A Bibliographic Guide to Historical Research on Hmong in Minnesota by Mark Pfeifer, Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-18.

A Bibliographic Guide to Historical Research on Hmong in Minnesota
By
Mark Pfeifer
Hmong Studies Journal
Volume 28, 18 pages

Abstract
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The focus of this paper will be on key published sources pertaining to early Hmong
history in Minnesota with a primary focus on the first decade of settlement up until the mid-
1980s. Most of the sources that will be discussed here are academic though some important
newspaper articles are also included. This overview of published work related to Hmong history
in Minnesota is not intended to be exhaustive but rather to highlight major sources. The overall
purpose of the article is to serve as a resource for future researchers looking at the Hmong
community from a historical perspective.

One of the earliest stories about the Hmong community in Minnesota appeared on the
front page of the Minneapolis Star on January 3, 1979. The article by Peter Ackerberg titled:
“New Roots in St. Paul: Laos Nomads find U.S. Life Confusing” includes a photo of Dang Her
who with his wife Shoua were the first Hmong refugees settled in Minnesota in December 1975.
The article notes: “About 10,000 Hmongs already have immigrated to the United States and
another 6,000 are expected in the next 6 months.” Further noting “About 800 Hmongs have
followed Dang Her to Minnesota, most of them settling in St. Paul. More arrive almost daily at

MSP airport — some without shoes and with only light clothing.” Ackerberg writes: “Hmongs get
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far less attention than escaping “boat people” from Vietnam, but they have more problems
adjusting after they arrive here.” (p.1).

The Minneapolis Star writer writes about other recently arrived Hmong in the Twin
Cities: “Chu Cha and his family may have a little easier adjustment to the U.S. than did Dang
Her and his family. There were no other Hmongs in the Twin Cities area when Her, sponsored by
a Methodist church, first came to live in Anoka three years ago.” He notes: “Now, in St. Paul, 38
Hmong families — about 200 people live in Liberty Plaza Townhouses and Apartments, a church-
sponsored low and moderate income housing project at 415 Marshall (p. 12a).

1980 was the year with the largest number of Hmong refugees arriving in Minnesota until
2004 when the last major group of Hmong refugees from Laos arrived from Wat Tham Krabok in
Thailand. On October 20, 1980, the St. Paul Dispatch newspaper published a special pull-out
section titled: “Looking in at Culture Shock: Hmong — St. Paul’s New Minority.” Articles in the
supplement were written by writer Linda Kohl and supplemented by numerous photographs

In the introduction Kohl writes: “To go from the Hills of Laos to the streets of St. Paul is
a long journey. They are two different worlds, separated literally by oceans and figuratively by a
culture gap, a technology gap, an education gap and a language gap. Who would have believed
that those two diverse worlds would merge in 1980 in apartment on Selby Avenue, at a bus stop
on 4™ and Wabasha, and in a supermarket aisle at Red Owl? Yet they have merged. The hill
people of Laos, known as the Hmong, are living in St. Paul in significant and ever-increasing
numbers. St. Paul, along with Santa Ana, Calif., has become one of the largest areas of Hmong
resettlement in the country. Some come because their sponsors are here, others move here to be
close to relatives and their leaders, and some arrive because they have heard that better-than-

average social services are available here. How are the Hmong coping in what must seem like a
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never-never land of fast foods and freeways? How are the people of Ramsey County — the
residents and the agencies — coping with this new minority?” p. 1

Articles in the St. Paul Dispatch special section include a profile of Leng Vang (Leng
Wong), who arrived in St. Paul in Feb. 1976, he and his wife were the second Hmong refugee
family to arrive in Minnesota. Discussed are Vang’s job in the state Welfare Dept. Refugee
Resettlement Office and his roles as the first president of the St. Paul Hmong Association which
later became Lao Family Community and his service as the first Hmong bilingual worker in the
state.

Headlines show the topics of other articles in the special section:
“Folk Medicine may have limited Use”

“Crop of Resentment Growing: Hostility Grows Toward Hmong

“General Dreams of Returning to Laos” (Profile of Hmong leader General Vang Pao at his ranch
in Missoula, Montana).

