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These strikes reflected a feeling of Mexican ethnic solidarity.
“Abajo los Gerentes,” the workers chanted, “down with the bosses.”
Mexican musicians provided entertainment for the parades and
meetings, while Mexican merchants, comerciantes, offered food
and clothing to the gtrikers. More important, the huelgas (strikes)
were often gupported by Mexican mutualistas (benevolent associ-
ations). “The Mexicans belong to numerous societies and through
these they can exert some sort of organizational stand together,”
reported a local newspaper during the 1903 strike at the Clifton-
Morenci mines.*

The mutualistas reinforced this consciousness of being Mexi-
can north of the border. Everywhere in the barrios of Arizona,
Texas, New Mexico, and California, there were organizations like
Sociedad Benevolencia, Miguel Hidalgo, gociedad Mutualistia,
Sociedad Obreros, and Sociedad Mutualista Mexicana. Members
of the mutualistas Were laborers as well as shopkeepers and pro-
fessionals such as lawyers, newspaper oditors, and doctors. These
associations helped individual members cOVer hospitalization and
funeral expenses, provided low-interest loans, and raised money
for people in time of dire need. Taking some of their names from
national heroes and conducting their meetings in Spanish, they
reminded Mexicans of their common origins as children of “the
game mother: Mexico.”*

The mutualistas dispelled the myth of Mexicans a8 a quiet,
siesta-loving, sombreroed people. Through these ethnic organi-
zations, Mexicans were resisting labor exploitation and racigm,
In 1911, several Texas mutualistas came together in & statewide
convention, the Congreso Mexicanista. Concerned about anti-
Mexican hostility and violence, the congress called for ethnic soli-
darity: “Por la raza y para la raza,” “All for one and one for all”
One of the delegates, the Reverend Pedro Grado, defined their
struggle as that of class and race: «'he Mexican braceros who
work in a mill, on a hacienda, or in @ plantation would do well to
establish Ligas Mexicanistas, and see that their neighbors form
them. United, they would have the strength to “strike back at
the hatred of some bad sons of Uncle Sam, who believe themselves
better than the Mexicans because of the magic that surrounds
the word white.” The mutualistas reflected a dynamic Mexican-
American identity—2 proud attachment to the culture soub
the border as well as a fierce determination to claim their rights
and dignity in “occupied” Mexico.™
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Strangers from a Different Shore

ils here?” the theatergoers heard Stephano declare in The
Tempest. “Do you put tricks upon’s with savages and men
of Inde, ha?” The war against Mexico reflected America’s quest
for a passage to India. During the nineteenth century, this vision
ingpired Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri to proclaim
the movement toward Asia as America’s manifest destiny. The
“White” race was obeying the «divine command, t0 subdue and
replenish the earth,” as it searched for new and distant lands.
As whites migrated westward, Benton pointed out, they were
destroying “gavagery.” As civilization advanced, the “Capitol” had
replaced the “wigwam,” “Christians” had replaced “savages,” and
“white matrons” had replaced “red squaws.” Under the “touch” of
an “American road to India,” Benton exclaimed, the western wil-
derness would “start” into life, creating a long line of cities across
the continent. Crossing the Rocky Mountains and reaching the
Pacific, whites were finally circumnavigating the earth to bring
civilization to the “Yellow” race. “Orientalized,” to use the concept
of Edward Said, Asians had become the “Other.”
The annexation of California led to not only American expan-

CALIBAN ALSO COULD have been Asian, “Have we dev-




178 wom CONTRADICTIONS

sion toward Asia but also the migration of Asians to America. In
a plan sent to Congress in 1848 shortly after the Trea‘Fy of Gua-
dalupe Hidalgo, policymaker Aaron H. Palmer predicted that
San Francisco, connected by railroad to the Atlantic states, wguld
become the “great emporium of our commerce on the P.a1c1ﬁc.”
Chinese laborers, he proposed, should be imported to build the
transcontinental railroad as well as to bring the fertile lands of
California under cultivation. “No people in all the East are so well
adapted for clearing wild lands and raising every species of agri-
cultural product...as the Chinese.”

Pioneers from Asia

A year later, Chinese migrants began arriving in America, but
they came for their own reasons. Many sought sanctuary from
intense conflicts in China caused by the British Opium Wars. Sig-
nificantly, while British colonialism was pushing Irish westward
across the Atlantic, it was also driving Chinese eastward across
the Pacific. Many migrants were also fleeing from the turmoil of
peasant rebellions such as the Taiping Rebellion and the bloody
strife between the Punti (“Local People”) and the Hakkas (“Guest
People”) over possession of the fertile delta lands. “Ever sinc:.e the
disturbances caused by the Red bandits and the Kejia bandits,” a
Chinese government report noted, “dealings with foreigners have
increased greatly. The able-bodied go abroad.”
Harsh economic conditions also drove Chinese migrants to seek
survival in America. Forced to pay Jarge indemnities to Western
imperialist powers, the Qing government imposed high taxes on
peasant farmers; unable to pay these taxes, many of them lost
their lands. Floods intensified the suffering. “The rains have
been falling for forty days,” an 1847 report to the emperor stated,
«until the rivers, and the sea, and the lakes, and the streams have
joined in one sheet over the land [for miles].” Behind the emng:at-
ing spirit was starvation. “The population is ext?remelpr dense,” an
observer explained; “the means of subsistence, in ordinary t1‘mes,
are seldom above the demand, and consequently, the least failure
of the rice crop produces wretchedness.™ _
Learning about Gam Saan, “Gold Mountain,” many of ﬂ_}lﬂ
younger, more impatient, and more daring Chinese left the}r Vf;’;
lages for America. The migrants were mostly men, planmngttl_ 4
work abroad temporarily. They were illiterate or htad very li s
schooling, but they dreamed of new possibilities inspired by stor1es
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of the “gold hills.” To these hopeful migrants, America possessed
an alluring boundlessness, promising not only gold but also oppor-
tunities for employment. Sixteen-year-old Lee Chew recalled the
triumphant return of a fellow villager from the “country of the
American wizards.” With the money he had earned overseas, he
bought land as spacious as “four city blocks” and built a palace on
it. Then he invited his family and friends to a grand party where
they were served a hundred roasted pigs, chickens, ducks, geese,
and an abundance of dainties. Young Lee was ingpired, eager o
leave for this fabulous country.”

America seemed so beckoning. During the 1860s, a Chinese
Jaborer might earn three to five dollars a month in China; in Cali-
fornia, he could work for the railroad and make thirty dollars a
month. A folk song expressed the emotions of many migrants:

In the second reign year of Haamfung [1852],
a trip to Gold Mountain was made.

With a pillow on my shoulder, I began my
perilous journey:

Sailing a boat with bamboo poles across the
sea,

Leaving behind wife and sisters in search of
money,

No longer lingering with the woman in the
bedroom,

No longer paying respect to parents at home.®

The immigrants migrated to America voluntarily as free labor-
ers: some of them paid their own way, and probably most of them
borrowed the necessary funding under the credit-ticket system.
Under this arrangement, an individual borrowed money from a
broker to cover the cost of transportation and then paid off the
loan plus interest out of his earnings in the new country. The
majority of the migrants were married. As they prepared to leave
their farms and villages, they realized that they would probably
not see their wives again for years. But they promised to return
someday.”

And so they left China, by the hundreds of thousands. Three
hlfndred and twenty-five Chinese migrants joined the “Forty-
Niners” rushing to California. Like their counterparts from the
eastern United States and elsewhere, they came to search for
gold. A year later, 450 more Chinese arrived in California; then
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suddenly, they came in greatly increasing numbers-—2ﬁ,7 }6 in
1851, and 20,026 in 1852. By 1870, there were 63,000 (.,i‘{mm'se
in the United States. Most of them —177 percent—were lnqng- in
California, but they were elsewhere in the West as v?fell as in th.e
Southwest, New England, and the South. 'I“he Cl‘ufmse consti-
tuted a sizable proportion of the population in certain areas: 2?
percent in Idaho, 10 percent in Montana, and 9 pgt"cent in Cali-
fornia. By 1930, about 400,000 had made the Pacific crossing to
America. Significantly, about half of them stayed and made the
United States their permanent home. .
At first, there were signs that the Chinese were welcom:e in
California. “Quite a large aumber of the Celestials have arrived
among us of late, enticed thither by the golden romance that
has filled the world,” the Daily Alta California reported in 1852,
“Searcely a ship arrives that does not bring an i:_!crease to l;hig
worthy integer of our population.” The paper predicted that “the
China boys will yet vote at the same polls, study at the same
schools and bow at the same altar as our own countrym:en,”
Three years later, merchant Chun-Chuen Lai of ng Franc}sr:o
sanguinely observed that “the people of the Flowery land [Chinal
were received like guests,” and “greeted with favor. Each treated
the other with politeness. From far and near we came and were
ed.”
plegit Lai failed to notice the rapidly changing political c]imate_
that had begun to turn against his fellow immigrants.l Frm.n the
goldfields of the Sierras came the nativist cry: “California for
Americans.” In 1852, the California legislature ?nacted a sec-
ond foreign miners’ tax. Aimed mainly at the Chinese, this t:.ax
required a monthly payment of three dollars from every foreign
miner who did not desire to become a citizen. Even if they had
wanted to, the Chinese could not have become citizens, for they
had been rendered ineligible to citizenship by a 1790 federal la\iv
that reserved naturalized citizenship for “whites.” By 1870, Cali-
fornia had collected five million dollars from the Chmese,qa sum
representing between 25 to 50 percent of all stat.e revenue.’ 2
During the 1860s, twenty-four thousand Chlm_zse, ‘two-thlr ls
of the Chinese population in America, were working in the Cal-
ifornia mines. Most of these miners were independent prospec_‘i
tors. Many organized themselves into small groups an_d forme :
their own companies. A newspaper correspondent described com

