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THE
IMMIGRANT
ADVANTAGE





Embarking



PHO FOR LUNCH again?” my office mate asked. Maybe it was the vapor of beef broth, star anise, and garlic I trailed every time I ate this addictive Vietnamese soup. Connoisseurs, I knew, actually judged pho as much by its scent as by its flavor. I didn’t mind a bit of aroma.


I had started a new beat for the Houston Chronicle, on immigrants’ lives. My stories bubbled first from ethnic newspapers, day-labor sites, and talking to sources as often as I could over pho. But eventually, my best ideas flowed from friends—friends like my Vietnamese-language tutor, Ngoc Le.


Teaching me Vietnamese was probably the only task Ngoc ever left incomplete. After tutoring me for years until my schedule made it futile, she turned to schooling me in Vietnamese culture. It was her true calling. Ngoc had a genius for skating between worlds. She’d come to the United States in the 1960s, not as a refugee but as a graduate student, and married a Vietnamese student who would become a doctor. Years later she divorced, with no regrets, scandalizing her Vietnamese peers. Now the same ladies she’d horrified called Ngoc for lunch. They wanted to learn how her three kids—hip and delightful: I knew them—had all earned college scholarships.


“It’s like fruit trees. You feed and you prune every day,” Ngoc told me one day over lunch. But the truth was that she had cherry-picked, brilliantly, from Vietnamese and American traditions to raise them. There was Asian-style pressure: “You can be anything you want—a doctor or lawyer,” she told them. But there was also the American notion of well-roundedness: Ngoc made her kids learn Spanish and sent them to volunteer in Latin America.


Her approach to money was a similar hybrid. Once I recommended a movie, and she replied, “I don’t go to movies.”


“Never?”


“Never,” she said. “I see videos. I prefer to spend my money on more important things.”


That night I repeated the conversation to my husband, Mike. We couldn’t see it: Why the scrimping? Ngoc had a job, benefits. She was not prone to self-abnegation. A few weeks earlier she’d shown up at tutoring with a smile full of metal. “Braces,” she said demurely.


As I mulled it, though, I found something provocative about Ngoc’s example—the idea that some of the expenses I took for granted could, possibly, be lived without.


It became a household joke. “Live like an immigrant,” Mike said when we wavered between takeout or making pasta. Every once in a while we’d go with the pasta.


The enormous distinction between us and Vietnamese immigrants, of course, was that we had never known insecurity. A few years later, though, I did become acquainted with uncertainty. I was pregnant and suddenly aware that every decision Mike and I made about our time, our money, and our environment would bear consequences for our children. Yet the resources we had—by choice, I reminded myself—differed a lot from those I’d grown up with, and vaguely assumed would have on hand when I had kids of my own.


So I began paying closer attention to successful immigrants. I was newly impressed by the parents of a Vietnamese boy who drove an hour to my house so I could tutor him—although he already was an honor student. I asked my older but still able-bodied Trinidadian friend, Shirley, why her son pestered her to move cross-country to live near him. And I thought again about Ngoc’s careful frugalities.


For about two years, if you met me at a party and were discernibly of foreign birth, you ran a strong risk of getting The Question. “What’s the smartest habit that people from your country bring here?”


Most people had ready answers. “Not airing dirty laundry in public,” a Vietnamese friend said. “And sending checks to our parents.”


“Parties with the whole family,” a Filipina replied.


“Hospitality,” said a friend who’d lived in Lebanon.


It took a while for me to refine the query. I was looking for practices that could be split from their surrounding cultural systems and copied. Practices that other Americans—like me—could adapt for ourselves.


Good practices.


“In Mexico, the youngest daughter traditionally never marries and spends her life keeping house for her parents,” my mom offered before I (the youngest daughter) cleared that point up.


Some of the most compelling ideas I heard were religious. I especially admired Muslim burial, which, instead of filling the earth with formaldehyde and concrete, inters the dead in a plain piece of cloth. In death there is no rich or poor, the saying goes. Muslims say goodbye, not with top-of-the line casket hardware, but by lovingly hand-washing the body.


Like its Jewish counterpart, this desert custom dovetails beautifully with Americans’ reawakened interest in sustainability and the environment. But it is a religious rite, and the customs I was interested in had to stand on their own, independent of the faith or even the culture that created them. Customs like Vietnamese money clubs.


Do you know eleven people you’d trust with half your earnings each month, sure they would hand it back the instant you asked? It’s not an American custom to rely this way on others, crossing the borders between friendship and finance, social nicety and real need. For the most part, we don’t have to. But Hen Le, a fifty-seven-year-old Vietnamese refugee living in Houston, showed me that sometimes the un-American way can bring us what we want most.