“Counting Refugees was Census Problem”

“Laos Refugee Family Struggling”

“Hmong Language Classes a Help to Refugee Workers”
“Hmong art is delicate whirls, intricate color”

“Hmong celebrate love, friendship in basi feasting”
“Kidnapping was Laos Tradition”

“Refugees are Usually the Victims of Crime”

“Hmong fled Laos to Freedom”

The St. Paul Dispatch special section may actually be the most detailed published
account we have of the early years of Hmong settlement in the Twin Cities and Minnesota. The
piece noting expressions of unhappiness among other community residents toward Hmong
newcomers using a community garden on Larpenteur Avenue in St. Paul documents racism the
Hmong community experienced during this time period. “"They’re the aliens, living off my tax

dollar, that’s what fries me’ said Martha Unger, a St. Paul woman who has rented a county
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garden plot in the area north of Larpenteur Avenue and west of Rice Street for several years.”
“*We’re now in the minority out here. It’s reverse discrimination. We’re paying their way, and
we’re paying through the nose.’” Unger said she was unhappy because the Indochinese gardeners
didn’t seem to follow the same rules, used too much water from the pump to irrigate their
gardens, had some objectionable personal habits and seemed to be pushing the Americans out.”
(p.8). The same article includes an interview with a minister who had worked to quell rumors
about the Hmong newcomers in the African American community in St. Paul.

The Minneapolis Tribune newspaper’s Picture Magazine published “Long Journey
Continues for Hmong Families in Twin Cities” on October 11, 1981. In this article and
accompanying photo essay, writers Doug Hulcher and Joe Kimball and photographer Darlene
Pfister describe the experiences of Hmong refugees who fled Laos, moved to a refugee camp in
Thailand and then resettled in the Twin Cities. A particular focus of the article are an 8 year old
Hmong girl and her family who had recently moved to the Twin Cities from Thailand.

The Hmong in the West: Observations and Reports, edited by Bruce T. Downing and
Douglas P. Olney was published by the Southeast Asian Refugee Studies Project and the Center
for Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota in 1982. This volume was the
product of the first Hmong Research Conference held at the University of Minnesota on October
2 and 3, 1981. Several articles in this collection discuss early Hmong settlement in Minnesota.

Eddie A. Calderon’s “The Impact of Indochinese Resettlement on the Phillips and Elliot
Park Neighborhoods in South Minneapolis” study discusses several issues associated with
Indochinese resettlement in the Phillips and Elliot Park neighborhoods of Minneapolis. It is
based on research conducted at the request of the Minneapolis Mayor, who was concerned with

the potential negative impact of several rumors regarding the presence of Indochinese settlers in
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the two communities. Calderon notes: “The Indochinese migration to Minnesota is quite
substantial. According to Ms. Jane Kretzman, state coordinator of Indochinese refugees, there are
at present between 24,000 and 25,000 Indochinese in the state and at least 12,000 or 13,000 of
these are Hmongs. The large Hmong presence in Minnesota is partly a result of recruitment by
Minnesotans who visited the resettlement camps in Thailand. Most of the Indochinese in
Minnesota reside in the Twin Cities area, notably St. Paul and Minneapolis. In the two South
Minneapolis neighborhoods of Phillips and Elliot Park, the Hmong are the dominant Indochinese
group. They had migrated to the two neighborhoods because of the availability of dwellings, and
at the beginning, the low rent. With their initial presence, a wave of Hmong migration to the area
ensued.” (p. 372). At the time of writing, Calderon estimates there were 1,633 Indochinese,
mostly Hmong, receiving some form of public assistance in the Phillips neighborhood and about
577 in Elliot Park. Nine and a half percent of the Phillips population were Indochinese, the
Indochinese made up 9.6% of the residents of Elliot Park (p. 372). This article is particularly
useful as documentation for the early substantial Hmong presence in South Minneapolis. By the
early 1990s, most Hmong in Minneapolis had moved to North Minneapolis and there are few if
any surviving signs of the one-time strong Hmong population in this part of Minneapolis today.
Also included in the Hmong in the West is Charles R. Johnson’s “Hmong Myths, Legends
and Folk Tales: A Resource for Cultural Understanding.” In this article, the author, associated
with Macalester College in St. Paul discusses a project involving the collection and translation of
Hmong legends and folktales. The idea was that these stories could be used to help teach Hmong
ESL and improve literacy. The author writes: “Suspecting that surely Hmong myths, legends and
folk tales would be stories the Hmong who were coming here would be familiar with and might