panies of twenty or thirty Chinese “inhabiting close cabins, 3_0.'.
small that one...would not be of sufficient size to allow a couplé
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of Americans to breathe in it. Chinamen, stools, tables, cooking
utensils, bunks, etc., all huddled up together in indiseriminate
confusion, and enwreathed with dense smoke, presented a spec-
tacle.” These miners worked mainly placer claims. To extract the
gold, they shoveled sand from the stream into a pan or rocker and
then washed away the sand and dirt until only the heavy par-
ticles of gold remained. Chinese miners became a common sight
in the California foothills, especially along the Yuba River and
its tributaries and in towns like Long Bar, North-east Bar, and
Foster Bar. They wore blue cotton shirts, baggy pants, wooden
shoes, and wide-brimmed hats and had queues hanging down
their backs. '

As mining profits declined, however, the Chinese began leaving
the goldfields. Thousands of them joined other Chinese migrants
to work on the railroad. In February 1865, fifty Chinese workers
were hired by the Central Pacific Railroad to help lay tracks for
the transcontinental line leading east from Sacramento; shortly
afterward, fifty more were hired. The immigrant laborers were
praised by company president Leland Stanford as “quiet, peace-
able, industrious, economical —ready and apt to learn all the dif-
ferent kinds of work” required in railroad building. “They prove
nearly equal to white men in the amount of labor they perform,
and are much more reliable,” company superintendent Charles
Crocker reported. “No danger of strikes among them. We are
training them to do all kinds of labor: blasting, driving horses,
handling rock as well as pick and shovel.” When white work-
ers demanded that the company stop hiring Chinese laborers,
Crocker retorted: “We can’t get enough white labor to build this
railroad, and build it we must, so we're forced to hire them. If
you can’t get along with them, we have only one alternative. Wwe'll
let you go and hire nobody but them.” Within two years, Crocker
had hired twelve thousand Chinese, representing 90 percent of
the entire workforce. The savings derived from the employment
of Chinese rather than white workers was enormous. The com-
pany paid the Chinese workers thirty-one dollars a month; had
management used white workers, they would have had to pay the
same wages plus board and lodging, which would have increased
labor costs by one-third."

The construction of the Central Pacific Railroad line was a Chi-
nese achievement. They performed the physical labor required
t‘_:' lay the tracks and provided important technical labor such
as operating power drills and handling explosives for boring the

.-
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tunnels through Donner Summit. The Clﬁr}esu \.rmrkers \'m_art?, in
one observer’s description, “a great army la_ymg siege tf’ Nature in
her strongest citadel. The rugged mountains looked ll'ke stu};:e;;-
dous ant-hills. They swarmed with Celestials, shovelng, wheel-
ing, carting, drilling and blasting rocks and earth.” Time V:a..t:
critical to the company’s interest, for the amount of payment 1
received in land and subsidy from‘ the federa'l gnvgrnmen{. \:\Fas
based on the miles of track it buﬂt. Detfzrmmed to acc.e erate
construction, the managers forced tl}e Clmmsel laborers L(lnlw?rk
through the winter of 1866. Snowdrifts, over sixty feet ta.k, cov-
ered construction operations. The worke_rs lived and wor 9.d in
tunnels under the snow, with ghafts for air imd lanterns f‘or light.
Work was dangerous, occasionally deadly. “The snow shde]s;'_ car;
ried away our camps and we lost a good many n:‘en in tholsehs des,
a company official reported matter-of-factly; “many of rmern we
did not find until the next season when the snow Ilnelted. _
The Chinese workers went on gtrike that Spring. DEmaDdllng
wages of forty-five dollars a month and an eight-hour day, five
thougand laborers walked out “as one man. The company offerfad
to raise their wages from thirty-one to thirty-five dt‘i:ﬂzj.u's a month,
but the strikers stood by their original demands. Elght h?,u'rs a
day good for white men, all the same good for Chmamen,‘ L!ley
declared. In response, the managers moved tp !)r"eak the strike.
They wired New York to inquire about thelfe_aslblhi.;y of transpo?t.-
ing ten thousand blacks to replace the striking Chu%ese. Supen{p
tendent Crocker isolated the strikers and cut off their food supp! 1):
«] gtopped the provisions on them,” he sta!:ed. stopped Ehe but? -
ers from butchering, and used such coercive measures. Coercm:;
worked. Virtually imprisoned in the_ir camps I 1';219 Sierras an
starving, the strikers surrendered w1th.m a week. s ool
Forced to return to work, the Chinese comp}etﬂed t. e r;all -
road, the “new highway to the commerce of: Asia.” After t ﬁy
were released by the Central Pacific Rallroad. in 1869, tl:mgsan 2
of them went to San Francisco, where. their compatnf)ts v;:e[:'n
already heavily involved in rnanufa.cturmg‘. The fnrmatw:: Ofthe
urban Chinese community and the industrial dev.elopmen : (;) b
city paralleled each other. In 1860, only 2,719 Chm(lese resi eula-
San Francisco, representing 7.8 percent t_}f the Chinese pqg i
tion in California. Ten years later, the Chm_ese population 1
city had soared to 12,022, a 343 percent increase.

. s 'n_:
San Francisco had begun to develop as a locus of industry: 1

1860, it had about two hundred manufacturing firms employ*

Meanwhile;
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ing some fifteen hundred workers. Ten years later, with nearly
one-fourth of California’s Chinese population living there, San
Francisco had more than twelve thousand laborers employed in
industrial production and was the ninth leading manufacturing
city in the United States. Half of the labor force in the city’s four
key industries—boot and shoe, woolens, cigar and tobacco, and
sewing—was Chinese.!*

Meanwhile, in the rural regions the Chinese were helping to
develop California’s agriculture. Between 1860 and 1880, hundreds
of Chinese were able to become farmers through tenancy, which
offered a way to enter the business with minimum capital. “We
found the broad fields apportioned off and rented to separate com-
panies of Chinamen who were working them upon shares—each
little company having its own cabin,” an observer reported in 1869.
«Teams being furnished them, they do all the working, preparing
the ground, seeding, tending the crop, and gathering the fruit,
leaving nothing for the proprietor to do but to attend to the market-
ing, and to put into his own pocket half of the proceeds.””

Most of the Chinese engaged in agriculture were laborers. They
helped to transform farming in California from wheat to fruit.
“They were a vital factor,” historian Carey McWilliams wrote,
“one is inclined to state the vital factor, in making the transition
possible.” Experienced farmers in the Pearl River Delta before
coming to America, the Chinese shared their agricultural knowl-
edge with their white employers, teaching them how to plant, cul-
tivate, and harvest orchard and garden crops.'®

