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Intraductian

* tt-irrra guestinn : where in the U. S. r/ias the f i rst Chinatcwn

nc*=hl i cFrnrl'?

If vc:u anEwer 5;n Fi-ancr=cc, then i eirr =nr-rv i-c infar* yi-r,i

l-h=i \/nrr ,=y-Er v{=!-v L{i-r-inr-i- The fCr}-r€Ci An=.i,"jE,!-. i-='Aij./" ILE Sant u+

.'ir,qs- I'Frrl tt-,er-p 'l *.n'i ;1 ili-lrniil,;t+n in 5-+n ir:=ei" rf-F Df vtfu

=F,,rrrj-cri Th:* ie irrre Frrri iF,pr-r 1.rj:€ nnF ir' iire -iici,rr-rr rrf thp: I 'U L i =

1;it.r', St ii-= tr=Ji.;, t-hat-- l:c1..;n r;r-a,*rlht Ert-u=trErrly a= L'-iei 1 6= i]n

el:{=i:1"-c {:Lllt-ur-e' 1i-t tn the cit-y= Though :t f:dsd iang sCif " 1t

nF!'ertheles= EtandE aF an r.'rteqi-ai psi-t- trf nur- hist-,rr-y ' i"lL--re

irnparlantlv, i+- te=tif ie= tu + trEctr1e'= painf r-ri. =trivr' f ni- the

Arnerrcan Drsarn, I i- is rni' FUt-trtrEe in lhi= rgEEarch paper- "

thersf ore, ts rapp!-t trut-hf u1 ly abt:ut thi= f sr-gatten ti:wn snd the

legacie= it lerft behind,



Chinese in the Wild West

The Chinese have long egtablished their trresentre in

Califsrnia. In 1952, thsre were ?5rSQfi of thern in the stete.

Until the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1982 Epecifically banned

immigration frsrn Chineo that number rt:se steadi1y ts 75"2LB

campared to 1O5r465 in the entire U.$.. The al1ure sf Califsrnia

wes nst hard ta explain. Traditionally att*shed ta land, the

f,hinese adored the ternperate rlirnate and the .v*=t variety clf

crc:ps and fruits in the Golden Stats, Indeed, nn this 1*nd they

fsund their irnpertance as the majsr labor fsrse in the later half

sf nineteenth century. I t hras al=o on the =arne land, hct+*ver o

that they encountered the unmollified ho=tility af white

settlers. The unsympathetic ceurts ignnred *sgaultg and even

murders sf f,hinese while passing increasingly severe regtrictinns

Gn naturalizatinn and immigratisn. Fisillusioned" scme Chinese

returned te iheir native ccuntry, but rno=t stayed, To prntect

thernselveg, they lived in =egregated areas, creating the s$

caIled Chinatown in every rnajar city. fach f,hinatnr^rn had its or{n

characteristic=, yet its arrangement ghared sirnilarities urith

that of others. In essence, the Chi.natawn had bec*rne a

traneplanted Chinege vil Iaqe sclciety, Fradual lyn hclwever-, as the

Chinese adapt to the lrJestern culture snd the hastilitv reside,

they na longer had to depend on the isalated shelter al$ne tc:

survive. Their children and grandchildren grew up accustarned ta

the hlestern cultures and gradually rnoved ints the mainstream



through education. Final1y, in the twentieth century' they cauld

establ ished their c lsirnc aE Arnericans.
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The 0rigin of San Jo=e's Chinatewn

In l84Cr's, bad weather pervaded in snuthern Chine and left

the harvest rneager. The governrnent, domin*ted by the l*lanchus,

Nas weak and therefare unable ts assist its starving citiz€ns.

