
		
			[image: “Strangers in the Land: Exclusion, Belonging, and the Epic Story of the Chinese in America” by Michael Luo, labeled “National Bestseller,” with a sepia-toned historical photo showing a Chinese adult and child in winter clothing walking hand in hand down a city street, other blurred pedestrians and buildings in the background, and a Washington Post blurb at the bottom reading “[This] deserves a place on the shelf beside other essential works of American history.”.]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Strangers in the Land, Subtitle, Exclusion, Belonging, and the Epic Story of the Chinese in America, Author, Michael Luo, Imprint, Doubleday]
			

		

	
		
			
			Copyright © 2025 by Michael Luo

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Published by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

			DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Luo, Michael, author.

			Title: Strangers in the land : exclusion, belonging, and the epic story of the Chinese in America / Michael Luo.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Doubleday, [2025] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2024026731 | ISBN 9780385548571 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780385548588 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Chinese Americans—History | Chinese—United States—History. | United States. Chinese Exclusion Act. | United States—Emigration and immigration—History. | United States—Ethnic relations.

			Classification: LCC E184.C5 L84 2025 | DDC 305.8951073—dc23/eng/20250106

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024026731

			Ebook ISBN 9780385548588

			Cover design by Emily Mahon

			Cover photograph by Arnold Genthe © Heritage Art/Heritage Images/Getty Images

			penguinrandomhouse.com | doubleday.com

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.1a_156060290_c0_r3

		

	
		
			
				
					Contents

					Dedication

					Epigraph

					A Note on Usage

					Introduction

					Part I. Arrivals

					Chapter 1: Gold Mountain

					Chapter 2: Indian, Negro, or Chinaman

					Chapter 3: The Great Army and the Iron Road

					Chapter 4: Colorblind

					Chapter 5: Rope! More Rope!

					Part II. Passages

					Chapter 6: The Cauldron

					Chapter 7: Lewd and Immoral Purposes

					Chapter 8: Order of Caucasians

					Chapter 9: The Chinese Must Go!

					Chapter 10: The Mission

					Part III. At the Gates

					Chapter 11: The Chinese Question

					Chapter 12: Beyond Debate

					Chapter 13: The Gatekeepers

					Chapter 14: Transformations

					Part IV. Outcasts

					Chapter 15: Wipe Out the Plague Spots

					Chapter 16: White Men, Fall In

					Chapter 17: Driven Out

					Chapter 18: Contagion

					Chapter 19: No Return

					Part V. Belonging

					Chapter 20: The Resistance

					Chapter 21: Native Sons

					Chapter 22: Ruin and Rebirth

					Chapter 23: The Station

					Chapter 24: Becoming Chinese American

					Chapter 25: Confession

					Epilogue

					Illustrations

					Acknowledgments

					Notes

					Index

					Illustration Credits

					About the Author

				

			

		

	_156060290_

	
		
			For Madeleine and Vivienne

		

	
		
			
				The question is: Who gets to be an American? What does an American look like?

				—Charles Yu, Interior Chinatown

			

		

	
		
			A Note on Usage

			For the most part, the romanization of Chinese names and organizations in this book is consistent with the way they are rendered in the historical archives. Exceptions are made for prominent place names and the names of Chinese officials, which are spelled out using the modern Pinyin romanization system. In such instances, where helpful, I also include the historical usage—typically in the Wade-Giles system, or a Cantonese transliteration—either in the text or in a note. Names are also, generally, rendered, according to the Chinese custom, with the surname first.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			In the beginning, the door was open. The Founding Fathers celebrated the multiplicity of difference in their young republic and recognized that filling the country’s vast, open spaces with newcomers was necessary for securing its future. As Thomas Jefferson put it: “The present desire of America is to produce rapid population by as great importations of foreigners as possible.” In the 1840s, some states on the Atlantic seaboard took steps to exclude poor Irish Catholic immigrants, who were arriving by the thousands, but there were no federal laws restricting immigration. The story of how that changed begins on the Pacific coast. At the time, the verdant land that Spanish conquistadors called Alta California was still a Mexican province. Only a few hundred Americans had made their way to the region. They found a land of almost unfathomable natural resources, blessed with temperate climes and abundant bays.

