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Roundups of Chinese Americans in California, 1849–1906.
 There were more than two hundred such roundups.
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INTRODUCTION
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THE CHINESE CALLED IT PAI HUA, OR THE DRIVEN OUT

At nine o’clock on the morning of November 3, 1885, steam whistles blew at the foundries and mills across Tacoma, to announce the start of the purge of all the Chinese people from the town. Saloons closed and police stood by as five hundred men, brandishing clubs and pistols, went from house to house in the downtown Chinese quarter and through the Chinese tenements along the city’s wharf. Sensing the storm ahead, earlier in the week, about five hundred Chinese people had fled from Tacoma. Now the rest were given four hours to be ready to leave. They desperately stuffed years of life into sacks, shawls, and baskets hung from shoulder poles—bedding, clothing, pots, some food. At midday, the mob began to drag Chinese laborers from their homes, pillage their laundries, and throw their furniture into the streets. Chinese merchants pleaded with the mayor and the sheriff for an extra twenty-four hours to pack up their shops.

Early on that cold Tuesday afternoon, armed vigilantes corralled two hundred Chinese men and women at the docks. The governor of the Washington Territory, Watson C. Squire, ignored telegrams from Chinese across the Pacific Northwest urging him to intervene. The mayor and the sheriff hid out at city hall as the mob marched the Chinese through heavy rain to a muddy railroad crossing nine miles from town. The merchants’ wives, unable to walk on their tiny bound feet, were tossed into wagons.

Lake View Junction was a stop on the Northern Pacific Railroad, which had been built by Chinese laborers. A few of the evicted Chinese found damp shelter in abandoned storage sheds, in stables, or inside the small station house. Most huddled outside. During the cold and rainy night, two or three trains stopped at the station. People with cash paid six dollars to board the overnight train to Portland, Oregon. Others crammed onto a passing freight train. The rest began the hundred-mile trek south to the Chinatown in Portland, where they hoped to find sanctuary in a community that had just refused the town’s orders to leave. For days they were seen following the tracks south. Others fled the country for Canada.

Two days later, Tacoma’s Chinatown was destroyed by fire.

LUM MAY

Territory of Washington

County of King

June 3, 1886

Lum May being duly sworn on his oath saith:

I was born in Canton, China, and am a subject of the Chinese Empire. I am aged about 51 years. Have been in America about eleven years and have been doing business in Tacoma for ten years. My business there was that of keeping dry goods, provisions, medicines and general merchandize store.

On the third day of November I resided with my family in Tacoma on the corner of Railroad Street some little distance from Chinatown. At that time I would say there were eight hundred or nine hundred Chinese persons in and about Tacoma who…were forcibly expelled by the white people of Tacoma. Twenty days previously to the 3rd of November, a committee of white persons waited upon the Chinese at their residences and ordered them to leave the city before the 3rd of November. I do not know the names of [the] white persons but would recognize their faces. The Committee consisted of 15 or 20 persons…who notified the Chinese to leave.

I asked General Sprague and other citizens for protection for myself and the Chinese people. The General said he would see and do what he could. All the Chinese after receiving notice to leave were frightened lest their houses should be blown up and destroyed. A rumour to that effect was in circulation. Many of them shut up their houses and tried to keep on the look out.

About half past 9 o’clock in the morning of November 3, 1885, a large crowd of citizens of Tacoma marched down to Chinatown and told all the Chinese that the whole Chinese population of Tacoma must leave town by half past one o’clock in the afternoon of that day. There must have been in the neighborhood of 1000 people in the crowd of white people though I cannot tell how many. They went to all the Chinese houses and establishments and notified the Chinese to leave. Where the doors were locked they broke forcibly into the houses smashing in doors and breaking in windows. Some of the crowd was armed with pistols, some with clubs. They acted in a rude boisterous and threatening manner, dragging and kicking the Chinese out of their houses.

My wife refused to go and some of the white persons dragged her out of the house. From the excitement, the fright and the losses we sustained through the riot she lost her reason, and has ever since been hopelessly insane. She threatens to kill people with a hatchet or any other weapon she can get hold of. The outrages I and my family suffered at the hands of the mob has utterly ruined me. I make no claim, however, for my wife’s insanity or the anguish I have suffered. My wife was perfectly sane before the riot.

I saw my countrymen marched out of Tacoma on November 3rd. They presented a sad spectacle. Some had lost their trunks, some their blankets, some were crying for their things.

Armed white men were behind the Chinese, on horseback sternly urging them on. It was raining and blowing hard. On the 5th of November all the Chinese houses situated on the wharf were burnt down by incendiaries.

I sustained the following losses through the riot, to wit: 2 pieces silk crape trowsers female, 2 pieces black silk, 6 silk handkerchiefs, 2 crape jackets, 10 blue cotton shirts, 8 pieces black cotton trowsers, 12 Pairs Chinese Cotton Stockings, 2 Leather trunks (Chinese), wool great dress female, 4 flannel jackets, 3 pairs embroidered shoes, 1 dressing case, 6 white cotton shirts, 1 carpet bag, 2 white woolen blankets, 2 red woolen bed covers, 1 feather mattress, 1 spring bed, 2 tables, 6 chairs, 2 stoves, 4 pictures and frames, 1 large mirror, 2 woolen trowsers (male) and solvent debtors (Chinaman), 1 business and good will, loss of perishable goods, total $45,532.

A few of the Chinese merchants I among them were suffered to remain in Tacoma for two days in order to pack up our goods or what was left of them. On the 5th of November, after the burning of the Chinese houses on the wharf I left Tacoma for Victoria where I have since resided…. No Chinaman has been allowed to reside in Tacoma since November 3rd.

Mayor Weisbach appeared to be one of the leaders of the mob on the 3rd of November. I spoke to him and told him that Mr. Sprague had said the

Chinese had a right to stay and would be protected. He answered me: “General Sprague has nothing to say. If he says anything we will hang him or kick him. You get out of here.” I cried. He said I was a baby because I cried over the loss of my property. He said, “I told you before you must go, and I mean my word shall be kept good.”

I desire to add to this that…it is ten years since we began business there.

Lum May1



Tacoma’s Chinese residents did not go quietly. On November 5, 1885, aided by China’s consul in San Francisco, they compelled the U.S. attorney to arrest the mayor of Tacoma, the chief of police, two councilmen, a probate court judge, and the president of the YMCA. Then they filed seventeen civil claims against the U.S. government, for a total of $103,365.

The Tacoma roundup was one of a hundred Chinese pogroms that raged across the Pacific Northwest in the late nineteenth century. In the winter of 1885–86, the raids and arson in Chinatowns reached Portland, and the Chinese refugees from Tacoma fled again—some to San Francisco, some back to rural hamlets in the Washington Territory closer to their old homes, some to the East Coast, and some to work on plantations in the South.

Word of the raids resounded in newspapers, in state capitals, in the boardrooms of railroad companies and lumber mills, in Congress, and across the Pacific Ocean. Defying protests from both Republicans and Democrats, President Grover Cleveland decided to accede to the refugees’ demands for reparation, with the hope that this might cause China to revive trade talks with the United States. China’s population of four hundred million people, he believed, could purchase America out of its deep economic depression, and China’s government might open trade routes for a nation come lately to foreign expansion.

Congress was ambivalent. It understood that whichever party controlled California would likely control the House of Representatives, the Senate, and the next presidency. The firestorm of roundups in California was compelling evidence of the sentiments in the golden state.

The violent raids were bannered in the press—in the local Tacoma Register and the Eureka Times-Telephone, and nationwide in The New York Times and Harper’s Weekly. Most Americans knew of the Chinese purges in California, Oregon, Washington, Wyoming, Nevada, and Colorado. But before Congress complied with Cleveland’s request, it wanted to know the economic value of a Chinese life.

In 1886, at the order of Congress, Governor Watson Squire desperately sought to track down the two hundred Chinese men and women who had been driven out of Tacoma so that they could bear witness to the public violence done against them in his name. Ultimately, he could locate only a few. Most were unable or unwilling to be found.

Lum May had fled to Victoria, Canada. He and his wife had legally entered the United States in 1874, before the Page Act of 1875 banned the entry of almost all Chinese women and before the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882—the first immigration law to exclude people based on their race—banned the thousands of immigrants who crisscrossed the Pacific each year from reentering the United States.

Governor Squire found Lum May, but as a subject of the Chinese Empire, he was barred from testifying in a U.S. court. Through his written affidavit, Lum’s is one of the Chinese voices that speaks across the silent years since being Driven Out.

TUCK NAN

Governor Squire also located Lum May’s close friend and business partner, Tuck Nan. On the night of the purge, Tuck Nan had fled to Portland, where he had decided to remain despite the ongoing anti-Chinese violence in the area. It was there that Squire was compelled to listen to and record Tuck Nan’s story.

Now fifty years old, Tuck Nan had come to the United States at age sixteen, arriving in San Francisco with the first wave of Chinese immigrants who came in the gold rush. Within two years of the discovery of gold on January 24, 1848, at a sawmill on the American River in California, more than 150,000 men—from the eastern United States and across the globe—poured into San Francisco. Driven from their homelands by poverty and political repression, and now dreaming of gold, they quickly made their way to the creek beds of the Sierra Nevada. Arriving in 1852, Tuck Nan was one of seven hundred Chinese émigrés.2 Within the next eighteen months, twenty thousand more Chinese miners entered California. And thousands more were waiting in China’s port cities to board ships bound for San Francisco.3

Ten of the early Chinese immigrants were women, kidnapped to work as enslaved prostitutes in California. Soon the ships would also carry baby girls, seized in China for the same fate. Most did not survive. Some Chinese prostitutes, however, escaped from the locked “cribs” and brothels in San Francisco, only to be forced to return to their owners after the purges in Tacoma, Eureka, Antioch, and Truckee.

White Americans, many unemployed, spread onto lands stolen from indigenous Americans, “inherited” from Spain by Mexico in 1821, governed by “joint occupancy” with Britain, which had handed over its rights to the United States in 1846, and seized by the United States in the Mexican War in 1848. These white miners led the first purges of the Chinese, sparking a wave of violence that raged over the next four decades—north to Tacoma, south to Los Angeles, east to Wyoming and Colorado. After the Civil War, the new trade-union movement took up the anti-Chinese cause and the Knights of Labor spread the racist message through the Workingmen’s Party. White boot makers, cigar rollers, cooks, and woodcutters who were competing with lower-paid Chinese workers joined in the brutality.

The Driven Out was spurred on by Irish and German immigrants fearful of job competition and by destitute, unemployed white migrants from the East Coast who felt betrayed by the false promises of new industry in eastern cities. When these men came to the American West, they were enraged to discover that the railroads and new land barons, such as Miller and Lux Co., which owned an empire in California as large as Belgium, had a stranglehold on land and timber along the Pacific coast.4 West Coast Jews, too, participated in the anti-Chinese violence: in San Francisco in the 1880s, the Anti-Coolie League met at B’nai B’rith on Friday nights, at the start of the Jewish Sabbath.

The roundups were also led by mayors and governors, judges and newspaper editors, wealthy timbermen and ranchers willing to betray their need for cheap labor in order to mark their common whiteness and stitch together the raw communities that were quickly emerging in the fields, at river junctions, in fishing ports and lumber towns.

The purges of the Chinese followed two other paths toward racial purity converging in the West. First, along the Pacific coast, the American military and armed irregulars were murdering Native Americans or forcing them off their traditional lands, making way for white settlement, agriculture, mining, and logging. In Northern California, native people were driven onto reservations, along the Klamath River, at Nome Lackee, at Round Valley, and at Hupa (now known as Hoopa). African Americans, too, were being dispossessed of the land on which they had worked. Both before and after the Civil War, ideas of racial inferiority and white purity moved West. By the 1880s, the southern Democrats had taken over California’s governor’s mansion, state legislature, and many county boards, and were eagerly implementing versions of the southern Black Codes, passed after the Civil War in order to restrict the new political freedom of emancipated slaves. Now the southerners were targeting the Chinese by implementing special taxes, “cubic air” ordinances limiting how many Chinese could inhabit one room, and city ordinances banned laundries built of wood.

Tuck Nan was a link in a global migratory chain of immigrants who came to California for gold yet remained tied to family, foods, tools, clothes, and ideas from their homeland. He had faced tremendous obstacles in leaving China. Indeed, for centuries Chinese émigrés who tried to return were punished as deserters by the Qing emperors.5 Political turbulence and famine were stretching China’s cords of loyalty, but Tuck Nan’s early emigration still betrayed affiliation and authority—to family, clan, and village.

