
a few weeks ago I drove to the Delta town of Shelby, 
Mississippi, in pursuit of fried rice. A friend had told 
me that a Chinese-owned grocery there served the 
dish slathered in brown gravy, a strange amalgam of 
Asian and Southern food.

Though I live just an hour south of Shelby, it’s a town I 
hardly know. That’s in part because of its demograph-
ics. Its population is plummeting; a near 25% drop from 
2000 to 2010 leaves just over 2,000 residents today. 
The vast majority of those left, almost 95%, are black, 
and the median household income is less than a third 
of that of the U.S. overall. It’s a town many call “gritty,” 
a euphemism that here in Mississippi makes me wince.

The Delta is famous as the birthplace of the blues. The 
landscape is a flat, green spread of cotton fields dotted 
with grand plantation homes and dilapidated tenant 
shacks. A place of privilege for a few, but for the slaves 
and field hands who made the music, it was a place of 
real hardship. Even today, train tracks separate the 
nice neighborhoods from the “other side of town,” and 
even people like me, people made uncomfortable by 
those lines of separation, mostly stay on their own side.

Some of our towns are plagued with the violence that 
results from structural poverty. In Shaw, where I live, the 

local grocery closed after its Chinese owner was shot. 
I’ve been told that the same happened in Friar’s Point, 
a tiny town near Clarksdale that, as Time reported 
last year, has a higher homicide rate than any major 
American city. 

At the store in Shelby, James Quality Market, I had 
planned to order food and then interview the propri-
etors about how Chinese and Southern cultures had 
influenced the way they eat. But the first man I spoke 
to shook his head at my English; he indicated another 
employee who could better take my order. Later the 
first man returned to ask if I wanted something in my 
fried rice, but I couldn’t understand the word. To be 
adventurous, I said yes. Perhaps it was whatever kind 
of deli ham I found in the rice.

As I waited for my order, I found myself too nervous to 
ask anything more. Being there—in a mostly black and 
poor neighborhood, in a store where the owners spoke 
hardly a word of my language—I felt like a stranger in 
a strange land. An intruder. When the food was ready, 
I packed it in my car and left. 

the first chinese arrived in the Delta—or were 
brought to it, really—soon after the Civil War. Missis-
sippi was in upheaval, with landowners worried about 
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The Mississippi Delta, known for its history of blues and black-
white segregation, was once filled with Chinese groceries—a near 
monopoly, some called it. So where did they all go?
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the growing power of their former slaves. In this context, 
Chinese “coolies” looked like a preferable source of farm 
work, since the many Chinese who had already settled 
in California were not allowed to vote. Thus Chinese 
workers could provide economic competition to black 
laborers without threatening white political power: 
They could get the work done and stay quiet. In 1869, 
the Vicksburg Times crowed that “our colored friends 
who have left the farm for politics and plunder, should 

… look at the new laborer who is destined to crowd the 
negro from the American farm.”

Though editorials were written and conventions held, 
such schemes only brought a trickle of Chinese workers. 
The costs of importation meant that Chinese labor was 
not so cheap after all, and once the laborers arrived 
and saw the unfair conditions, they refused to remain 
sharecroppers. Within a few years the Reconstruction 
government was ousted; Democrats took control of 
state politics, severely restricting black political and 
economic power and removing the need for alterna-
tive labor.

A few of the first Chinese immigrants, though, slipped 
into a different niche. In his seminal study of Chinese 
culture in Mississippi, sociologist James Loewen esti-
mates that the first Chinese-owned groceries were 
opened by 1873—small rooms with two counters where 
customers had to point to their selections, since the 
owners spoke little English. 

A hundred years later, the concentration of ethnic Chi-
nese in the Delta was, as Loewen puts it, “truly incred-
ible.” In 1960, of the just over 1,200 ethnically Chinese 
residents in Mississippi, more than 92% lived in the 
Delta—a larger group than in any Southern state but 
Texas. And 97% of those were “engaged in or recently 
retired from the operation of grocery stores.” 

Like much of the South, Mississippi is diversifying. 
Over the past three decades, the Chinese population 
has shot upward, easily outpacing overall population 
growth—but not in the Delta. Here the Chinese com-
munity, like the population at large, is waning. In total, 
only 400-odd Chinese residents are left. 

