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In the last decades of the 19th century, anti-Asian backlash fueled by high unemployment which increased resentment against Asian settlers, anti-Asian legislation, and growing nativism, erupted into violent riots in Washington State. 

Throughout the 1880s, thousands of Chinese laborers were especially targeted for murder, assault, and forced evacuation all across the state. The reasoning behind and the implications of these acts of violence and exclusionist policies were the same all over the West Coast and almost everywhere Asians settled. In cities such as Seattle and Tacoma, where much of the anti-Asian sentiments were manifested, the effects of the early Asian American history are still evident, even if the events are widely unacknowledged. 

Laborers from all across Asia journeyed to the Pacific Northwest, in search of fortune and freedom. Push factors such as war, famine, and restricted civil liberties in their homelands drove thousands of Chinese, Japanese and Filipino citizens to the other side of the Pacific. Although all these groups contributed widely to the growth of the Washington Territory, and later, state, it was the Chinese who settled first and in the largest numbers. 

By the 1860s when news of the discovery of gold in Eastern Washington had reached the distant shores of China, the Chinese were suffering from severe civil unrest and even famine. However, it was the heavy tolls of unproductive harvests at home, and heavy recruitment by railroad and logging firms abroad, that attracted most of the Chinese to Washington. By the 1870s, Chinese men were already at work prospecting along the Columbia River in Eastern Washington, working in Black Diamond, Newcastle and Renton coal mines, and involved in most aspects of building the state's railways (UW).Chinese laborers also entered the fishing industry, both as the First non-Indian fishermen in Puget Sound and as the dominant labor force in salmon canning. 

Sadly, it was also the Chinese who were the main targets of mob violence. Many Chinese were able to find jobs as cheap, unskilled labor in Washington's new industries. Although it was to the profit of their employer and labor contractors, the Chinese laborers' willingness to work for low wages and their frequent use as strikebreakers was to the ire of many European American settlers who saw Chinese workers as a growing threat to their own job security. 

Early Washington legislation had as early as 1853 excluded the Chinese from the right to vote (UW). Following the example of California, Washington also passed legislation such as poll taxes that were biased against Chinese workers. This resentment grew to a head following the national economic depression of the mid-1880s. Facing unemployment, many European Americans viewed the Chinese labor force as a greater threat. Anti-Chinese sentiments climaxed in the fall of 1885. 

The Rock Springs Massacre in September, which left 28 Chinese killed and 15 wounded in the Chinese-dominated railroad work camp (Tsai 70), set a precedent of violence that would proliferate all over Washington. On the 11th of the same month, a Chinese settlement in Coal Creak was raided, and the residents assaulted. In the mining community of Black Diamond, Chinese miners were forced out of town. Three Chinese men were killed, and two wounded when a camp in Issaquah was attacked. Angry anti-Chinese citizens formed an Anti-Chinese Congress in Seattle. The violence continued through October as home after home was ransacked and burned. Then Governor, Watson C. Squire, recognizing the danger to the Chinese, recommended that they "quietly withdraw," thus "thinning out their number that they will not be offensive" (UW).

On November 3, 1885, the disturbing trend of forced evacuation emerged in Tacoma, where a 300-man mob drove 700 Chinese out of their homes and forced into wagons. Waiting overnight in these wagons, waiting for the Portland-bound train they would be herded into, two Chinese died. John Arthur of Tacoma, wrote with "genuine delight" to Governor Squire: "Tacoma will be sans Chinese, sans pigtails, sans moon-eye, sans wash-house, sans joss-house, sans everything Mongolian" after the Chinese in Tacoma are escorted out of town and put upon freight and passenger trains" (UW). Hearing the news of the violence, 150 Chinese fled neighboring Seattle. Not long after, 350 of the remaining workers were forced out. Although the riots finally ended on November 8, with the help of federal troops sent in by President Grover Cleveland, the trend of violence continued (Tsai 71). 

A year later on February 7, 1886, 350 Chinese were forced out of their homes and most shipped to San Francisco. In Eastern Washington, 31 Chinese miners were executed in 1887 (Chen 152). The same year, Tacoma again expelled its Chinese residents. This time their number was close to three thousand (Chen 152). 

