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Marana's Kais

They came from China to amass great w ealth — and endow ed their  community

By Erin White  /  Arizona  Da ily  Sta r

John Kai Sr. w as a pat ient , persistent  man. He fought  racism and t he raw  desert  and used h is family's
success t o  boost  t he Chinese communit y in  Tucson and in fluence t he deve lopment  o f Marana.

When Kai first  came to  Marana in  t he early 1930s, t he st ruggling t ow n w as home to  a  handfu l o f farming
families. When he bought  h is first  parce l o f land in  1935, t he t ow n d idn 't  even have a grocery st ore. He
built  a  commissary, saving t he farmers a t r ip  t o Tucson for fru it  and veget ab les.

Today, Marana is a booming suburb w hose popula t ion has rocket ed from about  2 ,100 in  1990 t o  more
than 26,000 in 2005, accord ing t o  t he U.S. Census Bureau.

But  t he t ow n's rap id ly increasing subdivisions be lie  it s orig ins. Cont ract ors and businessmen d idn 't  bu ild
Marana. Farmers d id . Families w it h names like  Gladden, Aguirre and Honea, now  names on roads and
subdivisions, helped found t h is t ow n and st rode t hrough it s past .

Ka i w ould  eventua lly farm more t han 4,000 acres in  Marana. W ith  t he he lp  o f h is w hip-smart , charismat ic
w ife, Mamie, he added h is name to  t he list  o f t he t ow n's p ioneering families.

But  before Kai carved out  a  home in  Marana, he peddled groceries t o  t he few  farmers t here from t he
back of an oversize t ruck.

The farm families formed a small, t ight -kn it  communit y w ell in t o t he 1970s, and back in  t he early '30s t hey
already knew  h im by name. A few  even t r ied t o  in t roduce t he personable  Chinese immigrant  t o  t heir
daught ers t o  make up for a lack o f potent ia l mates in  t he t iny t ow n, says John Kai Jr., t he o ldest  o f t he
couple 's t hree children.

Despit e  t he po lit e  in t eract ions, because he w as Chinese Kai Sr. st rugg led t o  find someone w ho w ould
se ll h im land.

He kept  push ing, t hough. Some ca lled h im t he " crazy Chinaman,"  John Jr. says, because of h is incessant
inqu iries about  buying land and grow ing cot t on in  t he desert .

Finally, a  farmer re lent ed — w it h  a  cat ch. Ka i cou ld buy 2,500 acres, if he cou ld come up w it h  $10,000 in
cash in t he next  tw o days. Ka i d idn 't  know  if t he land had w at er, but  he and h is brot her Bing K. Wong
bought  it  anyw ay. Wong, a lso a  successfu l Marana farmer, t ook t hree-quart ers o f t he acreage and Kai
got  t he rest .

W it h an in t u it ion about  w hen t o  sign a  deal and a fearless approach to  acquiring propert y, Ka i and
Mamie t urned that  first  p lot  in t o rea l-est a te ho ld ings across t he count ry — and a  sizable fort une.

Building a fortune in the desert

John and Mamie Kai lived classic American Horat io  Alger st ories.

Bot h immigrat ed t o  t he Unit ed St at es from Cant on, China. John arrived around 1915. He gave up h is
family name, Tsang, and adopted h is new  one t o mat ch h is fake b irt h  cert ificat e , bought  from a Chinese
family w hose son had d ied. Mamie came in  1922, at  age 7, on a first -class boat  t icket  t o  San Francisco,
w here her fa ther w as a t a ilo r.
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The tw o met  in  1943 at  a  mah-jongg game. Mamie, a lready 28, had come t o Tucson to  visit  fr iends, and
they in t roduced her t o  John Kai.

He proposed t he next  day. Aft er go ing back t o  San Francisco t o  ask her mot her, w ho w as furious at  Ka i's
presumpt ion, she re t urned  t o  Arizona.

" He needed a w ife , and w omen w ere pret t y scarce around here,"  John Jr. says, most ly joking. " But  my
dad w as pret t y charming, t oo."

Kai's aggressive business sense and h is w ife 's knack for account ing and det a il fo rmed a pow erfu l t eam.

