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The D.C. Everest Hmong Oral History Project
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Special Note

The oral histories have been conducted in a manner which adheres th> the guidelines set forth
by the Oral History Association. The recordings have been transcribed to the best of our abilities.
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Dedicated to the younger generation of Hmong...
that they may know and continue the strength of their ancestors

Txuag cia rau tsoom Hmoob tiam hluas...
kom lawv paub thiab txhob tso tseg lawv poj yawm teg keebkwm




Hmong Timeline

3000 BC
1796
1810
1840
1893
1896
1919
1938 -

1945

1954

1960

1961
1962

1964

1965

1967

1973

Hmong in China

Hmong King Sonom is killed

Hmong begin to move into Indochina

Méj or movement of Hmong into Laos

French establish a protectorate in Laos

Hinong revolt over French taxes

Hmong Mad Man’s War in opposition to French
Touby LyFong is appointed kaitong by French

Japanese assume control of Laos during WWII
French resume control of Laos

French fall at Dien Bien Phu

Kong Le coup d’ etat
United States begins “Secret War” for Laos

General Vang Pao assumes leadership role
Geneva Accords reaffirm Laos as neutral country

North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao occupy Plaine
des Jarres :

U.S. provides air support in Laos

U.S. installs air guidance equipment in Laos

Hmong, U.S. continue to resist Pathet Lao and NVA

Vientiane Agreement signed which proclaims
cease-fire
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Hmong Timeline (con’()

1975 Americans withdraw from Laos
General Vang Pao leaves Laos -
Thousands gather at Long Chieng in hopes of being

rescued
1976 |  Arrival of first Hmong to Wausau
1982-84 Secondary migration of Hmong within the U.S.
1983 Wausau Area Hmong Mutual Association
: established
1985 Reports of push-backs of Hmong to Laos by Thai
1991 Laos, Thailand and U.N. sign agreement to repatriate

Hmong refugees to Laos

1993 Hmong refugees flee Thai refugee camps rather than
be repatriated

10,000 Hmong seek refuge in Thai Buddhist temple

4,660 Hmong living in Central Wisconsin

Fish swim in the water; birds fly in the air; the Hmong live in the Mountains.
- a Hmong proverb
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in 1975

Adapted and reprinted from Hmong Lives: From Laos to La Crosse, La Crosse,

WI: The Pump House, 1994,
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I Chapter One: The Project’s Beginning I

Wisconsin is a state with a rich immigrant past. Germans, Poles, French-Canadians,
Norwegians, African-Americans, various Native American groups (e.g., Stockbridge-Munsee,
Oneida), and other groups have voluntarily or involuntarily made Wisconsin their home. The
migration to Wisconsin and integration with those already living in the state was not easy for any of
these groups. ‘ l

In recent years, the Hmong, a tribe from the hillsides of Laos, have migrated to Wisconsin.
The Hmong were “secret warriors” for the American CIA during the Viemam War. When Laos was
taken over by communists, the Hmong, who had helped the United States, feared reprisals and
were forced to flee. The adjustment has been difficult for these refugees, who fled Laos into Thailand
and eventually moved to the United States. There are many “stories” to be told by the Hmong
people who have settled in Central Wisconsin. Much may be learned from the Hmong in our area.

The D.C. Everest Hmong Oral History Project is part of a larger project entitled “Wisconsin’s
Rich Immigrant Past.” This project developed as a combination of two major 1998 events: the
National History Day program and Wisconsin’s Sesquicentennial Celebration. These two events
provided the impetus for the following foundations to lend their support to a project exploring
“Wisconsin’s Rich Immigrant Past:”

» Wisconsin Humanities Council - Sesquicentennial Commission,
e Wausau Area Community Foundation,

¢ Gannett Foundation,

¢ D.C. Everest Area Foundation.