Tuck Nan left his homeland amid the chaos of war and starvation. In the mid-nineteenth century, China, burdened with a population of four hundred million, faced waves of insurrections, invasions, and internal ethnic wars. In 1839, sensing this moment of vulnerability, Britain launched the Opium Wars, which sought to balance its compulsive purchase of Chinese tea and silk by forcing China to buy opium, grown in India but brokered and transported by England. In the Treaty of Nanking, which ended the war, Britain opened China’s doors to the addictive drug and to the economic, military, shipping, and missionary presence of the West.

China’s first treaty with the United States, the Treaty of Wanghsia, followed in 1844, and the British and Americans sailed in force into the southern ports of Canton, Shanghai, Ningbo, Amoy, and Foochow.6 By the early 1850s, Russia’s army had invaded China’s eastern border and seized Manchuria, leading the foreign efforts to carve up the Chinese Empire.

Many Chinese chose to sail to the United States; thousands of others fled or were kidnapped to work on plantations in Cuba or Mexico or in the deadly guano pits of Peru.

Tuck Nan never made it into the mines of the Sierra Nevada. He remained in San Francisco, where he watched his countrymen return from the gold fields and new mountain towns, quickly forced onto barges heading down the rushing western rivers. He stayed in San Francisco for thirteen years, likely working as a launderer, a waiter, a house servant, or a peddler, sending some of his small earnings back to China. In 1865, he moved north to Portland, where he opened a supply shop for miners leaving for the new gold fields. But violence followed him.

In 1876, Tuck Nan “removed” farther north to Tacoma, in the Washington Territory. There he went into partnership with Lum May. Nine years later he became one of the Driven Out when several hundred “angry and excited white persons” broke into his store and shoved his friends out the door. The mob told him, “‘Oh the Chinese you must go—every one.’” Tuck Nan recounted that he “begged them to leave me remain a few days to settle our business,” but the vigilantes said, “Take your goods and go. You had notice on the 9th October to leave before 1st of November—and the time is up. You’ve had time enough to get ready.” Tuck Nan added, “They would listen to nothing but told us to be ready at 2 o’clock in the afternoon when they would carry away our goods.” And just at two the mob returned, armed with weapons and clubs. “Some had poles and they used these to drive us like so many hogs, if any of us went slow or stopped. I was very much afraid.”

In June 1886, Tuck Nan demanded fifteen thousand dollars in reparations from the U.S. government and signed his own affidavit in English.7

YOKE LEEN

Despite the roundups and the fears of enslaved prostitution, many Chinese women in America insisted that the local government protect their right to live where they chose. One Chinese woman refused to submit to sexual slavery. In 1910, Yoke Leen marched into the courthouse in Sonora and demanded that her deposition be taken and preserved in the county records:
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Yoke Leen from Sonora



State of California

Sonora, County of Tuolumne

21 day of February, 1910

YOKE LEEN, being first duly sworn, deposes and says:

I reside in the city of Sonora, State of California, and am the age of 36 years. That I am a native of the State of California, having been born in San Francisco, California. That I am about five feet tall and weigh about 110 pounds. That I have a scar on my face on the right side of the nose near the right eye and also a large scar on the right side of the mouth, also a small raised scar at the base of the index finger of the right hand and a small scar on the right hand about an inch below the wrist at the base of the thumb. That the annexed photograph is a photograph of myself taken by William Harrington, Photographer, at Sonora, California, in January, 1910.

That this affidavit with the annexed photograph is made for the purpose of identifying me in case I should be kidnapped or in case any criminal charge should be brought against me and by reason of the fact that my husband, Charlie Jones, is now in jail charged with a criminal offense and I fear that his enemies may try to do away with me either by bringing some fictitious charge against me or by kidnapping and imprisoning me. The annexed signature is my name written in English and also in Chinese.

Yoke Leen8
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SPEAK, MEMORY

In August 1974, I moved with my six-year-old daughter into a cabin in the woods of remote Humboldt County to begin my career as a professor of American studies. Each morning I would drive south from Big Lagoon, a little community of beach cottages, damp and empty in the chilled fog and gray light of the north coast, past the jagged rocks at Patrick’s Point, through the redwood forest above the fishing village of Trinidad, past sober white egrets guarding the green fern prairies (oblivious to the sixty-five inches of rain that fall each year in the county), and finally cross the Mad River to climb the hill to Humboldt State University in Arcata. Nestled in the redwoods between Oregon and the lumber and fishing town of Eureka, California, Arcata borders the marshes and dunes that fade into Humboldt Bay.

The week that we moved to this isolated corner of the Pacific Northwest, President Nixon resigned. The following spring, the last American soldier was killed in Vietnam. That April the last Americans were evacuated by helicopter from the roof of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. The Vietnam War was ending, and I danced with my students around the statue of President McKinley in Arcata’s town square. Our spirits were hopeful.

Humboldt State University had an unusual mix of white and tribal students. But in my classes, in the corridors of Founders Hall, at meetings demanding that Native American myths and history be included in a sequence called “The American Frontier,” and at the nightly peace rallies, I noticed the complete absence of Asian American students.

When I asked around about this, I was told by a local poet that Chinese parents would not send their kids to HSU because ninety years earlier all the Chinese had been driven from Eureka. Her answer came from Humboldt lore and collective memory. Troubled, I went to the library, where I found one brief article, written more than fifty years ago, that verified the fact that Eureka, Humboldt’s county seat, had indeed expelled all its Chinese residents in 1885.

A year later I left Humboldt State University to take a job at the University of California, San Diego. But with a few friends, I bought a tiny cabin in Big Lagoon, twenty miles north of Arcata. For hundreds of years before the lumber companies arrived, the Yuroks had lived in small clans along the lagoon and called the place Oketo, or “there where it is calm.” Some translate it “there where we dance.” Then, as now, I was haunted by the power of the redwoods, the storms that blow across the ocean, the fern forests, the Roosevelt elk foraging in the placid lagoons, the light slicing under the fog banks over the Pacific. But the image of the Chinese roundup remained in me. As I returned each year to Big Lagoon, where the redwood forests meet the harsh surf of the Pacific coast in a scene of great beauty, I was disturbed by the history of violence embedded in the landscape, by the dissonance between the land and its history.

Thirty years later, I decided to find the story of the missing Asian students. But on the first day of my quest, sitting at a cloudy microfilm reader in the Bancroft Library on the UC Berkeley campus reading the Daily Alta California, I discovered that the story was much larger. I began to follow the footsteps of thousands of Chinese people who were violently herded onto railroad cars, steamers, or logging rafts, marched out of town, or killed. They were expelled from towns from the Pacific coast to the Rocky Mountains, from Seattle and Portland, from hamlets along the Klamath River and up into the Siskiyou Mountains, down through the arid Central Valley to “Nigger Alley” in Los Angeles. Between 1850 and 1906 there were close to two hundred roundups, all designed to rid the United States of the Chinese.

During the past five years I have traveled to most of these cities and towns. I have talked with librarians, local historians, archivists, collectors, police officers, and tribal leaders. Some people seemed eager, even relieved, to tell their town’s story; librarians, county clerks, and researchers for county museums and historical societies delved into archives, maps, court records, clipping files, leather wallets, private photo collections, scrapbooks, and old safes to expose the purges that had occurred in their counties. Others denied the story I already knew. I was discovering firsthand how the preservation, cataloguing, and even the filing of historical documents work toward exposure or erasure, revelation or repression.

One day, nearing the end of my research, I visited historian Connie Young Yu at her home in Los Altos Hills, near San Jose. We’d never met before, and I walked into a living room cluttered with piles of loose white tissue paper and cardboard boxes and silken robes. Connie dressed me in the clothes of her ancestors, merchants in San Jose, to help me understand the emotional path of my discoveries. I had brought her a copy of a lawsuit filed in 1891 by the Chinese residents against the mayor of San Jose, who had hired thugs to pose as policemen and drive the Chinese from town. There, in this early lawsuit, Connie found her grandfather’s firm, Kwong Wo Chan, listed as a plaintiff.

Connie’s grandfather, Young Soong Quong, and the other parties to the suit were some of the Chinese voices from the nineteenth century who spoke this story. From the writings, legal pleadings, photographs, and clothing of the nineteenth-century Chinese, I learned of the pogroms and of massive and diverse resistance. The Chinese fought every effort to expel them, first from the gold diggings, then from rural towns, and finally from the orchards and vineyards of the Central Valley. In Wing Hing v. the City of Eureka (1885), they filed the first lawsuit for reparations in the United States. In San Jose they used trespass law to design an early suit against police harassment. In Truckee they ordered muskets from China to defend their Chinatown. The “overseas Chinese” pressured the government of China to intervene with governors, legislators, and the president of the United States on their behalf.

In many hostile towns, the Chinese refused to sell their vegetables, starving white households and hotels of fresh food. In the summer of 1883, Chinese workers in Shasta County declared a general strike. In Truckee they formed their own fire brigades. In Amador County they organized an armed militia of more than fifty members to protect themselves. They mutinied on the American slave ship the Norway. In Monterey and San Jose, they flatly refused to leave. Elsewhere they returned laundry, neatly folded but still dirty. In 1893, answering the call of red posters that were pasted on walls, gates, and barns from California to New York, 110,000 Chinese people refused to wear photo-identity cards required by the U.S. government to verify their immigration status. They paid for this mass civil disobedience with lynchings, night raids, and deportation.

The Chinese fiercely and tenaciously fought for their right to live and work in the United States, to travel back and forth between China and the United States, to testify in court, to own property, to marry, and to have their children receive public education.

Historians, librarians, archivists, filmmakers, and fiction writers have repressed a story whose evidence is in fact not hard to find. Photographs, advertisements, placards, local newspapers, court records and testimony, campaign documents, songs, business cards, and diaries fabricate a history of docile but wily Chinese invaders—dirty, diseased, and exotically enticing—even as they record the expulsions and reveal how Chinese immigrants fought back.

Different countries have disclosed lost historical memories to different effect. In the former Yugoslavia, memories of ethnic violence coexist with memories of shared neighborhoods and interethnic marriages. The historian Jacquelyn Dowd Hall reminds us that in Rwanda and in the Balkan countries the history of community was repressed when ethnic violence was unleashed, inciting ongoing hatred. In Ireland, the telling of ancient grievances provoked even more brutality. The “tellings” knit people together in imagined communities of pain, communities that could exclude and kill, again and again.9 The people of South Africa have staked their hope for reconciliation on the conviction that their history of atrocities must be released; if the perpetrators are forced to hear the victims’ testimony, they will admit what they have done and national healing can begin.

The roundups in the Pacific Northwest occurred from 1850 to 1906. The actors have passed away, and their living imaginations and memories are no longer with us. With most Chinese women then barred from entering the country, descendants from the generations who endured the roundups are few. I thought that the existential memory must be lost. And, indeed, it was hard to find the Chinese voices from the nineteenth century. A people on the run did not stop to record violence as it happened. Chinese newspapers burned in the fires following the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. Because the Chinese were barred from testifying in court, there is no record of their side of many conflicts. Thousands of Chinese letters home, letters sometimes hand-carried by shuikes—“water guests” or returning émigrés—have been lost in the waves of war, famine, and the Cultural Revolution.10

At first I had no idea how to solve the mystery of the missing students. Yet quickly I found that county libraries, private collections, local historical societies, and state archives are bursting with all sorts of uncatalogued evidence of the violence and the resistance. An institutional internment of documents, it seems, was part of the expulsion, part of the Driven Out, and it has sustained images of the Chinese as a disempowered people.

Yet the fact is that Chinese families still rarely send their sons and daughters to Humboldt State University. Collective memory reaffirms the reality of the past.11

But I was still seeking Chinese voices that tell of the Driven Out. There were a few Chinese letters to newspapers and to state and local legislators protesting the vigilante violence. In desperate telegraphs Chinese men search for one another and for the women who have run away. Passionate letters and diplomatic correspondence, songs and poems about the roundups, slowly surfaced. The lawsuits give voice to entitlement and assertion.

Some Chinese people have found their ancestors in this project. When I talked publicly about the roundups, white or Chinese descendants came forward, and their family histories have helped me reconstruct a past in which memory and documents cohere. Hanging out is good historical methodology.

Finally, again sitting at a microfilm reader, this time at the National Archives, where I was reading the correspondence from the Chinese legation to the Department of State, I suddenly heard the voices of “expulsed” Chinese men. Lum May, Tuck Nan, and others describe the brutal roundup in Tacoma to Governor Squire. They tell of the long trek in the mud and rain to the railroad crossing, and they demand money, reparations—justice that repairs.

The purges of the Chinese in the American West bring to my mind Kristallnacht, the night in 1938 when Nazi Germany violently exposed its intention to remove the Jews. That night became embedded in historical memory as the shattering of glass and windows—the German kristall—of Jewish homes and stores, images of my own family’s diaspora. The expulsions of the Chinese from California towns in the nineteenth century anticipated the history of Poland and Greece in the 1930s and 1940s and, more recently, of Rwanda, Indonesia, and Bosnia. Now, as I write, millions of refugees in Nigeria, Eritrea, Iraq, and Darfur are being driven out of their homes and villages.