" I f Dad thought  it  w as t he righ t  t h ing t o do,"  h is younger son Herb says, " he 'd do it . She 'd say, 'Well,
le t 's look at  t h is one more t ime.' "

He handled t he farm and pushed t o  expand t he family's hold ings. She fine-combed the deals and kept
t rack o f t he books.

The pa ir st art ed w it h  next  t o  noth ing. By t he early 1950s, Kai had borrow ed nearly a  million do llars — on
a handshake and h is w ord — from t he o ld  Valley Nat iona l Bank, now  Chase.

Cot t on yie lded excellent  pro fit s t hen, and Kai pa id  back t he loan in  less t han t w o years. Then he started
buying more land.

Marana Mayor Ed Honea, w hose family goes back five generat ions in  t he t ow n, says t he Kais are
" absolu te ly"  one of t he groundbreaking families.

" They've been in tegra l,"  he says.

He doesn 't  get  in to  specific numbers, but  he says t he Kais long have been t he t op land-ow ning family in
Marana.

In  t he early '50s, Ka i deve loped a couple t housand acres of farmland in Avra Valley, drilling 39 w ells. He
bought  it , John Jr. says, because it  had large, healt hy mesquit e  t rees.

" He to ld  me that  meant  t here w as w at er on t he land,"  John says. The e lder Kai used t hat  insight  over
and over t o  decide about  purchases.

Event ua lly, h is acquisit ions w ould lead t he family t o  polit ics.

I n  t he mid-1950s, Ka i bought  a  30,000-acre ranch near Three Point s. The next  day, t he Arizona
leg isla t ure out law ed drilling w ells for irrigat ion.

" That  w as w hen Dad decided you needed t o be connect ed,"  Herb says.

The family developed deep po lit ica l re lat ionships — w ith  t he la t e  U.S. Rep. Morris K. Udall, fo rmer U.S.
Sen. Dennis DeConcin i and ot her members of h is family, and former Gov. Bruce Babbit t . Today, bot h John
Jr. and Herb cont ribut e  regularly t o  Arizona candidates on both sides of t he po lit ica l fence.

While t he sen ior Ka is cra ft ed t he right  connect ions, t hey poured t heir earn ings in to  more land. I t  w asn 't
a ll fa rmland.

" We d idn 't  go camping. We w ent  and looked at  t ow nship  corners,"  John Jr. says, reca lling t r ips in to  t he
desert  he 'd  t ake w it h  h is fat her t o  appraise t he b it s o f land w here t ow nships came toget her.

I nst ead of looking for a  quick profit , Ka i t ook t he long view , banking on Tucson's expansions. He had t he
boldness of t he most  successfu l invest ors, h is sons say, and he bought  up st reet  corners in  spot s like
Kolb and Pant ano roads and 80 acres on La Cañada Drive near Orange Grove Road.

By 1957, t he couple t ired of not  be ing ab le t o  find a  p lace t hat  w ould rent  t o  Chinese w hen they visit ed
San Francisco, so t hey decided to  bu ild  a mot el. Mamie persuaded Kai t o  open Villa  Capri near t hat  cit y's
busy Lombard St reet . The mote l st ill brings in  income for t he family.

The couple had a lucky st reak, t oo, says Greg Wexler, w ho gu ided t he Kais in  expensive rea l-esta t e
vent ures for years. Aft er Mamie, against  t he advice o f her husband, bought  a  st reet  corner o ff Lombard
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St reet  t o  advert ise t he hot e l, t he I n t ernat iona l House of Pancakes called. The company w ant ed t o  lease
the corner for a rest aurant .

Current ly, Herb and John Jr. are w orking on rezoning land t heir fa t her bought  in  t he '50s. The brot hers
have spent  much of t heir adult  lives managing t he ir parent s' prosperit y, and it  is t hey, t he ir sist er,
Lorena, and t heir ch ildren w ho most  t ang ib ly reap t he benefit s.

Part icu larly in  t he early years, t he senior Kais lived fruga lly so t hey could  build  up t he ir bank account . But
even la t e in  life , a ft er t hey had accumulat ed expansive asset s, t hey spent  money sparing ly.