Le needed $16,000 fast, and had no obvious way to get it. Ten years after arriving in the United States as a refugee, he didn’t have the collateral to get a loan from a bank. And with his meager weekly pay as a mechanic, Hen could never save quickly enough to catch a sudden, gleaming opportunity—the chance to build a repair shop on a cheap patch of land, and for the first time in his life be his own boss.


But Le possessed something many other Americans do not: eleven friends—not intimates, but members of his peer group—whom he was willing to entrust with half his salary each month. And these acquaintances shared a tradition: a kind of club, with which ordinary Vietnamese have leveraged friendships into buying power for nearly one thousand years.


This book is about Hen Le’s club, and a half dozen other ingenious customs that immigrants have carried here from around the world. Understandably, the newcomers rarely talk about these practices with outsiders, and I found that few researchers had closely studied them. These are folk customs, after all, practiced quietly in kitchens and living rooms. Honed over centuries, tailored to human needs and quirks, the customs described in this book brilliantly solve conundrums many Americans face every day.


Taken together, these customs also illuminate a riddle that epidemiologists have studied for decades. It’s called the immigrant paradox: the evidence that immigrants, even those from poor, violent lands who live hard lives in the United States, tend to be physically and mentally healthier than the rest of us.


The term first appeared as the “epidemiological paradox,” in a groundbreaking 1986 report showing that Latinos in the Southwest lived as long as non-Hispanic whites. Later studies showed Latinos actually live longer—especially immigrants. The findings were baffling, because Latinos are burdened with all kinds of health risks: less education, lower income, more obesity than native-born whites. But the research holds true today. In 2010, the Centers for Disease Control reported that Latinos, about half of whom are foreign-born, now live two and a half years longer than non-Hispanic whites. They live nearly eight years longer than African Americans.


West Indians, South Asians, East Asians, and recently arrived Africans have the same edge. Across the board, America’s immigrants typically live longer than those of us who are native-born. They give birth to healthier babies. Even their psyches may be more resilient. According to a recent series in the American Journal of Public Health, 48 percent of Americans of all ethnic backgrounds will experience a mental disorder during their lives, whether depression, substance abuse, or alcohol abuse. Asian, Latino, and Caribbean immigrants show varying rates of mental illness, but consistently reported fewer overall mental problems than the native-born.


What can explain this? Selection, we know, is the biggest piece in this puzzle. It takes a sound mind, and a strong body, to leave one life behind and wrest a new one from an often unfriendly culture. If you come here legally, the U.S. government requires a health exam. If you cross without documentation, the desert, human predators, and hunger provide one free of charge.


Regardless how they get here, people who immigrate also tend to be optimistic and committed to improving their lives, and both correlate with health. But selection doesn’t fully account for the health paradox in all its forms and nationalities. Especially among Mexicans, the paradox “violates one of the most predictable patterns we see in most parts of the world and for most diseases,” Dr. Paul Simon, a physician with the Los Angeles County Public Health Department, says. “Poorer health outcomes are generally seen in groups at the lower end of the socioeconomic scale. The question is, what are immigrants doing right?”


Behavior, many researchers think, is the other main puzzle piece. Immigrants smoke and drink less, breast-feed more, and their kids more often grow up with both parents. More subtly, the circuitry of their personal lives looks different. Today’s non-European immigrants come from societies that still rely on dense social and religious networks. They belong to close-knit, extended families. And often, because circumstances force them to, they put off individual gratification to strive for communal goals. The traditions described in this book show some of these social circuits in action. They are practical, focused actions with specific goals. But as the circuits light up, they also form an intangible buffer against some of the risks that come with being an immigrant. Such circuitry, it turns out, can protect the rest of us too.


For almost as long as I’ve been a reporter, I’ve written about immigrants. Their stories energize me. I’ve learned how much will it takes to carry on life after trauma. I’ve seen the daring needed to work without speaking your boss’s language. And I’ve witnessed desperate battles, often lost, to preserve families that were the only reason to leave home in the first place.


I first got an inkling of those passions during the 1980s, as a high school student in Washington, D.C. The now-fashionable Adams Morgan neighborhood was dingy and dodgy, a first stop for the city’s incoming Africans and Central Americans. Strolling to a restaurant there one Saturday morning, I spied something odd. A wiry Latino man lay fast asleep near the curb in dusty jeans, leather tool belt, and boots. He obviously wasn’t a panhandler. Yet just as clearly, he was a stranger. People got drunk and passed out in D.C. every day, but not often on big thoroughfares after a hard day of work.