Indeed, the Chinese built the agricultural industry of Cali-
fornia. In the San Joaquin and Sacramento river deltas, they
constructed networks of irrigation canals and miles of dikes
and ditches. Wielding shovels and working waist-deep in water,
they drained the tule swamps and transformed the marshes into
agricultural lands. In 1869, a writer for the Overland Monthly
acknowledged the change in the landscape wrought by the Chi-
nese: “The ditches and dykes which at present protect only a few
little patches here and there of the most fruitful soil that the sun
shines on, may be made to perform a like service all over the
Tulare swamps; and the descendants of the people who drained
those almost limitless marshes on either side of their own swiftly-
flowing Yellow River, and turned them into luxuriant fields, are
able to do the same thing on the banks of the Sacramento and
th_e San Joaquin.” In the Salinas Valley, Chinese laborers dug six
miles of ditches to drain the land, cutting the peat soil “with huge
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knife-like spades and pitching it out with steel forks and hookg.”
Their work hoosted the value n_lf theuland from $28 per acre In
! - acre two years later. .
181?1 tfﬁtt{?(i}iflﬁ)?ﬁerland gffonthly descril)eq the 'ubiqlnt_o':l.s [JI}*:}S-
ence of Chinese laborers in California agn(_:ulture: Vlsltoa : [;:)
plantation in the picking season, qnd cuunt" its 50, Bp, or 71 p}c .
ors in the garb of the eastern Asiatics, wor_k.mg ste_adllly a:jn( ‘n‘{lnlgg,
lessly on from morning till night, gathering, (?111'1ng and sac -m(l[g
the crop.... Go through the fields of strawberries...the vineyards
and orchards, and you will learn that most of th,e,zse fruits are
gathered or boxed for market by this same penple. In 1880},. the
Chinese represented 86 percent. of tche agricultural labor orce
in Sacramento County, 85 percent in Yuba, and 67 percent in
(5]
So}'ls“}?;gh they were paid low wages, .Chinese farm laborers did
not always passively accept what their employers offered the.m'
In 1880, fruit pickers in Santa Clara County wept out on strike
for higher wages. After the 1882 Chi_nese Exclusion Act reduced
the supply of farm labor, Chinese agricultural wm'kfers Llemgndfed
higher rates for their wages. In 1900, t}}e Bureau of La. I(?r tﬁtm-
tics reported: “Relieved, by the opfaratlon of the Exc}uslmn. Hcts,
in great measure from the pressing competition of his -!e 'ow-
countrymen, the Chinese worker was not slo.w tﬁ. take adval?tage
of circumstances and demand in exchange for h1s_labqr a higher
price, and, as time went on, even becoming Americanized to the
extent of enforcing such demands in some cases through the
i bor organization.”"? .
mehdf;:;:;\z;li?e,o(lhiiese workers became targ'ets of white labor
resentment, especially during hard times. “Whltl’? men and wro:lnen
who desire to earn a living,” the Los Angeles T.ames r.eporl.e otr;
August 14, 1893, “have for some time been (l-:-nterm_g qme't protefs :
against vineyardists and packers employing ("Jhmese in pre eli'c
ence to whites.” Their protests soon bef;ame violent as ec:lmohr?te
depression led to brutal anti-Chinese rmt.f; by unemploye: \\Iva]le
workers throughout California. From Ukiah to the Napa y

to Fresno to Redlands, Chinese were beaten and shot by white

workers and often loaded onto trains and shipped out of town.

is vi ion
These immigrants bitterly remember this violence and expulsio
as the “driving out.”® .
“Ethnic antagonism” in the mines, factories, and ﬁel:ls ioa T
thousands of Chinese into self-employment—stores, res T;mmon
and especially laundries. Chinese washhouses were 2

rced
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sight as early as the 1850s. By 1890, there were sixty-four hun-
dred Chinese laundry workers in California, representing 69
percent of all laundry workers. During this period, the ratio of
Chinese laundry workers to all Chinese workers jumped from one
out of every seventeen to one out of every twelve.!

The “Chinese laundryman” was an American phenomenon.
“The Chinese laundryman does not learn his trade in China;
there are no laundries in China,” stated Lee Chew who came to
America in the early 1860s. “The women there do the washing in
tubs and have no washboards or flat irons. All the Chinese laun-
drymen here were taught in the first place by American women
just as I was taught.” In China, observed Chin Foo Wong of New
York, laundry work was a “woman’s occupation,” and men did not
“step into it for fear of losing their social standing.”*

Why did Chinese men in America enter this line of work? Unlike
the retail or restaurant business, a laundry could be opened with
a small capital outlay of from seventy-five to two hundred dollars.
The requirements were minimal: a stove, trough, dry room, sleep-
ing apartment, and a sign. A Chinese laundryman did not need
to speak much English to operate his business. “In this sort of
menial labor,” said one, “I can get along speaking only ‘yes’ and
‘n0.” He could also manage without knowing numbers. “Being
illiterate, he could not write the numbers,” another laundryman
said, describing a fellow operator. “He had a way and what a way!
See, he would draw a circle as big as a half dollar coin to represent
a half dollar, and a circle as big as a dime for a dime, and so on.
When the customers came in to call for their laundry, they would
catch on to the meaning of the circles and pay accordingly.”?®

But “Chinese laundrymen” were also “pushed” into their occu-
pation. Laundry work was one of the few opportunities that were
open to Chinese. “Men of other nationalities who are jealous of
the Chinese have raised such a great outcry about Chinese cheap
labor that they have shut him out of working on farms or in fac-
tories or building railroads or making streets or digging sewers,”
explained Lee Chew. “So he opens a laundry.” Thus the “Chinese
laundry” represented a retreat into self-employment from a nar-
rowly restricted labor market. “You couldn’t work in the cigar fac-
tories or the jute or woolen mills any more—all the Chinese had
been driven out,” old Chinese men later sadly recalled. “About
all they could be was laundrymen or vegetable peddlers then.”

Racial discrimination drove Chinese into work they disdained as
degrading to them as men.?*
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) . ; . : 3 t else- ers had overthrown Reconstruction; with their political power
While most Chinese lived in the West, they were presen ! . ! eir po 1
where in the United States, including the South. A year after the | over blacks restored, they quickly lost interest in Chinese labor.*

4 i lanter declared: «\We can drive the niggers ! Tht‘e use of Chinese labor and its success raised two crucial
end of the Civil War, a Pa ' questions. “What shall we do with them is not quite clear yet,”

¢ A e : t less expense, and

out and 1m?01‘1: c:;lﬁi:::& ‘:illglg:: ﬁ;;iﬁ:;cz ? The p{)an was to ' remarked Samuel Bowles in 1869 in his book Our New West. “How

relieve ‘_15 bliomk to Chinese labor «Rmancipation has spoiled the ] they are to rank, socially, civilly, and politically, among us is one

v fmn:i s -:1) him away frm.'n the fields of agriculture,” the of the nuts for our social science students to crack, —if they can.”

nzgtm a? th(;a\l;’i:;;sburg Times in Migsissippi complained in 1869. And what would happen to white workers as America’s industrial

Eolu:r (;osperit\; depends entirely upon the recovery of lost ground, development depended more and more on Chinese labor?*®

and v\r:e therefore say let the Coolies come.” That same year, the One answer to both questions Was the concept of a y ellow prole-
. planters’ convention in Memphis announced that it was tariat in America. According to this view, the Chinese would con-

southern p | gtitute a permanently degraded caste labor force. They would be

1 believe that the effect of Chinese labor upon white labor has an
elevating instead of degrading tendency. 1 think that every white
man who is intelligent and able to work, who is more than a digger
in a ditch...who has the capacity of being something else, can get
to be something else by the presence of Chinese labor.... There is
proof of that in the fact that after we got Chinamen to work, we
took the more intelligent of the white laborers and made foremen
of them. T know of several of them now who never expected, never
had a dream that they were going to be anything but shovelers

“desi ook to the teeming population of Asia |
fg: i;;;zﬁigg ;efﬁzsfjlziiition of our soil and the development of - in effect a uniql}e “industrial reserve ar.my” of migragt lal?OI'ers
our industrial interests.” In his address to the convention, labor forced to be foreigners forever. Thus, I._‘].Ilhke European immigrant
contractor Cornelius Koopmanshoop announced that his company labor.ers, the Chinese woulfi be a politically proscnbe_d labor force.
had imported thirty thousand Chinese laborers into California Serving the needs of AI‘I‘\el'lcan employers, they woul_d be here only
and offered to make them available in the South.* | on a temporary basis. “I do not believe th(iy are going to remain
Planters soon saw that the Chinese could be employed as mod- here long enough to become good citizens, Central Pacific man-
els for black workers: hardworking and frugal, the Chinese would ager Chgrles Crocke_r ltold a lle§1slatwe committee, “apd T would
be the “educators” of former slaves. During the 1870s, L(?uisi— ! not admit them to 'Cltlzel‘}shlp. The employers. of Chinese labP,.
ana and Mississippi planters imported several hundred Chinese argued that l;hefy ({}d not intend to ’allow th‘e mxgrapts to rgmalﬁ
laborers and pitted them against black workers. They praised the and become “thick” (to use Crocker’s term) in American society.
foreign workers for outproducing blacks and for “regulating” the The advocates of .Chmese 1ab'01- off"‘ered e:,ssurances to white
“detestable system of black labor” A gouthern governor frankly 1 laborers. They explained that Cl?.lnese che_ap labor would reduce
explained: «UJndoubtedly the underlying motive for this effrgrt | pro@uctmn costs, anq the resulting 1.0“, prices for goods would be
to bring in Chinese laborers Was to punish the negro for having . equivalent to a wage increase for white lworkers. They also argued
abandoned the control of his old master, and to regulate the con- | that Chinese labor would upgrade wlzme lal?or, for whites \:muld
ditions of his employment and the scale of wages to be paid him.” \ bf: el:e.-:rated to foremen e:nd d:rectc!rs. If society must have mud-
An editor in Kentucky gpoke even more bluntly when he predicted sills,”” they elaborated, “it is certainly better to take them from a
that the introduction of Chinese labor would change the “tune” race whngh would be b'eneﬁted b).' even that position 1n a c1v11.12.ed
| from “‘forty acres and a mule’” to ‘work nigger or gtarve.” Plant- conllmumty, than subject a”portmn of our own race to a position
ers welcomed their new workers. “Messrs. Ferris and Esftel'l, \ivhc: k which they have outgrown.” Charles Crocker explained:
are cultivating on the Hughs place, near Prent.iss?," a Mississippl
newspaper reported in 1870, “recently impor.ted direct fron'i\) Hoqsg-
Kong, a lot of Chinese, sixteen in number, with whom as laborers,
are well leased.*
the'Iy'l:na Chinefe did not stay long on the plantations, however. A8

arly as 1871, the New Orleans Times noted that the C’hmese pr.ew._
(ie'err::d to work in the city rather than do the “plodding }V(')Fk..io;‘
the plantations » In 1880, about a hundred Chinese were hvnllirs