Wexler reca lls sit t ing w it h  Mamie, t a lking her t hrough a mult imillion-do llar deal. A man popped h is head
int o  t he room, asking w here t o  buy light  bu lbs.

" She t o ld  h im w here he cou ld go t o  get  10 cent s off,"  Wexler says, shaking h is head and laughing. The
couple bu ilt  such a  st rong financia l reput at ion t hat  " Mrs. Ka i w ould  w rit e  me a check for $100,000 on a
napkin , and I  cou ld  t ake it  t o  Va lley Nat ional, and t hey'd figure out  w here t o t ake t he money from,"  he
says.

The couple never built  an ext ravagant  house or bought  sh iny new  cars. Aft er Ka i d ied in  1984, Mamie
lived in a one-bedroom apart ment  in  t he family's mobile  home park, pre ferring t o  stay w it h  her friends
rat her t han move int o  a  new  home.

St ill, Mamie d idn 't  w ant  her family t o be land poor.

She w ie lded considerab le in fluence for a w ife of t he 1940s and '50s. From t ime t o  t ime, she persuaded
her husband to  sell some of t he ir ho ld ings, Wexler says.

Her husband had t he fina l say, but  " if she t hought  he should do someth ing, he w ould a lw ays look in t o
it ,"  Herb says.

John Jr. remembers h is mot her sit t ing up la t e at  n ight  a t  t he kit chen tab le, punching t he adding machine,
keeping t rack o f t he family's finances. She d idn 't  miss much.

Years ago, Herb t a lked h is fat her in t o buying an a irp lane, W exler recalls. The family d idn 't  t e ll Mamie —
she thought  a irp lanes w ere t oo dangerous — but  she d iscovered t he purchase on t he t ax re turn and
chided her family for t h inking t hey could  foo l her.

Mamie, w ho out lived her husband by more t han 15 years, became t he icon. She he lped ra lly t he
Southw est  Arizona Chinese communit y t o  rebu ild  a  cu lt ura l cent er, and she made t he mult imillion-dollar
land decisions t hat  cont inued to  increase her family's w ealt h  as her husband 's hea lt h  fa iled.

She a lso encouraged her family t o st ay invo lved w it h  polit ics, pushing Herb t o  run for t he Marana Tow n
Council, w here he has served for a  decade.

As Marana has exp loded, Herb has gu ided h is homet ow n as t he council's w ater guru and vice mayor. He
recent ly set  off a  conflict  w it h  Tucson by get t ing t he inside scoop about  ext ra w at er in  t he Flow ing Wells
dist r ict  and nearly beat ing t he Old Pueblo  t o  t he purchasing punch.

John Jr. t rave ls o ft en t o  Phoenix, lobbying t he Legisla ture t o  use effluent  w at er for agricu lt ure  t o
conserve fresh w at er and haul sludge to  fert ilize  area farms.

Ot her longt ime Marana families lease most  of t he Kais' farmland, but  John Jr. and Herb hung on t o
enough t o keep t heir hands d irt y.

Their sist er, Lorena, lives in  Californ ia w it h  her husband. But  t he t w o " boys,"  as o ld-t ime Maranans call
t hem, say t hey'll never leave t he t ow n the ir parent s he lped build .

And t hey cont inue t o g ive back t o  t he t ow n, Honea says.

" They have t he Kai Foundat ion, w hich donat es money t o  charit ab le  causes in  t he communit y. They've
been good cit izens,"  he says.

The importance of Chinese culture
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The Kais' foresight  in  ho ld ing on t o w hat  w ould become valuable  land is a  deeply Chinese t ra it , says
Esther Tang, a mat riarch of Tucson 's Chinese communit y. While  t he Kais embraced American po lit ics and
farm life , t hey never le t  go o f t he ir t radit iona l cu lt ure .

I f fr iends or family got  sick, Mamie appeared w it h  Chinese t eas and remedies. And deals, business
partners say, o ft en t ook p lace over a  meal or snack, just  like  in  China.

