Deadwood, South Dakota, to Host Grand Celebration of Chinese Immigrant
History

To commemorate the outstanding contributions of early Chinese immigrants to the
development of the American West, the City of Deadwood in South Dakota will host a
major celebration in the famous Black Hills region. This event will not only reflect on the
struggles and achievements of Chinese pioneers but also deepen public understanding
of Chinese immigration history and the broader story of westward expansion in the
United States.

Unlike many Chinese immigrants in other parts of the country—often derogatorily called
“coolies” and subjected to harsh discrimination as laborers or servants—the Chinese
community in Deadwood, South Dakota, like other historically marginalized groups such
as Jewish and African American settlers, earned respect and inclusion, and actively
contributed to the development of the local community.

One of the most outstanding figures among them was Wong Fee Lee (F#E%, 1841-
1921). According to family oral history, Wong was born in the village of Bak Saar,
present-day Guangdong Province, China. He immigrated to the United States in 1863
and arrived in Deadwood Gulch in December 1876 in search of opportunity. Unlike most
Chinese immigrants whose ultimate goal was to earn money and return to their
homeland, Wong chose to call Deadwood home. He built a family, founded businesses,
actively integrated into American society, and shared Chinese culture with his
neighbors. Known for his honesty in business, kindness, and generosity, Wong
purchased large amounts of Liberty Bonds and regularly donated to public causes,
earning the deep respect of the residents of Deadwood.

Wong Fee Lee ran enterprises in mining, commerce, and other sectors. In 1885 and
1896, he constructed two sturdy brick buildings known as the Wing Tsue Bazaar, which
for many years served as the center of Deadwood’s Chinatown. He was also actively
involved in community affairs—donating to Independence Day celebrations, organizing
Chinese participation in local firefighter competitions (with his sponsored Chinese
firefighting hose team winning championships for several years, and The Chinese Hose
Team of America, who won championship of the great Hub and Hub race at Deadwood,
Dakota territory, July 4th, 1888), inviting townspeople to join in Chinese New Year and
Ghost Festival celebrations, and purchasing cemetery plots for the burial of Chinese
residents.

In 1902, Wong was denied re-entry into the United States due to the Chinese
Exclusion Act, but with the help of influential South Dakotans and federal officials, he
successfully returned to Deadwood. In 1919, he suffered a stroke during a meeting of
the Society of Black Hills Pioneers, later returning to China, where he passed away in
1921.



To honor Wong Fee Lee and other Chinese pioneers, the City of Deadwood has
commissioned a life-sized bronze statue in his likeness, with a grand unveiling
ceremony scheduled for 3:00 p.m. on June 26, 2025, at 566 Main Street in
Deadwood’s historic Chinatown. The unveiling is part of the Fourth Wong Family
Reunion, which will take place from June 24 to June 26. Bart Hamm, owner of Mr.
Wu’s Casino, and Brin, the casino manager, will host a festive celebration featuring a
whole roasted pig, traditional Chinese cuisine, drinks, and a lion dance performance by
a troupe from Las Vegas. The festivities will continue on June 27 and 28, with
additional live music performances.

South Dakota, located in the American Midwest, is world-renowned for its stunning
natural landscapes and deep historical roots. Especially in the Black Hills, where the
celebration takes place, visitors can explore the iconic Mount Rushmore National
Memorial, featuring the colossal carved faces of four American presidents, including
George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. Also in the region are Wind Cave National
Park and Custer State Park, known for their extraordinary beauty. These attractions
draw millions of visitors from around the world each year.

South Dakota and the City of Deadwood warmly invite members of the public—
especially scholars, tourists, entrepreneurs, and descendants of the Wong family who
are interested in Chinese American immigration history, the development of the
American West, and U.S. cultural, social, and economic history—to join this historic
event in Deadwood this June. It is a unique opportunity to experience firsthand the
heritage of this historic town and the splendor of the American West.

We warmly welcome you to Deadwood, South Dakota—come witness history and honor
the footsteps of our forebears!
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