			In 1844, James K. Polk won the presidency as a proponent of American expansion, a vision informed by practical necessity—the country’s population had boomed—as well as a religion-infused conviction about the superiority of white Americans. Polk embraced the belief that it was America’s “manifest destiny” to extend from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific. In May 1846, a skirmish between American and Mexican troops in a disputed area on the border between Texas and Mexico became Polk’s pretext for war. Less than two years later, under the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, Mexico ceded California to the United States, along with the broad sweep of land that today comprises Nevada, parts of Arizona, and New Mexico. The fledgling town of San Francisco then consisted only of a collection of wood-frame and adobe buildings. Fewer than a thousand hardy inhabitants, many of them Mormons fleeing religious persecution, occupied the sandy, windswept settlement. That changed with remarkable suddenness.

			On the morning of January 24, 1848, a carpenter named James Marshall was inspecting progress on the construction of a sawmill on the banks of the American River, in a forested river valley about 130 miles east of San Francisco. He spotted some glints in the water and picked up several metallic fragments. He studied them closely and realized that they might be gold. Several days later, Marshall returned to New Helvetia, a remote outpost in the Sacramento Valley, where he asked his business partner, John Sutter, to meet with him alone. The two men conducted some tests and satisfied themselves that Marshall’s find was genuine. Sutter implored those working the mill to keep the discovery quiet, but one day in May 1848, a Mormon leader named Samuel Brannan, the owner of a general store at the settlement, traveled to San Francisco, heralding stunning news. “Gold! Gold! Gold from the American River!” Brannan shouted as he strode the streets, holding aloft a jar full of gold dust and waving his hat. Within a few weeks, three-quarters of San Francisco’s male population had decamped for the mines. The cove that carved in from the sandy shoreline soon filled with abandoned ships whose crews had rushed off in search of wealth. A local newspaper, The Californian, reported: “The whole country from San Francisco to Los Angeles, and from the seashore to the base of the Sierra Nevada, resounds to the sordid cry of gold! GOLD!! GOLD!!” The next day, the newspaper shut down, as its entire staff departed for the diggings.

			It is uncertain how exactly word of the gold rush reached China. According to Chinese lore, a merchant named Chum Ming, a recent arrival in America, was among the legions who ventured into the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains. He wrote an excited letter to a friend back home, Cheong Yum, a fellow villager from the Sanyi district of Guangdong province, about the wealth to be had in the mines. Cheong Yum told others about Chum Ming’s good fortune and set off across the Pacific himself.

			A more verifiable fact is that a ship carrying California gold—specifically, a packet containing two and a half cups of gold dust—arrived in Hong Kong on Christmas Day 1848. (A San Francisco agent of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the fur-trading concern, had requested that British experts in China evaluate it.) On board the ship as well were copies of the Polynesian, a Honolulu newspaper, with news of the gold rush. Soon, word had spread throughout the Pearl River Delta, a populous enclave in southeastern China. Men began scraping together funds, often using their family’s land as collateral for loans, and crowding aboard ships bound for Gum Shan—Gold Mountain.

			Gold Mountain riches set in motion a cycle of migration across the Pacific. Fathers sent word for sons to join them; brothers wrote to brothers and cousins; returning villagers inspired others to venture to the distant land on the other side of the ocean. Advertisements from American shipping companies that circulated in China declared that “Americans are the richest in the world and welcome Chinese.” They promised “big houses to live in” and assured people considering the trip that “everyone is equal” in America. By 1860, Chinese immigrants made up just under 10 percent of California’s population. The state teemed with white Americans, Californios—the state’s Spanish-speaking settlers who were granted citizenship after annexation—Indigenous peoples, Black Americans, Hawaiians, English, Scottish, Irish, German, French, and Chinese migrants, and others, brought together by an unprecedented mass movement of people from around the world to the United States. They became the substrate for a nettlesome experiment in multiracial democracy that had little precedent in the country’s history.

			