Chinese and other Asian immigrants contributed greatly to the growth of Washington State. Of the 20,000 workers on the Northern Pacific Railroad (which ended in Tacoma), 3/4 were Chinese (UW). Surely, not all Washingtonians supported the anti-Chinese actions of the mobs, nor the exclusionist legislation. However, the effects of these mobs and of these pieces of legislation had a great influence on Washington communities. 

No Chinese were allowed to settle in Tacoma for decades after the 1880s riots. Many mining boomtowns were deserted by their Chinese work force and became ghost towns instead. 


	[image: image1.png]Mark Twain's Observations
About Chinese Immigrants in California






	In the following excerpt, Samuel Langhorne Clemens, better known as the author Mark Twain, describes Chinese immigrants in California. The excerpt below is taken from his book, Roughing It, originally published in 1872. What was Twain's major point about people opposing Chinese immigration? Do you think Twain agreed or disagreed with the opponents of Chinese immigration? 
OF course there was a large Chinese population in Virginia--it is the case with every town and city on the Pacific coast. They are a harmless race when white men either let them alone or treat them no worse than dogs; in fact they are almost entirely harmless anyhow, for they seldom think of resenting the vilest insults or the cruelest injuries. They are quiet, peaceable, tractable, free from drunkenness, and they are as industrious as the day is long. A disorderly Chinaman is rare, and a lazy one does not exist. So long as a Chinaman has strength to use his hands he needs no support from anybody; white men often complain of want of work, but a Chinaman offers no such complaint; he always manages to find something to do. He is a great convenience to everybody--even to the worst class of white men, for he bears the most of their sins, suffering fines for their petty thefts, imprisonment for their robberies, and death for their murders. Any white man can swear a Chinaman's life away in the courts, but no Chinaman can testify against a white man. Ours is the "land of the free"--nobody denies that--nobody challenges it. [Maybe it is because we won't let other people testify.] As I write, news comes that in broad daylight in San Francisco, some boys have stoned an inoffensive Chinaman to death, and that although a large crowd witnessed the shameful deed, no one interfered. 

There are seventy thousand (and possibly one hundred thousand) Chinamen on the Pacific coast. There were about a thousand in Virginia. They were penned into a "Chinese quarter"--a thing which they do not particularly object to, as they are fond of herding together. Their buildings were of wood; usually only one story high, and set thickly together along streets scarcely wide enough for a wagon to pass through. Their quarter was a little removed from the rest of the town. The chief employment of Chinamen in towns is to wash clothing. They always send a bill, like this below, pinned to the clothes. It is mere ceremony, for it does not enlighten the customer much. Their price for washing was $2.50 per dozen--rather cheaper than white people could afford to wash for at that time. A very common sign on the Chinese houses was: "See Yup, Washer and Ironer"; "Hong Wo, Washer"; "Sam Sing Ah Hop, Washing." The house servants, cooks, etc., in California and Nevada, were chiefly Chinamen. There were few white servants and no Chinawomen so employed. Chinamen make good house servants, being quick, obedient, patient, quick to learn and tirelessly industrious. They do not need to be taught a thing twice, as a general thing. They are imitative. If a Chinaman were to see his master break up a centre table, in a passion, and kindle a fire with it, that Chinaman would be likely to resort to the furniture for fuel forever afterward. 

All Chinamen can read, write and cipher with easy facility--pity but all our petted voters could. In California they rent little patches of ground and do a deal of gardening. They will raise surprising crops of vegetables on a sand pile. They waste nothing. What is rubbish to a Christian, a Chinaman carefully preserves and makes useful in one way or another. He gathers up all the old oyster and sardine cans that white people throw away, and procures marketable tin and solder from them by melting. 

He gathers up old bones and turns them into manure. In California he gets a living out of old mining claims that white men have abandoned as exhausted and worthless--and then the officers come down on him once a month with an exorbitant swindle to which the legislature has given the broad, general name of "foreign" mining tax, but it is usually inflicted on no foreigners but Chinamen. This swindle has in some cases been repeated once or twice on the same victim in the course of the same month--but the public treasury was no additionally enriched by it, probably. . . . 

They are a kindly disposed, well-meaning race, and are respected and well treated by the upper classes, all over the Pacific coast. No Californian gentleman or lady ever abuses or oppresses a Chinaman, under any circumstances, an explanation that seems to be much needed in the East. Only the scum of the population do it--they and their children; they, and, naturally and consistently, the policemen and politicians, likewise, for these are the dust-licking pimps and slaves of the scum, there as well as elsewhere in America.