As in the rest of the country, you can still find plenty of 
Chinese food here: In the region’s bigger towns there 
is always at least one buffet, usually out on the highway, 
tucked next to McDonald’s or KFC, with steam tables 
of Americanized food laid out under sneeze guards. 
Besides these restaurants, there is little evidence to a 
traveler of any Chinese influence at all.

imagine the delta in its early days, just after the 
Civil War. It was a thick stretch of land—200 miles tall, 
from Memphis to Vicksburg, and, at its middle, 60 
miles across—that even then was mostly wild. William 
Faulkner called it the “Big Woods,” an “impenetrable 
jungle of water-standing cane and cypress, gum and 
holly and oak and ash.” It’s not truly a delta, but an 
alluvial floodplain, which meant that the region’s water-
ways, “thick, slow, black, unsunned streams almost 
without current,” overflowed each year, devastating 

most human construction.

Still, ambitious families came. Those yearly floods 
enriched the soil with nutrients, making this a prime 
land for cotton. Wealthy men seeking reputations 
mauled trees for timber or carved plantations out of 
swamps. 

It was, in other words, Mississippi’s Wild West—a place 
still rugged at the dawn of the twentieth century, a 
place for pioneers, folks willing to live hard if it meant 
a chance to make money. It was a kind of massive, rural 
boomtown, where speculators knew that if the rivers 
could be contained, great wealth might be wrung from 
the natural world.

Like many boomtowns, it was settled by an unlikely 
mix. The planters were rich—they had to be, to have the 
capital required to clear the land. There were poorer 
white laborers, too, working to build up the levees, living 
in hardscrabble encampments; Syrian merchants who 
wandered from town to town selling goods from suit-
cases and, later, horse-drawn carts; and there were 
Chinese grocers.

So imagine this world from the perspective of a black 
customer, a laborer who likely had little formal educa-
tion, who may have never traveled beyond the nearest 
town. He walks into a new store and finds, as Loewen 
puts it, “a visitor of strange appearance and customs, 
from across the globe, speaking no English.”

It was strange place for the grocers, too. The first arriv-
als, Loewen writes, weren’t true immigrants, but rather 

“sojourners, temporary residents in a strange country, 
planning to return to their homeland when their task 
was accomplished.”

These first stores were almost always in black neighbor-
hoods. This was an open market: While most sharecrop-
pers bought provisions on credit from the plantation 
commissary, black laborers who lived off plantations 
had few options. Segregation kept white merchants 
from selling to blacks; even if it was in their economic 
interest, doing so could be construed as sympathy or 
alliance. Blacks, meanwhile, struggled to acquire capital 
from white-owned banks.

Against the odds, these Chinese-run groceries suc-
ceeded, and slowly, over the next fifty years, more and 
more opened. By 1920 there were 208 ethnic Chinese 
living in the Delta, running the bulk of the region’s gro-
ceries. As is often true in boomtowns, almost all were 
men saving money to send to a family back home.

The success of Chinese grocers, then, like the original 
schemes for Chinese importation, was based on their 
status as outsiders. Neither black nor white, they man-
aged to find a space between. Unlike white grocers, a 
Chinese sojourner could serve black patrons without 
threatening the segregated status quo; unlike black 
grocers, he could refuse credit to irresponsible custom-
ers without upsetting family and friends. joe gow nue & co. — greenville, ms
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schools. In some of the Delta’s smallest communities, 
Chinese grocers were even elected mayor. These days, 
I meet ethnically Chinese residents who, after two or 
three generations in the Delta, speak with a thick, white 
Delta accent.

That success, ironically, has meant the end of tradition: 
As children went on to college and earned qualification 
for a broad range of professional careers, few chose to 
return to the family business. Running a small-town 
grocery was seen as low-status—and with the increas-
ing presence of bigger grocery chains, it was simply a 
difficult way to make a living.

Wally Joe, for example, did not just leave the grocery 
business; he left the Delta. Since 2002, Joe has been 
based in Memphis, where he owns and runs Acre Res-
taurant. With his departure, just one Delta restaurant 
remains that prominently mixes Southern and Asian 
traditions: Greenwood’s Mai Little China, which from 
the outside looks likes typical strip-mall Chinese. But it 
has specialties like Catfish Mai, a sautéed filet in cream 
sauce with prosciutto and snap peas. Chef Matthew 
Mai came to the Delta to marry his wife, Cathy, who, 
like Joe, was raised in a grocery store family. Still, it is 
telling that in order to attract a steady lunch crowd the 
restaurant also offers a standard buffet.

Most of the best Chinese food, it turns out, is home-
cooked—invisible and inaccessible to residents and 
food tourists alike. Clarksdale’s Chow family, for exam-
ple, has been featured in the food section of the New 
York Times, where you can find a recipe for their collard 
greens, a Southern staple that they stir-fry, Cantonese 
style, with garlic and oyster sauce. Though they cooked 
at the 2005 Smithsonian Folklife Festival in Washington, 
D.C., locally their food is only eaten by family and friends.