			—

			This book tells the story of how the United States responded to the influx of tens of thousands of people from a distant land, who spoke a different language, had different beliefs and customs, and did not fit into the country’s existing racial stratification. Americans initially welcomed the Chinese arrivals, but as their numbers grew, the sentiment turned ugly. While the debate over slavery roiled the eastern half of the country, a different kind of racial conflagration broke out on the West Coast. Horrific episodes of racial violence erupted in the minefields; lawmakers passed laws targeting Chinese immigrants; California’s highest court ruled that Chinese testimony was inadmissible in court against a white person. Politicians recognized an opportunity in the rising anti-Chinese sentiment and began calling for their removal. They cast Chinese immigrants as a threat to Anglo-Saxon civilization. They twisted the principle of “free labor,” an ideology that took shape in response to slavery, into a weapon of racial oppression, condemning all Chinese as “coolie” laborers. Crucially, lawmakers decided to bar Chinese immigrants from naturalized citizenship, even as they extended the privilege to “persons of African descent.” A prolonged economic downturn that idled legions of white workingmen helped create the conditions for what came next. Congress enacted a series of exclusionary laws to prevent Chinese laborers from entering the country. Each one was more onerous than the last. As shiploads of Chinese people continued to cross the Pacific, their opponents turned to violence, resulting in some of the ugliest episodes of racial terror in our nation’s history. Later, in the twentieth century, after Chinese exclusion became permanent, a sprawling federal bureaucracy took shape to keep Chinese immigrants out. Lawmakers also took steps to ban other Asian immigration, establishing, in 1917, a “barred zone” that stretched from the Middle East to the Pacific islands; only Japan, which had already negotiated an agreement with the United States limiting immigration, and the Philippines, which was an American territory, were excepted. In 1924, as arguments based on eugenics declared the inferiority of Jews, Italians, and other immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, new legislation imposed strict quotas on immigration from those regions. It also excluded “aliens ineligible to citizenship,” closing America’s gates to all Asian immigrants based on their race.

			Yet the Chinese in America persisted. They spread out across the American West and made their way eastward as well. A population of Chinese Americans even took root in the Mississippi Delta, operating grocery stores that catered to Black customers in the Jim Crow South. Chinese immigrants continued to journey across the ocean and evade the racist laws designed to keep them out. A native-born generation emerged, whose members found themselves caught in the familiar wrenching contest between their parents’ culture and the forces of assimilation and acculturation. Unlike the descendants of Irish, German, and other European immigrants, Chinese Americans carried the additional burden of race.

			This book is, principally, their story. It is the biography of a people, the participants in the first large-scale Asian immigration to the United States, who then withstood the crucible of racism and exclusion in this country. Call them the first Asian Americans, even though that term did not yet exist. The voices of individual Chinese who arrived in America in the second half of the nineteenth century can be difficult to find in the historical archives, but this absence should not be mistaken for their silence. The Chinese in America were not simply the victims of barbarous violence and repression; they were protagonists in the story of America. They pressed their adopted homeland to live up to its stated ideals. Their experiences serve as a reminder that a democracy’s promises should always be measured against how it treats its most marginalized members. Chinese immigration in the late nineteenth century took place during a crucial period of formation for the country after the Civil War, a time when noble visions of liberty and equality in America foundered. The Chinese Question followed the Negro Question and coincided with the vanquishing of Reconstruction, the spread of Jim Crow, and the subjugation of Native peoples on the western frontier. These histories, whose legacies continue to refract in American life, should be considered alongside each other. That belief wraps under and around this book.

			In the end, it was not an overdue reckoning with the country’s egalitarian values that led to the repeal of Chinese exclusion but a shift in the geopolitical order. China became an ally of the United States in its war against Japan. Lawmakers allocated a largely symbolic number of slots for Chinese immigration. It was not until 1965, when a sweeping new immigration law set aside the national-origins quota system, that America’s gates finally swung open to Chinese immigration. The legislation prioritized relatives of U.S. citizens and permanent residents, as well as immigrants with skills and “exceptional ability” in various fields. It set in motion the ethnic transformation of the country that is still unfolding today. Nevertheless, even that legislation was made possible only because of proponents’ mistaken impression that it would do little to alter the nation’s demographics. Absorbing this historical reality is necessary for understanding the cleavages over immigration that continue to rend this country.

			

			—

			When I first started thinking about the need for a book like this, it was the fall of 2016. I was standing in the rain with my family and some friends, in front of a restaurant on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, when a woman brushed past us, evidently aggravated we were in her way. Partway down the block, she yelled, “Go back to China!” For a moment, I was stunned. Did she really say that? I abandoned my younger daughter in her stroller and rushed after the woman. We exchanged words, and when I walked away, she screamed, “Go back to your fucking country.” Because I could think of nothing else, I said, “I was born in this country!” There was something about the woman’s words that caused a tremor inside me. The election of Donald Trump was just a few weeks away. A curtain of nativism seemed to be descending across America. Growing up in mostly white suburbs, I was accustomed to the feeling of disconnection that often comes with being Asian American, but I began to wonder whether my children, two generations removed from the immigrant experience of my parents, would ever feel like they truly belonged in this country.