be glad to find in reading books used to teach them English, and that these stories would, at the
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same time, teach something about Hmong people, Hmong life and values, I set out to supervise
the recording of some zaj dab neeb Hmoob here in Minnesota, with support from the Northwest
Area Foundation and from Macalester College.” (p. 87). Johnson’s collection of bilingual folk
tales later became an important and heavily utilized source of information about these stories and
were included in many public libraries in cities with Hmong communities while also distributed
to schools and non-profit organizations for usage with Hmong ESL learners of all ages.

A third article in the Hmong in the West, Simon M. Fass’s “Economic Development and
Employment Projects” discusses early economic development efforts to assist Hmong families in
Minnesota. These include “a four-year $6 million effort for up to ninety families, organized by
the University of Minnesota Agricultural Extension Service, started in 1983 with an initial
investment of $472,000.” Fass notes: “The project successfully produced over $200,000 in crops,
but could harvest and sell only $70,000.” Among other factors, he writes. “communication
difficulties between Americans and refugees prevented Hmong from providing the amount of
field labor required for complete harvesting.” (p. 204)

University of Minnesota Anthropologist Timothy Dunnigan’s “Segmentary Kinship in an
Urban Society: The Hmong of St. Paul-Minneapolis was published in Anthropology Quarterly in
1982. Dunnigan writes: “St. Paul-Minneapolis has been a magnet area for Hmong resettlement
since the first families arrived early in 1976. Until recently, the presence of prominent leaders
coupled with opportunities for employment, training, and special welfare assistance programs
attracted a steady flow of Hmong from other states. Secondary migration began slowing
significantly early in 1981 as the local economy weakened, and by spring of 1982 the Hmong

population appeared to have stabilized at around 10,500. The Hmong who has migrated to
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Minnesota are about equally divided between the two major dialect groups of Laos, the White
Hmong and Green Hmong. “(pp. 126-127)

Dunnigan notes: “Laotian Hmong refugees living in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area of
Minnesota have a segmentary social system based on agnatic descent. The nuclear family is
embedded in a corporate sub-lineage, which has important reciprocal agreements with clan and
affinal relatives. The various sub-lineages also belong to pyramidal economic and political
networks that complement kinship. These networks are linked to a national leadership that works
through local mutual assistance associations. Because of their experience in Laos, the Hmong are
trying to retain these segmentary structures as a way of coping with resettlement in the U.S.A.”
(p. 126).

Dunnigan also observes: “The role of kinship in Hmong politics is revealed by the
structure and operation of the Lao Family Community Inc. which is primarily a social service
organization in St. Paul-Minneapolis that has ties to a national Hmong leadership group. In
order for organization policies to work at the local level, they must be supported by a majority of
the influential leaders of the large sub-lineages. When nominating board members, the Lao
Family Community tries to maintain a broad representation of different kinship groups, and to
coopt important critics. The organization involves as many kinship leaders as possible in policy
formulation, and relies on them as starting points in a network of information dissemination
about the activities of the Lao Family Community.” (p. 131).

The most comprehensive study of early Hmong settlement and adaptation in the United
States was The Hmong Resettlement Study. Volume I: Final Report which was published by the
University of Minnesota and nonprofit agencies in Santa Ana, CA and Portland, OR in 1985.

University of Minnesota Professor Linguistic scholar Bruce Downing was a principal
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investigator in the Hmong Resettlement Study. While the report is a nationwide study and
includes information from Hmong communities across the country, Minnesota and the Twin
Cities are a major focus. While the authors note that more than half of the Hmong in the U.S. as
of May 1983 estimates resided in California, the Twin Cities did have the largest estimated
Hmong population at 8,730 with Fresno, CA following closely with 8,000 (p. 40). The authors
note the interesting findings of a 1982 community survey of Hmong residing in the Twin Cities.
The availability of public housing in St. Paul, Minnesota and the actual or rumored availability
of better or more ESL training, vocational training and higher education had been major factors
in noted in secondary migration of Hmong to Minnesota (p.48). Very high unemployment in the
Hmong community in the Twin Cities compared to other resettlement sites such as Dallas, TX
and Providence, RI is also noted (pp. 70-71). The early adjustment issues many Hmong refugee
arrivals to Minnesota encountered in the early 1980s recession era are amply documented in the
report.