A decade later, as a freelance writer in San Salvador, I learned who this man, like thousands of others who appeared in the city at that time, probably was. My high school days coincided with the start of El Salvador’s grisly twelve-year civil war. Hundreds of thousands of Salvadorans streamed into the United States illegally, fleeing death squads, guerrilla recruiters, or memories of their own murdered families. Many headed to Washington because its construction work paid especially well.


I had moved to Central America on impulse. After college, I worked at a news service a few years, then went to graduate school in New York. I left mid-semester to volunteer with a pioneering woman doctor working in El Salvador. Refusing to affiliate with left or right, she ran a clinic that taught campesinos basic medical skills, and had somehow kept it running throughout the war. Vaguely, I figured I would go on to pursue public health.


Instead I stumbled onto foreign freelancing. I knew fairly little about the war that was ending when I arrived, but I knew it had traumatized every person I met. As the clinic workers and patients told me what they survived, the unfurling peace process transfixed me. How could former enemies share this small country? How could anyone function after twelve years of death squads and sons dead on roadsides?


I began writing about what I saw for a few U.S. papers. The Houston Chronicle, in particular, wanted more. “We have a huge number of Salvadorans here,” the foreign editor said over the phone. “They want to know if there are jobs. If it’s safe to go back.”


For the next four years, I freelanced all over Central America and the Caribbean, stitching together assignments from the Chronicle, The Economist, The Boston Globe, and a half dozen others. The experience would tint my view of the simplest features in my own life: the worth of a dollar, the privilege of an intact house. Not long after I arrived in El Salvador, my photographer boyfriend Mike drove me to a guerrilla camp. It looked like a scene out of Robin Hood. In a forest speckled with small huts and tents, green-clad guerrillas slipped silently between the trees. One, a sturdy teenage girl with sleeves rolled to her biceps, was pointed out as a lethal shot during ambushes.


What do you want to do after so many years as a fighter? I asked her.


She wanted to get married and be a mom.


A few years later, before moving back to the United States, I began joining Mike to work in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. A grueling embargo was underway, an attempt to force out the general who ousted President Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Outside a shuttered baseball bat factory, a crowd of workers surrounded me. They were tense with hunger and rage, and had two completely logical questions.


“How will your writing help us?” and “When will we be able to work?”


As a lot of us do, I’d grown up acutely aware how much I owed to being American. My insouciance about the future. My unhindered education. The chutzpah to go, as a single woman, anywhere that I pleased. Uneasily, I started to daydream about waking up one day as the same person, but in a new country, faced with the kind of obstacles I made my living describing.


When I moved to Houston in the mid-1990s, and landed a real, full-time job at the Chronicle, the city was hurtling through one of the fastest demographic changes any U.S. metropolis had ever seen. A formerly white town run by white men, Houston today has no one ethnic majority. And uniquely, perhaps, among America’s big, melting pot cities, it is home to large communities of all four major U.S. ethnic groups. The faces I noticed in places like Hermann Park, near downtown, reflected that distinctive mix of Latinos, Asians, African Americans, and Anglos.


As a majority-minority city, though, it won’t be special for long. In about thirty years, thanks mainly to immigrants and their children, the rest of America will look much like Houston. Living here, I quickly saw, was like taking a round-the-world balloon tour of the countries that were now reshaping the United States.


My fascination with immigrants’ lives also stemmed from my own family experience. My dad’s family hasn’t strayed far from the Eastern Seaboard since 1889, when they arrived from Ukraine. Like most Eastern European Jews, my older relatives showed zero nostalgia for the old country. When my dad took our tiny, refined Aunt Rebecca to hear a klezmer band, he loved it, as he did mariachi and union songs from the thirties. “That’s nice,” she said. “For those people.”


My mother, though, comes from wandering folk. Born and raised in Mexico City, she is what’s called a chilanga, with all the cosmopolitan attitude Americans expect from New Yorkers. But her parents themselves were immigrants to Mexico: my grandfather from Honduras and my grandmother, Concepción, from Nicaragua. My grandmother’s parents were industrious people in a brutal society. Her father, a small landowner, planted orange trees in a ring around their house to encircle his family in blossoms. But when he visited my grandmother, Concepción, at school, she felt ashamed of his farmer’s clothes and leather sandals.


A few years later, Concepción won a scholarship to medical school in the city of León. The townsfolk there came unglued. A woman! Studying naked men! Women hurled dishwater at her on the street. So with 100 pesos in her pocket, she left for medical school in Mexico, where public education was free and women professionals well accepted. She was Nicaragua’s first woman doctor, but Mexico was her home.