			In 1889, when the Supreme Court upheld a measure excluding Chinese laborers from this country, Justice Stephen Field characterized the Chinese as “impossible to assimilate with our people.” They were, Field concluded, “strangers in the land.” More than a century later, the “stranger” label remains imprinted on Asian Americans. Today, there are more than twenty-four million people of Asian descent in the country; people of Chinese descent make up the largest contingent. By the middle of the century, Asians are projected to be the largest immigrant group in the United States. Much of this recent immigration has been linked to skills-based allocations, contributing to the stereotype of Asian Americans as the model minority, yet no other ethnic or racial group experiences greater income inequality—or perhaps feels more invisible. Then came the Trump presidency, with his racist sneers about “kung flu” and the “China virus,” and the wave of anti-Asian violence that swept the country during the COVID-19 pandemic. As I write this, politicians from both parties seem to be engaged in a contest of bellicosity over the threat posed by China. Every shrill denunciation adds to the tinder of racial suspicion.

			The anti-Asian attacks generated a remarkable outpouring of energy and emotion from the Asian American community and beyond, but the sense of emergency soon dissipated. It’s unclear whether anything lasting will come of the moment. The reality is, Asian Americans do not fit easily into the narrative of race in America. Evaluating gradations of victimhood, and where feelings of estrangement end and structural barriers begin, is complicated. In examining the history of the Chinese in America, I’ve come to realize the precarity of the Asian American experience has never fully subsided. Throughout American history, we have been told to go back to where we came from. The surge in violence towards Asian Americans was only the latest reminder that America’s present reality reflects its exclusionary past. That transforms the work of making legible the long, ugly history of anti-Asian racism—and the related experiences of Black Americans, Native peoples, and other marginalized groups—into a search for a more inclusive future.

			My aim in writing this book was to furnish an accounting of this traumatic period in American history and render it in narrative form, with all its pathos and humanity, for modern readers. Yet it’s worth noting that the events of this book are more immediate than one might initially suppose. The grandchildren of Chinese immigrants who survived the bigotry and violence of the late nineteenth century in America are the grandparents of fifth-generation Chinese Americans today. Until I embarked on this project, I knew very little of this history. Both of my parents emigrated from Taiwan—my father came in the late 1960s and my mother in the early 1970s––for graduate school. My father began working as an electrical engineer in Pittsburgh, where my twin brother and I were born. We both graduated from Harvard. I went on to a career in journalism, mostly at The New York Times and then at The New Yorker. The turbulent decades of violence and exclusion seemed distant to me, even foreign. Yet, when I began immersing myself in the archives, I found myself engrossed, in part, because of how relevant the history felt to our present moment. This is not just the story of the Chinese in America; it’s the story of any number of immigrant groups who have been treated as strangers. It’s the story of our diverse democracy. It’s the story of us.

		

	
		
			Part I

			 

			Arrivals

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Gold Mountain

			
			Huie Kin grew up in Wing Ning, a tiny village of about seventy people, all from the same clan, tucked away in the hills of Taishan, an impoverished, mountainous county in the Pearl River Delta. At one end of the village was a bamboo grove; on the other was a fishpond; housewives gossiped at the communal well, near the entrance to the village. Huie’s house was made of sun-dried bricks and had a thatched roof. He lived in one room with his father and the family cow. His mother slept in the other room. They shared a compound with another family, separated by a courtyard. Because the space was so cramped, Huie’s two brothers stayed in the village shrine at night; his two sisters spent their nights at a home for unmarried girls. Rice fields surrounded the village. During harvest season, the men worked in the fields, while the women tended to the home. At the age of eleven, Huie started attending the village school but dropped out after a few years.

			One day, a member of Huie’s clan returned from America with stories of gold found in riverbeds. Huie grew obsessed with traveling to Gold Mountain, as the faraway land was called. He and three cousins vowed to go to America together. To Huie’s surprise, his father readily agreed to their plan—he had also heard the tales of people who had returned from abroad with gold in their pockets. Huie’s father borrowed the money for his son’s passage from a wealthy neighbor, using their family farm as security on the loan. On a spring day in 1868, the cousins left their village before daybreak, each with just a bedroll and a bamboo basket carrying their belongings. Huie was in his early teens. His mother packed them biscuits for their journey. They caught a small boat to Hong Kong. While waiting for their ship to America to depart, Huie idled in Hong Kong, spending his days on the waterfront, where he saw his first Europeans, “strange people, with fiery hair and blue-grey eyes.” Finally, they set sail for America on a large ship with three heavy masts and billowing sails.