Today thousands of women and young girls are being unloaded from the holds of ships, from packing crates and container cars, to work in San Francisco and Silver Spring and Kansas City as enslaved prostitutes, while communities such as Herndon, Virginia, pass housing codes and loitering laws to drive them out. Today thousands of immigrants, thousands of people born in the United States to parents born abroad, and thousands of others are marching through the streets of Los Angeles, Houston, and New York, refusing to be temporary people, transients, braceros, guests, or sojourners.

Surely the term expulsion doesn’t fully represent the rage and violence of these purges. What occurred along the Pacific coast, from the gold rush through the turn of the century, was ethnic cleansing. The Chinese called the roundups in the Pacific Northwest pai hua—the Driven Out.
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GOLD!

“PEACEABLY IF WE CAN, FORCIBLY IF WE MUST”
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On February 2, 1848, a vanquished Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and ceded California to the United States, unaware that just nine days earlier, nuggets of pure gold had been found in a creek at a sawmill in the foothills of California’s Sierra Nevada range. The discovery of gold did not make the front page of the San Francisco papers until March 15, but sailing vessels quickly carried the news to countries that bordered the Pacific Ocean. Word soon spread from Mexico to Panama to Chile.1 In April, the Pacific Mail Steamship Company launched five side-wheel steamships to carry eager South American miners north to San Francisco.

At the dawn of 1848, 150,000 native people and a few thousand Mexicans and Californios lived in the northernmost corner of Mexico. Yuroks, Miwoks, Nisenan, Yokuts, and Karuks were among fifty tribes or nations who first inhabited the area.2 Mestizos, rancheros, peons, Spanish priests, and runaway African American slaves were the first settlers. Their worlds were about to collide.

Word of gold traveled across the Pacific to the Sandwich Islands and from there to China. In port cities across Asia, captains and crews altered their routes, sailed for California, and abandoned laden ships in San Francisco Bay. Many ships rotted and sank in its cold waters as officers and sailors headed for the Sierra mountains. Other ships anchored at the docks and were promptly rebuilt as saloons or restaurants to serve the tide of gold seekers. In San Francisco and Sacramento, stores and offices closed, houses were boarded up, crops were abandoned, and Mexicans, Californios, and white laborers, merchants, artists, and physicians all rushed into the Sierra foothills. They traveled any way they could, on burros, horses, or wagons, sometimes hiking, sometimes buying overpriced tickets on steamships to carry them up the Yuba, Bear, and American Rivers.

From the East Coast, unemployed veterans, just home from the Mexican War, returned to the West—back overland by carriage, on horseback or foot, across the mountains and jungles of the Isthmus of Panama, where they desperately awaited ships to finish their voyage up the Pacific coast. These new “argonauts” joined mechanics, ranchers, laborers, merchants, and professional men and stormed up California’s mountains, sharing an expansionist vision and a military determination. None was interested in laboring as a waiter, servant, mill worker, or field hand, even at wages of ten to twenty dollars per day.3

When news of gold reached the newly “open” port cities in China, shipmasters in Hong Kong and Canton had little difficulty convincing Chinese men to sail for California. In rice-growing and fishing villages in Guandung Province, shipping companies circulated broadsheets and maps urging men to forswear country and clan for gold. Facing warlords, destitution, and British battleships, villagers read ads promoting America as a haven of plenty and equality:



Americans are very rich people. They want the Chinaman to come and will make him welcome. There will be big pay, large houses, and food and clothing of the finest description. You can write your friends or send them money any time, and we will be responsible for the safe delivery. It is a nice country, without mandarins or soldiers. All alike; big man no larger than little man. There are a great many Chinamen there now, and it will not be a strange country. China God is there, and the agents of this house. Never fear, and you will be lucky. Come to Hong Kong, or to the sign of this house in Canton and we will instruct you. Money is in great plenty and to spare in America. Such as wishes to have wages and labor guaranteed can obtain the security by application at this office.4
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“A Chinaman en Route for the Mines”
 GLEASON’ S PICTORIAL DRAWING ROOM COMPANION, 1852



Dreaming of wealth on “Gold Mountain,” as California came to be known, Chinese villagers sold their fields or fishing boats, or borrowed money to sail to California. They landed in a raw new territory, a land without traditions of nationhood, authority, ethnic commonality, or even clear geographic borders.

Few Chinese women journeyed across the Pacific. Unlike their brethren, most Chinese women who entered California in the mid-1800s were slaves. Kidnapped for prostitution from the southern ports of China, they were brokered and owned by Chinese merchants who also emigrated to San Francisco.

The Chinese arrived as California was growing from a cluster of harbor towns and mining camps into a national financial and political force. From San Francisco up through the Sacramento delta and north to Crescent City, fishing villages and small towns built to trade in hides and tallow rapidly became staging and supply centers for miners eager to move into the mountains.5 Ninety percent of California’s workforce was tied to gold.


[image: image]
Chinese miner by creek (1849)



California’s new leaders promptly abandoned the area’s ties to Spanish priests and Mexican ranchers. They identified with the Anglos and debated how to govern thousands of Chinese, Chilean, French, Mexican, and Peruvian prospectors. In the Sierra Nevada the Chinese argonauts encountered Native Americans and Mexican Americans who were facing death, enslavement, or violent pogroms by white men eager to quickly gather the golden ore that had lain sparkling in California’s rivers for thousands of years.

The gold rush also offered a serendipitous finale to a war premised on national expansion and the extension of slave territory. By 1845 abolitionists had lost their decadelong struggle to prevent the annexation of Texas.6 The Washington Union, a paper of southern Democrat views, wrote, “Who can arrest the torrent that will pour onward to the West? The road to California will be open to us. Who will stay the march of our Western people?” That year John O’Sullivan, editor of the Democratic Review, declared that it was “our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”7

Ideas of white superiority bracketed the image of white expansion, “free development” and industrial inevitability in California and the West. The Illinois State Register insisted, “Shall this garden of beauty be suffered to lie dormant in its wild and useless luxuriance?…myriads of enterprising Americans would flock to its rich and inviting prairies; the hum of Anglo-American industry would be heard in its valleys; cities would rise upon its plains and sea-coast, and the resources and wealth of the nation be increased in an incalculable degree.” Mexicans, wrote the American Review, must yield to “a superior population, insensibly oozing into her territories, changing her customs, and out-living, out-trading, exterminating her weaker blood.”

At the same time, the final push for the abolition of slavery was taking hold. The American Anti-Slavery Society declared that the Mexican War was “waged solely for the detestable and horrible purpose of extending and perpetuating American slavery through the vast territory of Mexico.” The poet and abolitionist James Russell Lowell, through his character Hosea Biglow, a New England farmer, announced,

They just want this Californy

So’s to lug new slave states in

To abuse ye, an’ to scorn ye,

An’ to plunder ye like sin.

Newly organized workingmen in New England well understood that despite the military’s promises to enlistees of plunder, pay of seven dollars per month, and a land grant of 160 acres, territories seized from Mexico “would be giving men that live upon the blood of others an opportunity of dipping their hand still deeper in the sin of slavery…. Have we not slaves enough now?” As the war began, a convention of the New England Workingmen’s Association announced that its members would “not take up arms to sustain the Southern slaveholder in robbing one-fifth of our countrymen of their labor.”

The young labor movement had reason to be fearful. Under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the vast territory seized by the United States could extend southern slavery to the Pacific coast. And so, in the Compromise of 1850, in return for admitting California as a free state, the United States would absorb remaining territories without “any restriction or condition on the subject of slavery.” That year Congress also passed the Fugitive Slave Law, which stated that any federal marshal who did not arrest a runaway slave could be fined one thousand dollars; any person suspected of being a runaway slave could be arrested without a warrant and turned over to anyone claiming to be the owner; a suspected slave could not ask for a jury trial or testify on his or her behalf; and any person who aided a runaway slave by providing shelter, food, or transportation faced six months’ imprisonment and a one-thousand-dollar fine. The law also offered a “fee” or bribe for every slave remanded back into slavery. The presumptions of the treaty, of the law, of national entitlement, and of race would soon shape the history of Chinese America.

At the end of the Mexican War, most returning veterans could not hold on to their allotments of land, but they still clung to the myth of white possibility and expansion in the West. Wrote a young naval officer, “Asia…will be brought to our very doors. Population will flow into the fertile regions of California…public lands…will be changed from deserts into gardens, and a large population will be settled.”

This “large population” was to come to the Pacific Northwest from all over the globe. From 1845 to 1849, the Great Hunger in Ireland, caused by Britain’s long interference with Ireland’s agriculture and also by a potato fungus, killed between five hundred thousand and a million people from 1845 to 1849 and destroyed the Irish economy. Some two million desperate Irish refugees immigrated to England, Canada, Australia, and the United States—and thousands hopefully made their way west.

In France, Austria, Hungary, Italy, and Germany, between February and June 1848, radical movements of working people and students erupted. These seemingly spontaneous protests demanding liberty and revolution were soon crushed, and many dissidents fled to the United States. Some went west.

The cry “California for Americans!” soon boomed across the foothills of the Sierra Nevada and the lower Siskiyou Mountains. In 1849 a mob of white miners in Mariposa County declared that any “Chinaman” who mined for gold must “leave on twenty-four hours notice, otherwise the miners will inflict such punishment as they deem proper.”8 In Marysville, demonstrators proclaimed that “no Chinaman shall hence forth be allowed on any mining claim in the neighborhood.”9
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Chinese gold miners in Tuolumne



Rain had finally come to the arid creek at Camp Salvado, washing down the dry dark dirt to expose clusters of golden nuggets to Chinese miners working for an English stock company.10 News of the Chinese discovery quickly spread. A gang of white miners promptly rode down to Salvado and assaulted the Chinese, who fled from their prosperous claim. Stunned by this first mass purge, the English investors abandoned the diggings, and the sixty remaining Chinese miners trekked over the mountain into Tuolumne County. There they built Chinese Camp, likely the first all-Chinese town in the United States. The roundup at Camp Salvado ignited the brutal firestorm of purges that burned in the West for fifty years.

Like white miners, the Chinese built bunkhouses or boardinghouses or pitched tent camps—rough male villages. During the gold rush, the proportion of both Chinese and white women to men was low, about three to one hundred. Few miners of any nationality asked their wives or fiancées to join them in the gold fields.11 Across the country, abandoned white wives exercised their new rights under California’s liberal laws and divorced the men who had rushed to the diggings. Until the end of the nineteenth century, the divorce rate in California was the highest in the world.12

The low number of Chinese women probably made the Chinese communities in America particularly vulnerable to persecution. Chinese women would have foretold family, civilization, and permanence, and their very presence would have stood as a barrier to the idea that the Chinese had come to the United States as “sojourners”—temporary and enduringly foreign.

The first Chinese woman in the gold town of Sonora was an enslaved young girl who worked in a bar selling drinks and sex to white miners.13 Known to whites as “China Lena,” she grew vegetables in a large garden and peddled them on the hilly streets, carrying them in two baskets hanging from a pole across her shoulders. But Lena was forced to live in China Camp, supervised by a Chinese pimp. In an era when southern whites warned that abolition would lead to interracial sex and “amalgamated” races, the California State Legislature banned marriage between Chinese and whites. But the enslaved prostitution of Chinese women grew quickly into a tolerated and profitable business.

“CALIFORNIA FOR AMERICANS!”

