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ASIAN AMERICANS

People of Asian descent have been important contributors to the 
American story since the founding of the United States. Filipino migrants 
first arrived in the U.S. in the late-18th century, followed by waves of 
Chinese migrants in search of gold and fortune during the mid-19th 
century. While more than 21 million Americans today can trace their 
ancestry back to various parts of Asia, the stories of Asian American 
heroes are often left untold. Read on to learn about some noteworthy 
historical figures and activists of Asian descent that you may not have 
heard about in U.S. history class.



Duke Kahanamoku, Native Hawaiian 
Olympic Gold Medalist, Surfer and Actor
Nicknamed “The Big Kahuna,” Duke Kahanamoku was a towering figure 
in the worlds of sports and entertainment. Born in Honolulu, Hawaii, in 
1890, Kahanamoku was a five-time Olympic medalist in swimming, 
having competed in the 1912 Olympics in Stockholm, the 1920 
Olympics in Antwerp, and the 1924 Olympics in Paris. Kahanamoku 
also was an alternate for the U.S. water polo team at the 1932 Olympics 
in Los Angeles. Following his trail-blazing athletic career, Kahanamoku 
worked as an actor, sheriff and surfer, helping to popularize the 
Hawaiian sport of surfing to a new generation of surfers all over the 
world.

https://destiny.gusd.net/cataloging/servlet/presenttitledetailform.do?siteTypeID=-2&siteID=&includeLibrary=true&includeMedia=false&mediaSiteID=&bibID=283430&walkerID=1620146230264


Dr. Chien-Shiung Wu

Known as both the “First Lady of Physics” and 
the “Chinese Marie Curie,” Dr. Chien-Shiung Wu 
made significant contributions to physics 
during her long career. Born in China, Wu 
moved to California, where she completed her 
PhD in 1940 at the University of California, 
Berkeley. Wu joined the research staff at 
Columbia University in 1944, where she worked 
on the Manhattan Project, which helped the 
United States develop the atomic bomb during 
World War II. But despite her accomplishments, 
Wu still faced discrimination working as a 
woman in the field of science. She fought for 
equal pay throughout her career, and 
eventually became the first woman to serve as 
president of the American Physical Society. 
Find out about 30 more pioneering women 
who changed the world.

https://www.womenshistory.org/articles/celebrating-asian-american-women
https://www.rd.com/list/women-pioneers/
https://www.rd.com/list/women-pioneers/


Dalip Singh Saund

In 1954, Dalip Singh Saund became the 
first Asian American elected to the U.S. 
Congress. Saund was born in India in 1899, 
and came to the United States to study 
math in 1920, eventually earning his 
doctorate from the University of California, 
Berkeley. He moved to Southern California 
during the Depression, where he worked 
as a farmer for more than 20 years before 
starting his own fertilizer business in the 
early 1950s. Though he became politically 
and socially active, Saund wasn’t able to 
run for office because federal law 
prevented him from becoming a U.S. 
citizen. After working to overturn that 
policy, he became a citizen in 1949 and 
soon ran for office as a local judge. He 
served four years as a judge before being 
elected to Congress in 1954.

https://www.pbs.org/rootsinthesand/i_dalip1.html


Vicki Draves

Unlike many Olympians who began 
practicing their sport from a very young 
age, Victoria “Vicki” Draves didn’t start 
diving until the age of 16. Only six years 
later, Draves earned her first national diving 
title. But she truly rose to prominence in 
1948, after participating in the London 
Summer Olympic Games, where she won 
gold medals from both the 3m springboard 
and 10m platform—the first female diver to 
achieve that feat. She was also the first 
Asian American to win an Olympic medal. 
After the Olympics, Draves toured the 
United States and Europe performing in a 
water extravaganza show, before settling 
down with her husband—and diving 
coach—to teach children swimming and 
diving.

https://www.olympic.org/news/vicki-draves-diving


Anna May Wong, Taishanese American Actress

Widely regarded as the first Chinese American 
actress of Taishanese descent to achieve 
superstardom in Hollywood, Wong was born in 
Los Angeles in 1905 and started acting at an early 
age. Her varied career spanned silent films, the 
first color films, television and radio. Although 
many of her early roles played into ethnic 
stereotypes, Wong was a vocal advocate for 
greater representation of Asian Americans in film 
and television, and she gained both critical and 
popular acclaim for her international acting roles. 
Wong famously lost the leading role of the 
Chinese character O-Lan in the film adaptation of 
Pearl S. Buck’s The Good Earth to German 
actress Luise Rainer, who played the role in 
yellowface and went on to win the Academy Award 
for her portrayal.