			A vast majority of Chinese immigration to America in the nineteenth century would originate from just four counties, the Siyi, in the western part of the Pearl River Delta: Taishan, where a quarter of the population would ultimately leave for overseas; Kaiping; Enping; and Xinhui. The inhabitants of the Four Counties were mostly farmers, though the land was hilly and rocky. The climate was temperate all year round. The mountains that surrounded the Siyi on three sides meant its people were isolated from the rest of the country. Why this parcel of China, no bigger than the state of Connecticut, drove so much emigration to America remains the subject of some debate. When the people of Siyi began making their way to America, it was a time of upheaval in their homeland. The population of Guangdong had surged in the first half of the nineteenth century, making land increasingly scarce. Political tumult was also roiling China. The worst unrest came from the Taiping Rebellion, which killed at least ten million people between 1851 and 1864. In Guangdong province, an insurgency by a secret society, who became known as the “red turbans,” and a savage conflict between the native Punti population and the Hakka, a minority group, contributed to the turmoil. Yet these explanations alone seem inadequate. Other regions of China experienced greater economic privations that did not lead to widespread migration. The timing and geography of the political disturbances do not correspond neatly with the exodus overseas. A decisive factor seems to have been that the inhabitants of the Pearl River Delta were unusually familiar with the West. Some of the earliest Chinese writings about the United States, dating back to the early nineteenth century, came from the region. Guangzhou, the provincial capital (known then as Canton), had a long history as an important trading port and was a frequent destination for American merchants and missionaries. Hong Kong, a hub of trade and commerce, was just a few days’ journey away by boat.

			Most of the vessels crisscrossing the Pacific early in the gold rush were cargo ships that lacked passenger quarters. Shipmasters stuffed the Chinese sojourners into overcrowded holds that lacked sanitation; food and water were usually meager. In 1854, a ship arrived in San Francisco harbor with a hundred dead Chinese passengers, a fifth of those on board. One captain contracted to carry Chinese to America aboard his ship, the Santa Teresa, encountered an epic storm. He rushed to lower the sails and seal all the openings to the hold where the Chinese were confined, so that the ship would not sink if it capsized. The ship lay helpless to the waves and the wind. After several days of this, the storm began to subside. A terrible odor, screaming, and wailing came from belowdecks. “The Chinese were scared, thirsty and hungry from the ordeal of several days of living in an inferno of darkness and agony, not knowing where they were and what would happen to them,” an account later said. Several people had died. The crew commenced feeding rice to the Chinese, a process that took several hours. The dead below the hatches were brought up by the Chinese themselves, and after a prayer was read, they were slid into the sea. “There can be no excuse before God or man for the terrible mortality which has occurred on some of the vessels containing Chinese passengers,” William Speer, a Presbyterian missionary who cared for many Chinese after they disembarked in San Francisco, later wrote. During Huie Kin’s trip, his eldest cousin, Huie Ngou, the leader of their band of travelers, suddenly became feverish and struggled to breathe. He passed out and later died; his body was wrapped in a sheet and lowered into the ocean. Huie and his other cousins stood for hours staring out into the inky blackness of the sea, overwhelmed by grief. When the fog lifted, on a cool September morning, and they finally sighted land, Huie later wrote that the feeling was indescribable: “To be actually at the ‘Golden Gate’ of the land of our dreams!”

			

			—

			The individual stories of the earliest Chinese arrivals in America have mostly slipped through historians’ grasps. In 1878, a reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle set out to investigate how the “Mongolian octopus developed and fastened its tentacles upon the city.” The reporter’s first stop was the offices of the Sam Yup Company, one of the mutual aid associations that looked after the interests of Chinese immigrants, on Dupont Street, in the city’s Chinese quarter. (Sam Yup is the Cantonese romanization for Sanyi, the three counties that surround Guangzhou.) Interviews with an official there who spoke good English, as well as other “leading Chinamen,” yielded the account of the merchant Chum Ming, who they said had come to America in 1847.