Migration, however, works in mysterious ways. At the close of World War II, as concentration camps were liberated, Concepción applied to the UN’s relief team for displaced persons. A Bolivian adviser mentioned her request to Nelson Rockefeller, who invited her to join the U.S. contingent. In one of the odder turns of Latin/U.S. history, the country girl from Nicaragua was made a captain in the U.S. Army.


My mother, meanwhile, was at a Quaker school in Philadelphia. When a teacher secured her a U.S. college scholarship, she assumed it was a brief sojourn before graduate school back in Mexico. Then, in botany class at the University of Maryland, she met a handsome fellow from Baltimore.


Which is how I came to grow up Jewish and Mexican in the Maryland suburbs and think little of it. True, all four of us kids learned Spanish, and ate tortillas before you could buy them at Safeway. For Jewish holidays we drove to Baltimore, where we were doted on by stylish aunts. But the true depth of my ethnic awareness was better measured in fourth-grade music class, when I chose the hand-carved maracas because, well, I was Mexican. I clashed them like cymbals until they nearly splintered, displaying what I considered my inborn Latin beat.


Yet our household rhythms really were foreign in some more subtle ways. It used to aggrieve me that we never got TV dinners or Danish-Go-Rounds. Friends, meanwhile, were enthralled by the long sit-down dinners that we shared every night and needed permission to skip. But that’s just how Mexicans organize family life. Americans, of course, had organized their lives exactly the same way, just a generation before.


Of all the ethnic groups in America, only Native Americans saw this continent immigrant-free. In 1776, 70 percent of white settlers were from Britain, with others coming from Spain, Holland, and France. One-third of Americans at that time were African slaves.


From 1820 through 1925, close to 36 million more Europeans arrived. A wave came from Ireland, peaking during the potato famine. Germans and Scandinavians arrived next. Some Chinese, Japanese, and Mexicans also came in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But between roughly 1880 and 1920, with nearly 15 million newcomers, mostly Italians, Slavs, Greeks, or Jews, Americans lashed out. The 1924 National Origins Quota Act banned almost all Southern and Eastern Europeans, not to mention Asians and other nonwhites, from entry. By 1960, in a country founded by immigrants, less than 6 percent of Americans were foreign-born.


In 1965, Congress finally scrapped the quotas, making family links and special skills central to gaining a visa. The number of newcomers who have responded to this policy is without precedent. Today, more than 37 million immigrants live in this country, an estimated 11 million of those without authorization. The numbers may seem overwhelming—but the actual percentage of our current population that is foreign-born hovers at about 13 percent, lower than it was a hundred years ago.


What is truly historic is how different these newcomers are from one another. Thanks to the twists of U.S. policy, they step ashore with the most varied educational and economic résumés of any generation of immigrants before them. Mexicans, as you might guess, are the most numerous, the poorest, and the most likely to be undocumented. That’s largely because, shortly before Congress ended quotas, it also put the kibosh on a program welcoming unskilled Mexican workers. The move inadvertently launched the torrent of illegal migration we see today. Since the jobs still beckoned, workers kept coming. But ever-tightening border enforcement now discouraged the newcomers from leaving. It was a radical change from the circular flow of generations past, when as many as 85 percent of undocumented arrivals were offset by other Mexicans heading home.


Yet, contrary to stereotype, Mexican immigrants are roughly as educated as the Poles and Italians of a hundred years ago. What’s changed is the dwindling of blue-collar jobs that once pushed European immigrants forward—and the new weight of nonlegal status, which hampers the advance of many immigrants, especially Latinos, today.


Asians and Africans, meanwhile, walk off their planes with top-notch credentials. Banned from the United States for so long, most have no family to join here. So most Nigerians, Koreans, Chinese, and Indians who get visas today are distinguished by their schooling and affluence. Jamaicans, meanwhile, who prior to 1965 could enter as British subjects, arrive today with more family links and slightly less education—typically high school.


Of all the educated immigrants, Nigerians stand at the top of the heap. Many were young men who came for college during the oil-rich 1970s and stayed when political chaos erupted at home. Now, according to 2006 census estimates, 37 percent of Nigerian immigrants have bachelor’s degrees, 17 percent hold master’s, and 4 percent are PhDs. That’s compared to the 19 percent of U.S. whites with bachelor’s, 8 percent with master’s, and one percent with a PhD.


In 1975, another tide of immigrants swept in. It was a massive, emotionally battered surge of displaced Vietnamese. Driven by the fall of Saigon, they would become the biggest refugee wave in U.S. history. First came the skilled, educated class who had cooperated with the United States, then more than one million migrants from all over Indochina. Hmong tribespeople, Vietnamese boat people, and survivors of Cambodia’s killing fields, this second wave varied in wealth and schooling. The past status of each—as for Mexicans, Koreans, Indians, Nigerians, and Jamaicans—would greatly inform their progress in the United States.


