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ABSTRACT

An abstract of the thesis of Sarah Marie Griffith for the Master of Arts in History

presented November 22, 2002.

Title: The Courts and the Making of a Chinese Immigrant Community in Portland,

Oregon, 1850-1910.

This thesis studies the development of the Portland, Oregon Chinese
immigrant community between 1850 and 1910. Chinese immigrants first arrived in
Portland in the mid-1850s and quickly created businesses as well as social institutions
they transplanted from China to the U.S. West. They also established intricate
relationships among themselves and with members of the surrounding white
community. County and state court records held at the Multnomah County
Courthouse and National Archives in Seattle, Washington, reveal much about the
Chinese immigrant community in Portland and provide a window into a society that
left few written records.

Through the analysis of hundreds of court cases held at the Multnomah County
Courthouse in Portland, this thesis reconstructs four broad aspects of Portland’s
Chinese immigrant community. The first chapter discusses the arrival and
establishment of Chinese immigrants in Portland. The second chapter discusses

Chinese experience with white missionaries in the courts as both groups battled for



custody rights to Chinese women and children. The third chapter looks at the case of
United States v. John Wilson, which revealed how Chinese and whites had
collaborated to establish one of the largest and most successful immigrant and opium
smuggling rings on the West Coast. With the aim of profiting from Chinese
exclusion, the white and Chinese operators of this ring bridged racial barriers that had,
for decades, divided the two groups. In chapter four, finally, the thesis examines
social conflict within the late nineteenth century Portland Chinese community. This
chapter describes how internal conflicts in Portland Chinatown, stemming from
traditional social associations transplanted from China, played as strong a role in
shaping the Chinese community in Portland as did exclusion laws determined to end

the entry of Chinese to the United States.
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Introduction

In the late 1850s, Chinese immigrants first arrived in Portland, Oregon. As
their community grew, Portland Chinese found themselves at odds with their own
countrymen as well as the surrounding white community. This thesis discusses the
development, growth, and challenges faced by Portland’s first-generation Chinese
immigrants between 1860 and the turn of the century. It emphasizes the unique ways
in which these people adapted to the demands, challenges, and opportunities presented
in the U.S. West.

Beginning in 1848, Chinese immigrated to the North American West to chase
after gold in California. In 1858, when gold was discovered in southern Oregon,
hundreds of Chinese left California for the new gold fields in the Rogue River Valley.
At the same time, others migrated further north to seek opportunities in Portland, a
city developing at the confluence of the Columbia and Willamette Rivers. Over the
next four decades, a bustling, thriving Chinatown developed in the river city. A
Chinese merchant class quickly grew up alongside a range of immigrant institutions,
with merchant Chinese as these institutions’ financial and organizational leaders. The
community’s infrastructure continued to develop in the years prior to the national
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which, through its discriminatory provisions, shaped
Chinese American lives dramatically until the act’s revocation in 1942. While
nineteenth century whites viewed Chinese immigrants as a homogenous entity—

sharing culture, customs, and experience—in reality a distinct class culture developed



in Portland’s Chinatown, with common laborers, middle-level merchants, and elite
Chinese merchants each fitting into a larger whole.

Although Portland’s nineteenth-century Chinese population eventually
numbered in the many thousands, it did not leave the range of records that historians
have used to reconstruct other Chinese communities along the Pacific Coast. For
instance, Portland Chinese did not print Chinese-language newspapers nor did they
leave behind many letters, much less extensive collections of correspondence or other
written documents about the early years of Chinese immigration or about the texture
of immigrant social life.

To understand the development of Portland’s Chinatown, then, it is necessary
to delve into primary sources which are often overlooked and that document these
immigrants’ experiences. In this thesis, I have used court records from the county,
circuit, and district courts, alongside English-language newspapers and the writings of
white observers, to reconstruct the daily lives of Chinese. The thousands of court
records, in particular, provide a wide array of details about the business and social
aspects of Portland’s early Chinese community. They testify also to the unique
challenges and adaptations first-generation Chinese immigrants experienced in
Portland and how these experiences shaped the way Chinese interacted with one
another and with the majority white population. Finally, and perhaps most vital to
Chinese immigrant studies, court records show that, contrary to the traditional historic
record, not only did Chinese appear in the U.S. courts to plead cases against one

another and against whites, they did so constantly, in both civil and criminal trials that



challenged the court to acknowledge their presence and claims to justice—even in the
absence of citizenship.'