			On February 2, 1848, a pioneering merchant named Charles V. Gillespie arrived in San Francisco aboard the American brigantine Eagle. Several years earlier, in 1841, Gillespie had become the first American resident in Hong Kong. He traveled frequently between Guangzhou, Hong Kong, and Macau, and had made a trip to California the year before to sell Chinese goods. On this trip, he brought with him a cargo of silk handkerchiefs, velvet slippers, rhubarb, and tea. Two Chinese men and one woman accompanied Gillespie. He later described them as “the first Chinese who came here.” After the discovery of gold, the two men went off to the mines; Gillespie himself became a gold dealer, choosing to remain in America. The Chinese woman, who went by the name Maria Seise, stayed on as a servant with his family for more than thirty years, joining the Trinity Episcopal Church and becoming a close companion of Gillespie’s wife. Seise’s story was unusual. She had run away from her home in Guangzhou and made her way to Macau, where she worked for a Portuguese family. She later married a Portuguese sailor, who never returned from a sea voyage. Seise traveled to the Sandwich Islands as a servant with another American family, before returning to China and eventually finding employment with the Gillespies.

			In July 1849, the manifest of a British sailing vessel, the Swallow, recorded that an elderly Chinese merchant named Yuan Sheng arrived in San Francisco, along with two other Chinese passengers. Notably, this was not Yuan’s first trip across the Pacific. He had previously spent time in New York and then gone on to Charleston, South Carolina, before returning to China. In America, he went by the name Norman Assing—also spelled, variously, Ah-Sing and Asing. He spoke fluent English and wore a stovepipe hat atop his queue. In San Francisco, he opened a restaurant and trading company.

			By the beginning of 1850, there were about eight hundred Chinese in San Francisco. In the fall, three hundred of them had gathered at the Canton restaurant on Jackson Street and appointed Selim E. Woodworth, a former naval commander and businessman, as their adviser. They adopted a resolution acknowledging their vulnerable position: “strangers as we are, in a strange land, unacquainted with the language and customs of this, our adopted country,” the Chinese needed a counselor “in the event of any unforeseen difficulties arising.” For the new arrivals from China, America was a foreboding place. In 1850, a Chinese merchant named Luchong sailed through the Golden Gate, the narrow strait that marks the entrance of San Francisco Bay. Luchong reflected later in a letter to a cousin about his soaring optimism after glimpsing land. Soon after dropping anchor, however, a fleet of pirates on boats scrambled aboard, intent on robbing the passengers. They hurled Luchong into a dinghy, where an oarsman tried to rob him. After a struggle, his attacker tied him to a post on the wharf by his long braid. Luchong managed to cut himself loose with a small blade from his pouch. He wandered along the streets of San Francisco, marveling at the entertaining costumes of the people. Luchong later, however, found himself being summoned by a distinguished-looking man, whom he followed, only to find himself under arrest, suspected of being an accomplice in a robbery. “I was seized by the nape of the neck and hurried down a dark staircase and thrown like a sack into a dirty, dingy cell.” He ended his first day’s adventures in California on the floor of a jail cell.

			Notwithstanding Luchong’s experience, at least initially, the reception for the Chinese was generally positive. In the summer of 1850, city leaders in San Francisco held a public ceremony to welcome them. On August 28, the Chinese assembled in Portsmouth Square, in front of other residents, and were presented with Chinese books, Bibles, and religious tracts that had been printed in Guangzhou. Frederick Woodworth, the vice consul of the San Francisco port, Mayor John Geary, and two pastors, the Rev. Albert Williams, of the First Presbyterian Church, and the Rev. Timothy Dwight Hunt, the moderator of the Presbytery of San Francisco, delivered remarks. Norman Assing, the merchant who had arrived on the Swallow, translated the speeches into Cantonese. Williams later wrote that the speakers were united in conveying “the pleasure shared in common by the citizens of San Francisco, at their presence” and the hope that more of their brethren would cross the ocean to join them in America, where they would enjoy “welcome and protection.” Geary, the city’s mayor, invited them to join a funeral procession the next day honoring President Zachary Taylor, who had died seven weeks earlier. The news had only just arrived in California.

			At eleven in the morning the following day, a procession of city personages escorted a funeral hearse pulled by four white horses. A band played a solemn dirge as the procession wound its way through streets crowded with mourners. Bringing up the rear of the procession were the Chinese, dressed in their native finery. The next day, Assing delivered a formal message to Geary, thanking him for his invitation to take part in the ceremony: “The China Boys feel proud of the distinction you have shown them, and will always endeavor to merit your good opinion and the good opinion of the citizens of their adopted country.”

			In January 1852, during his state of the state address, Governor John McDougal called for more Chinese to come to California. McDougal, a Democrat, had advocated at the state’s constitutional convention for excluding from California certain classes of Black people. He also supported a fugitive slave law, which the legislature later enacted, ensuring that formerly enslaved Africans who escaped to California could be reclaimed by their masters. But he believed the Chinese could be a source of cheap labor for white Americans. He urged the legislature to focus on the issue of land reclamation and the drainage of swampland, suggesting the Chinese, “one of the most worthy classes of our new adopted citizens,” could help with this work.