The authors of the report return to the topic of the reputation that St. Paul and
Minneapolis had for strong ESL programs and social services as a draw for Hmong newcomers.
“The Twin Cities area, in particular, gained national recognition for the ESL and vocational
training programs developed in St. Paul. The adult ESL programs there recognized very early the
necessity of providing instruction that was adapted to the level of the students and that focused
the content of instruction on the immediate communicative needs of the refugees. Also, since
1980, under mandate from the State refugee office, all programs have focused on language
needed for job hunting and employment rather than on general survival skills. The existence of

high caliber, appropriate ESL and vocational programs is often cited by resettlement workers as
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one of the factors which influenced large numbers of Hmong to settle in the Twin Cities.” (p.
133).

Other helpful information emerges in the Minneapolis-St. Paul case study portion
of the report. Readers learn that the recession hit the Hmong community in Minneapolis-St. Paul
particularly hard and some Hmong who had initially settled there were looking for opportunities
in other parts of the U.S. including California.

“The Hmong population in the Minneapolis-St. Paul areas was estimated at 10,000 in the
spring of 1983. The first Hmong families arrived in 1976, and the population grew slowly during
the first 2 years. By 1978 it had tripled, and by 1980 the Twin Cities had become the largest
urban concentration of Hmong in the United States. The Hmong population there peaked in
1981. Both direct sponsorship and secondary migration contributed to the rapid growth. In 1982,
60% of the Hmong said that they originally lived outside the Twin Cities, and 40% fere settled
there originally. Factors cited in the heavy secondary migration to Minnesota including initial
placement of a few influential group leaders, good ESL and vocational training, adequate
welfare, favorable community. The authors note that with recent growth and due to the above
factors, Fresno had surpassed the Twin Cities in Hmong population by the end of 1983.” (p.
276).

The report authors further note: “Since 1981, about 2,000 Hmong have left the Twin
Cities for California. The Minneapolis-St. Paul Hmong community was chosen for study because
until the recent growth of Fresno it had been the largest urban concentration of Hmong since
their resettlement in this country. From 1978-81 it was a major magnet for secondary migration. -
a thing that stands out about Hmong resettlement in the Twin Cities is that the Hmong are the

primary refugee group in the region and have been since 1979. Most refugee programs there,
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including employment programs, ESL programs, farming projects, and training programs, have
been developed with the special problems of Hmong in mind. The attention Hmong receive in
the Twin Cities continues to make the area an attractive place for Hmong to stay, even when
there is little else to keep them there.” (p. 277). The Twin Cities area would not retake the
population from Fresno lead until the 1990s.

Psychiatrist and University of Minnesota Professor Joseph Westermeyer published
extensively on early Hmong adaptation in Minnesota. Westermeyer had conducted research in
the 1960s among Hmong communities in Laos on drug addiction and opium usage. In a series of
scholarly articles published in the early to mid-1980s, Westermeyer and his research partners
including Tu Fu Vang wrote extensively on mental health and other aspects of adaptation among
Hmong refugees in Minnesota. In 1983, Westermeyer, Vang and Lyfong wrote in “Hmong
refugees in Minnesota: Characteristics and Self-Perception”, “Four years ago there was a fairly
stable population of about 200 Hmong adults and children in Minnesota. A marked influx of
Hmong refugees to Minnesota began about two years ago, and it is anticipated that their total
numbers here will reach over 20,000 in the 1980s. The results of this survey of Hmong adults in
Minnesota should prove useful to clinicians who encounter them as patients.” (p.431).