New Orleans, where they worked as laundrymen, cigar mal nﬁ:
shoemakers, cooks, and woodcarvers. By then the gouthern plars
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of dirt, hewers of wood and drawers of water, an.d they are now
respectable farmers, owning farms. They got their start by con-
trolling Chinese labor on our railroad.*

What enabled businessmen like Crocker to degrafie the. Chi-
nese into a subservient laboring r:‘aste was the dommal_it ideol-
ogy that defined America as a racially .hor'noger_wc:us socfety gn.d
Americans as white. The status of racial inferiority assigne ‘ ltu
the Chinese had been prefigured in thfe black and Indian past. ’

Indeed, the newcomers from a Pacific shore found t]‘r‘lat .rac1a’1’
qualities previously assigned to blacks h.ad become Chmgse
characteristics. Calling for Chinese exclus1qn, the San F rancisco
Alta warned: “Every reason that exists al.gamst the toleratlpn of
free blacks in Illinois may be argued aga}lnst that‘;‘ of the (?’hlnese
here.” White workers referred to the Chinese as "nagurs, and a
magazine cartoon in California depictfed tl_le Chmesg as a blor?d.
sucking vampire with slanted eyes, a pigtail, dark skin, al_ld t.hilck
lips. The Chinese were described as heathen, morally inferior,
savage, childlike, and lustful. Chinese women wer'eh condemped
as a "‘depraved class,” their immorality assocmf.ed with z:t’ 3[2)hy81ca1
appearance “but a slight removal from. the African race. .

Like blacks, Chinese men were v1ewed.as .threats to wh1te
racial purity. At the 1878 California Qonstltutmnal Convention,
John F. Miller warned: “Were the Chinese to lamalgamate at all
with our people, it would be the lowest, mos!; vile and degraded f’f

our race, and the result of that amalgamation would be s.a hybrid
of the most despicable, a mongrel of the most detestable that h'as
ever afflicted the earth.” Two years later, lfwmakers prohib-
ited marriage between a white person and a “negro, mulatto, or
3 »33
Moﬁlgflllﬁrr;inds of many whites, the Chinese were a.1s0 son_letlmes
associated with Indians. The editor of the California Mimn Jour,-’
nal declared that the winning of the West from the “red mand
would be in vain if whites were now to surrender.the conquezed
land to a “horde of Chinese.” Policies toward Indians sugIgeg. :n
a way to solve the “Chinese Problem.” “We do not let the nril 2
stand in the way of civilization,” stated former NeW Yr())’x:k govfetter
Horatio Seymour, “so why let the Chinese barba'rlan. 5; a(li .
published in the New York Times, Seympur cpntmued: 0 i{ies
are dividing the lands of the native Indians .1nt0 states, :}(l);lgamt-;
and townships. We are driving off from their prop'ertythe e
upon which they live, by railroads. We tell them plainly, they
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give up their homes and property, and live upon corners of their
own territories, because they are in the way of our civilization. If
we can do this, then we can keep away another form of barbarism
which has no right to be here.” A U.S. senator from Alabama “lik-
ened” the Chinese to Indians, “inferior” socially and subject to
federal government control. The government, he argued, should
do to the Chinese what it had already done to the Indians— put
them on reservations.*

All three groups—blacks, Indians, and Chinese—shared a
common identity: they were all Calibans of color. This view was
made explicit in the 1854 California Supreme Court decision of
People v. Hall. A year before, George W. Hall and two others were
tried for murdering Ling Sing. During the trial, one Caucasian
and three Chinese witnesses testified for the prosecution. After
the jury returned a guilty verdict, the judge sentenced Hall to
be hanged. Hall’s lawyer then appealed the verdict, arguing that
the Chinese witnesses should not have been permitted to testify
against Hall. An existing California statute provided that “no
black or mulatto person, or Indian, shall be permitted to give
evidence in favor of, or against, any white person,” and the ques-
tion was whether this restriction included the Chinese. In its
review, the California Supreme Court reversed Hall’s conviction,
declaring that the words “Indian, Negro, Black, and White” were
“generic terms, designating races,” and that therefore “Chinese
and other people not white” could not testify against whites.*

This view of a shared racial status among all three groups
led President Rutherford B. Hayes to warn Americans about the
“Chinese Problem.” The “present Chinese invasion,” he argued in
1879, was “pernicious and should be discouraged. Our experience
in dealing with the weaker races—the Negroes and Indians—is
not encouraging. I would consider with favor any suitable mea-
sures to discourage the Chinese from coming to our shores.”?

Three years later, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusionary
Act, which prohibited the entry of Chinese laborers. Actually,
there was very little objective basis for viewing Chinese immi-
grants as a threat to a homogeneous white society. The Chinese
constituted a mere .002 percent of the U.S. population in 1880.
Restriction was rooted in racism.

Behind the exclusion act were fears and forces that had little
?‘elationship to the Chinese. Something had gone wrong in Amer-
Ica, and an age of economic opportunity seemed to be coming to
an end. This country had been a place where an abundance of
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land and jobs had always been available. But su('ldenly, during
the closing decades of the nineteenth century, s‘(‘)c1ety was expe-
riencing what historian John A. Garraty called_ tl.le dlscove}*y of
unemployment.” This new reality plunged America into a national
erisis. Enormous expansions of the economy had been followed by
intense and painful contractions: tens of _thousands.of men and
women were thrown out of work, and social colnvulsmns such as
the violent 1877 Railroad Strike rocked the natwn.“” .

Within this context of economic crisis and social strife, Qon-
gress made it unlawful for Chinese laborers to epter t}_le. Unlte:d
States for the next ten years and denied naturahzgd citizenship
to the Chinese already here. Support for exclusion was over-
whelming. In the debate, lawmakers revealed fears that went
much deeper than race. They warned that the presence of an
“industrial army of Asiatic laborers” was exace;‘batmg class. con-
flict between labor and capital within white society. They cla1med
that white workers had been “forced to the wall” by .corporatlons
employing Chinese. The struggle between 1ab9r unions a_md the
industrial “nabobs” and “grandees” was erupting mt:Q disorder,
strikes, riot and bloodshed.” “The gate,” nervous men in Coqgresi
declared, “must be closed.” The specter of the “giddy mulhtude:
was haunting American society again. Six years later., the proha;
bition was broadened to include “all persons of the Ch%nese race,
although exemptions were provided for Chmese' officials, teac]:}-
ers, students, tourists, and merchants. Renewed in 1892, the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act was extended indefinitely in 1?02.3B »

Meanwhile, contrary to the stereotype of Chm(?se passivity,
the Chinese fought discrimination. Time apd again, they.took
their struggle for civil rights to court. Believing that the Chinese
should be entitled to citizenship, they challenged tl.m‘ 1790 _Naj;—
uralization Law. In 1855, Yong Chan applied for cltlzenshlp.m
San Francisco's federal district court. The local newspapers noted
that he was more “white” in appearance than most Chinese. The
court denied him citizenship, however, ruling tha1'; the 1790 la“;
restricted citizenship to “whites” and that tl'u-a Chll:leSl’: were no
«“white” Seeking federal legislation to abolish .dJBCI'llﬂlnatﬂléi'
state laws, Chinese merchants successfully lobb_led Cnngresﬁ. ‘.
include protections for them in the 1870 ini.l E;ghtsb Act,UW '11;2(1
declared that “all persons” within the jurisdiction of the Uni o
States shall have “the same right” to “make and enforce Bﬁa.-
tracts, to sue, be parties, give evidence, and to ﬂ:le full and e(-lan |
benefit of all laws and proceedings for the gecurity of person
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property as is enjoyed by white citizens.” Furthermore, “no tax”
shall be imposed “by any State upon any person immigrating
thereto from a foreign country which is not equally imposed and
enforced upon every person emigrating to such State from any
other foreign country, and any law of any State from any other
foreign country is hereby declared null and void.” The new federal
law voided the foreign miners’ tax.%®

But guarantees of equal protection by federal law had little
effect on what actually happened in society. The Chinese contin-
ued to be vulnerable, victims of racial violence. Blamed as “the
source of the troubles” of white workingmen, the Chinese suffered
from racial attacks. They had to flee from boys who threw rocks at
them and screamed, “God Damn Chinamen.” “When I first came,”
Andrew Kan recounted, “Chinese treated worse than dog. Oh, it
was terrible, terrible. At that time all Chinese have queue and
dress same as in China. The hoodlums, roughnecks and young
boys pull your queue, slap your face, throw all kind of old veg-
etables and rotten eggs at you.” “The Chinese were in a pitiable
condition in those days,” recalled Kin Huie in his account of San
Francisco’s Chinatown during the 1870s. “We were simply terri-
fied; we kept indoors after dark for fear of being shot in the back.
Children spit upon us as we passed by and called us rats.™®

In general, the unwelcome newcomers were apprehensive about
settling in America. As a Chinese merchant in San Francisco
explained, the immigrants did not find “peace in their hearts in
regard to bringing families.”!

