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May is Asian American & Pacific Islander Month
It’s a perfect opportunity to pause and celebrate Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI)
cultures and the people who share that heritage. Over 60% of the world’s population,
about 4.3 billion people, call this region home, with many others who have cultural and
family ties to the region living all over the world.
Each May the United States celebrates the history and culture of Asians and Pacific
Islanders in the U.S. during Asian-Pacific American Heritage Month. The month of May
was selected to commemorate the diverse and important roles of Asian-Pacific
Americans for two reasons. First, early Japanese immigrants arrived in the United
States on May 7, 1843, and second, the transcontinental railroad -- built predominantly
by Chinese immigrants -- was completed on May 10, 1869.
Asian-Pacific heritage encompasses a broad and diverse array of cultures from an
expansive geographic region. All of the Asian continent, as well as the Pacific islands of
Polynesia, Micronesia, and Melanesia, and Polynesia, the island groups of the Western
and Central Pacific and Central Pacific such as the Philippines and the Marianas and
Hawaii.
With 6.8 percent of the population identifying as Asian American or Pacific Islander, it’s
one of the fastest growing demographics in the United States. Yet the experience of
this group has long been overlooked and misinterpreted. And an increase in anti-Asian
violence over the past year underscores the need to for more awareness and
understanding of American Asian Pacific Islanders (AAPI). Asian and Pacific Islanders
make up around 3 percent of the military’s active National Guardsmen and reservists of
the military. However, a small number they contributions to America’s wars have been
great. Thousands have deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan.
There are more than 21 million Americans who are able to trace their ancestry back to
various parts of Asia, and today, only 2.5 percent of airline pilots in the U.S. are of Asian
American and Pacific Islander descent.
Some Asian-Pacific Americans that have paved the way in aviation.

Katherine Cheung
Katherine Cheung was born in China in 1904, but came to live in the U.S. with her
father in Los Angeles. Katherine received her pilot’s certificate in 1932 as the first
licensed Asian-American female pilot in the U.S. In 1935, she obtained an international
airline license and flew as a commercial pilot. She flew aerobatics in an open cockpit
Fleet and regularly entered competitive air races including the Chatterton Air Race in
1936. The Beijing Air Force Aviation Museum calls her “China’s Amelia Earhart.”

Arthur Tien Chin
Arthur Tien Chin was World War II’s first American flying ace, of any ethnicity. He went
on to receive the Distinguished Flying Cross and Air Medal. After the war and his
aviation career came to an end, Chin became a postal worker in Portland, Oregon.
About a month after Chin died in 1997, he was inducted into the Hall of Fame of the

American Airpower Heritage Museum in Texas. In 2008, a post office in Beaverton,
Oregon was named the “Major Arthur Chin Post Office Building.”

Quang X. Pham
Quang X. Pham was the first Vietnamese-American to earn naval aviator’s wings in the
U.S. Marine Corps. Born in South Vietnam in 1964, Quang, his three sisters and his
mother soon left their home as the Communist North Vietnamese Army invaded South
Vietnam. Pham and his family immigrated to California. In 2000, Pham founded a
pharmaceutical promotions company, raised $14 million from investors, and was
chairman and CEO. Today, Pham is a U.S. Marine Corps veteran, businessman, author
and community leader.

ELLISON S. ONIZUKA, ASTRONAUT
After graduating from high school, Ellison attended the University of Colorado, earning a
Bachelor of Science degree in aeronautical engineering in 1968, and a Master of
Science degree in aerospace engineering in 1969. He joined the United States Air

Force in January 1970, and attended the Air Force Test Pilot School at Edwards Air
Force Base in California in August 1974.
Against stiff competition (8,000 applicants), Ellison was selected in 1978 as one of 35
astronauts for NASA’s Space Shuttle Program. He was the first Japanese American
selected to participate in America’s space program.
Ellison’s dreams came to fruition after years of training and hard work. On January 24,
1985, Ellison first entered space as a mission specialist aboard the space shuttle
Discovery – America’s first classified manned military space flight. The mission was a
success, and Ellison was honored as the first Asian astronaut to venture into space.
Soon after, Ellison was selected for Challenger Flight 51-L along with six other crew
members. The crew of this mission was carefully chosen to reflect the spirit of
America. All walks of life, backgrounds and regions were represented on his shuttle
flight, including elementary school teacher Christa McAuliffe, who would be the first
civilian in space. On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger lifted from the
earth. At 11:39 a.m., 73 seconds after liftoff, the orbiter tragically exploded, ending
seven lives of ambitions, dreams and courage.

Did You Know?
1. Approximately 17.3 million Asian Americans in U.S., about 5.6% of U.S.
population.
2. Asian Pacific consists of Australia, Peoples Republic of China, Hong Kong,
Macau, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore,
Thailand, Taiwan, Philippines, and Vietnam and Russia are sometimes included
in this region.
3. Pacific Islands is a geographic and ethnic/racial term describe the three major
sub-regions or Oceania: Micronesia, Melanesia and Polynesia.
4. Indonesia Pacific Islander consists of Indonesia, an island nation in Southeast
Asia, between South China Sea and the Pacific Ocean (in north) and Indian
Ocean (in south). Many islands known as the Maritime Southeast Asia, East
Indies, Indonesian archipelago, and Spices Archipelago.
5. Five regions of Asia are Southeast Asia, East Asia, Central Asia, South Asia, and
Southwest Asia (known as Middle East).
6. California has the largest Asian population, approximately one-third of the Asian
population in the U.S. Three times those living in second-ranked New York.
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