Court records from these three local and state courts between 1858 and the turn
of the century demonstrate the variety of challenges faced by Chinese immigrants.
They shed light on the way Chinese interacted with one another, the patterns of
conflict within Chinatown, and shifts in the demography of Portland’s Chinese
population between 1860 and 1910. Through these records, it is clear that Chinese
struggled among themselves, as often as they did with whites, in individual and group
efforts to establish authority and autonomy. During the eariiest decades of Chinese
exclusion, 1882-1892, the period that has received the most attention by historians, we
see that Chinese continued to adapt and develop individual and community autonomy
in and out of the courts, despite harsh anti-Chinese legislation that severely limited
their freedom in the United States.

Chapter One introduces, through demographic analysis, Portland’s Chinese
population. Beginning with 1858, it shows when and from where Chinese came and
the physical geography of Portland’s earliest Chinatown. As the Chinese population

increased through the 1860s, so too did the daily struggles that individuals faced. This

" While court cases that involved Chinese number in the thousands for Multnomah
County, it must be remembered that court records, nonetheless, document only a
portion of Chinese experiences. Specifically, the lives of those Chinese men and
women who either brought cases to court or were brought to trial by individuals, the
City of Portland, and the State of Oregon. To make up for this shortfall, [ have tried to
use a variety of primary sources that fill in gaps left in court records. These include
letters from Chinese immigrants in other Chinese communities throughout Oregon,
English-language newspapers, and mission reports from religious organizations that

worked among Chinese in Portland.
3



chapter surveys some of the more common challenges immigrants faced in the
decades leading up to exclusion. First, the chapter shows how Chinese laborers fit
into a larger labor system and how traditional institutions transplanted from China
aided laborers in their struggle for fair treatment in a white-dominated economy. It
also describes the establishment and growth of a powerful Chinese merchant class,
which helped immigrants find work through labor contracting and at the same time
mediated conflicts between Chinese laborers and their white employers. However, as
the Chinese population of Portland grew, so too did pressure for immigrants to
assimilate into the American mainstream. As this chapter demonstrates, with
increased pressure to assimilate to Western culture in the form of dress, religion, and
language, came new conflicts among Chinese. While many adopted western capitalist
economics, cultural assimilation was clearly more problematic. Over the first three
decades of Chinese community development, the situation turned increasingly tense,
leading to bloody altercations in the streets and houses of Chinatown.

Chapter Two follows by demonstrating how Chinese were discriminated against
in cases that had their roots in legal conflicts over culture and morality. The racist
undertones and judicial violations of due process that pervaded these cases is in striking
contrast to others, where money, trade, and even violence within the Chinese enclave
were at issue. The courts accorded Chinese plaintiffs and defendants much the same
treatment as it accorded whites in these latter cases.

Beginning in the 1870s, missionaries established English-language schools in

Portland. Chinese laborers and merchants attended mission schools primarily to learn



the English language. Others, however, adopted Christianity and were consequently
ostracized by their fellow countrymen in the ethnic enclave. Missionary influence
divided Chinese between those who subscribed to the missionary influence in
Chinatown culture and those who fought the same influences in the streets and
courtrooms of Multnomah County. A majority of the Chinese population resented
aggressive missionary activity in Chinatown, such as street preaching, social reform
programs, and mission and refuge homes. By the late 1880s and the 1890s, the results
of these tensions appeared in the courts in the form of custody battles between Chinese
immigrants and white missionaries. Missionaries, willing to accept those Chinese
who converted to Western religious practices, worked against other Chinese who
fought the assimilation process. Employing popular racist imagery, missionaries
battled with Chinese in the courts for moral and cultural control, especially in cases
that involved Chinese women and children who, missionaries believed, were at risk
because of the vice they thought permeated Portland’s Chinatown. Sympathetic
judges and law enforcement officials reinforced these stereotypes, providing a legal
mandate for the use of racist and ethnocentric images.

Chapter Three centers on a different type of conflict between whites and
Chinese during the era of exclusion. The U.S. District Court case, U.S. v. Wilson
(1893), which involved some 28 white and Chinese opium and immigrant smugglers,
displays some of the loopholes that existed in exclusion measures and how Chinese
and whites used these loopholes to profit off the misfortune of Chinese who sought

entry into the United States. More importantly, U.S. v. Wilson shows how



opportunities for illicit profit transcended the legal and cultural breach between whites .
and Chinese. Chinese merchants in Canada, Portland, and San Francisco aligned with
one another and with whites to turn profits off exclusion era laws. The events that led
up to the case, and the trial itself, reveals that a distinct class structure had developed
in Portland’s Chinatown by 1890, with merchants serving as leaders among their own
countrymen and as powerful dealers with white collaborators.