In the spring of 1852, sixty white miners, accompanied by a brass band, rode through a chain of Chinese diggings along the sandy shore of the American River. They assaulted two hundred Chinese men who shared a claim at Mormon Bar, then rode a few miles down the river and attacked four hundred Chinese miners camped along Horseshoe Bar. Although the Chinese miners greatly outnumbered the vigilantes, they abandoned their river claims, no doubt fearful for their lives. The white miners boasted to the press that they helped the Chinese dismantle their tents.14

Early that summer, white miners in El Dorado County barricaded the dusty stage road and turned back all wagons and coaches carrying Chinese passengers and freight. At nearby Weber Creek, vigilantes set fire to the tents and tools of Chinese miners, burning out the Chinese camp.15


[image: image]
“Pacific Chivalry”
 HARPER S WEEKLY AUGUST 7, 1869



In Columbia, white miners facing Chinese competition along the riverbeds blamed capitalists, shipowners, and merchants, men who “engaged in the importation of these burlesques on humanity,” thus “fastening…a system of peonage” in the gold fields. These greedy investors “would crowd their ships with the long-tailed horned and cloven-footed inhabitants of the infernal regions, and contend for their introduction in the mines on an equality with American laborers, if they could add one farthing to the rates of freight, or dispose of one pound more of pork or for a few shillings of rice by the operation.”16 The Columbia miners announced that they were “empowered to take such steps as they may deem necessary” to make sure that “no Asiatic or South Sea Islander…be permitted to mine any longer in Columbia, or any where else in California…either for himself or for others.”17

But more and more Chinese flocked to Tuolumne County, and in September 1852, white miners called the first Jamestown Miners Convention and demanded that no immigrant from Asia, Polynesia, or South America be given citizenship. They agreed to vote only for state legislators who would “drive the coolies from some of our mining districts.”18 Their demand, wrote the Daily Alta California, was “harsh and unlawful in design and dangerous in tendency” and was conceived in a spirit of “hatred and hostility” without parallel in California.19

Yet the mob’s decrees traveled up the rivers and along the lupine valleys where few lumps or even grains of gold still shimmered in the green waters. Pioneer Alfred Jackson wrote in his diary that whenever white miners found a group of Chinese miners along the sandbars of the Yuba River, they would quickly make a law that the Chinese could not “take up or hold ground.” Some “thought it would be a good thing to sell them claims, as it was an easy way to make money,” but most “were for driving them out of the country entirely.”20
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“Chinese Sleeping Accommodations”
 FRANK LESLIE S ILLUSTRATED SUNDAY MAGAZINE MARCH 1881



Without women in the gold fields, both Chinese and white miners did their own domestic work—they cooked, sewed, and washed their own clothes. But in songs, sermons, plays, cartoons, speeches, and advertisements, Chinese men were depicted as lacking virility. In this mostly male world, Chinese men became targets of white men’s fears of homosexuality or the objects of their desire.

The ruthless evictions went on. On January 21, 1854, at an open meeting at Watles and Granger’s General Store in Placer County, miners unanimously voted that “no Chinaman shall be allowed, from this date, to hold any mining claim, or to work upon any claim in the district of Green Valley.”21 Late on the evening of August 21, during that hot and dry mountain summer, a hundred white men roamed through Nevada City’s Chinatown, breaking into the Chinese brothels, dragging frightened women into the streets, and pitching their furniture into the dirt. By the next morning, the Chinese men and women had disappeared from town. But when many returned, frustrated white miners turned to the state legislature to drive the Chinese off the mountain and bar them from registering claims at rich spots along the crowded narrow shores and sandbars of the Sierra rivers.

In the cold and snowy January of 1855, Chinese miners in Shasta’s “Hong Kong” heard that hundreds of Anglo miners were coming into town on foot, on horseback, and in wagons to hold an anti-Chinese convention. Frustrated, greedy, and cold, the white miners bitterly complained that the state had failed to rid Shasta of its Chinese residents: “We the miners of Shasta County forbid Chinamen from working in the mines of this county.” After February 25, 1855, they decreed, no white man in Shasta County could ever again employ a Chinese person.22

A RACE WAR IN THE GOLD FIELDS

In the winter of 1858–59, a race war began. The Chinese had refused to leave the gold fields, and a mob of two hundred white men rode out from Shasta City armed with rifles, shotguns, and ropes. Following the twisting trail above the rocky canyons of the McCloud River, they came upon a Chinese camp at Lower Springs and ordered the Chinese at gunpoint to forsake their claim and never return. Grabbing their pans, shovels, and clothes, the Chinese took flight. The aroused white mob then found another group of Chinese miners a few miles down the rough river gorge and forcibly expelled them too.

Unbeknownst to the mob, a young new county sheriff was in pursuit. Thin, wiry, and determined, Clay Stockton, a twenty-five-year-old Kentuckian, had been chasing the gang along the stage road and, even as white runners scattered to remote diggings to announce that the purge from Shasta County had begun, he arrested seven or eight vigilantes. He forced them back to Shasta City and locked them in the jail. At sundown, several hundred white men burst into the courtroom where the trial was about to begin and demanded that Stockton hand over their friends. The frightened judge quickly dismissed the trial and “yielded up” the sheriff’s prisoners.

Defiant, Shasta’s Chinese miners bought arms and returned on foot to their claims. A few, however, remembering brutal evictions at Middle Creek and Lower Springs, abandoned the diggings.

Over the next three years the purges of Chinese miners—the threatening conventions and propaganda, the night raids, the destruction of their camps, and the forced marches—spread farther into the gold fields, up the riverbanks, and into the makeshift mining towns in the Siskiyou Mountains. In 1859, white miners convened at Brannan’s General Store on Middle Creek in the Siskiyous. Amidst the barrels of crackers, coffee, and dried meat, the Shasta Miners Convention determined to expel the Chinese from the surrounding mines once and for all. On February 5, the convention gave the Chinese three weeks to wind up their business. After that date, “if any Chinese are found working in our claims we will…assemble and expel such Chinese, peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must.”23
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Sheriff Clay Stockton



On a cold mountain night three weeks later, hours before the deadline, two hundred armed white miners hiked up the ice-crusted trails to the remote Chinese claims at the mouth of Rock Creek. Disobeying the convention’s order to leave, the Chinese miners had remained by the frozen rivers to protect their claims, sleeping in tents and lean-tos. Suddenly the gang of white miners burst into their camp and ordered them off the mountain. Rushing across the creek and scaling the high canyon wall, most of the Chinese escaped, but about seventy-five Chinese were seized, and their tents, sluices, tools, and clothing were destroyed.

At daylight, the mob forced the Chinese men to parade through Shasta City. Townspeople lined the dirt road, jeering and pelting them with stones. Sheriff Stockton met the march with his armed deputies, freed the Chinese captives, and arrested fifteen vigilantes. Again a mob threatened to storm the jail as news of the Rock Creek roundup spread to the coarse new towns.

Four days later, gangs of white miners, packing rifles and shotguns, attacked the rich Chinese claims close to Shasta City. Riots broke out in the small mountain towns of Horsetown, Middletown, and Oregon Gulch, where white miners vowed to behead or crucify the Chinese. Many Chinese miners were badly wounded; many were seized and paraded through Shasta City. Sheriff Stockton dispersed the mob and freed two hundred Chinese men. The vigilantes scattered.24

Stockton knew that he was losing control of the county and desperately wired Governor John Weller: “An armed body of men, 300 strong and increasing, is organized for the purpose of driving the Mongolians out, in defiance of the law and its officers.”25 He pleaded for a large posse, two hundred rifles, and one thousand pounds of ammunition from the state armory. Weller balked—he was saving California’s munitions for the wars against the Indians. Stockton flooded Weller with telegraphs, and finally, fearing a civil war, the governor sent one man to Red Bluff, partway up the river, on the steamer Uncle Sam, to deliver 113 rifles. Worried that the mob could easily seize these few guns—indeed, sensing that this was a setup to arm the vigilantes—Stockton and his deputies rode thirty-eight miles to meet the boat, hauled the weapons back up the mountain, and made themselves ready.

All through the night of March 2, as saloon brawls and hotel fights spilled into Shasta’s streets, Stockton arrested rioters. At noon the next day, he called a town meeting in Excelsior Hall; there he announced to the overflowing crowd that the law had been “broken and trampled underfoot by large bodies of armed men” and that he would end the Chinese purges “at all hazards and all costs.” As more hostile miners poured into town, Stockton deputized two hundred men into his “law and order ranks,” with more at the ready. For the moment, he had restored order.

As the riots raged on, Chinese miners from claims across the county fled to nearby Briggsville. When they heard that the governor had sent arms and that Stockton was arresting white vigilantes, the Chinese celebrated, exploding firecrackers and beating gongs. Stockton had indeed saved the lives of hundreds of Chinese miners, but despite the initial jubilation, many soon left the Siskiyou diggings for mines farther north; others abandoned their dream of gold and found work in towns along the coast.26 Eventually, Sheriff Stockton brought the rioters from the “Shasta wars” to trial before Justice Keene in Shasta. Keene quickly pronounced each culprit “not guilty.”

In 1853 three thousand Chinese men mined the riverbeds and creeks in Shasta County. By the end of the decade only 160 remained; slightly more than 100 were still miners, many now under the protection of white employers; 14 were merchants. Nine Chinese women lived in Shasta, calling themselves “seamstresses,” although many were in fact runaways from enslaved prostitution in San Francisco, where they had been kept in cages and forced to service twenty to thirty white and Chinese men per day; most died within a few years, of syphilis.27 On rare occasions some fled to the Christian missions; others ran away to rural towns. When the roundups came, they were often recaptured and returned to San Francisco.

The Chinese era of the gold rush came to a violent end. The Shasta wars had virtually emptied the gold fields of Chinese miners, foretelling the roundups that would spread across California for the next forty years.28

DRIVEN OFF THE LAND: NATIVE AMERICANS AND THE FIRST ROUNDUPS

As fantasies of easy wealth disappeared, near at hand was a working model for mass purges—the rout of native people. The invasion of gold miners devastated the Indians of California, and their enforced removals provided law, license, and cover for the roundups of the Chinese.

The Miwoks had discovered and worked the first gold mines in the southern Sierra Nevada. When Indian miners recognized the new value of gold, however, they quit delivering it or trading it for beads, weight for weight. Colonel Richard B. Mason, stationed in California to lead the military campaign to remove the Indians, estimated that half of the first miners were Native Americans—“conscripted” through forced peonage.29

The mother lode of gold rested on the traditional lands of the Nisenan, Maidu, and Miwok people. For hundreds of years mountain tribes built their villages beside creeks and rivers—spawning runs for salmon, drinking grounds for wild game, but also rich in gold. Under the terms of Mexico’s independence from Spain, half the mission lands in California were to be reserved for Indians, and under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, this land was still legally protected. But with the gold rush, few native people were able to remain on their land.

John Charles Frémont, California’s first senator, decided that Congress should draft “some particular provision…to divest [Indians] of these rights.”30 Both the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the first California constitution outlawed slavery, but in 1850 the legislature passed Chapter 133 under the ironically titled Act for the Government and Protection of Indians—better known as the Indenture Act. (Sequel acts were passed in 1851 and 1855.) The act legalized the kidnap of “loitering and orphaned” Indians—that is, Indians living on land desired by white miners. Indian “vagrants” were arrested and auctioned for domestic or farm labor. If at the end of the terms of their bondage Indians could not support themselves, they could be arrested for vagrancy and sold to work off their bond, again and again.

“As there is no further west, to which they can be removed, the General Government and the people of California appear to have left but one alternative in relation to these remnants of once numerous and powerful tribes…: extermination or domestication,” explained three federal Indian commissioners, Dr. Oliver Wozencraft, George W. Barbour, and Redick McKee.31 In 1851 these three inexperienced men were sent to remote Indian lands by the U.S. government to make treaties with California tribal leaders. Hiring mule drivers as translators, the commissioners set forth in wide buggies and long mule trains, with inaccurate maps, across wild rivers, through redwood forests, over rugged land marked by narrow Indian trails. They spent only a few hours with each tribe, rushing native leaders through documents they couldn’t read, and offering beads, cattle, and clothing to encourage them to “sign” what amounted to eighteen different treaties. There were many tribes they never reached. At times they placed warring tribes on the same lands.32 In return for relinquishing claims to their traditional lands, for acknowledging the jurisdiction of the United States government, and for agreeing to refrain from hostilities against white settlers, Indians were “given” about 7.5 percent of the land of California, to be set apart as reservations.

But even 7.5 percent was too much for white miners to accept. California’s congressional representatives complained that these treaties gave the Indians “extensive tracts of valuable mineral and agricultural lands, embracing populous mining towns, large portions of which are already in possession of, and improved by, American citizens.”33 The Senate rejected all eighteen treaties and left native peoples homeless in a hostile land. In March 1852, military and volunteer militias began driving California’s native people onto small parcels of government land, about seventy-five thousand acres each. Throughout the gold rush the government continued to claim tribal lands, and in 1853 California Indians were rounded up in their villages or captured in battle and then marched to “reserved lands” under armed guards. Afterward, militias burned their villages.

The purges triggered a decade of militant Indian uprisings and infamous death marches as the U.S. military forced hundreds of Indians from the eastern half of the Sacramento Valley to the Nome Lackee Reservation in Tehama County. In the not-so-distant future, this area would become a site of Chinese expulsion.