There was little, in other words, that I could generalize about the immigrants now recasting the U.S. population, and even more sharply redefining Houston. Little, except that regardless of education and wealth, each needed to sort through the customs from their past lives, keeping only those that would help them thrive in America.


I set out to explore the customs in this book because the more I learned about them, the more I realized they addressed some puzzle of American life I had seen myself. Who doesn’t want to rein in impulse purchasing? Or serve a healthy, fresh-cooked family dinner for the price of a meal at McDonald’s? Who wouldn’t long for assurance that her next date won’t be mad, dangerous, or totally unsuitable? Who wouldn’t want to help a new mother walloped with sadness?


But can those of us who are not from the cultures that gave rise to these practices really take them as our own? It’s one thing to develop an appreciation for someone else’s traditions. It’s another matter entirely to pluck them up and take them home like shiny coins. Would they keep their currency if I wasn’t a Bengali student or a Mexican waitress?


The truth is that it’s American tradition to copy the neighbors. The Pilgrims lived through their first starving winters by emulating Native American planting and fishing. In the mid–nineteenth century, an American cowboy in Colorado so admired the Mexican vaqueros’ wide-brimmed hats that he paid Stetson to craft one for him. The Mexicans deemed his knockoff tan galan, “so gallant,” a label that evolved into the “ten gallon” hat.


It was the Germans who pioneered early childhood education here, doggedly building kindergartens every time they cleared land for a settlement. They also cultivated a passion for vigorous outdoor games on Sundays, enraging the Puritan neighbors, who found the practice blasphemous. But eventually it became an American religious rite of its own.


Italian Americans, meanwhile, suffered so terribly in their first years here that many returned to Italy. Those who stayed were hectored to abandon their diet. Italian cuisine, the social reformers warned, was “of poor nutritive quality, [its] spices allegedly favored alcoholism, and shopping for expensive imported products in neighborhood independent stores was . . . wasteful.” The Italians paid no attention, of course, and ordinary Americans learned to love their food too.


Without knowing it, we even live in each other’s houses. Roam any street in the South and you’ll find shadows thrown from West African villages, folklorist John Michael Vlach claims. These shadows spring from a housing design that spread from New Orleans, which in the early nineteenth century was about one-third white, one-third slave, and one-third former slaves from Haiti. The free Haitians built themselves houses like those back in Africa, three or four rooms long, with a deep roof slanting over a porch. These so-called shotgun houses, Vlach says, gave Americans their first glimpse of a structure that now defines community life across the country: the Southern front porch.


A lot of our mainstream customs, in fact, spring from the margins. Almost always, cuisine takes the first leap. Soul food, bagels, salsa, pizza, and fried rice all gained entree into American homes long before their creators did. Then again, most European groups we call mainstream were marginal themselves at some point. Early colonists especially despised the unlettered Scotch-Irish, who settled Appalachia and the South during the eighteenth century. Yet the rednecks, as they were called even then, left their footprints far outside the South. Their backwoods “familiarity” and “lack of deference to age, wealth, birth and breeding” repelled other colonial Europeans. But a couple of centuries later, the casual manners of figures from Chuck Yeager to Bill Clinton characterize Americans to the rest of the world.


Strangely, the most crucial trait the Scotch-Irish brought may have been their openness to foreign ways. It’s a bit counterintuitive, considering their obsessive clan ethic; this was the community that spawned the Hatfields and the McCoys. But roaming northern Ireland, northern England, and Scotland for hundreds of years, they learned to copy any survival skills that seemed to work. When they got to the New World, the Scotch-Irish successfully fought their way onto Indian land—by adapting the natives’ own war and wilderness customs. Ethnic hostility, in other words, has never necessarily dampened American respect for a good idea.


But to fully understand the customs I was exploring—and to see how they might be worked into other Americans’ lives—I had to see them in action. So I visited immigrant enclaves all around the country. I snooped and I loitered, questioning the incredibly hospitable residents about how these beloved customs are actually lived. And always I asked about their dark sides. “Don’t idealize,” a college sociology professor had warned.


My first stop was a Houston savings club. I wanted to parse why this ancient, precapitalist system still thrived a hemisphere and a millennium away from its source. I was astonished at the range of people these clubs attract. There were re-education camp survivors, former army officers, comfortable professionals like my friend Ngoc, and workers like Hen Le, still grasping for the middle class. Decade after decade, something about savings clubs kept drawing these Vietnamese in.