Twice a Minority: Chinese Women in America

A few Chinese women did come to Gold Mountain. In 1852, of the
11,794 Chinese in California, only seven were women. Eighteen
years later, of 63,199 Chinese in the United States, 4,566 were
female —a ratio of fourteen to one. In 1900, of the 89,863 Chinese
on the United States mainland, only 4,522, or 5 percent, were
female,

Chinese tradition and culture limited migration for women.
Confucianism defined the place of a woman: she was instructed
to obey her father as a daughter, her husbhand as a wife, and her
eldest son as a widow, According to custom, the afterbirths of chil-
dren were buried in different places, depending on the sex of the
bf‘bY-—in the floor by the bed for boys and outside the window for
girls. This practice symbolized what was expected to happen to
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» home to join the family of her husg-

: . she would leave he ’
;z:f;zn;: a daughter-in-law, she would take care of her husband’s

iy : -
aging parents. “A boy is born facing in; a girl is born facing (.)ut,
said a proverb. A daughter’s name was not recorded on her fam-

ily tree; it was entered later next to her husband’s name in his

enealogy.*? .
¢ Womirz were also left behind because it would have been too

expensive for them to accompany their hufzbands, and .the' me;
thought they would be gone only temporarily. Lforeovel, a;ccor -
ing to an explanation sometimes known as the ho_stage t 18[}]11'3(_,
women were kept home in order to ensure that t.helr absent- us-
bands would not become prodigal sons in America. T}}e. C}hmgse
gystem of patrilineal descent provided for the e_qual division ‘of' a
family’s land among all adult sons alzad the shgrmg of 1'esr’)10dn.51blll-
ity for their elderly parents. By keeping the wives and children of
their sons at home, parents hoped they would‘ be ablg to buttress
family ties and filial obligations: their wandering sons would send
money home and also return someday. “The mo'ther vfrant(.ad her
son to come back,” explained Mau Yun Len, a.Chmes:‘e 1m1.311grant
woman, Married to Too Shing Len, she continued: “If X:fe go to
America, then son no go back home and no send. money.

There were algo conditions in America that d}scouraged women
from joining their hugbands. In California, C}nnese men enten?d
a society of harsh frontier conditions and racial hostility. As rail-
road and farm workers, they were viewed by epmioyers as tem-
porary and migratory. The very nature of: their work rendered
it difficult to have families here. But even if they had. want:ecl to
bring their wives, the men discovered that many whites v1_ewed
America as a “white man’s country” and. percewe(.i the entry of
Chinese women and families as threatening to racial humogene-
ity. Federal immigration policies had been enacted to b.’:.ll‘ Chm:,]ie
women. Passed in 1875 to prohibit the entry of prostiltutesi, . 3
Page Law was enforced so strictly and bx:oadly tl:)at it e};(c ;sgz
not only Chinese prostitutes but also Chinese w::res. The
prohibition of “Chinese laborers” included women. o

Earlier, however, some Chinese men had been able to rmi
their wives to America or to have women sent here to l})lecorr;s
their wives. Ah Chew came to California in 1854 when he Wi

fifteen years old. After he decided to settle down in the Sacra-l

* on W 1 a
mento Delta, his grandson explained, he v.\.rent. back to "C{-"l,?m?i gﬁy
sailboat to marry, and then brought his wife over here.” SIMUALWY

in 1862, Gee-Hee Chin came to Washington where he worked in
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a lumber mill, Within a few years, he sent for a wife and got her a
job as a cook in the mill’s cookhouse. In 1875, Mrs. Chin gave birth
to their son, Lem Chin, believed to be the first Chinese born in the
Washington Territory. In 1869, A. W. Loomis reported the case of
“a wife coming all the way alone across the stormy sea” to be with
her husband. “Friends at home besought her not to do a thing so
in conflict with Chinese custom; the husband and his relatives
in this country, when they heard of her purpose, wrote entreat-
ing her not to expose herself to the hardships and perils on the
sea, and to the trials which would be liable to befall her here; but
she answered that where the husband was there she had a right
to be.” She came to California where she supported herself and
her child by sewing garments and making cigarettes while her
husband worked for a mining company in the Kern River area. In
America, Chinese families were gradually forming as men began
to leave mining and railroad construction and enter more stable
pursuits like farming and shopkeeping. As early as 1876, in its
memorial to President Ulysses S. Grant, the Chinese Six Com-
panies noted the presence of “a few hundred Chinese families” in
the country, and added: “There are also among us a few hundred,
perhaps a thousand, Chinese children born in America.™®

During the early decades, most of the Chinese women came
alone, often forcibly transported to America as prostitutes. After
arriving, they were compelled to sign contracts to pay for the cost
of transportation and became sexual indentured servants. One of
them, Ah So Wong, described her tragic experience: “I was nine-
teen when this man came to my mother and said that in America
there was a great deal of gold.... He was a laundryman, but said
he earned plenty of money. He was very nice to me, and my mother
liked him, so my mother was glad to have me go with him as his
wife. I thought that I was his wife, and was very grateful that he
was taking me to such a grand, free country, where everyone was
rich and happy.” Then two weeks after Ah So Wong arrived in
San Francisco, she was shocked to learn that her companion had
taken her to America as a “slave” and that she would be forced to
work as a prostitute.*®

Chinese prostitutes worked in the mining outposts, agricul-
tural villages, and in the Chinatowns of Sacramento, Marysville,
and San Francisco. Dressed in fancy clothes and jewelry, some
prostitutes worked in high-class brothels. “And every night, seven
Oclock, all these girls were dressed in silk and satin, and sat in
front of a big window,” recalled Lilac Chen who had been brought
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to San Francisco in 1893 by a brothel owner, “a.md the mf:: '}vl\?lulcl
look in and choose their girls who they'd want flor i;lu;e nig 4 , 02
prostitutes worked in lower-grade bl-otl}els or in cribs”—4-by- d
foot street-level compartments with the'lr windowed (_loors c(;n;ere
with bars or heavy screens. Dressed in cnttu'n‘ tunics anl rou-
sers, women peered from the windows, promising menﬂp eai'..l:e
for twenty-five or forty cents: “Lookee two _blts, feelee ;:or d] S,
doee six bits” They were fed two or three times a day, 1{ eir mri
ner usually consisting of rice and a stew of pork, eggs, liver, an

kidneys.*’ . . .
1 Vir};,ual slaves, many of the prostitutes became opium addicts,

seeking a drug-induced psychic sanctuary from tl.le da1111.3; 'abusg
and degradation. Disease was a constant threat: syphl li an

gonorrhea were widespread. Life was dangerous and some 111?e:s
short. Occasionally, prostitutes were beaten to death by their

customers or owners, and others committed suicide by taking

an overdose of drugs or drowning themselves in San Francisco

48
Baﬁx the 1870 census manuscripts, 61 percent of thti 3,53§ Chl;
nese women in California listed their occ:.upathn as prostitute.
But the number of Chinese prostitutes in Cahform.a decreased
significantly. By 1880, only 24 percent of' the 11,1.71 Chinese wo?in
in the state were designated as “prostﬂ;ute“_ in the census. e
number of adult Chinese females listed as houseloxeepers more
than doubled from 21 percent in 1870 to 46 perceni; in 1880. I(\izlany
prostitutes had been able to pay off their debts_ of indentured ser-
vitude and free themselves. Marriages and chlld.ren becamt'e p;)s-
sibilities for them. A Chinese folk song urged Chinese prostitutes

to seek husbands and a safer life:

Prostitution ruins the body most harmfully.