Finally, Chapter Four documents internal struggles within Chinatown. As
Chinese arrived in the United States, they organized themselves roughly along the
lines of traditional social associations, most notably clan and district associations and
secret societies, or tongs. In the first decades of Portland’s Chinatown, under the
leadership of powerful Chinese merchants, associations localized their power,
providing merchant leaders, especially, with power in the immigrant enclave. With the
advent of exclusion, a number of Chinese associations took advantage of the
opportunities afforded them through prostitution, immigrant smuggling, and opium
and gambling operations. At the same time, the localization of power and profit
produced infighting between Chinese associations. Bloody battles between Chinese
association members in the 1880s and 1890s demonstrate these divisions, and the
ensuing court cases, supplemented by local newspaper reports, shows how the Chinese
population divided in its allegiances to various secret societies and clan and district
associations. By the late 1890s, Chinatown was clearly divided between those
Chinese involved in illicit enterprises and those who sought to collaborate with white

elites to end the battles between rival Chinese associations.



I began collecting primary source materials for this thesis in November 2000.
I started by reviewing State District Court records for the fourth Oregon District at the
Multnomah County Courthouse in Portland, Oregon. While these cases revealed
aspects of Chinese social history, their frequency did not yield enough information for
extended scholarly research. I then browsed the Multnomah County Circuit Court
records archived on microfilm in the Multnomah County Courthouse files room. It
was here that I stumbled across thousands of court records from county and circuit
courts that involved Chinese men and women. I also dug into probate records, which
revealed that Chinese were involved in estate and guardianship cases in addition to
civil and criminal trials.

Because of the enormity and poor organization of the cases involving Chinese,
I decided to approach the archive with both chronology and historical eras in mind.
Out of the 1100 cases counted, I took a sample of 300 or so, 75 for each time period,
divided into 1858-1870, 1870-1882, 1882-1892, and 1892-1910. I then reviewed
carefully each of the selected cases to the end of understanding how trials at the local
level changed as Chinese began arriving in Portland (1858-1870), settled (1870-1882),
experienced exclusion (1882-1892), and moved their community into the twentieth
century (1892-1910). I found, in the end, that the premises for civil and criminal
cases—cases brought by individual Chinese against other Chinese, and by the City of

Portland and the State of Oregon against Chinese defendants—did not change



dramatically after the advent of exclusion. I did see an increase in habeas corpus cases
after 1882, but, for the most part, the reasons behind and the content of civil and
criminal trials involving Chinese remained much the same through the exclusion
period. At the same time, I did find that the demography of Chinatown had changed,
and that these changes were reflected in patterns of litigation in the 1880s and after. It
is this change over time in demography, class, and relationships between Chinese and
whites that directs this thesis. And it is the collection of local court records, teamed
with English-language newspaper reports and missionary documents that inform the

history of first-generation Chinese immigrants in Portland.



Chapter One
A New Hierarchy:
Tradition, Adaptation, and Agitation in Portland’s Chinatown

In a series of probate court cases tried in Multnomah County between 1870 and
1910, a pattern emerged that illuminates the adaptability of first-generation Chinese
immigrants in the United States. Before the county court, Chinese immigrants, again
and again, claimed the estates of fellow Chinese who had died while laboring for
western railroad companies.! Two representative cases took place in December 1884
and early January 1885. In these cases John Wabh filed petitions to gain full
administrator status over the estates of two deceased Chinese laborers. At first glance,
the estates seem small and inconsequential. That of Chow Chou Chong was valued at
$25, Chung Bok Quan’s at only $5.% Regardless, Wah filed “notice of administrator”
advertisements in The New Northwest, a small locally published newspaper as the law
required, and submitted his petition to the court. In each instance, the court granted
Wah full administrator status.’

Although the settlements appeared routine, the cases did not end when Wah

gained administrator status. A few weeks later, attorneys representing other Chinese

! Probate records held at the Multnomah County Courthouse show that, between 1870
and 1910, Chinese immigrants filed many dozens of petitions claiming the estates of
deceased Chinese. After reviewing over thirty such cases, it is clear that the majority
of estate cases were settled in a similar fashion in the Multnomah county court.