My next stop was Akron, Ohio, unlikely epicenter of a Mexican rite that may reduce postpartum depression, and, without a doubt, makes new mothers better rested. Trailing health workers, dropping in on households, and meeting the opinionated family that ran La Flor restaurant, I eventually wondered why this practice wasn’t taught alongside Lamaze.


It took longer to sell me on the South Asian style of courtship. To test the idea, I traveled to a Pakistani sweet shop in Queens, a hip Hoboken diner, and a Columbia University dorm room, listening to love stories. But it was only when an Indian friend sent me to her cousin in Nashville, a woman with good reason to believe in this courtship tradition, that I started to believe too.


Even if you find the perfect mate, challenges still lie ahead. You may well have children—and sooner or later have to educate them. Thus I headed to Los Angeles, where immigrants from Korea have pretty much mastered the U.S. public school system. The tools they bring for this task are mind-boggling: churches that dole out college guidance, newspapers with weekly guides on everything from school districts to acing the SATs. But even non-Asians can copy one of their most common techniques. To learn how it worked, I lurked around the Park La Brea pool to meet Korean students, and visited traditional “study places” in Los Angeles and the San Fernando Valley. Then I tried the system out on my kids.


Jamaicans, meanwhile, achieve several modern American goals with one very Old World approach: They live with their parents. Preoccupied with independence, I expected this to be the least adaptable custom I studied. Yet not only did it seem to work, the West Indians I knew seemed to enjoy it. So I called the Jamaica Organization of New Jersey, which arranged for me to spend three days living with a gregarious math teacher, her mother, and various members of their beguiling family.


Back in Houston, pho still on my mind, I tried out a Vietnamese technique for getting family dinner on the table each night. It got onto my table, all right—in four courses, freshly cooked, for less than ten dollars total.


Today, more than a year after embarking on these experiments, I am a convert. Many of these practices are so elegant and efficient at reaching American goals, I believe, newcomers need to hang on to them.


And the rest of us should consider trying them out for ourselves.


Not all imported traditions make sense. Some, such as honor killings, the caste system, and female circumcision, are abhorrent. Others, while charming on the surface, nevertheless rely on hierarchies we’ve discarded, systems in which divorce is unheard of and women and children have no choice but submission.


But the best of these imports, such as the ones in this book, do not spring from anyone’s loss of power. To the contrary: For little or no cost, usually marked by some sort of party, they magnify the power of anyone who adopts them. They fortify our most portable resource—our conduct. And they harness core instincts like reciprocity, the need for approval, love of laughter.


Ingenious as they may be, I realized, most of these traditions aren’t really foreign at all. They are masterfully refined variations on classic American good sense. Meant to promote thrift, community, and individual backbone, versions of these customs lie packed away in every American’s family history. Adapting the best habits of first-generation immigrants, I think, can help us recall our own.


This book is for anybody who senses something off-kilter about our daily life, and wants practical ideas to regain footing. It is not about immigration policy. Nor does it analyze what immigrants do or don’t take from our economy. It is about the immigrants who are already here, and what they can teach us. For the hundreds of thousands of newcomers who land here each year, success hinges on one factor: how well they learn to be American. For the rest of us, who know our good fortune but still struggle to find love, keep families close, and rein in runaway consumption, the challenge is different. We need to learn how to live like immigrants. 
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How to Save:


The Vietnamese Money Club


Pay first and then get what you have paid for.


—VIETNAMESE PROVERB


FROM THE CORNER of a banquet table strewn with empty dishes, I watched large-denomination bills change hands. A Vietnamese man in a porkpie hat strolled from seat to seat. Smiling, he leaned toward one guest, then another, clasping shoulders and collecting.


Three crisp hundreds from a skinny man with glasses.


Six fifties from a chic matron in gray pumps.


Altogether more than fifty people crowded at the tables in the Houston restaurant. All had come from Vietnam, and all had known each other more than thirty years, since first arriving, penniless, after Saigon’s fall. Their faces rounder now, their bellies gently paunched, they plucked morsels of fried squid and catfish off lazy Susans. When the man in the hat came round to take their cash, they each embraced him.


This could easily be dues time at a class reunion or Rotary dinner. But something unusual was happening with all that money. Instead of tucking it into a box or money pouch, Cao Do, the man in the hat, slipped the bills into an envelope. He passed it to the oldest woman at the table. Putting down her chopsticks, she licked a forefinger and counted. Then she opened her handbag and dropped the cash into it.


I was witnessing a hui. Pronounced to rhyme with “boy,” it is a centuries-old Vietnamese tradition that harnesses peer pressure to force its members to save. A bit book club, a bit Weight Watchers, the hui hinges on one transaction.