My advice is to get hitched to a mar.

We've all witnessed the frequent raids of
brothels in the Golden Gate;

You need not to worry about these rough-
necks once you live with a man.*®

The problem for Chinese men was that there were too fg:i;:::e
nese women. “In all New York there are less tl}ap fl'orty e
women,” Lee Chew commented bitterly, “fmd it is mporiilselss o
get a Chinese woman out here [to the United States] un :

goes to China and marries her there,

and then he must collect

SEARCHING FOR GOLD MOUNTAIN ... 195

affidavits to prove that she is really his wife. That is in the case
of a merchant. A laundryman can’t bring his wife here under any
circumstances.” Protesting the legislation prohibiting the entry
of Chinese women, a Chinese man asked: “What Chinese going
do for wife?” For the overwhelming majority of Chinese men,
their future would not include a family in their adopted coun-
try. “Pathetic the lonely bachelors stranded in a foreign land,”
reflected a Cantonese rhyme.*°

A Colony of “Bachelors”

Though they generally considered themselves sojourners, the
Chinese showed signs of settling down from the very beginning.
During the 1850s, Chinatown in San Francisco was already a
bustling colony of thirty-three general merchandise stores, fif-
teen apothecaries, five restaurants, five herb shops, three board-
ing houses, five butcher stores, and three tailor shops. A traveler
reported that the stores were “stocked with hams, tea, dried fish,
dried ducks, and other Chinese eatables, besides copper pots
and kettles, fans, shawls, chessmen, and all sorts of curiosities.
Suspended over the doors were brilliantly-colored boards cov-
ered with Chinese writings, and with several yards of red ribbon
streaming from them, while the streets thronged with Celestials,
chattering vociferously as they rushed about from store to store.”
A Chinese immigrant, arriving in San Francisco in 1868, found
a thriving and colorful Chinatown, “made up of stores catering to
the Chinese only.” The people were “all in their native costume,
with queues down their backs,” and the entire street fronts of the
stores were open, with groceries and vegetables overflowing on
the sidewalks. Every morning, vegetable peddlers could be seen
in the streets, wearing “loose pajamalike” clothes and “carrying
two deep baskets of greens, fruits, and melons, balanced on their
shoulders with the help of a pole.”!

Nine years later, the Chinese quarter of San Francisco was six
blocks long, running from California Street to Broadway. Trav-
elers’ reports described a foreign community. All day long and
often until late at night, the streets were crowded with people.
With shaven crowns and neatly braided queues, men sauntered
'l‘lazily along, talking, visiting, trading, laughing, and scolding
in the strangest, and, to an American, the most discordant jar-
Bon.” The stores and shops had signs with euphonious and poetic
names. Adorning the entrances of Wholgsale houses were signs for
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“ayerlasting harmony, producing wealth,” “unite‘dl}:l prospﬁrmg,
“the flowery fountain,” and “ten thm}sand profits. Apo't'. ecar;;
shops offered assurances: “The hall of the approved m?ilc(llnfhs (-J.
every province and of every land.” Restauranks“ deser 1be ; :;?
culinary delights: “Fragrant almond chamber. ] Chamber 01 e
odors of distant lands.” “Fragrant tea chan‘l‘ber. Ean Tan saloons
enticed men with dreams of quick wealt}}: . Get rich, pleasefc;)lme
in,” “Riches ever flowing.” On the glass wmc!ows apd doors o t;‘ eir
stalls, opium dealers pasted red cgrds: “Opium dipped u}; 18 rac-
tional quantities. Foreign smoke in broken parcels. No. plugj
to be sold at all times.” Scrolls on the WE.).H.S of stores announced:
“Ten thousand customers constantly arriving. Let rich customers
i me.” .
Cur'llt‘;:;u?r{gnci;rants also built Chinatowns in rural townsl like
Sacramento, Marysville, and Stockton, vs{here thes:s business
communities served the needs of Chinese miners and farmers. I.Sy
1860, there were 121 Chinese merchants, storekeepers, and gro-
cers in the three counties of Sacramen!iu, Yuba, and San Joaqu.ull.
Twenty years later, their number had increased by 4& percg‘rlxll, to
174. In addition, there were 22 restaurant keepers, .3213 butchers
and fish sellers, and 564 laundrymen and laundresses.
Organizations abounded in the Chinatowns. Tongs were present
almost from the very beginning: in 1852, thfz ﬁrst‘ sgcret socl(;:ty.
the Kwang-tek-tong, was founded in (?ahforma. Originally under-
ground antigovernment movements in the. homeland, the tongs
served a particular need in Chinese America, ““\?Ve are st;angers
in a strange country,” explained a tong member. “We must fa\:'e a;.
organization to control our country fellt')ws anc_l flevelop our frien t
ship” A laundry worker said he had decided tp joina 130ng becz}use‘ll
offered friendship and support to Chinese migrants in an untamil-

iar land. Tongs also provided protection. “Occasionally members of

the tongs use their organization to take advantage of .non—ns:n::::rs
of tongs,” said a Chinese. Meeting the nqeds of }mnu_gxza.n l; . fg
proliferated in the United States. Extending tlller activities 33;1 i
mutual assistance, they came to control the opium FI:&d(;ﬁS we
gambling and prostitution in the Chinese commpmtfles. ol
The immigrants also formed fongs, orgamzatlonfs co :f o
of family and village members, and cla_ns, 1.arger g1 ll;upseE b
lage associations. These associations maintained club 191]1: .
functioned as residences and social centers. They estab' is Ec}l b
ples, transmitted letters to villages in Chu:.naf, and.sln'p}ze -t
the bodies or bones of the deceased. In addition, district & ;
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tions were responsible for receiving newcomers, providing initial
housing, finding employment, and administering the “credit-
ticket” system to make certain all the migrant’s debts had been
paid before he returned to China. In San Francisco, the district
associations were later organized into the Chung Wai Wui Koon,
known popularly as the Chinese Six Companies. This organiza-
tion helped settle interdistrict conflicts and provided educational
and health services to the community. The leaders of the Chinese
Six Companies were merchants who interacted with the city’s
white business community and had access to public officials.

Gradually, the Chinese were creating their own communities in
America. They built altars to honor their gods and celebrated tradi-
tional holidays. During Chinese New Year in January or February,
they ushered in the New Year with lion dances and firecrackers.
During the celebration, whites also joined the festive throngs
in Chinatown. “The merchants,” said Loomis, “appear highly
delighted to see and to welcome all of our citizens whom they can
recognize as friends, and all with whom they have had any kind of
business connections.” As soon as the clock tolled off the last min-
ute of the departing year, firecrackers exploded in a roaring, crack-
ling din, filling entire streets with columns of smoke and sheets of
fire to frighten away the evil spirits for the new year.%

For recreation, many men attended the Chinese theater. The
first Chinese play in America was presented in 1852, when 123
actors of the Hong Fook Tong performed at the American Theater
in San Francisco. In 1879, a Chinese theater was erected, a three-
story brick building with a seating capacity of twenty-five hun-
dred people. The price of admission was thirty-five cents. During
performances, the men—sometimes a few hundred, sometimes
a thousand —sat on benches in the gallery. Smoking cigars and
cigarettes and eating mandarin oranges and melon seeds, they
listened to the Chinese orchestra and watched the drama,

On Sundays, most of the men had no families to take on out-
ings. They had “no homes in this country,” observed Otis Gibson
of San Francisco. They strolled the streets, he added, for they had
“nothing to do, and nowhere else to go.” When asked about what
he did during his free time, a waiter at a restaurant replied: “Yes,
go to theater. When I no work? I sleep. Sometimes gamble a little.”
At night and during the weekends, men played mah-jongg, fantan,
and “baakgapbiu,” a game similar to keno. “Gambling is mostly fan
tan,” reported Lee Chew, “but there is a good deal of poker, which
the Chinese have learned from Americans and can play very well.




198 o CONTRADICTIONS

They also gamble with dominoes and dice.” Tom Lee, a cook and
houseboy, said: “No get lonely for home China, many China boys all
same one family, Sometime have holiday. Put on Merican hat, shoe,
tie, all same White man, walk to Stockton have good time.”

Mostly, the men spent their leisure hours in the back rooms of
stores. There “all Chinese came,” a migrant recalled. “Not just
relatives. They all just like to get together. They talk together.”
Cut off from their wives, men gpent endless hours talking about
their lives. Sometimes “Letters for the colony” would arrive from
China, directed in care of the store that served as a community
post office. “Our village had something to do—they send a letter
over here, we get together and talk it over—and send it back,”
a migrant stated. “We communicate, see, otherwise you're alone.
You know nothing.” One sojourner received a letter from his
mother, a wailing reminder to fulfill his filial obligations:

1 hear that you, ., Ty son, areé acting the prodigal.... For
many months there has arrived no letter, nor money. My supplies
are exhausted. I am old; too infirm to work; too lame to beg. Your
father in the mines of the mountains suffers from a crushed foot.
He is weak, and unable to accumulate money. Hereafter, my son,
change your course; be industrious and frugal, and remit to me
your earnings; and within the year let me welcome home both your

father and yourself."”