2 Chow Chou Chong, Est. 1127 (1885); Chung Bok Quan, Est. 1126 (1884) (hereafter
Chung Bok Quan).

> Ibid.



immigrants filed petitions to reverse the settlement in favor of Wah.* Attorneys for 1
Chung Gok and Wah Sing filed a complaint charging that John Wah had lied about the
place of death when he claimed that Chung Bok Quan died in Portland. The petition
claimed, instead, that the deceased had died while laboring for the Oregon Railroad
and Navigation Company (ORRNC). Furthermore, attorneys for I Chung Gok and
Wabh Sing stated that John Wah was neither a creditor entitled to collect debts after
death nor a direct relative of the deceased. To the contrary, the petition for reversal
held that Wah based his petition on fraudulent claims in order to extort money from
the ORRNC.

In countering these petitions, Wah stated that his original claims were made
“for the purpose of settling said estate honestly and faithfully.” > He argued that [
Chung Gok had organized a group of Chinese co-consp_irators to claim brotherhood to
the deceased fraudulently, gain control of the estate, and sue the railroad company for
negligence. Such a claim would increase the deceased’s estate’s value from a few
dollars to hundreds of dollars.

The case of Chung Bok Quan ended in February 1885 when John Wah
received full administrative control over the estate of the deceased. With
administrator status to the original $5 estate, John Wah did in fact go ahead and sue

the ORRNC for negligence in the death of Chung Bok Quan, successfully so as the

4 My review of Chinese estate cases indicates that white attorneys knew they could
profit from representing Chinese in negligence cases against railroad companies. For
instance, Woodward & Woodward, a well-known Portland law firm, frequently
represented Chinese petitioners in estate cases and were paid directly from the money

granted to Chinese plaintiffs.

Chung Bok Quan.
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court awarded him $300. It is apparent in this case, and dozens of others, that Chinese
understood well how to make a profit off of the misfortune of their countrymen. Over
several decades, Chinese turned similar negligence cases against railroad companies
into a veritable racket. In some instances defendants went so far as to claim that they
intended to transfer the money to the Consul General of the Empire of China in San
Francisco for distribution to families of the deceased back in China. The likelihood
that this actually occurred is slim.® In most cases, Chinese were awarded over $300
and, with minimal court and attorney fees, the profit margin was substantial.
Historians have long overlooked local court records and the detail they provide
about the daily lives of Chinese. Crime, economic disputes, and conflicts between
Chinese immigrants and Chinese and whites are embodied in these many hundreds of
documents. The prohibition against Chinese immigrants testifying in court against
whites—which was established by the 1860s in most states with substantial Chinese
populations—has led historians away from looking at court records, particularly local
records that shy away from habeas corpus cases, that would otherwise illuminate the

Chinese immigrant experience. In actuality, in the nineteenth century Chinese

6 Ibid.; See also, Way Sing, Est. 1125 (Jan., 1825); Chow Chou Chong, Est. 1127
(Dec., 1884); Low Chin, Est. 1606 (Feb., 1889); Chee Gim Sing, Est. 1972 (Dec.,
1890); Fong Dun Hong, Est. 1064 (Sept., 1884); Kim Kim Been, Est. 1065 (Sept.,
1884); Lee Fook, Est. 1066 (Sept., 1884); Wong Loy Hing, Est. 1067 (Sept., 1884); Bo
Ah Fat, Est. 1068 (Sept., 1884); Kim Chung Hoy, Est. 1069 (Sept., 1884); Lee Ah Toy,
Est. 1070 (Sept., 1884); Wong Ah Chew, Est. 1072 (Sept., 1884); Lee Ah Wong, Est.
1071 (Sept., 1884); The timing of these particular cases suggests that the Chinese
laborers died in a single accident. However, cases span at least three decades and
attest to the ongoing nature of negligence cases and the success Chinese had in turning
profits from these cases. The claims by the plaintiffs to the estates suggests further
that Chinese understood fully that fatal railroad accidents offered an opportunity to
profit in suits against the ORRNC and other employers of Chinese.