The first event was National History Day, a program which began in 1980. D.C. Everest
Schools have been involved in the program since 1990. The History Day program is actually a
process which occurs over an entire school year. Students research and create projects (e.g., exhibits,
historical essays, dramatic performances, media shows) which revolve around a specific theme and
then participate in local, regional, state, and national competitions. The theme for 1998 was
“Migration in History: People, Culture, Ideas.” The Hmong migration from Laos to Wausau
provided a timely example of this theme, thus prompting many students to create projects based on
the Hmong experience. ,

The second event was the Wisconsin Sesquicentennial Celebration (1848-1998), which
commemorated 150 years of Wisconsin statehood. (Wisconsin officially became a state on May 29,

1848.) The sesquicentennial celebration encouraged various organizations throughout the state to

‘ research the many immigrant groups that settled in Wisconsin. The sesquicentennial celebration

offered an exciting opportunity to collect information about Wisconsin’s newest immigrant group -
the Hmong.

Thus, the D.C. Everest Hmong Oral History project was born. The project brought junior and
senior high students into direct contact with numerous members of the Hmong community. It was
also a collaborative effort uniting the D.C. Everest Area Schools, the University of Wisconsin -
Marathon County, and the Wausau Area Hmong Mutual Association. The D.C. Everest Hmong Oral
History project offered an opportunity for students to collect information from primary sources ,
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for historians to gather information about the Hmong migration. D.C. Everest students took

(people who actually experienced the migration). There currently exists a “window of opportunity” m
advantage of that “window.” m
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Chapterz Wlsconsm — Immlgrants Welcomed?

Wisconsin celebrated its sesquicentennial (150th anniversary) on May 29, 1998. This
celebration served as a reminder of Wisconsin’s rich immigrant past. Before the arrival of the
Hmong, Wausau was an ethnically hdmogeneous city. In 1980, less than one percent of the
population was non-white. German and Polish immigrants and New England Yankee migrants

. had “spent roughly a century getting used to one another and creating a unified culture.””

However, there are many who remember a time when ethnic differences were more
apparent in the area. In the 1930s people attended the specific church that matched their ethnic
background. For example, the Polish Catholics attended St. Michael’s Catholic Church in Wausau.
One local resident recalls, “I walked right by St. Michael’s to go to St. James church because I wasn’t
Polish.”* A local historian and a framed letter at St. Michael’s confirm that there were separate
churches for various ethnic groups. St. Mary’s church was started by the German immigrants, and in
1886 St. Michael’s was founded as a Polish church with masses being conducted in Polish. Several
years later a third Catholic church was started by English speaking péople who wanted their masses
said in English and not German or Polish.? '

A survey of the Pilot Review (an early Wausau newspaper) reveals some of the ethnic
tensions which existed in Wisconsin. Historians are familiar with the fierce ethnic struggle over the
Bennett Law of 1890, which stated that the school subjects of reading, writing, arithmetic, and United
States history were to be taught in the English language. “German voters saw the [Bennett] law as
an attack on their cherished parochial education system.” Wisconsin became a battleground
between earlier ethnic groups who were native born (i.e., English, Scots, Welsh) and later immigrant
groups such as Germans and Polish who had established private schools offering instruction in their
native tongues.

Struggles ensued throughout the state over which language should be used in
schools and even in everyday conversation. An article in Wausau’s Pilof Review quoted a
Madison newspaper which described the following scene at the state capital:

A very large crowd was here, and at times persons entered the capitol park,
strolled about the grounds and made a sort of rendezvous of the fountain. It was
just past the hour of 12 on that day named that a number of Germans -- some of
them residents of this city, others from the country — were leaning against the
outer wall of the fountain, talking of old times, of fatherland, etc. when one of
the capitol police approached. He listened a moment, and discovering that the
assemblage was conversing in German, he walked up, and with the air and
dignity of the lord mayor of London, said: “Gentlemen, we can’t have any more
of this! You must talk English, or United States, or disperse. This is the order
from the head men of the building. As I understand it, the governor is
supporting the Bennett law. Here, you must go! I tell you once and for all you
can’t talk any more of that kind of language here.’

Germans were not the only immigrant group to be targeted. Jokes about the Polish
or “polacks” were told throughout the region. The Pilot Review contained an inflammatory
heading about the Polish. The article, “War Among the Polacks” described a quarrel which
took place when Mike Smith wanted to marry Wm. Krathonski’s fifteen-year-old daughter.*

“War Among the Polacks” seems a rather derogatory description of a typical physical
confrontation between two men.