The first governor of California, Peter H. Burnett, vowed that this “war of extermination will continue to be waged between the two races until the Indian race becomes extinct…while we cannot anticipate this result with but painful regret, the inevitable destiny of the race is beyond the power and wisdom of man to avert.”34

In the early 1850s, to open land for white miners and settlers, bands of miners and ranchers organized volunteer militias or joined U.S. military campaigns to exterminate the Modoc and Mariposa tribes. In Stanislaus County, in 1851, the Army began displaying Indian scalps. With the Pacific Ocean blocking movement west, white settlers insisted that Indians move farther inland, to the arid lands east of the Sierra Nevada. Democratic governor John McDougall (1851–52) urged Californians to copy President Andrew Jackson’s “Trail of Tears” and move the Indians “to some isolated position distant from all contact with the whites.”35

In Tehama County, military and local volunteers razed villages and scalped hundreds of “Mill Creek” men, women, and children.36 Urged on by state senators and assemblymen from gold-rich Trinity, Klamath, Shasta, and Siskiyou Counties, the next governor, John Bigler (1852–56), wrote to General E. Hitchcock, commander of U.S. forces in California, that with the races unable to “live in close proximity in peace…an ultimate evacuation of the Northern Counties by the Whites of the Indians will be unavoidable.”37 To implement Bigler’s call for Indian removal, the legislature authorized more than one million dollars for men, arms, and forts—monies the federal government willingly reimbursed. Bigler would soon recommend a similar policy for the Chinese.

Sentiment in the gold towns favored Indian genocide. In 1853 the Yreka

Herald suggested that whites wage “a war of extermination until the last red skin of these tribes has been killed.”38 In 1866 the Chico Courant claimed, “It is a mercy to the red devils to exterminate them, and a saving of many white lives. Treaties are played out—there is only one kind of treaty that is effective—cold lead.”39

Before 1849, between 150,000 and 300,000 Indians lived in California under Spanish and Mexican rule; by 1860 only about 32,000 survived; the others had died from extermination, from the seizure of their lands, from malnutrition, and from the white man’s diseases.40

Military massacres, casual murders, and retaliatory killings marked the first two decades of California’s statehood. Sixty Indians died at Clear Lake, 75 along the Russian River, 150 on the South Fork of the Trinity, 30 to 40 at the upper crossing of the Klamath. In 1860, on an island in Humboldt Bay, 150 Wyot women, children, and elders, a tribe “friendly” to whites, were slaughtered during a harvest ritual. In 1906, Chinese cannery workers seized along the Eel River were held in boxcars on this same tiny island as they awaited deportation.
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When native people first encountered the Chinese, some, such as the Miwok, viewed them as new invaders who sought to drive them off their traditional lands.41 Many tribes shared the goal of Chinese removal and were encouraged by white miners and tax collectors to provoke the Chinese, raid their camps, and collect taxes. But others, such as the Karuk, sensed common vulnerability and likely hid the Chinese.42

DRIVEN OUT: LATIN AMERICANS

The deadly combination of vigilante violence and repressive law against the Chinese drew not only upon campaigns against the California Indians, but also on the treatment of Latin Americans—Mexicans, Chileans, and Argentineans who had beaten all the other miners to the gold fields. In early July 1849, Ramón Gil Navarro, an Argentinean mining near the town of Sonora in the Sierra foothills, confided in his diary, “Samuel wrote telling me that a great number of Chileans have just arrived in San Francisco after having been expelled by the Americans from the mines of Sacramento. I have been told that the injustices committed these days against the Chileans or anyone else speaking Spanish are horrible.” This “atrocious injustice,” he continued, “beseeches heaven for revenge on the person who so cruelly abuses his power and strength.”43

Homesick and suffering from his first winter in the mountains, Navarro described how white miners, backed by the “orders of a judge that only the Americans had chosen,” attacked a hundred desperate Chilean miners in their flimsy houses, stealing supplies they had stored to survive the bitter freeze of the Sierra Nevada winter. But the Chileans vowed to stay in California until they died. Tragically, many kept this promise. Wrote Navarro, “The Americans were enraged at this display of defiance and promised to come back tomorrow and finish off those who refuse to leave.” Indeed, they returned in a week. On the cold gray morning of December 12, 1849, five invaded the area known as Chili Gulch and “with blood and fire” assaulted the Chileans.44

On Friday, December 28, after enduring days of armed assaults, some of the Chileans broke out of the camp and attacked the American diggings with guns, knives, and rocks, forcing their surrender. The local sheriff arrested the Chileans for starting a riot, and sent them to prison in Stockton, where anti-Chilean revolts erupted. Friends and relatives of the prisoners did not know where their countrymen had gone. Then, without arraignment or trial, the surviving prisoners were suddenly released in mid-1850, and they described how they had been tortured and beaten. Their ears had been cut off, and some of the prisoners had been used for “shooting practice.” Several had been hanged.

In the southern Sierra Nevada that summer, purges of Mexicans and Californios—Mexicans who had lived in California before it was ceded to the United States—followed. In July, four Mexican men in Sonora were accused of murder. When the judges dismissed the case for lack of evidence, a mob “impaneled” its own lynch jury, sentenced the men to hang, and granted the frightened prisoners a few moments to pray. While the vigilantes tied a noose and tossed the rope over a tree limb, the judges rushed out from the courtroom, threw themselves across the kneeling Mexicans, and dragged them back to the safety of the jail.45

That night eighty white miners, armed with rifles and shotguns, marched through Sonora, demanding the return of the prisoners. When hundreds of Mexican miners and ranchers also gathered in the town, the Tuolumne County sheriff deputized a posse, arrested the entire adult male Mexican population, and held them in a horse corral. The judges held a retrial and again declared the Mexicans innocent, and in the town square a race riot erupted and lasted through the summer night.

On Sunday, July 21, at an open meeting in the plaza, the mob demanded that all foreigners hand over their firearms and leave Tuolumne County within fifteen days. The resolution, quickly printed in English and Spanish, was posted on gates and stores throughout the town: “The outcasts of every nation under Heaven have combined to disturb us; and we think that now they have been effectually silenced.”46 Mexicans were assaulted; many fled.

Soon the California legislature passed the Foreign Miners’ Tax, a simple code that would compel thousands of miners from Latin America and China to leave the United States. The tax required all miners who were not U.S. citizens to buy a license for the outrageous monthly fee of twenty dollars (about four hundred dollars in today’s currency); the tax collector would receive three dollars, and the rest would be split between the county and the state. Irish, English, Canadian, and German miners immediately protested, and the law was quickly rewritten to exempt any “free white person” or any miner who could become an American citizen.47

Within days of the law’s passage, a vigilante army of three hundred armed white men stormed into the Mexicans’ diggings in the town of Columbia to collect the first tax. The miners from Mexico and South America refused to pay. In May 1850, Mexican and Peruvian miners organized an armed rebellion in Sonora, led by two French miners exiled for their role in the revolution of 1848. Placards appeared on gateposts, fences, and barns across Tuolumne County, urging Chileans, Peruvians, Mexicans, and Frenchmen to “go to Sonora next Sunday, there we will try to guaranty security for us all and put a bridle in the mouths of that horde who call themselves citizens of the United States.”48

On Sunday, May 19, four thousand French, Mexican, and Chilean rebels assembled in a hollow outside Sonora, rode into town, seized the plaza, and poured out into the hilly side streets. Chasing them was a volunteer militia of five hundred tax collectors and Anglo miners from the gold diggings along the Stanislaus and Tuolumne Rivers. Many wore their old uniforms from the Mexican War, a bold and bitter reminder of America’s capture of the northern quarter of Mexico.49

Suddenly the Anglos raised their rifles and fired on the rebels. Overpowered by the Americans’ weapons, the Latino miners retreated.50 Wrote the Sonora Herald: “Alas, as we marched along, what a scene of confusion and terror marked our way! Mexicans, Chileans—men, women and children—were all packed up and moving, bag and baggage. Tents were being pulled down and burros were being hastily packed, while crowds upon crowds were already in full retreat. What could have been the object of our assembly, except as a demonstration of power and determination, I know not; but if intended as an engine of terror, it certainly had its desired effect, for it could be seen painted upon every countenance and impelling every movement of the affrighted population.”51

At the end of the troubled summer of 1850, vigilantes in Sonora gathered for “the Great Greaser Extermination Meeting.” The leaders announced: The “lives and property of American citizens were now in danger, from the hands of lawless marauders of every clime, class and creed under the canopy of heaven.”52 Throughout Tuolumne County, the mob posted five hundred copies of its order: “Peons of Mexico, the renegades of South America, and the convicts of the British Empire…leave the limits of said county within fifteen days.”

A reign of terror came to Tuolumne. The miner Enos Christman recorded in his diary, “Sunday three Mexicans were tied to the whipping post, and each received twenty-five lashes well laid on. Another Mexican was found with a stolen horse…and sentenced to receive 150 lashes, to have one-half of his head shaved, and to leave the country in 48 hours under penalty of being hanged if he ever returned.”53

At the beginning of 1850, fifteen thousand Mexicans were mining in the southern Sierra Nevada. After the Foreign Miners’ Tax was enacted, ten thousand left the gold fields, most to return to Mexico. The town of Columbia shrank from a lively center of ten thousand miners and shopkeepers to an abandoned camp of nine or ten men. Penniless Mexicans, Chileans, and Peruvians fled to San Francisco, where the Chilean consul donated eight hundred tickets so his countrymen could return home. By 1860, four fifths of the Latino population had been driven from the gold country. Only one Latin American male remained in Nevada City. But if the white miners were satisfied with the roundups, merchants sorely missed their Latino customers.54

Years later white miners still recalled “the long train of fugitives” leaving the gold diggings and returning home: “Some were going North; some South; the great body was probably bound for home; some by way of the sea; others by Los Angeles and the Great Desert.”55 The Chinese were to follow.

SLAVERY AND THE CHINESE

As the movement to abolish slavery gathered steam in the North and the issue of the expansion of slavery in the territories divided northern states from southern, slogans such as the “dignity of labor” and the “honor of the pick and shovel” took hold in California.

Just months after the discovery of gold, a group of forty-eight men—merchants, lawyers, and artisans—traveled to the fishing village of Monterey and held California’s first constitutional convention. At noon on September 1, 1849, with only a few law books and a handful of state constitutions at hand, they began the process of transforming California from a territory into a state. The voice of “free labor” dominated the meetings. Californians wanted no competition from slave labor in the mining districts, for “the labor of the white man brought into competition with the Negro is always degraded.” Indeed, any member of this “respectable and intelligent class…would leave this country” before he would dig with pick and shovel alongside the African.56

By the end of the first week, the California delegates unanimously resolved the issue searing the country: “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, unless for punishment of crimes, shall ever be tolerated in this state.” But equality of work did not intend equality of rights. Over the objections of the few Mexican American delegates, the convention denied the vote to all women and to “Indians, Africans, and descendants of Africans.”57 It also denied minorities the right to testify against whites in court.

The delegates to the Monterey convention finished the constitution in six weeks and rushed it to the offices of the Daily Alta California in San Francisco, which printed 1,000 copies in English and 250 copies in Spanish—a small number for such a large and scattered electorate. On November 13, 1849, out of about 107,000 possible male voters, 12,061 voted for and 811 voted against the constitution. The white men of California were distracted by gold.

Chinese miners arrived in a new state that had just voted to outlaw slavery. But California’s admission to the union was part of the Compromise of 1850—a group of laws that included the Fugitive Slave Act, which required the return of runaway slaves. Statehood for California was secured by a federal law that assisted the South in retaining human property.

Although Chinese men who came to the United States were not enslaved, labor contracts, newspaper reports, and shipping logs suggest that some did enter the United States indentured—often to shipping companies or ship’s captains. Chinese immigrants were quickly labeled “coolies”—a term for kidnapped, enslaved, or indentured servants that most likely comes from the Chinese characters ku and li, translated by some as “rented muscles.”

In 1808 the United States had outlawed the importation of new slaves. Now the California constitution promised that Chinese miners were to be free laborers, able to move from job to job; neither their labor nor their debt could be sold between employers. Most Chinese who came to work in the mines, and, later, on the railroad or in the orchards, came voluntarily, but they bore a heavy debt to labor contractors, shipping companies, or the merchants who profited from their passage, the interest on their debts, and, in the end, their labor. These profits helped the class of Chinese elites in San Francisco who quickly formed into six huiguan, ruling “companies” based on village and clan affiliations, known as the Chinese Six Companies.58

By 1855, nearly forty thousand Chinese immigrants had registered with the Chinese Six Companies, who brokered their passage, found them jobs, provided medicine, organized transportation to the mountains, adjudicated disputes, and demanded discipline. They also tortured immigrants who defied them. One officer, Ah Ti, “inflicted severe corporal punishment upon many of his more humble countrymen…cutting off their ears, flogging them or keeping them chained.”59 In a deal with the shipping companies, the Chinese Six Companies issued exit permits that verified that a miner had paid his debts before he could sail back to China. The Six Companies learned how to negotiate with state and town governments on behalf of the overseas Chinese, thus providing them an institutional buffer unavailable to African Americans or Native Americans. By controlling emigration, the Companies maintained transnational links and forged enduring communities.

