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Introduction

A trivia guestion: where in the U.5. was the first Chinatown
established?

If you answer San Francisco, then I am sorry to inform you

that vou are very wrong. The correct answer, really, is San
Jose. "But there isn’'t a Chinatown in San Jose!" one of vou
shouted. That is true, but there was one in the history of the

city. At its pesak, that town brought prosperity as well as an
exotic culture into the city. Though it faded long ago, 1t
nevertheless stands as an integral part of our history. More
importantly, it testifies to a peocple’'s painful strive for the
fAmerican Dream. It is my purpose in this research paper,
therefore, to report truthfully about this forgotten town and the

legacies it left behind.



Chinese in the Wild West

The Chinese have long established their presence in
Califormia. In 1852, there were 25,000 of them in the state.
Until the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882 specifically banned
immigration from China, that number rose steadily to 75,218
compared to 109,465 in the entire U.5.. The allure of California
was nolt hard to explain. Traditionally attached to land,., the
Chinese adored the temperate climate and the wvast variety of
crops and fruits in the Bolden State. Indesed, on this land they
found their importance as the major labor force in the later half
of nineteenth century. It was also on the same land,. howsver,
that they encountered the unmpollified hostility of white
settlers. The unsympathetic couris ignored assaults and even
murders of Chinese while passing increasingly severe restrictions
o naturalization amd immigration. Disillusioned, some Chinese
returned to their native country, but most stayed. To protect
themselves, they lived in segregsted areas, creating the so
called Chinatown in every major city. Each Chinatown had iis own
characteristics, vet its arrangement shared similarities with
that of others. In essence, the Chinstown had becoms a
tranmsplanted Chinese village socciety. Gradually, however, as the
Chinese adapt to the Western culture and the hostility reside,
they no longer had to depend on the isolated shelter alones to
survive. Their children and grandchildren grew up accustomed to

the Western cultures and gradually moved into the mainstream



through education. Finally, in the twentieth century, they could

established their claims as Americans.



The Origin of S5an Jose’'s Chinatown

In 1840 s, bad weather pervaded in southern China and left
the harvest meager. The government, dominated by the Manchus,
was weak and therefore unable to assist its starving citizens.
Seeking to support their crying families, voung men guit their

from

farms in search for other means of survival. When buvers
overseas came to tell them about a country full of gold and
fertile soil, hundreds of them, the bravest of all, solid
themselves for a chance to that promised land. Thess "pigs," as
their market value accurately reflected, embarked on a long
Journey across the Pacific Ocean to the United States of America.
When they arrived, however, only backbreaking work grested them.
Many of the Chinese worked for the Central Pacific railroad after
the Civil War. Others settled down as indentursed farmers. The
white residents found the Chinese labor cheap and reliable, but
they resented their (the Chinese’'s) outlandish looks and foreign
tongues. To escape that hostility, the Chinese established their
reservation to protect themselves. That first Chinatown,
established in late 186Q's, located in Market and San Fernando
streets in downtown San Jose. After the city ordered an
evacuation in 1870 due to protests from neighbors, the town moved
to Vine Street beside the Guadalupe River but moved back to
downtown again in 1872. The town was prone to misfortune,
however, as evidenced by a mysterious fire that destroved it in

1887. Not allowed to rebuilt, the Chinese leased land from a
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The First Town

Not much was known about the first Chinatown at Market and

San Fernando streets. It was burnt in 1870 and rebuilt. At its
peak, the town housed some 300 Chinese, a relatively large
minority since San Jose had 2,000 total population. There were
few families whose children attended a small school within  the
town, restaurants, herb doctors, palm readers, musicians,
butchers, grocers, and several writers hired to write letters
home for the illiterate laborers. There were, in addition, other
less  respectable businesses such as prostitution. gambling
houses, and opium shops. Most men, however, were sither farming
hands or miners who worked for white owners of neighboring
fields. Despite their hard work, their relations with their
white neighbors were strained. The white businessmen of downtown
complained about the noise and the foreign smell of barbecued
meat and incense that permeated the air. The new City Hall,
right across from Chinatown, became horrified at the sins of
prostitution and drugs (opium). In 18B6, it proposed to force
the Chinese to move from downtown. 8 vyvear later, another fire
conveniently solved City Hall's problem: it burnt down most
wooden buildings in Chinstown on a hot May's day, causing $75,000
in property damage. Few evidences raised the question of arson:
1} the large water tank at the end of Chinatown, never empty
before, was empty that morning: and 2) several white owners of

Chinatown buildings, including prominent San Joseans Edward



Avzerais and P.T. MclCabe, added heavily aon their fire insurance
just two weeks before the inferno.® Ironically, the city
breathed a sigh of relief at the destruction of a whole business
district, The San Jose Daily Herald actually declared, almost

cheerfully, that "Chinatown is dead. It is dead forever."”
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Heinlenville

Much to the city’'s dismavy, however , the homeless Chinsse

wanted to rebuild their town. A German rancher named John
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