In 1984, Westermeyer, Bouafuely and Toufu Vang published “Hmong Refugees in
Minnesota: Sex Roles and Mental Health.” In this article, the authors discuss gender differences
in the migration process and its impact on mental health: “Many Hmong men showed
considerable difficulty with their early adjustment in the U.S....By contrast, the women showed
less evidence of early distress in association with welfare, education or access to a bicultural

person.” (p. 241).
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Finally, in “Prevention of Mental Disorder Among Hmong Refugees in the U.S. Lessons
from the Period 1976-1986”, published in 1987, Westermeyer writes about opium addiction
experienced by the Hmong community in the 1980s and the relationship between addiction and
mental health issues: “Thousands of known Hmong addicts (opium) were permitted entry to the
U.S. by the Department of State .....No preventative measures have been undertaken to monitor
former addicts’ continued abstinence from opium to recognize early readdiction, or to deal with
risk of opium growing and smuggling. There are now over 200 opium addicts in Minneapolis St.
Paul, about 80 have been treated as of this writing at U of M Hospitals and Clinics.” (p. 944).

On April 21, 1985, the Minneapolis Star newspaper published a special section titled
“Hmong of Minnesota: Lost in the Promised Land” with a series of articles by Tom Hamburger
and Eric Black along with accompanying photos from photographer Stormi Greener. The pieces
in the special section showcased interviews with five Hmong refugees who had moved to the
Twin Cities in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The articles document the struggles and also
triumphs experienced by Hmong refugees during their first decade in Minnesota.

“The story of the newest Minnesotans is the story of 10,000 individuals struggling to

overcome sadness over what they lost and to cope with confusion over what they found.

It’s the story of Chou Thao who risked his life to rescue downed American pilots during

the war and now is insulted by a monthly bill for the cost of his flight to America.

Of Mee Thao, an elderly widow who stayed in Laos until Communist oppression made it
impossible for her to stay any longer, but whose journey to St. Paul included perils

greater than any she had ever faced.

11



A Bibliographic Guide to Historical Research on Hmong in Minnesota by Mark Pfeifer, Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-18.

Of Shoua Cha, the only Hmong policeman in Minneapolis, whose job puts in daily
contact with the victimization and confusion of his countrymen and whose own story

represents the potential of the Hmong to persevere against long odds.

Of Shong Ger Thao, struggling to preserve Hmong culture, who turns his cinderblock
public housing apartment in St. Paul into a temple where he communicates with the
spirits that watch over his people. Finally, it is the story of the children, thriving in the

new world as the old recedes.

The stories of these people are contained in a special report beginning on page 29A. It
begins with the story of Jai Lor who endured five years of separation from his parents and
siblings until they were reunited on a cold Minnesota night early this year. But even the
reunion that he looked forward to for so long was marred by a minor tragedy born of his

experience with the ways of America.” (p. 29A)

In 1986, Bruce Downing and colleagues at the Southeast Asian Project at the University
of Minnesota and the Center for Migration Studies published The Hmong in Transition. This
book was drawn from papers presented at the second Hmong Research Conference held at the
University of Minnesota on November 17-19, 1983. While the focus of the volume was Hmong
adaptation across the United States, several articles focused on the Hmong experience in
Minnesota.

Karl Chun and Amos S. Deinard’s “Undue Lead Absorption in Hmong Children”
discusses a 1981 study in Minneapolis among recent Hmong arrivals and exposure of their
children to lead in their homes which were primarily in the Elliot Park and Phillips neighborhood
at that time. Chun and Deinard write: “In the spring of 1981, the bureau of Maternal and Child

Health at the Minneapolis Health Department, along with other institutions in Minneapolis and
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St. Paul, became aware of an extraordinary number of Hmong children identified with undue
lead absorption. In retrospect, the screening data for lead were present as far back as the fall of
1980 but had been lost in the mass of other refugee health problems at the time. (p. 417)