Married men received letters from their “widows” in China,
Stranded sojourners, they read “letters of love, soaked with tears”
that complained about their long absence. Since most of the men
were illiterate, they relied on the store proprietors to use their
calligraphy skills to write letters for them. One migrant dictated
a letter that began, “My Beloved Wife”:

It has been several autumns now since your dull husband left you
for a far remote alien land. Thanks to my hearty body I am all
right. Therefore stop your embroidering worries about me.

Yesterday 1 received another of your letters. I could not keep
tears from running down my cheeks when thinking about the mis-
erable and needy circumstances of our home, and thinking back to
the time of our separation.

Because of our destitution I went out, trying to make a living.
Who could know that the Fate is always opposite to man’s design?
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Because I can get no gold, I am detained in this secluded corner of
a strange l'and. Furthermore, my beauty, you are implicated in an
en(?le.ss misfortune. I wish this paper would console you a little

This is all what I can do for now. .

This letter was never finished and never mail i
drawer of the Kam Wah Chung Store in John D:;} ,(;igg:; ?8 desk
What happened to the nameless writer of thi’s unmaiied let-

ter prqbably paralieled the life stories of the owners of the store
wl}ere it was found. On Lung and Hay Ing had come to America as
sojourners in the 1880s. At first, they worked as wage earners and
then opgned their own general store. Gradually over the years, as
they b'ullt their business and developed personal and social éies
to their new community, they came to feel detached from their
homeland and their families. In 1899, Lung’s father commanded
in a letter: “Come home as soon as you can. Don’t say ‘no’ to rfle
any more. ... You are my only son. You have no brothers and your
age is near forty.... You have been away from home for seventeen
years, you know nothing about our domestic situation Come
back, let our family be reunited and enjoy the rest of our ljveé »
Ina le:c‘ter to ‘iMy Husband-lord,” Lung’s wife scolded her abser;t
mate: “According to Mr. Wang, you are indulging in sensualit
and haYe no desire to return home. On hearing this I am shocke}::i
and pained. I have been expecting your return day after da
But, alas, I don’t know what kind of substance your heart is Ir};ade
of.... Your daughter is now at the age of bethrothal and it is
your responsibility to arrange her marriage.” Her appeal must
hz.awe moved her husband, for Lung wrote to his cousin Kwang-jin
L1a1.1g on March 2, 1905: “We are fine here, thank you TellgIJn
family that I will go back as soon as I accumulate enou{,;h monez
ltc:o;::;l)lrl lthe farfe.” But a few weeks later, Lung learned in a letter
- dlS cousin, <_1ated March 4, that certain family events had

ready passed him by: “Two years ago your mother died. Last
z:itillr your daughter .married. Your aged father is immobiie. He
Comzalljss 1:jliway any time now. Your wife feels left out and hurt....
e }?:d als soon as you receive 1§his message.” Meanwhile, Ing’s
E i hta sokwrltten to his son in 1903: “Men go abroad so that
i nei%he Ifna e money for suppf)rt of their families, but you have

Like Lung anctng. thousands of men had o

, thousands o ica i

search of Gold Mountain. But they n::g; 1}:1‘:?1:1(1):(118 to fmeriea ip
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My life’s half gone, but I'm still u.nsettled;

T've erred, I'm an expert at whoring and
gambling. _

Syphilis almost ended my life.

Ashamed, frightened—

Now, I must wake up after this long night-
60

mare...

e Chinese found their lives circumseribed in

In Ameres: e gers from a different shore, they

5 if ays. As stran 4
;;vc: Egjndc;ﬁ;:c? z;.laﬁity of opporturlity im? wml'e- s_c;lt)lar;arg}(i;lyﬁcn;ﬁ
their homeland by the “tyrannical laws” of exclusion. s

18 ‘Chink,’” ined an old laundryman, cursing the
EZm(:J)?lls?”k‘,‘Tl:z? f}ll?;?;ewe no good! America cut us off No 11;1?1*@
come now, too bad!” Though they coulc_l not: b(f,con:]e c:’tlge::'nns‘,l . fy
felt they had earned the right to c.laun' their a (::})Ai o Ka};
“Since 1 have lived and made money in this cq?ntryﬁ,t. - b
argued, “1 should be able to become an American citizen.

A Sudden Change in Fortune: The
San Francisco Earthquake

ied old
i i Chinese women fingered and studie
Bk i s bnslens }izifi'smen, g0 young and so handsgome.

. o ¥ -
o gkerel d the twinkle in their eyes, filled with

t these dreamers an . e
Ls:sl,iil?ilities and promises, they gaid proudly. But, what did zhzg
{)ook like now, after decades in Gam Saan? A folk song convey

the widening emotional distances that had d.evelaped between
Chinese men in America and their wives in China:

Pitiful is the twenty-year sojourner,

g?uc;g;‘: f)%.:?:clzsliz?::;‘?he way, pain knitting

A refrlr:z:)c).tli)zzuc)); th(?9 tmul)ri‘lr;(;:, a sudden fright:

F rquZZZ lectltég (])”rom hor;Le, all filled with
much complaint.®

i men
Desperate to be reunited with their loved ones, some

i -chants
looked for loopholes in the law. Aware that Chinese mercha

. - men
were permitted to bring their families here, Chinese Jaundrymen;
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restaurant owners, and even common laborers sometimes tried to
pose as “paper merchants.” A Chinese who had sworn in his oath
to the immigration authorities that he was a “merchant” turned
out to be a hotel cook; another was actually a gardener. Other
Chinese would bribe merchants to list them as partners or would
buy business shares in order to claim they were merchants. “A
number of the stores in the cities are organized just for that pur-
pose,” explained an immigration commissioner. “They are orga-
nized just to give the Chinese a chance to be a merchant.”?

Most Chinese men, however, thought they would never be able
to bring their wives to America. Then suddenly a natural disaster
occurred that changed the course of Chinese-American history.
Early in the morning of April 18, 1906, an earthquake shook San
Francisco. “Aih yah, dai loong jen, aih yah dai loong jen,” residents
of Chinatown screamed, “the earth dragon is wriggling.” In ter-
ror, they jumped out of their beds, fled from collapsing buildings,
and ran down buckling streets. “I remember how everything fell
off the shelf,” said eighty-three-year-old Alice Fun who was born
in San Francisco in 1899. “We had one of those stoves made out
of brick and the stove had crumbled. So my father was going to
put it back together again. But very soon we had to evacuate the
place.” Leland Chin was asleep when the earthquake hit: “I wake
up, and here everything is shaking. Then here went everything
tumbling down!” He looked out onto California Street and saw “a
big crack” in the earth. Then came the fires, roaring down along
Montgomery Street and the financial district.5*

The fires destroyed almost all of the municipal records and
opened the way for a new Chinese immigration. Chinese men could
now claim they had been born in San Francisco, and as citizens they
could bring their wives to the United States. Before the earthquake,
women consistently remained at 5 percent or less of the Chinese pop-
ulation. In 1900 there were only 4,522 Chinese females in America.
Only handfuls of them entered the country each year: between 1900
and 1906, their numbers ranged from 12 to 145 annually. But after
the catastrophe in San Francisco, they began arriving in increas-
ing numbers —from 219 in 1910, to 356 in 1915, to 573 in 1920, to
1,060 in 1922, and 1,893 two years later. One of every four Chinese
immigrants was female during this period, compared to only one of
twenty during the nineteenth century. Altogether 10,048 Chinese
females came between 1907 and 1928. By 1930, women represented
29 percent of the Chinese population, providing the beginning of a
Viable base for the formation of Chinese-American families.®
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Chinese sons also began coming to America. Accm_}rding ULUS USt
law. the children of American citizens were automaﬁ;:}zlilly c}nld::; a
iz if t in a foreign country. Thus cl
izens, even if they were born in a or 20 P i
i i i _American citizens were Amer
in China fathered by Chinese e