11



immigrants were constantly in court, where they regularly testified through white
lawyers against whites as well as other Chinese. Chinese immigrants regularly sued
whites for a variety of damages, criminal cases were brought against Chinese by the
City of Portland and State of Oregon, and custody battles over Chinese women and
children were common.” And while racism and discrimination were not uncommon
in courts, Chinese won a fair share of court battles and usually received sentences
similar to those given whites.®

In these and other cases, the archives of Western courts shed light on the daily
challenges that Chinese faced in Portland and the American West in general. While
the existing literature about Chinese in the courts focuses on high-profile habeas
corpus cases that Chinese filed during the era of exclusion, the records of daily events

that plagued Chinese have, as yet, been studied only sparingly.” The existing

7 Custody cases are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.
8 Larceny and assault cases, especially, reveal the similar sentences given whites and
Chinese. In most, the white or Chinese defendant receiving a small fine and time in
jail; usually between a few weeks and up to one year in the state penitentiary,
depending on the nature of the crime.
? Historians Alexander Saxton, Stanford Lyman, and Gunther Barth led the way in
developing Chinese immigrant history in the west. Their studies focused on labor
competition, racism and anti-Chinese legislation, and the differences and similarities
between European and Chinese immigration in the nineteenth century. See Alexander
Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971);
Stanford Lyman, Chinese Americans (ABC-Clio Books: New York, 1974); Lyman,
The Asian in North America (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-Clio Books, 1977); Lyman,
The Asian in the West (University of Nevada Press: Reno, 1970); Gunther Barth,
Bitter Strength: A History of the Chinese in the United States, 1850-1870 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1964). For more on Chinese and habeas corpus, See,
Charles J. McClain, In Search of Equality: The Chinese Struggle Against
Discrimination in Nineteenth-Century America. (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1994); Lucy E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the
Shaping of Modern Immigration Law (Chapel Hill: University of California Press,

12



scholarly focus on the politics and jurisprudence of exclusion and discrimination
unfortunately veils understanding of how Chinese experienced and overcame
challenges emanating from their own ranks.

For instance, the county court archives of Portland, Oregon, in the years
between 1860 and 1910 show that violence between Chinese was common. The
community was not, as previous histories have suggested, a homogenous group
working for the good of all. Rather, cases show that assault and larceny by Chinese
against other Chinese immigrants was common. Other cases demonstrate the
competition and violence between Chinese fighting for control of prostitutes and

prostitution rings in Portland. County archives also reveal the development of a new

1995); John Wunder’s studies of Chinese in the U.S. West use both local and federal
court cases to illuminate the Chinese experience. See, esp., John Wunder, “The
Chinese and the Courts in the Pacific Northwest: Justice Denied?”” Pacific Historical
Review,(1983), 191-211; Wunder, “Law and the Chinese on the Southwest Frontier,
1850s-1902, Western Legal History, 2 (1989), 139-158; Wunder, “Chinese in Trouble:
Criminal Law and Race of the Trans-Mississippi West Frontier,” Western Historical
Quarterly 17 (1986), 125-141. For comparative studies of Chinese and other East
Asian immigrants and Native Americans, see, Ronald Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and
Culture in 19" Century America (Oxford University Press: New York, 1979); Takaki,
Strangers from a Different Shore: A History of Asian Americans (Oxford University
Press: New York, 1987); Takaki, Journey to Gold Mountain: The Chinese in I 9
Century America (Chelsea House Publishers: New York, 1994). On European
immigration in the 1830s see, Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted: The Epic Story of the
Great Migrations That Made the American People, Second Edition (University of
Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, 2002), John Higham, “Integrating America: The
Problem of Assimilation in the Nineteenth Century,” in Jon Gjerde, Major Problems
in American Immigration & Ethnic History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1998), pp. 16-22; Higham, Send These to Me: Immigrants in Urban America, Revised
Edition (Baltimore, Md.: John Hopkins University Press, 1984); John Bodnar,
“Immigration Portrayed As an Experience of Transplantation,” in Gjerde, ed., Major
Problems in American Immigration &Ethnic History, pp. 8-16; Kathleen Neils
Conzen, “The Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective from the USA,” in /bid., pp. 22-

31.
13



social hierarchy among Chinese immigrants. As immigrants arrived in Portland, they
adapted their social and economic relationships to fit new challenges. Out of this
process of adaptation developed a new merchant elite that was, for many decades,
highly active in the courts at a variety of levels. To understand the internal
challenges—within Chinatown—we must focus our attention on individual
communities such as Portland, Oregon. Archival material from county, district, and
circuit courts help illuminate some of the common challenges that Chinese immigrants
experienced and some of the ways in which they addressed them. '

