
 

       Unswept Graves by Robert Black is an engaging 
and educational work of historical fiction.  In this  
adventure story using a "Back to the Future" approach, a 
13 year-old Chinese American girl, Jasmine Wu, from the 
only Chinese family in a small Nebraska town and her 
caucasian girl friend, Oz, are accidentally transported back 
to the San Francisco Chinatown of 1898. Jasmine is 
immediately separated from Oz by Chinese kidnappers 
who sell her to a Chinese master where she is enslaved 
as a mui tsai, or domestic servant. In the male-dominated 
Chinese society, some poor families found it necessary for 
survival to sell young daughters to wealthy families. They 
reasoned that girls might be better off as servants than 
living in poverty. Mrs. Chiu, in charge of Jasmine's daily 
life, inflicts harsh punishment for any shortcomings. 
Unable to speak or understand Chinese, Jasmine's 
predicament is a desperate one, and rescue or escape 
seems unlikely. 
    Jasmine and Oz each encounter someone who 
resembles important people from their "future" lives back 
in Nebraska. Concerned that they might inadvertently 
"alter" the course of history, Jasmine  and Oz must 
carefully ponder how to avoid doing anything that might 
prevent these people from eventually ending up in 
Nebraska.   
       When Jasmine challenges Mrs. Chiu over the way 
Chinese treat girls, she summons principles of Chinese 
morality based on Confucian teachings which hold that 
society involves a hierarchy of roles that must be 
respected as in the belief that children should be obedient 



to parental authority. The Chinese respect for ancestors is 
conveyed through a discussion of Ching Ming, an annual 
ritual of honoring ancestors by "sweeping" or cleaning 
their gravestones. The lessons that Jasmine receives also 
serve to promote understanding and tolerance of cultural 
differences among readers. 
       Meanwhile, Oz seeks help from the staff of the 
Mission House, who regularly raids the living quarters of 
imprisoned slave girls. They rescue and provide the young 
women with a safe house.  The aid of the Mission House 
staff and the police help Oz locate and rescue Jasmine.  
They are, however, still stuck in the past and have the 
challenge of discovering how they can return to the 'future' 
Nebraska. They do succeed, and return just in time to 
celebrate the town's Founder's Day. Jasmine honors the 
memory of her great great grandparents and uses the 
Ching Ming rituals as a model for all the townspeople.  
        The author, Robert Black, created a culturally 
accurate and sensitive picture of the extreme racism 
directed toward Chinese immigrants in America from the 
last part of the 19th century until well into the next century. 
Unswept Graves highlights the subservient role of women 
in traditional Chinese society, one that did not improve but 
actually worsened due to the immigration policies of the 
United States which severely restricted the entry of 
Chinese women. This shortage of women made it 
profitable to bring Chinese women into the country illegally 
and force them into lives of prostitution or domestic 
service to pay debts to smugglers. The dramatic aspects 
in the plot make Unswept Graves  a compelling story, one 
that is strengthened by inclusion of details of the social 



and cultural background of the lives of Chinese immigrants 
of that era.   
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