The Chinese miners who sailed for California were at the front of a global migration of Chinese labor. Although England had emancipated slaves at home in 1772 and had abolished slavery in its colonies in August 1834, by 1850 it needed more cotton to feed its mills and turned to China for cheap labor. Between 1840 and 1900, prompted by English and American bankers and shipping companies, more than two million Chinese laborers—free and enslaved—left their homeland to work on plantations in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Caribbean, South America, Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, and Russia.60

White miners clung to the myth that all Chinese were coolies, a derelict species of slave. There were, in fact, reasons for this confusion. The United States government did not rigidly enforce the ban on trade in Chinese slaves, particularly women. American brokers in Macao and other southern Chinese ports captured, kidnapped, and indentured thousands of Chinese workers, and they carried more than six thousand “coolie laborers,” their bare chests painted with letters marking their destinations, to sugar plantations in Cuba or the deadly guano pits in Peru on ships registered to the United States, ships modeled after the slave ships of the Middle Passage. Other Chinese slaves were transported on American ships to Chile, Ecuador, Panama, and Mexico. A congressional report noticed that the “Coolie Trade…seems to have commenced about the time when the[U.S.] laws against the prosecution of the African slave trade were enforced with the greatest stringency.”61

In 1853 the powerful Daily Alta California argued that “most of [the Chinese] in the mines are not free…they are coolies, brought here by rich mandarins or merchants to work for little more than a bear [sic] subsistence…. There is one man in California who has 14,000 coolies at work in our mines—14,000!”62

The Chinese, however, insisted that they were free. In 1855, Lai Chun-Chuen, a merchant in San Francisco, published a notice in English on behalf of the Hak-sheung Ui-kun, or Chinese Merchants’ Exchange, challenging the rumor that the Chinese Six Companies were importing “slaves of a degraded caste.” Lai insisted, “We assure you solemnly that we do not believe that there are any Chinese coolies in this country, who have bound themselves to serve for fixed wages, and who have given their families as pledges to their employers that they would fulfill their contracts. The Chinese in this country are not serfs or slaves of any description, but are working for themselves.”63

Indeed, there is evidence that some Chinese were transported out of China as virtual slaves. In the 1850s it is likely that some Chinese immigrants to California had signed misleading contracts and unwittingly locked themselves into forms of bondage lasting up to seven years; some were kidnapped; some were sold by their clans to brokers; and some, desperately poor, sold themselves off in a voluntary form of indentured servitude.

While Chinese maritime revolts, unlike the African mutinies on the Amistad or the Creole, are virtually unknown, Chinese slave mutinies arose in 10 percent of American voyages. In the mid-1850s, four hundred Chinese in Amoy were enticed aboard the Robert Browne, bound for San Francisco. When the emigrants discovered that they were being transported into indentured service, they rebelled and killed the ship’s officers. Later they testified in court that they had been promised four dollars a month to work in the United States as freely hired laborers, not as “contract workers.”

In March 1860, one thousand Chinese slaves mutinied on the Norway, an American ship en route from Macao to Havana. The Norway was a copy of a slave ship, with its lower deck fitted into narrow sleeping shelves stacked to the top of the hold. After being locked belowdecks for five days at sea, the Chinese lit fires in the hold and forced open the hatches. The crew hurried to abandon the ship, and the captain threatened to cut the masts, set fire to the ship, and leave with the lifeboats and provisions. Only after the crew killed thirty slaves and wounded ninety others did the Chinese surrender.64 Describing the mutiny, one Chinese passenger recalled, “Bands of us threw ourselves upon them; Release us or we will burn the ship! We have nothing to lose.” Not until 1862, one year into the Civil War, did Congress pass the Prohibition of Coolie Trade Act, which banned any ship that was registered to the United States from transporting enslaved laborers from China into any foreign port.65

Yet the vision of “free labor” in California endured for white workers. When southerners campaigned to reintroduce the slave trade, the California Committee on Mines pointed to Chinese immigrants as “an inferior race in our midst, nominally free, and yet, virtually slaves.”66 White miners organized rallies throughout the gold towns to defeat the “coolie bill” introduced in 1852 by Assemblyman George Tingley on behalf of merchants and new corporations. The bill would hold Chinese laborers to indenture contracts they signed in China, even if the contracts were illegal under American law. It would enforce agreements that fixed a number of years of labor, and it legalized the “unfree” status of unpaid or underpaid Chinese immigrants. The Tingley Bill marked their difference from American free workers.67 Although the controversial bill failed, it highlighted the skewed relationship between race and class, and between the rising union movement and Chinese immigrants in the West.68
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Initially, Anglo miners had no employers. They purchased their own tools at exorbitant prices in San Francisco or Sacramento. Shovels and crowbars sold for ten dollars, boots for sixteen. And few fortunes were made. While white miners occasionally reported “pickings” of five hundred dollars in a day, ten to thirty dollars was unusually high. In 1852, the most prosperous year of the gold rush, a day’s “take” of about two dollars (or one dollar profit) was less than the wage in many eastern mills or factories, and by all reports, most Anglo miners came out of the mountains poorer than when they entered.69 Indeed, the Anglo miner and the Chinese miner were equally self-employed and equally in debt.

Yet still the Chinese came—twenty-five thousand of them—and most white miners viewed them as unwelcome competitors. After the South American miners were forced from the diggings in 1852, 175,000 white miners crowded California’s rivers, deltas, and beaches, shoving up against the Chinese, who soon formed one tenth of the state’s population.

Many local newspapers claimed the Chinese had overrun California. In July 1852, the Daily Alta California wrote that “every gulch and ravine” is now filled with Chinese miners, and “an American emigrant can hardly find room to pitch his tent.”70 The area was tense, poor, and crowded.

“WHERE WILL BE THE END OF IT?”

Facing competition on all sides for increasingly scarce gold, white miners lashed out at the Chinese, forging a political voice and vigilante unity. In 1855–56, the California legislature’s powerful Committee on Mines repeatedly declared that the Chinese were “odious and degrading,” and the legislature shuffled through a series of bills that sought to expel them: “Mongolian and Asiatic races” were “not white in the constitutional sense of the term”; Chinese miners were threatening the “superior race.” By targeting the Chinese as a race, town councils, county supervisors, the state legislature, and the courts built a judicial base for expulsion.

Despite the new constitution, slave codes seeped into California law, city codes, and town ordinances—codes that outlawed intermarriage and denied minorities the vote, the right to sit on a jury, and access to homesteads. At a miners’ meeting in 1854, Springfield passed a resolution stating that “no person not an American citizen…shall be competent to act on any arbitration, or trial by jury.” “An Act for the Protection of Foreigners” required an immigrant to have a license to prosecute an action in a California court, effectively depriving Chinese miners of judicial protection. The state’s Committee on Mines resolved that the “importation by foreign capitalists of…peons and serfs” had become “a danger to the tranquility of the mining regions.”71 By 1852, in the eyes of the American legal system, the Chinese were becoming black.

Unlike all other immigrants to the United States, a Chinese person could not be naturalized, and in 1855 the state legislature assessed a fifty-dollar fee on each immigrant who was unable to become a “citizen of California.” California forced Chinese immigrants to pay medical indemnity bonds and required shipmasters to post five hundred dollars for each Chinese passenger to “relieve the government” of the expenses of sick immigrants.72 And still the Chinese came.

On October 1, 1858, the legislature announced that it had the constitutional right “to exclude any class of foreigners she may deem obnoxious to her interest, either socially or politically.” To protect against “an interchange of population,” it also had the right “to expel them entirely from her borders.” The legislators hoped that when the ship Frowning Bird sailed into San Francisco Bay on September 28, it would be the last to arrive from China. They also hoped that soon the Chinese would return home.73 But still the Chinese came.

Soon the United States Supreme Court issued the first rulings that would tolerate and, indeed, promote the roundups and expulsion of the Chinese. In 1862, the Act to Protect Free White Labor Against Competition with Chinese Coolie Labor, and to Discourage the Immigration of the Chinese into the State of California required Chinese immigrants to pay a monthly police “capitation” or head tax of $2.50. Because the bill trespassed on federal authority over immigration, the Chinese were able to have the lower court declare the act unconstitutional.74 But the United States Supreme Court heartily endorsed California’s desire to “prevent and remove the evil.” Under the doctrine of states’ rights, it had upheld Indiana’s constitutional ban against a “negro or mulatto” entering or settling in the state. With this precedent, ruled Chief Justice Roger Taney, California could bar Chinese miners because “the people of the States of this Union reserved to themselves the power of expelling from their borders any person, or class of persons, whom it might deem dangerous to its peace, or likely to produce physical or moral evil among its citizens.”75

California again tried to legislate the Chinese out of the state. In 1862 it levied a “police tax” of $2.50 per month on all Chinese over the age of eighteen who did not mine or produce rice, sugar, tea, or coffee—although rice, sugar, and tea were not grown in California at the time.76 A Commutation Tax Act required shipowners to pay five hundred dollars for every “alien” on board, but this tax could be “commuted” if each Chinese passenger paid a five-dollar fee. And still the Chinese continued to come.

Of greatest danger was the new Foreign Miners’ Tax. The 1850 tax, which had triggered the deportation of thousands of Chileans and Mexicans, had been repealed the following year. The 1852 incarnation, now targeting the Chinese, forced each foreign miner to pay three dollars per month for the right to mine (raised to four dollars in 1853 and six dollars in 1855, with a two-dollar increase each year thereafter). Half the revenue was to go to the county treasury and the rest to the state of California, with a fixed fee set aside for the local collector. In practice the Foreign Miners’ Tax was limitless.

Between 1852 and 1870, years in which one billion dollars’ worth of untaxed gold was mined in California, Chinese miners paid a staggering fifty-eight million dollars to the state, ranging from one fourth to one half of California’s revenue.77 While the Foreign Miners’ Tax Law barred “private parties” from ejecting “aliens” who failed to pay, it gave collectors permission to seize and sell a Chinese miner’s claim and tools.78 Fraudulent collectors sprang up all over the mountains; both real and sham collectors visited the same Chinese miners over and over again, assaulting them or threatening deportation if they did not pay up. The Nevada Journal observed that the collectors were “a species of semi-legalized robber…[who] take advantage of their position to extort the last dollar from the poverty-stricken Chinese. They date licenses back, exact pay in some instances for extra trouble in hunting up the terrified and flying Chinamen, and…fatten themselves upon the spoils thus obtained.”79

In their logs the collectors boasted of harassing and torturing Chinese miners. From 1855: “I was sorry to have to stab the poor fellow; but the law makes it necessary to collect the tax; and that’s where I get my profit.” And: “He was running away, and I shot to stop him.” Another logged: “I took all the dust the rascal had.”80 One miner from Agua Fria recalled: “I had no money to keep Christmas with so sold the Chinks nine dollars worth of bogus receipts.”81

The tax was a ticket to violent expulsion. One common sport was to tie Chinese miners together by their queues or use their long braids to tie them to trees, as the collectors wantonly looted their bedding, boots, and tools.82 The editor of the Placer Herald reported that he witnessed a tax collector “corral” thirteen Chinese men at a stable in the town of Auburn, in order to “most energetically procure” the sum of four dollars.83

The Chinese miners did their best to protect one another from the tax collectors. Some bribed them, some paid them off directly, and some refused to pay at all. Others hid in the woods. Many fought them off. In 1855 a group of Chinese men in Tuolumne and Mariposa Counties attacked the tax collectors and were killed. Reported the Placer Herald: “The Chinese try every way in their power to evade the payment of their taxes…sheriffs and Collectors cannot…go up in the mountains, or on the rivers, to perform their duties as officers, but that the Chinese camps are informed of it by runners…. The Celestials immediately scatter.”84

The tax forced many Chinese miners from their claims. Some found refuge mastering the new technologies of tunneling and quartz mining, working for absentee owners or corporations. But more Chinese kept coming. In one two-week period in 1853, one thousand new Chinese miners entered Shasta County. In Tuolumne County, they bought picked-over claims, diligently worked them until they paid off, and “placered” in the county for four more years.85

Not all Californians supported the tax on the Chinese. One white miner argued that the Chinese license fee was “taxation without representation” and could lead to Chinese demands for citizenship.86 Miners from Shasta predicted that the tax would force twenty thousand Chinese miners into agricultural work down in the valleys and coastal towns, reducing farm wages and local taxes to “so slow a rate that it would be impossible for them to ever raise funds sufficient to take them home; thus fastening upon the State thousands of paupers and introducing a species of slavery more degraded by far, than exists in any of the slave holding States of the Union.” They reminded the state senate that in 1854 the impoverished state and counties gained three hundred thousand dollars from the Foreign Miners’ Tax—revenue that would be lost if the Chinese were driven out.87

William Perkins, a merchant in Sonora, wrote to the Stockton Times that the tax was “illegal, unjust, abortive, and extremely prejudicial to the best interests of the state.”88 The Times agreed, reporting that the violence of the tax collectors had “a ruinous effect upon the traders in the southern mines. Business, in many places, is at a complete stand still; confidence is shaken;…man is set against man.”89 The San Joaquin Republican recalled how the first tax on Latin American miners had “convulsed society” and reported that small towns were losing their Chinese laborers and customers: “Have not this race of men…discovered new placers, and been…the hewers of wood and drawers of water for our citizens? In the cities are they not our attendants in our houses, and in our public rooms? Do they not wash our shirts? The Chinese, in this city [Stockton] alone must expend, and thus throw into circulation, money to the amount of $500 a day.”90

In July 1850, one month after a violent purge of Latino miners from Sonora, the Herald declared: “We want a population each of whom is capable of sitting on a jury, of depositing a ballot, of understanding the drift of a resolution, the prayer of a petition. Such a population the Chinese can’t be.”91 The expulsions of early Chinese immigrants stood on the legal and ideological shoulders of a tax that effectively eliminated those rights and defined the Chinese as expendable.

