= ;‘_—;—-_—_—"_‘_ ~ 4 »
B <BE 602J
—

Chinese American
Community of Fort Lee

In Memory of

KOH,
AH
HENG

CONTACT

cacfl@cacfortlee.org

In Memory of Ah Goung

We are a first-generation Chinese American family raised
in Fort Lee, NJ. Four out the five of the siblings graduated
from the Fort Lee High School between1993 to 2006. This
scholarship is offered in memory of our grandfather, Koh

Ah Heng and this is his story.

Grandpa, Ah Goung, was born in Fujian, China around
1916-17, roughly two or three years after the start of WWI
and around the time when Gregory Peck was born. After
losing his father at the age of three, his widowed mother
raised him and his younger brother under extreme poverty
in rural China. At the age of 20, he was drafted by the
military, though it is unclear which military as things were
quite a mess in China post imperialism. To dodge the
draft, he followed a relative and traveled to Singapore
which was probably how he acquired the romanization of
his Chinese name “Koh”.

Ah Goung'’s life continued to drift when Singapore fell
under the Japanese invasion during WWII. He found
himself sailing across the seas to the United States as
seaman on the SS§ Cardium and arrived in Ellis Island on
12/5/1941. A second hand account from a relative
painted an overwhelmed and confused Ah Goung on his
first visit o New York as he got lost in the web of the
subway system.

Ah Goung remained rootless as he left the U.S. for England
after WWIl ended. Even though the Chinese Exclusion Act
was repealed in 1943, we suspect Ah Goung was still
subjected to limited employment opportunities, financial
hardship and social discrimination. At this point, he had
been separated from his family in China for over 20 years.
In 1960’'s, a younger fellow from the family’s village was
working on a ship that docked in London. He was too
young to know Ah Goung when Ah Goung left the village,
but he had heard the tales of our grandfather and
searched for him. Fatefully, he found Ah Goung who was
working in a restaurant and spent the night at Ah
Goung's. Before the villager left next morning, Ah Goung
enfrusted £15 with the villager which used it to acquire
valuables and rare materials such as fabric, wool and
food for Ah Goung'’s family. This encounter reconnected
Grandpa with his family and Grandpa started to
communicate with his family regularly, mostly in form of
financial support.

With the money he expatriated to his family, his mother
and brother was able to build two houses. It turned out
these two houses not only provided shelter for the family



Grandpa'’s family: His mom in
the middle, my dad is on the far
right and his younger brother to
my dad’s left. Even with the
financial support from Ah
Goung, the family still lived in
modern day poverty. In the
picture, dad’s youngest brother
is wearing a hand-me-down
dress from his older sister and kids
did not have shoes.

Grandpa in our apartment in
Hong Kong

but elevated the family’s status. Mom would retell us with
muse that her blind marriage to my dad was sealed by
the houses. When her family visited dad’s family, her sister-
in-law sized up and reported back on the financial well
being of the future in-laws based on the houses. While he
provided for the family, Ah Goung never reunited with his
mother who passed away in mid 1960's. We assumed he
never got married (or at least we are not aware if he did).
He never had a son, and his younger brother offered his
first-born son, my dad, to Ah Goung who became his only
son. Ah Goung and dad would meet for the first fime in
dad’s late twenties. We later found out through public
record research that he married a woman named Alice
W. Roland in Liverpool sometime in April to June 1947.
Mom vaguely recalls that Ah Goung mentioned he had a
family and a daughter who he left behind in England.

In 1979, Ah Goung left everything he had in Canterbury,
England and joined our family in Hong Kong where our
family had immigrated to. The eldest three siblings had
spent nearly six years with Ah Goung before the family
was uprooted once again and immigrated to the U.S. in
1985. Sadly, Ah Goung could not come with us. He was
handicapped by arthritis. In fact, most of our childhood
memories of him were filled with imagery of a bedridden,
chain-smoking old man who had been roughened and
toughened by the hardness of life. His hands frembled
and his handwriting was slow and choppy. He was an
excellent cook but limited by his immobility. After tasting a
meal he prepared once, | can empathize with his
dissatisfaction with my mother’s cooking. We gathered in
his room often because the TV was there and he would
never turned us away. Perhaps he wanted to keep us
happy foo because we were his connections fo the
outside world. He never left the 400 square feet
apartment for six. The kids were his personal shoppers for
the newspaper and we restocked his cigarettes (this is
back in the days when no one would bat an eye to sell
cigarettes to a 7 years old).

He passed away shortly after we moved to the U.S. We
have so much that we wanted to ask him. We imagine
there were a ot of loneliness and fear as he spent most of
his adulthood away from his family and his nafive home
and drifted from one place to the next. He never
discussed the hardship with the grandchildren. Instead he
kept giving to his family, even as he neared the end of his
life, he lamented that he wished he could be by my
parents’ side to help care for us.

This scholarship is established to honor the memory of our
grandfather, his dedication to our family and persistence



to overcome hardships and challenges in his life.
Because of his contribution to the family, we are able to
live a fuller life in the U.S. and reach for our dreams.

Attached is an official record of our grandfather’s
residence in the UK In 1977.
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Name: Heng Ah Koh
Race: Oriental (Asian)
Age: 25
Birth Date: 2 Feb 1917
Birth Place: Foochow, China
Registration Date: 16 Feb 1942
Registration Place: New York
Employer: Seaman Ss Cardium
Weight: 115
Complexion: Sallow
Eye Color: Brown
Hair Color:  Black
Height: 57
Household Members:  Name Relationship

Heng Ah Koh
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Alice M Rowlands

Name:

Apr 1947

Registration Date:

[May 1947]
[Jun 1947]

Apr-May-Jun

Registration Quarter:

Liverpool

Registration district:

Lancashire

Inferred County:

Heng K Ah Heng Koh Or Ko Ah

Feng
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Volume Number:

1113
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Alice M
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Name: Ah Heng Koh
Electoral Date: 1958
Street address: 10 Note

Ward or

. . Poplar
Division/Constituency:

County or Borough: Tower Hamlets, England

View AliceM Apr-May-

Heng K Ah Heng
Record Rowlands Apr 1947 Jun

Liverpool Lancashire Koh Or Ko Ah Feng
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STAINSBY ROAD

1084 Kendall, Douglas 6
1085 Kendall, Elizabech 6
1086 Tucker, Chatles William—] 6
1087 Tucker, Rosetta 6
1088 Drew, Ann 8

1089 Robinson, Herbert Walter—] 8

1090 Robinson, Violet Mary

1091 Herbert, James |n
1092 Herbert, Lillian l(_l
10953 l\< h, Ah Ilr"lg 10

1nnd Cavarin 10



A Donation to the Transfiguration School Early Childhood Playground in
Memory of Our Grandfatherin 2014

Q
TRANSFIGURATION SCHOOL
EARLY CHILDHOGD PLAYGROUND
SUPPORTERS

In Memory of Howard H.K. Kan
And His Family
Proud Chinese Airforce Fighter During World War IL
Alumnus of Wharton Business School, University of Pennsylvania - Class of 1957
Donor: Antonio Kan

In Memory of/Ah Heng Ko In Honor of Our Gra:
@ Donor: Benjamin Tang, Amy X