Every month, cash in hand, members meet to contribute their dues. And each month a different player takes that lump sum home, interest-free. In Vietnam those dues might be pitifully small, the equivalent of one or two dollars. High rollers, businessmen who don’t talk to people like me, deal in the tens of thousands.


The guests at Cao Do’s table that day contributed $300 each. It was the pool of all their cash that the woman with the chopsticks stuffed in her purse as I watched. After paying dutifully to the hui for months, she had reached her turn to collect.


Though everyone calls them by different names—Cambodians have tontines, Mexicans tandas, and Nigerians esusus—rotating loan clubs exist in nearly every traditional culture. In each system, peer pressure interwoven with social pleasure compels people to save what they otherwise might spend. The same forces, transformed into a fear of humiliation, discourage them from defaulting.


Among Asians, money clubs date back at least to the thirteenth century; one Japanese document cites a hui-like club that operated in 1275. Nearly a millennium later, the parched economic landscape that gave birth to huis still prevails in much of the world. For smalltime merchants and farmers who don’t have access to modern banks, and whose only other options are loan sharks or a jar buried in the garden, money clubs, along with jewelry and land, are still the safest methods to raise or store wealth.


But money clubs have also played a considerable role in the U.S. economy. Japanese and Chinese immigrants relied on them heavily to build businesses in the nineteenth century; in 1988, Time reported that Korean immigrants had used clubs called kyes to raise up to $10 million for houses and small businesses in the San Francisco Bay area. Eleven years later, another survey calculated that 80 percent of Korean households in the United States still took part in a kye, and that around Washington, D.C., kyes held approximately $100 million at any one time.


In the three decades since they arrived here, America’s estimated 1.1 million Vietnamese immigrants have deployed thousands of huis in the same way, launching businesses here and providing for families left behind in Vietnam. Huis helped seed Houston’s seemingly magical burgeoning of tiny nail salons, convenience stores, and pocket-size restaurants within months of their owners’ arrival—often in blasted neighborhoods where other poor residents found jobs and business ownership out of reach. Fifty miles away, on the Gulf of Mexico, money clubs with payouts from hundreds of dollars to $20,000 or more allowed refugees to buy boats and gain a foothold in the shrimping industry.


Until recently, Western scholars wrote about huis and other rotating credit groups with a certain dismissiveness. They were the last-ditch tool of the very poor, they said. And, indeed, Muhammad Yunus borrowed from the revolving loan tradition in developing the Grameen Bank, insisting that its microloans would more likely be repaid if guaranteed by a peer group.


But the money club mechanism is more commonly a tool for the stable and aspirational. After all, you need some sort of surplus before you can join. In Houston, most Vietnamese refugees had to wait a few years to emerge from dire poverty before they could join. Today, Cao Do’s hui includes military officers, engineers, and business owners who use banks and credit cards as well.


I can’t say I ever worried about finding a safe place for my wealth. But I had been hearing about huis, and the lore surrounding them, since first arriving in Houston. A hui, my Vietnamese friends would tell me, is much more than a poor man’s substitute for a bank. It alters behavior, they claimed. And it somehow manages to make frugality fun.


It’s 1:00 p.m. on the second Saturday of the month: the day after payday, and two weeks before the next bills arrive. Time again for the hui.


Freshly lipsticked, ties straight, Cao Do’s friends file into the banquet room. Kim Son restaurant sits in a strip mall, but its foyer recalls the Library of Congress. It’s a fitting look for this seat of communal power.


Houston boosters, not just the Vietnamese ones, sometimes boast about Kim Son’s success as if it were a municipal achievement. In a way it is. When Son La arrived here as a refugee in 1975, he found a subtropical climate that felt like Vietnam. He also found a state economy unfettered by state income tax and a distinctly Houstonian willingness to ignore social origins. That is, if you could get rich.


Almost everybody who moved to the city in those days had done so for jobs. For a man like La, Houston offered promising ground. Starting with a pocket-size soup joint, La and his family slowly turned Kim Son into a mainstream dining empire. Their secret was pampering the Texan palate. Houstonians, they found, appreciated jalapeños and cilantro. But they wanted their food clearly identifiable, light on the fish sauce, and free at all times of fat globules, exoskeletons, and eyeballs.


Once La got the hang of these predilections, Houston fell in love with his cooking. It’s common now to pop into a Kim Son at lunch and see Latinos, blacks, and sixth-generation Texans happily wrapping their spring rolls in lettuce. As their fortune grew, the Las built another restaurant, and another. Finally they built the pièce de résistance—the marble and red velvet palace where Cao Do’s friends meet for their hui.