The couple used t heir a ffluence to  embrace the Chinese communit y, making cont ribut ions t o  numerous
pro ject s, including a  sizab le  donat ion t o t he Tucson Chinese Bapt ist  church on Fort  Low ell Road. Aft er Kai
d ied, h is w ife bu ilt  a  lib rary in  h is home village in  China, and commit t ee members say Mamie he lped
immeasurably in  get t ing t he new ly opened Tucson Chinese Cult ura l Cent er bu ilt .

The Kais inst illed a  sense of " be ing Chinese"  in t o  t he ir ch ildren, as w ell. The t hree ch ildren, a t  t he ir
mot her's insistence, d idn 't  speak English un less t hey had visit ors.

" She w as a lw ays on us. 'Speak Chinese!  Speak Chinese! '"  John Jr. says. Now  h is 2-year-o ld  daughter
has a Chinese nanny. She can chat  easily in  Mandarin  and eats t rad it ional d ishes w it h  chopst icks.

But  t he Kais d id  more t han keep up Chinese t radit ions. They w orked t o  share t hem and pass t hem on t o
younger generat ions.

" Mom sa id, 'I f you g ive back t o  t he communit y, you know  w here t he money goes. I f you let  t he federal
government  have it , you don't ,"  John Jr. says.

Mamie 's pecan p ies w ere legendary, but  Elinor Barnet t , a  member o f another longt ime Marana farming
family, remembers her fr ied rice. Others brought  mashed pot atoes and fr ied ch icken t o pot lucks, Barnet t
says. Mamie carried a b it  o f China.

More t han 10 years ago, w hen Larry Leung and Richard Fe Tom, w it h  t he he lp of o thers in  t he
communit y, st art ed pushing t o  revive a  cu lt ura l cent er for Tucson, many in  t he Chinese communit y
reacted in it ia lly w it h  skept icism, part icu larly t he o lder generat ion, bot h Leung and Tom say.

But  Mamie encouraged t he commit t ee members and made phone ca lls solicit ing donat ions and support .
For more t han five  years, she at t ended regular meet ings on t he pro ject .

When Mamie could  no longer drive, Tom chauffeured her t o  t he meet ings. They'd  sit  in  her drivew ay
afterw ard, fine-t uning p lans and d iscussing her dreams for t he cent er.

" She w ant ed t o  have a st rong ident it y t o  acknow ledge t hat  Chinese people  had pioneered t h is
communit y,"  Tom says. Her lobbying persuaded the p lanning commit t ee t o  include a fu ll Ch inese kit chen.

W it h in  a  few  years, communit y support  had exp loded. W hen t he sparkling new  cent er, 1288 W. River
Road near Nort h La Cañada Drive, opened in  October, it  w as tw o-t h irds larger t han orig ina lly imagined.

Tom and Leung stop short  o f saying t he pro ject  w ouldn 't  have got t en off t he ground w it hout  Mamie. But
she provided insp irat ion and legit imacy, t hey say.

Her sea l o f approva l and reput at ion for see ing pro ject s t hrough " lent  a  st rength t o  t he movement ,"
Leung says. " I t 's very simult aneous w hen I  look back. There 's a lw ays t he desire, but  everyone is sit t ing
back w ait ing for it  t o  happen. I t  t akes some leadership ."

Mamie w as t he bridge, t hey say, w ho brought  t he young and the o ld t oget her. Aft er her deat h, in  2000,
her ch ildren and grandchildren donated $1 million in  t he names of Mamie and John Kai Sr. t o  t he pro ject .
Pict ures of t hem hang in  t he foyer o f t he build ing, part  o f w hich bears t he names of John and Mamie Kai.

The cent er's opening w as emot iona l, Tom says, because Mamie, w ho had devoted so much energy so
lat e  in  her life , d idn 't  get  t o  see it .

" One of t he promises, I 'd  made during one of our get -t ogethers,"  Tom says, " is t hat  w e 'd get  t h is facilit y
bu ilt . I n  t he opening speech I  sa id , 'Mamie, w e kept  our w ord.' "

Tucson Family h ist ories

On StarNet: Find previous insta llment s in  t h is series a t  http:/ / go.azstarnet.com/  foundingfamilies
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● Contact reporter Erin White at ewhite@azstarnet.com or 807-8429.
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