			Many California businessmen envisioned a golden age of trade between China and the United States and embraced Chinese immigration as part of that interchange. A few months after McDougal’s address, the Alta California, the first daily newspaper in California, took note of the growing number of “Celestials,” as the Chinese were often called, arriving in the city. “Scarcely a ship arrives here that does not bring an increase to this worthy integer of our population,” the article said. “They are among the most industrious, quiet, patient people among us.” The article predicted that one day the halls of Congress would be “graced by the presence of a long-queued Mandarin sitting, voting, and speaking,” and that “China Boys will yet vote at the same polls, study at the same schools and bow at the same Altar as our own countrymen.”

			

			—

			In the early days of the Chinese migration, San Francisco, or Dai Fow, “Big City,” as they called it, was mostly just a stopover, a place to stock up on provisions before heading to the mines. New arrivals encountered a city under construction. There were canvas tents and makeshift houses made of corrugated iron, alongside more permanent brick buildings. Soon, a Chinese quarter, dubbed “Little China,” sprang up, with stores stocked with tea, dried foods, and other goods. Signs with Chinese characters and festooned with red ribbons hung over doorways. Performances went on in a Chinese theater. Throughout the town, there were Chinese hand laundries, or wash houses, in which men ironed with copper pots made hot by burning charcoal. Processions of Chinese heading for the mines passed through town, their carts laden with equipment. The men were often carrying boots, the one concession to Western fashion that Chinese miners made.

			In the mining districts, the Chinese tended to congregate together. Many of the white prospectors who encountered the Chinese early on viewed them as curiosities. Timothy Coffin Osborn had sailed around Cape Horn to San Francisco from New York with two cousins. They made their way to the Southern Mines on the Merced River. In a journal entry from December 26, 1850, Osborn wrote about a group of Chinese building a log cabin nearby. He described them as “apparently of good ‘blood’ and very polite.” One man in the group spoke English, and Osborn peppered him with questions. In his diary, Osborn included a sample of the man’s writing: a scrap of paper with fifty Chinese characters and their English translations. Ezra Gregg wrote to his brothers and sisters back home in Vermont that the Chinese he spent so much time with in the California wilderness, outside of Downieville, sounded like a “flock of black birds” when they talked amongst themselves but that “they are very good neighbors.”

			Even so, the racial hierarchy in the mines was always clear. Chinese miners typically only worked claims abandoned by white miners, patiently scratching out earnings of two or three dollars a day. One of the few surviving accounts from the early days of the gold rush that contained extended observations of the Chinese came from John D. Borthwick, a Scotsman who arrived in San Francisco in 1851 and later boarded a steamer for Sacramento. He made his way by stagecoach to the town of Placerville—a single street of clapboard houses and log cabins, built into a hollow at the side of a creek. Miners in Placerville were mostly working on surface diggings, in which they’d sift through layers of dirt—a practice known as placer mining—often using a long wooden trough known as a long tom, or a cradle that they’d rock back and forth. A group of Chinese had recently arrived at the creek, setting up camp near a cabin where Borthwick was staying, about two miles outside of Placerville. “They did not venture to assert equal rights so far as to take up any claim which other miners would think it worth while to work; but in such places as yielded them a dollar or two a day they were allowed to scratch away unmolested,” Borthwick wrote. “Had they happened to strike a rich lead, they would have been driven off their claim immediately.” Nevertheless, some Chinese stumbled upon unimaginable fortunes. At Moore’s Flat on the Yuba River, a company of Chinese miners found a 240-pound nugget valued at $50,000. In another abandoned claim on the Feather River, Chinese miners found a 40-pound nugget. To avoid garnering unwanted attention from white miners, they sanded it down into smaller pieces and sold it with the rest of their gold dust.

			The first mass expulsion of Chinese from the mines took place in the fall of 1849, in a hilly encampment that became known as Chinese Camp, above Woods Creek, in Tuolumne County, near what is today Yosemite National Park. A ship’s captain had persuaded the Chinese crew members of a stranded ship to come help him sift for gold. The encampment began to attract other Chinese. Several dozen were working there for an English company, when a group of white miners, whom the California historian Theodore Hittell later characterized as “lazy and shiftless,” forced them out. Hittell wrote that a few other, isolated expulsions occurred but no larger movement because “the Chinamen had not as yet come in such numbers as to cause apprehensions in the mind of any except a comparatively very few.”