Seeking tn qiupport thSir crying f arni l ies, yclung in€n quit their

farrns in search fclr other rneans sf survival, hlhen bu.yers f rsrn

r:ver-seas trarne to tel1 thern about a ccuntry f ul1 sf gold and

fertile seil, hundreds sf thern, the brevest of all, =c:ld
themselves ft:r s chance ts that prornised land, These "pigs," ag

their market value accurai,ely ref lected, embarked on a long

jsurney across the Pacif ic Ocee,n tt: the United States cf Arnerica,

hlhen they arrived n however, on 1y backbr*aking risrk greeted thein,

l"lany of the Chinese worked for the Centrat Pacific railroad after

the Civi l hlar, Others settled dawn aE indentursd f arrnerg. The

wh!te residentE found the Chinege labcr cheatr and reliable, bul

they resented their (the Chinese's) autlandish lookg and fareign

tongues, To estrape that hostility, the Chinese egtablighed their-

reservatic:n to pratect themselves" That first f,hinatown,

established in late 1E6o's, located in plarket and san Fsrnando

streets in daluntotrrn San Jese, Af ter the city nrdered an

evacuation in 1870 due to protests from neighbsrs, the tswn rnpved

ta Vine street beside the Guadalupe River but rnnved bark tc

dnwntown again in La7?, The tswn wss prone tq: rnisfsrtune,

hcweverr ES evidenced by a mysterious fire that de=trayed it in

L887. Nat allowed ta rebuilt, the Chinese leased land from a

+



f,.Isd 1 i- hV iltan

snC Tay I nr'

i:e,t.he inagt

and ': ir'"i-ce

namsrj inhn i'lr,rn l en and rebu-r- 1t- the Chrriatcwn at F i f r-r'.;

=tr-eeis arnjd truhirr: c)utrry, Thrg npr*r fhjnatc],,vn i,+';,-ri.j

farnsuis cf Eli fhrr,*tci,qn= tn li-,g. Eants r-.-lsr-* \.r+l j*--.,,

F,_:,,r,r, 1-"t j.ie r-e!,idE,ntg A!--rd tl*rg)1r. LLjJ.j_;_.ii-=_



The First Town

Nat much wag knswn abi:ut the fir=t Chinatswn at l4arket and

San Fernando streets. It was burnt in L87o and rebuilt. At its

peak, the town housed sorne 500 Chi.nese, a relatively large

rninority since San Jr:ge had ?rOQO total papulation. There hlere

few families whose children attended a srnal1 schnol within the

tcwn n restaurants, herb doctorE o palm readers, musicians,

butchers, grscFrE, and Eev€ra1 ririters hired to write letterE

hsme far the illiterate laborers. There were, in additian, nther

less reEpectable businesses such es prostitutian 3 gambl ing

hcluses , and opiurn shaps . lTost rnen ! honrever , Here ei ther f arrning

hands or rninerg whs worked for white owners of neighboring

fields. Despite their hard wsrk, their relations with their

white neighbors- wpre strained. The white bu=inegsinen af dcwntor*n

complained abeut the noige and the foreign grnel I t:f barbecued

rneat and incense that permeated the air. The new citv Hs1l,

right acress from Chinatawno becarne hnrrified at the sinE of

prostitution and drugs {opium). In LgB6, it prapa=ed ta fsrce

the Chinese ts rnove f rsrn dsnrntown. A year later, another fire

conveniently solved city Hat 1's prablem: it burnt dawn most

wooden buildings in Chinatown on a hst Xay's day, ceusing tSTb!OO0

in property darnage. Few evidences rai.sed the question of arsen:

:-i the large water tank at the end af Chinatnwn" never *mpty

bef sre ! was empty that rn{f rning i and ? ) Epveral white nwners crf

chinatown bui ldings, inc luding prnminent San Joseang Edward



Avzereig and P.T. I"lcCabe. addeC hea.ri1y cn their- fire in=ur-*nrx

just tws weeks befnre the infernn,r Ironically, the city

breatheci a sigh c:f rel ief al lhe destr-ucticn af a whsie bu=ine==

di=tricl. The San Josp Daily Herald actual ly derlsr-ed " +is',c=-r-

chserf ul ly " lhat "f,hi"nata'*n i= dead, i l- i= ci ead f r:i-tri'=r, ' =

tSan inse l"ler-cnr-y New=, tr*b ? 4. L?8,:, trp. :E

*an Jr:** -;1*1 i. y H*ra 1C " f'lay 3. l"BS7 .
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