This chapter explores three aspects of the Chinese immigrant experience in
Portland. It first discusses the demographic structure of Chinatown between 1850 and
1890. When immigrants settled in Portland, they constructed a geographically
isolated enclave. There they established businesses along lines similar to those found
in southern China, the origins of most Chinese immigrants who came to the U.S.
West, but, at the same time, they adapted elements of their community to the specific
conditions of American society in the western United States. Second, this chapter
focuses on how adaptation shaped the merchant and laboring classes in Chinatown, for

both laborers and merchants adapted their roles in the United States to fit the needs of

' For community-specific studies on Chinese immigrants see, Sandy Lydon, Chinese
Gold: The Chinese in the Monterey Bay Region (Capitola, Calif.: Capitola Book
Company, 1985); Jeffrey Barlow, China Doctor of John Day (Portland, Ore.: Binford
& Mort, 1979); Sucheng Chan, This Bittersweet Soil: The Chinese in California
Agriculture, 1860-1910 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986); Xinyang
Wang, Surviving the City: The Chinese Immigrant Experience in New York City,
1890-1970 (Lanham, Mass.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001); Sarah M.
Griffith, “Ethnicity, Solidarity, and Tradition: A Study into the Dynamics and
Complexities of the Chinese Immigrant Community in John Day, Oregon, 1860-1906”
(Undergrad. Thesis, Lewis and Clark College, 2000).
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white businesses—the primary source of employment for thousands of Chinese
immigrants. As these two groups adapted, they simultaneously altered the relationship
between Chinese laborers and merchants. A hierarchy of power developed in
Portland’s Chinatown that placed merchants at the top of the immigrant social ladder,
created a dependency on the part of Chinese laborers, and linked both merchant and
working class Chinese to the corresponding white power hierarchy in significant ways,
Third, while a complex process of economic adaptation shaped the lives of Chinese
immigrants, uneven cultural assimilation to Western practices, especially in regard to
traditional religious beliefs and social associations, created resentment between

Chinese immigrants and led to internal violence among them.

Demographics

It is important first to understand when and from where immigrants to
Portland’s Chinatown came. It is also important to note the demographic makeup of
the first-generation immigrants who settled in the urban hub. Portland’s Chinese
enclave developed in a pattern similar to other cities in the North American West.
Chinese arrived in Portland as early as 1851, with the establishment of steamer trade
between China and Portland via San Francisco. In the early 1850s, most Portland
Chinese were merchants and businessmen, like Mr. Sung Sung, who established the

Tong Sung boarding house and restaurant on Second Avenue.."

"' Chinese women, although in small numbers, arrived in Portland by the 1860s. As in

other U.S. West Chinese enclaves, most Chinese women in Portland lived as

prostitutes but others came as wives of Chinese men. For instance, in the estate trial
15



These early Portland merchants—and prostitutes—catered to a migratory
Chinese population that passed through Portland on its way to rural areas where
mining and other laboring opportunities existed.'” By 1857, an urban laboring
population became evident as Chinese found employment as cooks in restaurants and
in the homes of wealthy whites. The 1860s brought more Chinese to Oregon,
especially after the 1858 discovery of gold in southern Oregon. Immigrants migrated
north to the urban hub of Portland. At the same time, a Chinese immigrant merchant
class developed providing goods and services to the growing migratory and permanent
populations. By 1870 the Chinese had become the largest ethnic group in Portland,
and their community spread from Ash Street to Salmon Street and from the waterfront
to Third Avenue.

In 1870, Multnomah County, where Portland was located, tallied 496 Chinese
immigrants. By 1880, that number more than doubled to 1,961, and the average age
of Chinese residents was twenty-six. Twenty to thirty-year old males dominated

Chinatown; like other Chinese immigrant communities in the North American West,

Ah Jack, Ah Jung, the wife of the deceased, petitioned the court for administrator
status of her husband’s estate. In this case, the estate was quite large, totaling over
$1000. Ah Jung, in court against a handful of Chinese creditors, failed to win her
case. See, Ah Jack, Guar. Est. 702 (1857); For information on other Chinese
immigrant enclaves and Chinese women living in those regions, see Anne M. Butler,
Daughters of Joy, Sisters of Misery: Prostitutes in the American West, 1865-90
(University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 1985). .