As Do’s guests settle in at their tables, waiters begin ferrying rice, soft drinks, and platter after platter of garlicky catfish and squid. Twenty years after starting this club, Do’s friends have finally mustered the financial security for nice meals out. Accordingly, each month’s winners—there are always two—agree to buy the Kim Son lunch for everyone. Also by consensus, the club no longer pays out anyone in the first month; instead, the players bank the money in an emergency account. Last year they used it to help a member pay for his wife’s funeral. Other groups donate one month’s winnings to a charity.


These are common money club variations, but the xeroxed sheet that Do now hands to each table was his own innovation. It’s a copied image of a Texas Powerball ticket. Vietnamese tend to relish gambling, and this hui decided to spend a few dollars from the communal fund on playing the lottery. The smidgen of extra risk reflects their trust in Do.


Do is sixty-six, medium height, but seems younger and much taller thanks to a very round, almost pumpkinish head. He is dressed a little more casually than his guests, in an elegant charcoal jersey shirt, sleek loafers, and the porkpie lid. He has the smile and antic grace of a Rat Packer, and I like him right away.


“Without Do, we always say, we wouldn’t do this,” says the slender woman who is translating for us. Do, joining us at an empty seat, smiles modestly. It’s clear the tribute delights him. “Where did you learn your management skills?” I ask. “Boy Scouts,” he replies. “And, when I became an adult, the Vietnamese navy.” Displacement and language barriers sidetracked those talents. In this country, Do is two years from his pension as a custodian for a public school district.


Do’s money club has been running continuously for twenty years, but its focus has changed enormously. “We’d just arrived, we didn’t have anything. We needed new cars, deposits for houses,” he says. “That’s why we started it—we needed the money.” Do’s original cofounder, an old friend from the military, was the one who launched the group. He needed to raise money fast for a house deposit. Between them, he and Do recruited eighteen other families, all of them scrambling for a toehold in the new country.


Because, back then, no one had either money or leisure to spend a whole Saturday afternoon at a restaurant, the club members squeezed into each other’s apartments. They switched places in the rotation often and graciously in those first years, accommodating their fellow refugees’ fast-changing lives. Almost each month, someone would ask to collect, to buy suddenly available shop space or finance a wedding for a child who assumed, unlike her parents, that Houston was her permanent home.


As more refugees found their footing, the hui grew fast: from two dozen, to three dozen, to fifty families. People joined now for the fun of it, lured by friends, and friends of friends. They ventured out to Kim Son, and resolved to raise monthly dues from $200 to $300. For efficiency, Do came up with the idea of splitting the group in two, to keep the cycle from dragging out fifty months. Finally, in a sign of the members’ new financial stability, they decided to add an extra $15 to their monthly payment, money they’d never recoup. It would go instead to a general fund for charity, emergencies—and more parties.


Now that most are in their sixties and seventies, few really want to talk about work, or trying to buy a car, or scaring up a house payment. Instead they chatter about pleasures: favorite old foods and places in Vietnam, or the entertainment at their upcoming New Year’s celebration here at Kim Son.


“This is just like our club now,” Do says. “We meet together to have friends to invite to weddings, to help when we have problems.” Even their problems are different now—like other Americans, the hui members have to struggle not to fritter away what they have.
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“Live like an immigrant. . . . How rare to find an intelligent, engrossing book that

doubles as a disp y! The Immig Ads is chock-full of novel, useful

prescriptions for a happy, healthy life.” ~DApHNE MILLER, MD, author of
The Jungle Effect: A Doctor Discovers the Healthiest Diets from Around
the World—Why They Work and How to Make Them Work for You

“Such a smart and thrilling ride. I had no idea I was surrounded by daily exotic
adventures until I opened The ImmigrantAdvantage. Now that I've read it, I can’t
wait to live it.” —CHRISTOPHER MCDOUGALL, author of

the New York Times bestseller Born to Run

“A wonderful positive portrayal of immigrant customs and contributions much
needed and much welcome at a time of so much confusion about the foreign-born
who live among us.” —KYRIAKOS S. MARKIDES, PHD,

Annie & John Gnitzinger Distinguished Professor

of Aging Studies, University of Texas






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
IMMIGRANT
ADVANTAGE

What We Can Learn from
Newcomers to America about
Health, Happiness, and Hope

CLAUDIA KOLKER

NewYork - London





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here






OEBPS/images/common.jpg











OEBPS/images/9781416587118.jpg
The
Immigrant

Advantage

€

What We Can Learn from
Newcomers to America about Health,

Happiness, and Hope

g - »

CLAUDIA KOLKER