The roundups of Chinese miners began in earnest. Robert Pitkin, a miner panning along the American River, wrote to his parents: “This country is fast getting filled up with Chinamen. They are coming by thousands all the time. The miners in a great many places will not let them work. The miners hear [sic] drove off about 200 Chinamen about two weeks ago but they have com [sic] back about as thick as ever.”92

In the spring of 1853, Governor John Bigler issued his dire “Special Message to the State Senate and Assembly on the Chinese Question,” granting civic cover for the violent roundups of the Chinese. Bigler predicted that the twenty thousand Chinese immigrants living in California would swell to millions and called for “novel if not extraordinary legislation” to halt Asian immigration. One way would be to prevent the Chinese from exporting their profits from the “precious metals which they dig up from our soil without charge.” Another would be to deny any Africans or Asians who displayed any “degrees of mixture” of skin color—whether “copper-colored natives of America” or “yellow or tawny races of the Asiatics”—the legal rights of “white persons.” Although he acknowledged that he knew of no Chinese contracts for “involuntary servitude,” Bigler insisted that the state had the right to disregard any labor agreements that would be “injurious to the rights, the interest or the convenience” of Californians.93

The Chinese’s immediate response to Bigler’s message was the first widespread demand for Chinese civil rights in the United States. In “Remarks of the Chinese Merchants of San Francisco…Upon Governor Bigler’s Message” penned by Lai Chun-Chuen, a committee of Chinese leaders defied Bigler’s characterization and insisted that the Chinese were honest, thrifty, and lawful. The merchants warned Bigler that if Chinese miners were not “treated with mutual courtesy…[and] if the rabbles are to harass us,” they would “expose” Americans who lived in China and prospered from the “friendly intercourse” between the two countries. If “our Chinese people in the mines” continue to be subjected to violence and robbery, warned the merchants, “there will be unlimited trouble; and where will be the end of it?”94

But the power of the merchants was limited. Standing between deportation and safety was the issue of land. In Montezuma, when Chinese miners, without title to the land, had begun boring into Table Mountain to “secure a portion of its great treasure,” white miners confiscated this “expedient” claim and evicted them.95 How could the Chinese miner keep any claim when towns such as Jacksonville simply decreed, “All American citizens may locate and hold claims”? How could a Chinese miner even survive on a claim limited to twenty square feet, when whites were allowed one hundred square feet, even in China Camp?96

The answers devolved to informal associations of white miners—conventions, vigilance committees, and gangs—jealous of Chinese success. White citizens of Grass Valley, citing Bigler’s special message, petitioned the state to deny Chinese miners the right to hold any claims in the township because by law they could not enter “the duties and benefits expected of citizens.” Grass Valley authorities excluded all Chinese from gold and quartz mines.

In 1852 twenty thousand Chinese miners unwittingly landed in a race war that copied the pattern of the ethnic purges against Latinos in the region. In Yuba County, where many Chinese held lucrative claims along the rivers, a miners’ convention met at Foster and Atchinson’s General Store in late April and announced that no Chinese could hold a claim after May 1 and none could remain in the county after May 3, but anti-Chinese riots erupted even before the deadline, forcing the Chinese out of Yuba.
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That spring, white miners returned to the gold fields around Columbia to locate Chinese claims that had been abandoned in the routs after the Foreign Miners’ Tax. They discovered that a transformation of mining was under way. Surface deposits of gold nuggets, flashing among the gravel in shallow rivers or along sandbars, had become scarce. To get at the gold, miners needed water to wash the ore from the dirt and hillsides. Paradoxically, they needed the Chinese to dig the ditches to carry water from the rivers to the arid diggings. The Tuolumne Water Company eagerly hired Chinese for this project, which cost two hundred thousand dollars.

Chinese laborers reminded white miners of their new dependence on the water companies. While they waited for water, the white miners drank, gambled, and condemned the capitalists, shipowners, and merchants who profited by transporting or hiring Chinese laborers. But closer at hand were the Chinese themselves. On May 8, 1852, the white miners convened the second Columbia Miners Convention to “answer the predisposition on the part of merchants, commercial men, etc. to flood the state with Asiatics [and] fasten…a system of peonage on our social organization.”97 The convention declared that “no Asiatic or South Sea Islander shall be permitted to mine in this district either for himself or for others.”98

The “lonely miner” knew that he had been replaced by capital-intensive corporations. British and American industrialists had invaded the Sierra and Siskiyou mountains to finance the expensive shafts, driving deep into the mountains to extract gold sealed in hard quartz. To expose the seams of gold, hydraulic pumps drew water from the rivers, and mountainsides collapsed under the force of the high-pressure hoses. The dream of finding a fortune with a pan, some luck, and a couple of dollars for canned beans became even more illusory.

The roundups, the tax codes, the lack of water, the absentee owners, and ultimately the lack of gold signaled the end of the multiracial, multinational gold fever. Frustrated, white miners lashed out at one another and the Chinese. In the first five years of the gold rush, forty-two hundred murders were committed in California; hundreds of the victims were Chinese. California’s Committee on Mines announced that the “color, nature, and education” of the Chinese denied them the rights of citizens and the possibility of naturalization; no law would protect them “from the liability of being ousted from any mining claim by citizen miners of this state.” Many frightened Chinese miners left the mother lode and trekked to increasingly remote and inaccessible claims. More than four thousand Chinese émigrés returned to China.

Yet the intensity and violence of the first purges belie how few Chinese there were. In 1849, only 325 Chinese immigrants passed through the San Francisco Customs House; 450 were cleared for entry in 1850, and 2,700 in 1851. As word of the violence reached China, the number of new Chinese immigrants temporarily fell, from more than 20,000 in 1852 to 4,270 in 1853. Ethically absolved and legally excused, the roundups of remaining miners continued. In Vallecito, Chinese miners who owned their claims were given ninety days to sell out and go.

In Sonora, harassing the local Chinese had become a “traditional sport.” White miners rushed the Chinese camps at midnight, firing pistols to wake the sleeping miners and plundering their tents and cabins. They looted a large Chinese claim along the Yuba River, set fire to the buildings, and declared themselves new owners by right of possession. The legal system didn’t blink; a few white friends of the Chinese tried to bring a lawsuit against the vigilantes, but the Chinese were not allowed to testify and it failed.99

In Mariposa, near the western entrance to Yosemite Valley, an unsigned placard appeared on a gate in 1856: “Notice is hereby given to all Chinese on the Agua Fria and its tributaries to leave within ten days, from this date, any failing to comply shall be subjected to thirty-nine lashes, and moved by force of arms.” Many Chinese obeyed, but others, believing that the unsigned notice carried no weight, remained. On the tenth day the Chinese cabins were torched, driving the miners into an open field, where they were rounded up and beaten. The Mariposa Gazette simply remarked that the notice should have been signed so that “John” might know why and by whom he was to be whipped.

Within two weeks of the deadline set by the second Columbia resolution, vigilantes raided a Chinese camp at Deer Creek, near Nevada City, stole more than thirty thousand dollars in cash and hidden gold, and blamed the theft on Mexican “greasers.” The Chinese appealed to the sheriff to prosecute members of the mob, but, recalled miner Alfred Jackson, “nobody paid any attention to them. There were over fifty [Chinese] living in the camp and they ought to have been able to protect themselves, but they seem to be great cowards and will not fight under any circumstances.”100

There was no respite. In 1857, Chinese residents in Columbia were blamed for a fire that destroyed many buildings and again were forced to move outside the limits of the town.101 In 1858, the mayor of Mariposa declared that no one could rent to the Chinese because they cooked over open fires, lit firecrackers on feast days, and burned incense sticks before their gods.102 Chinatown itself, he claimed, was a fire hazard that should be demolished.

By the tense summer of 1858, nuggets of placer gold were gone from the Siskiyous and the gold rush was coming to an end. Desperate, white miners made a final night raid at the Chinese claims on Middle Creek in Shasta, ejecting seventy Chinese and throwing their tools into the rushing river.

The close of the decade saw a last outbreak of Chinese roundups in the gold fields. Across the Siskiyous, the Chinese were given deadlines to leave. In January 1859, white miners in Texas Springs voted 122 to 3 to purge the local Chinese. In Shasta County, miners gathered in Columbia for a final convention and voted to “remove” the Chinese before July 1. Since it was now settled that immigration law was a federal issue, the citizens of Columbia took matters into their own hands, launching a series of purges that continued until the lack of gold nuggets drove whites and Chinese alike down from the mountains, and a fragile peace held in the 1860s.

DRIVEN OUT: AFRICAN AMERICANS AND THE CHINESE

In June 1850, in the dry, hot foothills of Calaveras County, Argentinean miner Ramón Gil Navarro recorded in his diary, “The great company of Negro slaves has been replaced by another one just like it of Chinese laborers. All day long I see the stupid faces of these men who are so civilized and refined in the arts and so brutish in their customs and habits.”103

The call for “free labor” heard across California meant free white labor. Some ranchers conscripted Native Americans and forced them into the gold diggings, and scores of southerners brought their slaves to the mines.

Despite California’s “free soil” constitution, by 1852 three hundred African American slaves worked in the gold diggings.104 Some were runaways and desperate. Others, lured by the news of California’s ban on slavery, left enslaved wives and children behind as hostages and headed west with hopes of discovering enough gold to buy their freedom.105 Black freemen also traveled to the gold fields, seeking enough wealth to purchase their families out of slavery.106 By 1850, one thousand free African Americans had traveled across the plains and mountains to California to pan for gold or escape slave catchers set loose by the new Fugitive Slave Act. The

Freeman, Philadelphia’s abolitionist paper, celebrated two freemen who returned to the East in 1851 with thirty thousand dollars after just four months in the gold fields. Many blacks pursued this dream and headed west.107

Yet once there, they discovered that in fact California tolerated slavery. A slaveholder could safely bring his slaves into the state, force them to return to the South, or sell them if he could not afford the expense of their passage home.108 In April 1852, California passed its own Fugitive Slave Law, declaring that all slaves who had escaped before California’s admission into the Union were runaways who could be reclaimed. In the case of In re

Perkins, the California Supreme Court ruled that although California was a free state, Carter and Robert Perkins could reclaim three black slaves and compel them to return to the South.109 In Ex parte Archy (1858), the court added that a master could keep his slaves in California if he declared that he was there as a temporary resident.110

Purges of African Americans shadowed those of Latinos in the gold fields. When a Georgia-born slave owner died in Placer County in 1852, his black slaves abandoned his mining claim and moved to town, where an “assembly” quickly forced their landlord to evict them. To challenge discrimination, three colored conventions met in San Francisco and Sacramento between 1855 and 1857 and pressed California to mete out justice “to all, without respect to complexion.”111

CHINESE RESISTANCE

The Sonora Union Democrat wrote: “Poor John; he is kicked and cuffed from one end of the state to the other. Even though he pays his foreign-and poll-tax promptly, he has to pack up and leave should he be so unfortunate as to hit upon a spot that pays him more than a couple of dollars a day, but ‘might makes right,’ so he dares not murmur.”112 But the Chinese did more than murmur. They purchased arms, created strong organizations to protect their jobs, and often refused to abandon their homes and claims. And despite overwhelming barriers, they turned to the legal system for redress.

Blocking their path, however, was the bizarre case of People v. Hall (1854). On August 9, 1853, George Hall, a white miner, accompanied by his brother and one other man, assaulted and robbed a Chinese placer miner on the Bear River in Nevada County. Hearing shouts, the miner Ling Sing left his tent to help but was shot and killed by Hall, who, with his companions, was arrested by the sheriff. Based on the testimony of a Chinese witness, the judge sentence Hall to hang.

