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Rose Hum Lee 

My father emigrated from the Guandong 

province in China in the 1870’s. It would be 

quite a few years later that I was born. He held 

jobs in ranching, mining, and laundries, while 

gradually working his way north to Montana 

from California.  

In Butte, my father owned a merchandise store 

in China Alley and was so successful that he 

earned enough money to make the trip back to 

China to find a wife. It was proof of how well he 

had done in Butte that my father was able to 

bring my mother back even though the United 

States Government had enacted the Chinese 

Exclusion Act, a federal law that prevented 

most Chinese people from entering the states 

for a period of 30 years.  I was the second 

oldest of their seven children, and I was born in 

Butte on August 20, 1904.  

I went to grade school and junior high in Butte 

and graduated with honors from Butte High 

School. So did my siblings. I spoke Chinese very 

well because I learned it at home, where mostly 

Chinese was spoken. I spoke English equally 

well, and also fluent French. When I graduated 

in 1921, I went to work as a secretary. Before 

long I met the man I would marry, who was also 

Chinese. We spent nearly ten years in Canton, 

China, where I worked in many different jobs 

and where I adopted a daughter, Elaine.  

After my husband and I divorced, I moved back 

to America in 1939 with my daughter. I would 

give public lectures on Chinese art, culture, 

customs, and history. During my talks, I dressed 

American-style.  After giving my speeches, I  
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would change into traditional Chinese dress to 

meet with the audience and sell Chinese 

souvenirs.  In this way, I was able to provide for 

my daughter and put myself through college.  

I graduated from college in Pittsburgh, and then 

moved to Chicago to attend graduate school. 

After getting my master’s degree in Sociology, I 

went to school for four more years and earned 

my doctorate degree in 1947. I became a 

respected professor and began writing books. I 

married a second time in 1951. In 1955, I 

published my first book, and the following year, 

I became the first Chinese American woman to 

head a college sociology department in the 

United States. 

The late 1800’s and early 1900’s were times of 

adversity for Chinese in the United States. 



Americans as well as European immigrants 

often believed that Chinese were inferior to 

them. They resented Chinese people for 

working for cheap wages, too.  

Growing up in Butte, I was aware of the 

hostility of many of Butte’s residents towards 

Chinese immigrants, who were often treated 

badly. In large American cities, Chinese 

immigrants found relative safety in numbers, so 

often lived together in certain sections of the 

cities, which became known as Chinatowns.  

Butte had a Chinatown as well, which you 

probably figured out after I told you that my 

father’s store was located on China Alley. 

Though I was quiet and kind, I felt different 

from the girls I went to school with, and often 

felt excluded from their fun.  

After I became an adult, I thought that the 

Chinese could become more successful in 

America if they stopped living in Chinatown 

communities separate from the rest of the city 

and instead became assimilated into American 

culture. I made some enemies by speaking out 

and writing about my beliefs, but still I was a 

respected sociologist, professor, and author. 

 I was only 59 when I died in Phoenix of a stroke 

in 1964. People still consult an important book I 

wrote called, The Chinese in the United States of 

America, published in 1960.  
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