iti irth : ioible for entry to the United States. y
citizens by birth and eligible : St o
ide f American citizens.
of them came here as bona fide sons o ; e
i : “pape ” Hay Ming Lee explaine
ers came as imposters, or “paper Sons. - gE s
he process worked: “In the beginning my en
Eﬁgbt}rzrp But the 1906 earthquake came alo;:g anti desilznz):;fil: ﬁ%l
— i i ‘hat was a big chance for a lo -
those immigration things. Sot | : g
g Lhe tificates saying they were bo
nese. They forged themselves certifl N o
i i nd t he time came, they could go
in this country, and then when t e Ko e
i i ' - five sons, just like tha xactly
to China and bring back fO\:l.I‘ or five ) b
v boys falsely claimed citizenship as "pap : .
ggjrve;n t?eninovzn but it was later calculated th;at if every claﬁn} to
natural-born citizenship were valid, every Chinese woman I;uzg
in San Francisco before 1906 would have had to have given bir
ieht hundred children.® . ' ‘
. (gﬁhthe thousands Chinese began entering the UFntecf;J Stliq;es
again. After sailing through the Golden Gate and disem a1i mﬁ
on An.gel Island in San Francisco Bay, the newcomers were place
in the barracks of the immigration station. Tl{:rl}: quarters.we;?,
i i slum. “When we arrived,
owded and unsanitary, resembling a s W : ’
Z;id one of them, “they locked us up like crlt(;]mals ﬁ:tt;l:):lp;?k
i i g . They counted us an
ments like the cages in the zoo : iy
i to three rooms in the
tairs to our rooms. There were two .
;Sotigi’sa gection.... Bach of the rooms could fit t\;t;nty or thlf;%r
R laced in one large room. There were |
i, her in the same room,” a visitor
* 11 boys up to old men, all toget erin : ;@
ri?c?rted?n 1322. “Gome were sleeping in th? hammock 1;1}? b;c}l]fi
with their belongings hanging in every possl le way .. \g 1;:; ;ims
ers were smoking or gambling.” Thi:l days \;eri 1;n§Maf . t.hei;
“li rtain hour, abou M.
and “lights went out at a ce i
i i gi d not fall asleep. The inm
“intestines agitated,” many couls e
i t and Oakland to the east;
uld see San Francisco to the wes : .
ioad journeyed so far to come to America and yet they were no
lowed to enter.”’ ) .
o OTV}V; purchase of a birth certificate, many of the paperei(:;;_
discovered, did not guarantee entry, f:or thfey had to pass meor o
ination and prove their American identity. To prepau;l o

examination, they studied “crib sheets,” or i_zazi-kung, 3‘ o i

rized information about the families of their “fathers™

T
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to remember “everyone’s name, the birthday, and if they passed
away, when.” When they approached the Golden Gate, they tore up
their crib sheets and threw them overboard. Paper son Jim Quock
recalled: “The only way I could come was to buy a paper, buy a citi-
zen paper. I paid quite a bit of money, too. I paid $102 gold!” Quock
was given a two-hundred-page book about his “paper” family to
study. After his arrival at the Angel Island Immigration Station,
he was detained for three weeks for the interrogation. “They ask
you questions like how many steps in your house?” Quock recalled.
“Your house had a clock? Where do you sleep at your house? I said,
‘I sleep with my grandmother and brother.’ They say, ‘Okay, which
position do you sleep?’ All kinds of questions; you got to think.”
Sometimes “paper sons” had to think quickly during the examina-
tion. Two young men, seeking admission as the sons of a merchant,
were questioned by the inspectors. The first applicant was asked if
there were a dog in the house and he answered, “Yes.” Later, they
asked the second applicant the same question and he said, “No,
no dog.” The inspectors then recalled the first applicant, pressing
him about the existence of the dog. “Yes,” he replied smartly, “well,
we had a dog, but we knew we were coming to the United States,
so we ate the dog.”®®
The newcomers were not released until they had convinced the
authorities their papers were legitimate. Not everyone passed
the examination. Approximately 10 percent of all the Chinese
who landed on Angel Island were forced to return to China.

On the walls of the barracks, they carved poems of protest and
disappointment.

Barred from land, I really am to be pitied.
My heart trembles at being deported back to
China....

I came to seek wealth but instead reaped
poverty.5®

The lucky ones were allowed to hurry onto ferries and sail hap-

pily to San Francisco. By 1943, some fifty thousand Chinese had
entered America through Angel Island.

“Caught in Between”: Chinese Born in America

From Angel Island, the newcomers went to the cities, seeking shel-
ter and employment in the Chinatowns of Los Angeles, Oakland,
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: on.
Chicago, Seattle, Portland, Sacram'ento: Ngw Yt:ll:s: inéiaii(%ﬁ;:an-
By 1940, 40 percent of all Chinese lTved in 1‘.W0 citi e e o
‘sco and New York. The metropolitan Chmatp@ s
flﬁ“t:'grent character and purpose from th(? m.n?tze:}r;vme ]
Chinatowns. They were no longer way stations to e’ rail;-oadﬁ.
male workers in transit to th'e gol‘dﬁelds, farrr}:i,e ey
Chinatowns had become residential _commum. S
Chinese economic enclaves, and tou,ns_t. ceni;rb‘;.t et e
Chinese are,”’ observed Rose Hum Lee in 1942, 1“n A ool
gible to count the variations in the ways they caxlll es ntae N
‘ he fingers of the hand—chop suey and chow St
nzntt:eChinese art and gift shops, native grocery gtores tha
TE Sy

foodstuffs imported from China to the local Chinese community

3 (1]
and Chinese laundries.””

Chinatown also became a pf]:fce g)i;eieg f}lz‘,ﬂg;ﬁn;i;eii:;e :;jﬁ;;_
g].atllnonl ﬁiﬂeﬁ:}ﬁsﬁ oﬂfl' f::nilies in the Ct}inese community.
(11: ?19%06 only 11 percent of the Chinese pnpmlat}o;:zl wgfi 2;1:1-‘?;1;
born. Ci’u‘ldren were rare: only 3.5 percent of t (:uf o
under fifteen years old, compared !;0 34.7 percin o ol

lation. “The greatest impression I have of my L
P}(:Pu days was that at that time there were very few fami 1?31 i
El?j;eatogvn,” recalled a resident. “Babjes were Epkecl ggcmlor:
kind of wonder.” Children were “petted” by the C 1:111ef§41 erce,m_'
But the American-born Chinese group grew quic ‘ fater?! P
of the population n 1930 and 52 BECC K0 ed their parents

i i orld,

tIn :Efla?iﬁ:gz: :Lpertly wielding l.mt iron.s over };925;
aF wo (ironing beds), seamstresses operathg sewing II'ﬂaCdl o5
on moisy. arment factories, and cooks chopping carrots .and }: .
p nﬁlsgragmped restaurant kitchens. The youngsters notlgze - clrl d
:iiir parents had to work 19ng_ h?;ﬁ:s;;::gi ;Zﬂ;ig \:::;1 dogEﬂa o
ix in :

2&1!?3:111;:&}:}0;?;25 r:::,tnsight. So what’s that? Fifteen hours?

Younger children accompanied their mothers to the factory. “My

; ic , who
ther tied me to her back and sewed,’ recal]e'd Vlctnrl}‘)?ﬂ;o&g b
wa hild in San Francisco’s Chinatown during the t;mese.
ws:?sia(;t drum of sewing machines. The chatter It:f Canlzl_l e
S:I?he F car rolling and rumbling from some-where ; ;?;gg o
ton Street near the tunnel. Stop; s::reechu}lgdan g il
again to somewhere not Chinatown.” The children

lives:
their parents to study hard so that they could have better
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“I've worked my fingers to the bones for you boys to get yourself
an education,” an immigrant father told his son. “If you cannot
be better than they [whites] are, try to be their equal anyway,
because that way, one of these days, you can be up there t00.”7
For the second-generation Chinese, education was viewed as
the way to get “up there.” The children went to the public schools,
where they said the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag of the United
States and learned about American culture. In the essay “Prob-
lems of Second Generation Chinese” published in 1932, Kit King
Louis wrote that in the home the two cultures met and sometimes
also clashed. Many American-born Chinese, especially the more
educated youngsters, simply wanted more independence and more
choice for themselves than their parents allowed. Betty Lee Sung,
the daughter of a Chinese laundryman in Baltimore, broke from
the expectations of her father: “My father did not want me to go on
to college at all. He thought girls shouldn’t have an education. He
wanted me to get married; he wanted to match me with all sorts
of men. And I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to go to school. And
he said, ‘If you want to go to school and you disobey me, I'll disown
you’ And I said, ‘Well, I'll just have to leave. Good-bye, papa.’”
But in reality the choice—to be Chinese or American—was not
so simple, so clear-cut. Many youngsters experienced stormy and
at times subtle ambivalence. “There was endless discussion about
what to do about the dilemma of being caught in between ...being
loyal to the parents and their ways and yet trying to assess the
good from both sides,” commented Victor Wong. “We used to call
ourselves just a ‘marginal man,’ caught between two cultures.””
World War IT would change the conditions of the Chinese in
America, especially of the second generation. When Jade Snow
Wong graduated from Mills College, she found herself worrying
about her future career. She had assumed she would enter gradu-
ate studies for a master’s degree in social work. “But Pearl Har-
bor had been bombed,” she wrote in her autobiography, “and the
students, like everyone else, were caught in the war fever.”™