In tiny Louise, Mississippi—the population, at last 
estimate, was 199—Hoover Lee, a Chinese grocer who 
served for years as mayor, is known for his homemade 

“Hoover Sauce,” which he mixes by hand in the back 
of the store. (Though he’s retired, it is still run by the 
family.) The sauce, a salty-sweet, part-Chinese, part-
Southern marinade, is popular locally, and has been 
featured in national magazines. The recipe is secret, 
but many guess that hoisin sauce is involved. But the 
success of the sauce hasn’t inspired a deeper interest 
in the cuisine. “The only other Chinese food we sell here 
is water chestnuts,” Lee once told a journalist.

up in shelby, I looked at the menu, a piece of paper 
taped to the deli case, trying to decide. Because it was 
starred as a special, I ordered sweet-and-sour chicken.

It turned out to be thick balls of batter around tiny 
chicken flecks, with a bright orange dipping sauce sepa-
rated into an extra tub. The fried rice had no special 
gravy, just a lot of grease—so much that after a few 
bites, I found myself uncomfortably full. (When I told 
the friend who first mentioned the place, he joked that 

“there’s fried rice and then there’s deep-fried rice.”) 
After a few days in the fridge, the rest wound up in 
the trash.

The best Chinese food I’ve had in the Delta was made 
by a friend who is half white and, ethnically at least, half 
Chinese—a young woman who, like me, came here from 
somewhere else in America to teach in schools and do 
social justice work. Every year to celebrate her heritage, 
she invites friends to a Chinese New Year’s feast. But 
when I asked her where in the Delta I could find the 
best Chinese food, she told me she didn’t think she 
was qualified to say. Her mother’s family has lived for 
several generations in Malaysia, so she really identifies 
as Malaysian-Chinese.

Which was a good reminder: Who am I to decide what 
Chinese influence looks like? Who am I to assess what 
heritage is left after a long sojourn in another nation?

The Delta had its boom, briefly, for a few decades last 
century. Now most of its small towns are hurting. As 
farming mechanized and the need for labor declined, 
black families first brought as slaves found themselves 
caught in a new cycle, with few jobs available and no 
real means to move out. So towns like Shelby have 
become blacker and poorer over the years as more 
mobile residents leave. It’s a weekly ritual now that 
some newspaper notes how our counties are the fattest, 
the poorest—the worst in some new statistical category 
they’ve just invented.

But passed over by larger grocery chains with an eye on 
profit margins, towns like Shelby still offer an oppor-
tunity for someone willing to go where others won’t. 
It’s the same niche that the Delta’s Chinese grocers 
have always filled. And in Shelby and other small Delta 
towns, as well as in the black neighborhoods in bigger 
cities, far from the grocery chains on the commercial 
strip, they still do. If you get off the main drag and visit 
these places, you’ll see small, local groceries with a Chi-
nese name on the sign. These stores do a real service: 
Without them, people might have to drive a half hour 
or more to buy fresh food.

So if Shelby is a strange land, maybe it’s because I’m 
looking at it wrong, because I’m asking the wrong ques-
tions. If I can’t spot the lasting influence of Chinese 
culture, maybe it’s because I’ve let towns and neighbor-
hoods like this become invisible to me. Maybe I can’t 
find some Chinese stir-fried collard greens. But here 
is a family working hard, serving fresh food where no 
one else will. That’s a culture I’m glad to see survive.  ≈

These first grocers lived cheaply to save money, often 
sleeping in small rooms at the back of the store. Once 
established, a grocer would often send for a family 
member who would learn the business and the lan-
guage and save money until he too was ready to start 
a store. Thus started a pattern that lasted for nearly 
a hundred years.

in the early 1930s, Hortense Powdermaker, an 
anthropologist, stayed at a Delta boarding house while 
working on After Freedom, one of the first ethnogra-
phies written about an African-American community. 
In the book she recounts an evening when a Chinese 
man, a physician and paying guest, planned to sit for 
dinner. Most of the white boarders, unsurprisingly, 
declined to attend.

In the long term, the story has an ironic twist: The son 
of the boarding house owner, Craig Claiborne, became 
an influential food editor at the New York Times. Clai-
borne is particularly known for popularizing ethnic food 
in America (late in life, he published a well-regarded 
Chinese cookbook). Some academics believe that Clai-
borne’s advocacy for diverse cuisines stemmed from 
witnessing such scenes—and from his own marginalized 
identity as a young gay man in the Delta. By pushing 
Americans to share foods across cultures, he was help-
ing create a more tolerant nation.