But twenty-nine-year-old Hugh C. Murray, chief justice of the California Supreme Court, overturned Hall’s conviction. Murray ruled that long ago “Asiatics” migrated to the American continent across the Bering Strait and “descended” into Indians. The Indians were therefore Chinese and the Chinese were Indians, and thus unable to testify in court either “in favor of, or against a white man.”

Even though Murray acknowledged that discoveries by “eminent archeologists, and the researches of modern geologists” had established that tribal people were really American “aborigines” and not descended from Asians, he maintained that race was a “generic” term that excluded “everyone who is not of white blood.” Wrote Murray: “Indian as commonly used, refers only to the North American Indians, yet in the days of Columbus all shores washed by Chinese waters were called the Indies, therefore all Asiatics were Indians.” The word white, he added, “necessarily excludes all other races than Caucasian.”

Murray would “decide against admitting the testimony of the Chinese on the grounds of public policy” because “nature placed an impassable difference” between “us” and people “marked as inferior” and “differing in language, opinions, color and physical conformation.” This “impassable difference” denied Chinese both “the right to swear away the life of a citizen” and “the privilege of participating with us in administering the affairs of our Government.”113 It was better to release a convicted murderer than to tamper with white supremacy, asserted Murray.

People v. Hall stimulated a rash of roundups, for now, with the promise of all-white juries and the absence of any Chinese testimony, conviction of a vigilante became virtually impossible. Not until five years later, in People v.

Elyea (1859), did the California Supreme Court overturn the ban against Chinese testimony, declaring that the color of a man’s skin was not a reliable measure of his competence to serve as a witness or to testify in court.114

Yet the Chinese persisted in turning to the courts in both criminal and civil cases, and occasionally they prevailed. In Quam or Quang Chew v. Sales and Johnson, a Chinese man in Nevada County proved to an all-white jury that he was a merchant and not a miner, and forced the tax collectors to return his money.115 Indeed, the Chinese residents of Nevada County were successful in 51 percent of the cases they initiated against whites, particularly when they hired white attorneys.116

The violence that hounded the Chinese in gold-rush towns reveals a painful paradox: Chinese emigration was threatening the very institutions it was supposed to protect—the Chinese family, the Chinese village, and the Chinese clan.117 To preserve a national identity under assault, Chinese miners, skilled in the traditions of rural community, formed kinship organizations, wore Chinese clothes, imported food, refused to cut off their queues, and maintained extensive correspondence with families in China.118 Another kind of Chinese resistance to the roundups and, indeed, to the painful rupture of immigration itself was to forge communities in the United States and, at the same time, create international families, with wives and family in China who faced the long or permanent absences of their sons, fathers, and husbands.119 Funds and letters (sometimes written by scribes) were carried by shuikes or “water guests” on visits to China and created a strong chain of intimate communication and financial commitment.
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The Chinese miners were a transnational people, facing east and facing west, migrant and immigrant, sojourner and settler. In towns such as Grass Valley, French Corral, North San Juan, Washington, Bloomfield, and Nevada City, Chinese merchants sold goods that tied the miners to their homeland, providing rice, dried fish, mail from home, notices of jobs, and links to the Chinese Six Companies. In segregated Chinatowns near their diggings, they built temples and cemeteries, constructed levees to raise catfish and trap turtles for soup, planted lilies and trees of heaven, and opened brothels, gambling halls, and opium houses.

In the town of Sonora, Chinese stores were built protectively, side by side. Off narrow alleys, merchants, laborers, and boarders shared small shacks and visited Chinese doctors, herbalists, barbers, launderers, vegetable peddlers, and cooks. Jinshanzhuang (Gold Mountain Firms) imported books and magazines, preserved lichees, pineapples, ginger, smoked flower fish, and dried blackfish and eels. By 1867 China had shipped more than eighteen million pounds of rice to the West Coast.120 In 1855 a Chinese theater opened in Auburn’s Chinatown. Many Chinese communities had their own gold buyers and assay offices; one group of miners even constructed a separate fort on Shepley Flat to protect their gold. In many Chinatowns, such as Antioch’s, homes and stores were connected by a web of hidden underground tunnels—built for cold storage, for communication, and for escape.

By the winter of 1851, China Camp had become the commercial, social, and religious center for the Chinese in the southern Sierra Nevada and a depot for every item brought into the diggings. Stagecoaches, freight wagons, and mule trains arrived daily, laden with food, clothing, and tools. Fifteen hundred pack animals and five hundred wagons brought Chinese goods into the mountains. Ancient traditions of food preservation made it possible for Chinese miners to have a much more varied diet than white miners, who disdained the unfamiliar salted duck eggs, cabbage, and turnips, the dried fish and mushrooms, and the melons, squashes, and persimmons grown from seeds carried from China.

Christians hoped that mining areas would provide an evangelical stepping-stone to Asia, but eager home missionaries found no converts.121 China Camp, like Oroville to the north, had three temples to serve Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian miners. White Americans’ contempt for the endurance of Chinese culture emerged in the popular tune “John Chinaman,” sung throughout the mining camps:


I thought you’d cut your queue off, John

And don a Yankee coat,

And a collar high you’d raise, John,

Around your dusky throat.122

The Foreign Miners’ Tax had cut the Chinese population by the thousands, but after a few years new arrivals equaled and quickly doubled the number of those who departed the Sonora foothills. Many of those who returned to China stayed only temporarily.123 Despite the ice and wind, the blackmail, the brutality, and the tax collectors, thousands of Chinese remained in the mother lode and thousands more continued to find their way. In Placer County, at the end of November 1856, there were 12,540 white men, 1,860 white women, 400 male and female Negroes, and 125 Indians. But there were more than 3,500 Chinese men and women, almost one fifth of the population.

Over the years Chinese refugees also returned to Shasta County. Many stayed until railroad work pulled them toward the Rocky Mountains. Indeed, despite the purges, the persecutions, and the lure of railroad work, during the Civil War over 80 percent of the Chinese population in California was still engaged in mining.124

FROM GOLD TOWN TO COMPANY TOWN

By the end of the gold rush, California had become a giant company town, owned by and for white men, almost all of whom were seeking to profit from gold.125 The state required no land surveys, sought no royalties, and refused to interfere with the transfer of mining claims between Anglo and European miners. It placed no limits on placer or quartz mining on once tribal lands. Miners and mining companies could build or wash away trails or roads, dig up farms and fields, or even tunnel under a town’s streets, buildings, and houses.126 The fluming, sluicing, and diverting of water moved forward unabated, filling the rushing clear rivers with slag, tree stumps, and dirt, killing trout, steelhead, and salmon.

Most of the miners who remained in the mountains were Chinese, “scratching” for gold along the riverbeds, particularly during the dry season, or working for the new corporations—in blasting, digging, construction, and extraction. When industry took over the gold fields, white miners lost not only their income and but also their pride as independent adventurers. Prices collapsed, rents fell, investors and lenders withdrew their capital, and stores and mills shut down. And again the blame fell on Chinese miners, the “indispensable enemy,”127 who had willingly built the water, timber, and mining companies—because they had been driven from their claims.

Despite its evolution into statehood, California functioned as a colony, a faraway land viewed as empty, awaiting civilization and inviting settlement, a tempting place of vast natural resources. With its Chinese population, it offered a seemingly unlimited source of low-paid workers. The “great, detestable, and damnable object” of Chinese immigration, observed one miner, is the “reduction in the price of labor.”128 A correspondent to the Alta California well understood the trade-off: “By allowing innumerable hordes of semi-human Asiatics to come to our shores, the trade with Asia will be increased; there will be an increased demand for shipping; the ship owners will make larger dividends; the trade and profits of many large commercial houses will be increased, and the general interests of commerce will be promoted.”129

Yet gold also launched a union movement in California that thrived in the 1860s and wove together the cry for free labor with the attacks on growing corporate, shipping, and banking forces. Racial issues and economic pressures together provided a platform for the Chinese roundups. As mining towns grew, white carpenters, bricklayers, stonemasons, sailors, and musicians formed labor organizations that gave shape and ready members to the anti-Chinese clubs that sprang up throughout the mountains and along the rivers. Even after the gold rush collapsed, the image of the enslaved Chinese laborer endured in the demands, the newspapers, and the speeches of white miners living in the mountains. During the roundups of 1853, white laborers struck for a ten-hour day and higher wages—demanding shorter hours and higher pay than the Chinese. These early labor unions may have been temporary, issue-oriented, and unstable, but they held to their racial prerogative.

By 1853 San Francisco and Sacramento were overbuilt, jobs were hard to find, and merchants and miners went bankrupt; hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of supplies were abandoned or sold at ruinous losses. Then, in early February 1855, the financial foundation of California collapsed. Large banking houses in San Francisco—Adams and Company, Bacon and Company, and Argenti and Company—suspended business. In the gold-mining area, local banks, such as George C. Plume’s Bank of Marysville and Hamlet Davis’s bank in Nevada City, closed their doors. To add to the desperation, the winters of 1854 and 1855 saw little rain, and placer gold stayed locked in the dirt.

The technological inventions of the mid-1850s added pressure to both the white miner with a pick, pan, and shovel and the Chinese miner with wing dam and sluice. The isolated miner gave way to the company that could hire hundreds of men to tunnel into the hills. Journalist Bayard Taylor, having watched a sixteen-foot nozzle blast a hillside with water at 120 pounds of pressure per square inch, wrote that the mountain washed itself away “like a giant bleeding to death from a single vein.”130 By 1859 small river claims lay buried under the gravel tailings as mountains literally dissolved into rivers and streams. Thousands of miners came down from the Sierras and Siskiyous, drifting into manual work in the new vineyards and orchards or in construction for the railroads. When the Civil War came, many white miners joined the Union Army, supporting the North as a fight for the rights of free labor.

Like most whites, few Chinese discovered significant amounts of gold. Forced from the diggings by the violence and by the Foreign Miners’ Tax, many moved to rural towns. As cattlemen and sheepherders moved into the foothills of the mother-lode country, ranchers hired the Chinese to build rock fences that would fortify the land against mountain lions, panthers, and grizzly bears. These rock fences still mark the landscape of the Siskiyous, where once Chinese mined in towns named Montezuma, Celestial Valley, Shanghai Diggings, and Canton. Other Chinese who emigrated for the gold rush now worked in restaurants, laundries, stores, and barbershops; some took jobs just to earn enough money to pay their debts and buy a return ticket home.

The mass exodus of white miners from the gold fields during the late 1850s and early 1860s ended the first wave of Chinese purges. For several years Chinese miners were, more or less, left alone. By the end of the 1860s, as Democrats campaigned “No Negro or Chinese Suffrage,” the overall population in the mining regions dropped 70 percent, giving the rest of California an abundant supply of white labor for the first time. But the Chinese had not disappeared. Many Chinese went to work for the Central Pacific Railroad Company. After the Civil War, as the economy in the West settled down, Chinese men and women became the workforce for California’s new manufacturing industries and construction projects—road building, irrigation, land reclamation, in canneries, jute mills, and cigar-rolling factories, and large-scale agriculture on the new vineyards and orchards.

The few hundred Chinese who remained in the Siskiyou Mountains purchased “washed-out” claims from white miners, reworking the tailings with picks, shovels, and teaspoons. Some Chinese formed their own mining companies, from small cooperatives to corporations that would employ more than one hundred workers by the 1880s. Some who owned their own claims invested in hydraulic or drift mining, extracting up to fifteen hundred dollars in gold each week—an amount that would have resulted in immediate and violent expulsion in the early 1850s. This period of stability lasted until Charles Crocker drove a golden spike into the railroad tracks on May 10, 1869, in Provo, Utah, linking the transcontinental tracks and ending the monumental construction made possible by Chinese laborers, who were immediately excised from the photographs and fired from the Central Pacific Railroad.

The roundups in the gold fields ended, but the legend of the vigilante lived on in sagas and songs. During the first five years of the gold rush, the Chinese became a favorite target of the mountain outlaw Joaquín Murieta, who declared that he loved to “smell the blood of Chinamen.” In one mythic story, Murieta robbed a camp of six Chinese miners at Murphy’s Diggings, tied the men together by their queues, drew his long bowie knife, and slowly cut their throats. To protect themselves from the famous bandit, Chinese miners collected three thousand dollars in gold for Murieta’s capture, a figure large enough to track him down and kill him.

Long after the gold rush, the story of the roundups was sung in bars and at campfires throughout the mountains in the miners’ song “John Chinaman”:

John Chinaman, John Chinaman,

But five short years ago,

I welcomed you from Canton, John—

But wish I hadn’t though.
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Squarely Up Against It!

Canners Fice abar Praien” “To Appel To Congress”™
“4polher Oreatl Lator Proben™

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEANT

“THE IRON CHINK”

Dn't Fosl with the Queation any Longer

Smith Cannery Machines Co.
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