12 prior to the 1880s, the majority of Chinese immigrants listed in census records lived
in rural regions of Oregon. When rural industry took a downturn in the 1880s, many
Chinese migrated to Portland, San Francisco, and Seattle, swelling the populations of

these urban Chinese enclaves into the many thousands.
16



women composed only a small portion of the population.'” By 1880, Multnomah,
Wasco, and Clatsop County’s Chinese immigrant population had increased to 2,317
and by 1890 the number totaled 5,148. In 1890, then, Chinese Portlanders accounted
for more than 10 percent of the approximately 46,000 people in the city."*

As Chinese immigrants became a permanent presence in Portland they opened
businesses, worked as laundrymen and cooks, and served as domestics in the homes of
wealthy whites. Others resided in the cramped boarding houses of Chinatown until
they found work through one of the many Chinese labor contractors, at which time
they moved to shanty camps in outlying areas.” Immigrants came to the city by ships
from China and San Francisco or by land from rural regions throughout the Far West.
In the city, they surely welcomed the familiar sites, sounds, and people from home
that urban concentration afforded. For instance, during their stay in Portland,

immigrants could view a traditional opera at the Chinese Theater, play card games like

3 In 1870, for instance, out of the 496 Chinese enumerated by census takers, only 41,
or 8 percent, were women and the majority of these were listed as prostitutes. The
statistics presented here document those Chinese who lived in Multnomah, Clatsop,
and Wasco Counties—all but 40 of which lived in Multnomah County and, more than
likely, in the city blocks that made up Chinatown.

4 See Nelson Chia-Chi Ho, “Portland’s Chinatown: The History of an Urban Ethnic
District,” (Portland, Ore.: Bureau of Planning, City of Portland, Oregon, 1978); P.
Scott Corbett and Nancy Parker Corbett, “The Chinese in Oregon, c. 1870-1880,”
Oregon Historical Quarterly, (1977), 73-85. The 1880 census listed no alteration in
the female population in Multnomah, Wasco, and Clatsop counties. In fact, in 1880,
over 98 percent of the Chinese immigrant population was male. The Corbetts
documentation of the Chinese population through census records from Wasco,
Multnomah, and Clatsop Counties provides the best available estimate.

15 By the 1870s Chinese immigrants had spread out to areas beyond Chinatown.
Photos collected at the Oregon Historical Society show small shacks where Chinese
vegetable farmers lived, directly below some of Portland’s most well-known z'md
wealthiest businessmen. Court records show that Chinese spread to the east side of

the Willamette River as well.
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Fan Tan and Keno, visit the Chinese joss house for worship, or purchase time with
Chinese prostitutes who were indentured in the squalid brothels that dotted
Chinatown. In the ground level storefronts of Chinatown, businesses sold items like
dried shark’s fins, preserved eggs, geese and ducks (either live or preserved in oil),
and fruits and confections. In Chinese drug stores immigrants could purchase eclectic
items such as dried reptiles, preserved snakes, elk horns, ginseng, and a large
assortment of medicinal herbs. Vegetable stalls, fruit stands, and chicken coops
undoubtedly reminded immigrants of home, as did the crowded streets that bustled
with laundry operators carrying poles and baskets and men going here and there for
business and pleasure. 16

Above the street-level storefronts were boarding houses where permanent and
temporary residents rented rooms. The crowded living quarters were plagued by theft
and burglary; in these quarters up to 20 persons might be crowded into a small 12 by
20 foot room.!” On festival days and during funeral services Chinese flooded into the
streets of Chinatown dressed in traditional smocks and caps. From the balconies of
dwelling houses they would watch the processions as they wound through Chinatown.
English-language newspapers frequently described these burial processions, remarking

on the exotic practices of mysterious Orientals. In an 1891 article from The West

16 Ho, “Portland’s Chinatown,” 13.
17 Records from the Multnomah County District Court show that burglary and assault
was common in Portland’s boarding and dwelling houses, both white and Chinese-
owned. For more on the types of burglary and violence and punishment, see State of
Oregon v. Yee Chung Chik, Judgment 9976; State of Oregon v. Su Sin, Judgment
7109; State of Oregon v. Ah Wong, Judgment 6098; State v. Jim Loon, Judgment 6099,
State of Oregon v. China Joe, jointly indicted with Ah Quong, Judgment 7111.
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Shore, a locally-published society magazine, a reporter described, with both confusion
and admiration, the events that accompanied Chinese New Year. “At night the streets
are brilliant with a multitude of many-colored, balloon-shaped lanterns of all sizes. It
is between the hours of six and eight that the authorities permit the firing of crackers,
and then the noise is like that of a battle.”'®

