare situations (some
businessmen, teachers, and skilled laborers, for example, were
permitted entry).
Most Chinese Americans lived in isolated pockets in American cities; those neighborhoods, largely ghettoes and impoverished areas, became known as Chinatowns. Stereotypes about
Chinese people abounded in popular American culture. “[A]
number of stereotypical Asian characters became fixtures in
certain forms of popular entertainment and literature,” wrote
Huntley. Two images of Chinese in America dominated: the
humble, hard-working immigrant who agrees with everything
said to him because he does not speak English and the upperclass Chinese nobleman who possesses great wealth and ancient

Chinese Immigration to America
wisdom. Charlie Chan and Fu Manchu were only some of the
stock characters prevalent in American popular culture.
During World War II, the American attitude toward Chinese people changed. It was at that time that Japan, which had
also invaded China, became an enemy of the United States.
From 1937 to 1945, China and Japan fought what came to be
called the Second Sino-Japanese War, in which Japan attempted
to acquire Chinese territory. The Japanese military was brutal,
as evidenced in November of 1937, when it attacked the Chinese city of Nanking. The civilian inhabitants were tortured
and massacred so mercilessly that the event became known as
the Rape of Nanking.
The suffering of the Chinese at the hands of the Japanese imperial army won the sympathy of the United States, which also
was attacked by the Japanese, during the bombing of Pearl Harbor
on December 7, 1941. Suddenly, American attitudes shifted: Japan
was the enemy and China was an ally. The Chinese Exclusion Act
was lifted in 1943, although limits and restrictions were placed
on the number of immigrants allowed to enter the country.
After the war, life for Chinese Americans began to improve.
During the 1960s, the civil rights movement in the United States
benefited not only African Americans but all Americans who
belonged to ethnic and religious minorities that had endured
discrimination. Also, in 1965, Congress passed the Immigration and Nationality Act, which abolished the prior system of
setting quotas of allowable immigrants from certain countries.
Instead, it set a common standard: 20,000 immigrants from all
countries in the eastern hemisphere were permitted entry each
year, not including special cases, such as children who needed
to be reunited with their parents or wives who wanted to join
their husbands.
The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 sparked the
third and current wave of Chinese immigration to the United
States. Thousands of people entered the country to be reunited
with their families, and many more entered to seek educational

15

16

amy tan
and work opportunities. Still others came to the United States
to flee persecution or violence. Although in the past, many Chinese had settled in California, immigrants in recent years have
established themselves across the United States, mostly in the
large cities such as New York, Chicago, and Boston. Immigrants
speak Mandarin, Taiwanese, or Cantonese, depending on the
region of China from which they hail. As for religion, the vast
majority are either Buddhists or Taoists, although some are also
Christians.
In her memoir, The Opposite of Fate, Tan explained the two
major forces that influenced her life: “[I]n my family, there were
two pillars of beliefs: Christian faith on my father’s side, Chinese fate on my mother’s.” These two viewpoints of the world
were sharply different. “Christian faith,” or her father John’s
perspective, was an orderly vision of the world, whereas her
mother, Daisy’s, “Chinese fate” led her to believe that life was
often chaotic and dramatic, in which nothing was under one’s
control. Each of her parents’ perspectives was the result of life
experiences.
John Yuehhan Tan was born in 1913, in Beijing. His father,
Hugh Tan, had been Buddhist like most Chinese, but Christian
missionaries had converted him at a young age. He embraced
his new religion with enthusiasm and zeal. In a sense, Hugh
Tan also became converted to the English culture, as well. He
attended Western-style schools in China, where he learned to
read, speak, and write English flawlessly. In fact, he became literate in English before he could read and write Cantonese, his
native dialect of the Chinese language.
Hugh Tan became a minister in the Presbyterian church,
and he influenced all 12 of his children to serve the church
in some way. As Amy Tan, his granddaughter, later wrote,
“The Christian influence ran so deep and strong in the Tan
family that all twelve children became evangelists of one sort
or another.”

Chinese Immigration to America

This photograph shows the streets in front of Hata-men Gate in Beijing,
China, at the time of John Tan’s birth in 1913.

John was the eldest of Hugh’s children. His mother was a
Chinese healer, who believed in traditional Chinese medicines.
John resisted the calling to serve the church for many years. His
English skills were excellent, though, and during World War
II, he worked as a translator for the United States Information
Service. In 1941, during the Sino-Japanese War, he was on a
boat with his brother, heading down a river in Southwest China, when he met a young woman named Daisy. Although they
chatted only briefly, he was attracted to her immediately.
It would be four years before they would meet again. In
1945, John Tan was in Tientsin on assignment when he saw
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Chinese schoolchildren learn Christian values at the American Board of
Missions in Peking, China, in 1926.

Daisy walking down the street. Though she was married, he
picked up where they left off, never anticipating the difficult
test their relationship would endure.
Daisy Du Ching was born in 1916. Her mother, Gu Jingmei, was a beautiful young woman and was happily married to
Daisy’s father, a scholar. In addition to Daisy, the couple had a
son. In 1918, Daisy’s father died suddenly from a severe case of

Chinese Immigration to America
influenza; this happened during the worldwide epidemic of the
Spanish flu that struck that year, killing 20–40 million people.
Gu Jingmei was suddenly widowed at a time when her husband
had just started his career. When he died, he had just been appointed vice-magistrate of the county, a promising position
filled with potential for success.
One day, in 1924, a rich man with many wives saw the
young widow, who was still very lovely. He tricked her into visiting his home, where he attacked her. Shamed by her attack,
she felt disgraced and knew that her status in society had been
damaged. She saw no choice but to become one of his wives.
Her status was not very high within his household, however—
she was a “lesser wife,” which was even more humiliating. “She
was known as the Replacement Wife for Divong, a previous
wife whose death Jingmei helped to mourn,” explained Mary
Ellen Snodgrass, author of Amy Tan: A Literary Companion.
Gu Jingmei, now a social outcast, left her son behind with her
family and took her daughter Daisy with her to live in the rich
man’s house. His home was located on an island off the coast of
Shanghai, where Gu Jingmei and the other wives did not have
much contact with the outside world.
A year later, she gave birth to the rich man’s son, but one of
the other wives, who had a higher status within the household,
claimed the child as her own son. Gu Jingmei was devastated.
On New Year’s Day in 1925, she committed suicide by swallowing raw opium, which she had hidden inside some of the rice
cakes for the New Year festivities. She died in front of Daisy,
who was only nine years old at the time. Before she died, Gu
Jingmei told her frightened daughter, “Don’t follow in my footsteps.” The young girl became obsessed with death, though, and
she spoke often of wanting to kill herself. She missed her mother so badly that, at the funeral, monks tied heavy chains to her
ankles “so she would not fly away with her mother’s ghost,” Tan
explained. Daisy never recovered from the loss of her mother.
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