In the Delta now, the thriving food culture does acknowl-
edge some aspects of the region’s diversity. Consider 
its most famous culinary innovation: a local version of 
hot tamales, smaller and juicier than their traditional 
counterpart, a recipe likely passed from Mexican work-
ers to black field hands more than a century ago. Or take 
legendary restaurants like Doe’s Eat Place and Lusco’s, 
opened in the early 20th century by Italian immigrants 
whose families were first brought in as laborers. Or how 
those wandering Syrian merchants found a niche as 
storeowners and bankers—so that now in Clarksdale a 
well-known restaurant, Chamoun’s Rest Haven, serves 
Lebanese food alongside Southern classics.

“It’s just become a part of the fabric of the Delta,” chef 
Wally Joe told a reporter from the University of Missis-
sippi earlier this year. “You don’t think of [Rest Haven] 
as a Lebanese restaurant. I don’t think you would cat-
egorize it as anything; it is just a restaurant in the Delta.” 

Joe is an immigrant, too: Born in Hong Kong, he arrived 
in Cleveland, Mississippi, as a four-year-old, part of a 
Chinese family that owned—no surprise—a grocery. 
Eventually the family business expanded to a restau-
rant, KC’s, where in 1989, after graduating from the 
University of Mississippi, Joe took charge. His innova-
tive cooking attracted notice around the South, and in 
1994 he was invited to cook at the James Beard House 
in New York—the first Mississippi chef to secure that 
honor. Some credit Joe with being the first chef to bring 

“haute” cuisine to the Delta.

Part of Joe’s creativity must be credited to his child-
hood, which, though he’s described it as “a really normal 
Southern upbringing,” included a family garden stocked 

with bok choy and bitter melon. Alongside chickens, the 
family raised ducks, pigeons, pheasant, and guinea hens, 
which Joe was taught to clean and butcher.

Despite the diversity of food, though, the Delta is far 
from problem-free. In most communities, the vast 
majority of white children are still educated in the pri-
vate academies that opened in the ’60s and ’70s in 
response to desegregation. Though most restaurants 
will accept any paying customer, diners are self-sorting, 
mostly sticking to places in their separate neighbor-
hoods where the other diners match their hue.

Once a friend and I made a list of businesses in the 
Delta where we saw a mixed crowd. It was mostly big, 
corporate entities—movie theaters, Wal-Mart, McDon-
ald’s—whose owners were unknowable and invisible, 
and therefore colorless. The big exception on our list 
was the local Chinese buffets.

Perhaps these restaurants are integrated because 
the food itself has not been: Chinese restaurants here 
are always Chinese restaurants—they’re never “just 
another” place, as Wally Joe calls Rest Haven.

This, too, fits with the early history of Chinese grocers 
in the Delta, who kept almost entirely to themselves 
outside their stores. Spread across a massive rural 
region, the Delta’s Chinese residents had no temples to 
attend, no societies to join. Most grocers looked back 
to their homeland to evaluate their social position, so 
social status mattered little.

White and black Deltans, meanwhile, had nearly daily 
encounters with each other—many of the wealthiest 
Deltans, after all, had their food cooked by black help. 
African-American foodways became familiar, and some-
times, under the right circumstances, white eaters 
would dally into black food. In his memoir, Craig Clai-
borne writes about an outing to an all-white catfish 
fry—a low-class food that, though Claiborne’s mother 
was “too aristocratic” to cook it at home, was accept-
able in this casual, outdoor setting.

Even as the Chinese grocers’ sojourner mentality began 
to ebb—as storeowners became naturalized and then 
visited China, where they fathered children who could 
return as American citizens—incentives remained to 
stay separate. For years local whites had viewed the 
Chinese as on par with their black clientele; in order to 
lift their social position, Loewen writes, Chinese citizens 
had to call attention to their differences. Relationships 
with African-American women, not unusual in the early, 
all-male days, became increasingly rare. Some Chinese 
parents discouraged their children from dating whites, 
too, even late into the twentieth century, in order to 
emphasize that they were not a threat to racial integ-
rity. Chinese families began to create their own social 
institutions, particularly church groups that showed 
deference by paralleling white social mores.

By the 1960s, as Loewen writes, such actions allowed a 
“dramatic rise in racial status.” Chinese Mississippians 
were welcomed into those post-desegregation private 