Despite Portlanders curiosity about the Chinese immigrant population, whites
more generally frowned on and feared the Chinese people, their laboring class
particularly, and their habits and customs. English-language newspapers complained
about the crowded living quarters in Chinatown, stereotyping Chinese, especially non-
merchant Chinese, as morally depraved and a threat to the moral well being of
American society. Complaints about squalid living conditions and the destitute lives of
Chinese women appeared often in the pages of the Daily Oregonian. A characteristic
1865 article stereotyped Chinese men as “drunken loafers” and labeled Chinese
prostitutes “disgusting specimens of decrepi[t] humanity” who were given police
whistles to call on officers while “decent Americans™ had to hunt for protection
against violent Chinese men."

In the legal arena, anti-Chinese sentiment was clearly represented through a
series of laws. Early Oregon laws that targeted Chinese were similar to those passed
in California. In June 1873, the Portland city council passed the “cubic air” ordinance
that required the chief of police to arrest all persons living in a building that contained

less than 550 cubic feet of air for each occupant. Fifty-two Chinese violators were

'8 The West Shore, “Chinese New Year and Theater,” Feb. 28, 1891.

' Daily Oregonian, Nov. 22, 1865.
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arrested on June 26 and 27, 1873, and all but two paid a five-dollar fine. In February
1874, the city council prohibited the cutting of wood on sidewalks. In April 1874, it
prohibited the carrying of swill or other offensive material without being properly
covered. In November 1877 it prohibited the smoking, buying, or bargaining for
opium (even through national law did not make the supply and distribution illegal
until 1906). Attempts were made to impose a prejudicial tax on Chinese washhouses
in 1863 and 1865. However, Mayor Henry Failing vetoed this act because of its
discriminatory nature.”’ These measures were justified on the grounds of public safety
and fire hazards, but racial resentment resonated from them loudly.

As early as the 1860s, conflicting opinions developed over the role Chinese
would play in the United States generally and Portland specifically. A sharp line
divided those whites who needed inexpensive labor to supply their businesses and
working class whites who saw the Chinese as competitors for jobs. A third opinion
was voiced by social reformers who viewed the Chinese as a peril to the moral welfare
of the American mainstream. In the 1870s, perceived labor competition added fodder
to the already hot debate over the legality of Chinese immigratioh. As the U.S.

Congress began to consider seriously immigration restrictions against the Chinese, the

2% Early anti-Chinese laws in Oregon Territory included an 1857 ordinance that
required every Chinese miner to pay the local sheriff a monthly tax of two dollars;
failure to pay this tax permitted the sheriff to seize all property and sell it within the
hour to the highest bidder. Additionally, according to the Oregon Constitution,
Chinese were prohibited from voting. Oregon state law prohibited Chinese residents
from owning real estate or working mining claims. After 1862-63, Chinese were
forced to pay an annual tax of five dollars or face arrest and forced labor on public
projects. Charles A. Tracy, “Race, Crime and Social Policy: The Chinese In Oregon,
1871-1885,” Crime and Social Justice, (1980), pp. 11-25.
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Daily Oregonian expressed the local view. In a series of heated editorials, an Oregon
proponent of exclusion wrote,

every other element that comes to our shores is soon transfused into our own
population...[but] Chinese are an exclusive people, and are practically incapable of
change or improvement....New ideas find no way into their minds....They are not an
assimilable element, and they come in contact with our own people in a way which

cannot in the long run be favorable either to morals or prosperity.

The author continued that “there are branches of employment in which Chinese may
engage without coming in competition with white labor, but these branches are not
very numerous, and there are Chinese enough among us to fill them all for the
present.” 2
Calling himself “Justice,” a critic of this editorial, and of a corresponding anti-
Chinese meeting, wrote in response: “If the late demonstration against the Chinese is
in the interest of American labor, then why not extend the condemnation to all
foreigners and to labor-saving machinery.” On the moral character of Chinese, Justice
stated, “It is pitiable to see and hear swaggering, drunken fellows, almost rotten with
disease, [t]alking of the bad moral influence of the Chinese. I venture to assert that
nine out of ten who are engaged in this crusade would hire Chinamen if their interests

could be served in that way.”?* Editorials such as these illustrate how whites often

fused questions of moral authority with labor competition, and how intertwined the

2! Daily Oregonian, Mar. 22, 1879.

22 Ibid.
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