Sarah R. Mason’s “Training Hmong Women: For Marginal Work or Entry into the
Mainstream” surveys the employment training programs available to Hmong women since 1975
in Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota and evaluate the effectiveness of these programs. As also
documented above, Mason notes the recent population shifts in the Minnesota Hmong
community at the time of her research: “Minnesota has been a major area of Southeast Asian
refugee resettlement since the late 1970s. In the fall of 1981, the refugee population reached a
peak of twenty six thousand, 85 percent of whom lived in the St. Paul-Minneapolis metropolitan
area. The largest group were the Hmong, who numbered nearly twelve thousand and — with the
exception of a small settlement in Duluth — virtually all of this group resided in the metropolitan
area. During the winter of 1982, which was a period of unusually harsh weather and increasing
unemployment in Minnesota, several thousand Hmong left the state in hopes of finding jobs and
a warmer climate elsewhere. With the return of warmer weather and an upturn in the state’s
economy, the Hmong population stabilized in 1983 at approximately eighty-five hundred out of a
total of twenty-three thousand Southeast Asian refugees in Minnesota. About twenty thousand
Southeast Asians continued to live in the metropolitan area.” (p. 102).

Shur Vang Vangyi’s “Hmong Employment and Welfare Dependency” observes: “The rate
of Hmong employment differs widely from community to community. It depends on the number
and types of jobs available and the competition for those jobs. For example, the rates of

employment of Hmong in Orange County and Fresno, California and the Twin Cities of
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Minnesota are quite low compared with those of smaller Hmong communities such as
Providence, Dallas, and Fort Smith.” (p. 194)

Simon M. Fass’s “Economic Development and Employment Projects™ discusses early
efforts to assist in assisting recent Hmong arriving in Minnesota in achieving self-sufficiency
through agriculture. The author writes: “a four-year $6 million effort for up to ninety families,
organized by the University of Minnesota Agricultural Extension Service, started in 1983 with an
initial investment of $472,000. The project successfully produced over $200,000 in crops but
could harvest and sell only $70,000. Among other factors, communication difficulties between
Americans and refugees prevented Hmong from providing the amount of field labor required for
complete harvesting.” (p. 204).

In his article, “Language Issues”, Bruce Downing writes: “The Hmong see language as
their principal barrier to employment as well as other social adjustment. In the Twin Cities
Hmong Community Survey, respondents were asked to name the problems facing them or their
families. “English” was the problem most often named, by 58 percent of all respondents — and by
71 percent of the women respondents.” (p. 187).

In subsequent years, other writers including historians have helped fill in the gaps and
further document Hmong history in the Twin Cities and Minnesota. Chia Youvee Vang’s
monograph Hmong in Minnesota published in 2008 is the most comprehensive source on Hmong
history in the state. In the book, Vang documents that Dang Her and his wife Shoua Moua
arrived in Minnesota on November 5, 1975, making them the first Hmong refugees to be settled
in Minnesota. Leng Vang (Wong) and his wife May la Lee followed on February 16, 1976. (p.

18).
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Vang also establishes the importance of the Liberty Plaza Housing Complex as the initial
foremost site of Hmong residence and community in St. Paul by the late 1970s (p.15). She also
writes of early economic development efforts to assist the Hmong community including those of
Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative (HVFC) launched in the early 1980s by the University of
Minnesota Agricultural Extension Service in collaboration with Lao Family Community and
mentioned earlier as well as the Minnesota Agricultural Enterprise for New Americans
(MAENA) (pp. 24-26).

Vang also documents the establishment of the earliest Hmong organizations in the Twin
Cities including the Association of Hmong in Minnesota (AHM) which became Lao Family
Community, the Women’s Association of Hmong and Lao (WAHL), and Association for the
Advancement of Hmong Women in Minnesota (AAHWM) in the late 1970s as well later
organizations that continue operations today including Hmong American Partnership and the
Hmong Cultural Center. (pp. 32-25). Finally, Vang shares the origins of the St. Paul Hmong
Alliance Church in Liberty Plaza and the growth of the church over the years to be a significant
institution serving St. Paul’s Christian Hmong community.

Finally, in the article “Hmong Foodways in Ramsey County”, published in 2023, Kristina
Her describes oral interviews with community pioneers Shoua Moua and Tong Vang providing
readers with useful information about some of the earliest Hmong businesses and groceries in St.
Paul and the Twin Cities in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Also discussed in helpful detail are
the Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative (HVFC) and the Minnesota Agricultural Enterprise for
New Americans (MAENA) economic development initiatives of the early 1980s already noted

above.
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