			

			—

			In 1852, the number of Chinese passing through San Francisco’s Custom House jumped to more than twenty thousand from less than three thousand in the previous year. One miner commented in his diary: “Chinamen are getting to be altogether too plentiful in the country. Six months ago it was seldom one was seen, but lately gangs of them have been coming in.” Goodwill towards them dissipated rapidly. In April, the State Assembly’s Committee on Mines and Mining Interests issued a report that warned about the “vast numbers of the Asiatic races, and of the inhabitants of the Pacific Islands, and of many others dissimilar from ourselves in customs, language and education.” In what would become a recurring theme against the Chinese, the committee described them as unassimilable, with no interest in becoming citizens, nor “would it be wise to promote such a wish, should any exist.” Governor John Bigler, a Democrat facing a difficult re-election the following year, recognized a political opportunity in the growing anti-Chinese sentiment. On April 23, 1852, just before the close of the legislative session, he called on the legislature to halt Chinese immigration. His message was filled with racial overtones, alluding to a coming inundation from China and misleadingly depicting Chinese immigrants as coolie laborers, bound by oppressive contracts. Bigler’s opprobrium of the Chinese as a “coolie race” would prove to be a resilient epithet, becoming a convenient political instrument whenever white Americans needed a racial scapegoat. The label likened them to enslaved Africans; their low wages and condition of servitude made them a threat to free white labor. This turned opposition to Chinese immigration into a matter of principle, even though it was rooted in racial difference. Bigler explicitly differentiated the Chinese from white European immigrants, arguing that the Chinese had not come to America seeking the “blessings of freedom” but only to “acquire a certain amount of the precious metals” and then return home. He also doubted that the “yellow or tawny races of the Asiatics” could become citizens under the country’s naturalization laws that restricted the privilege to “free white persons.” Anti-coolieism became a kind of shape-shifting, racist cause.

			Bigler’s call to halt Chinese immigration prompted a remarkable pair of rebuttals from the community. Shortly afterward, two Chinese merchants, Hab Wa and Tong Achick, issued a response that was republished in newspapers across the country. Growing up, Tong had been one of a handful of the original students at the Morrison Education Society school, founded by Protestant missionaries, in Macau. Tong was eleven at the time, the oldest of three brothers, from a nearby village. The school, along with its students, later moved to Hong Kong, occupying a hillside overlooking the harbor. Tong became fluent in English and, after graduation, worked as an interpreter for the chief magistrate’s office in Hong Kong. He also converted to Christianity. In 1852, he traveled to the United States with an uncle, bringing with him letters of introduction from Western clergymen in Hong Kong. Protestant leaders in San Francisco were captivated by Tong’s English fluency and refined manner. Even though Tong was only in his early twenties, he quickly became an influential figure in the Chinese community, particularly in its dealings with Americans.

			Tong Achick and Hab Wa went to great lengths in their letter to dismantle Bigler’s allegations about Chinese coolies, emphasizing that the aspirations of their countrymen were like those of other immigrants to the country. “The poor Chinaman does not come as a slave,” they wrote. “He comes because of his desire for independence, and he is assisted by the charity of his countrymen, which they bestow on him safely, because he is industrious and honestly repays them. When he gets to the mines, he sets to work with patience, industry, temperance, and economy.” They insisted, too, that Bigler was wrong that the Chinese were not interested in citizenship. “If the privileges of your laws are open to us, some of us will doubtless acquire your habits, your language, your ideas, your feelings, your morals, your forms, and become citizens of your country,” they wrote.

			The citizenship issue underscored the ways in which the Chinese complicated America’s racial stratification. The Nationality Act of 1790 restricted naturalization to “free white persons of good moral character,” but there was some ambiguity in the way judges interpreted the law. Norman Assing, the merchant who served as a translator when city officials welcomed the Chinese, was apparently able to take advantage and become a citizen, as were some other Chinese arrivals. Assing’s response to Bigler was published, in early May, by the Alta California. Assing, who described himself as “a Chinaman, a republican, and a lover of free institutions,” assailed Bigler for a message that threatened to “prejudice the public mind against my people, to enable those who wait the opportunity to hunt them down, and rob them of the rewards of their toil.” The framers of the Constitution, he maintained, would never have countenanced “an aristocracy of skin.”

			In early May, Tong Achick went to Sacramento to meet with Bigler, bearing gifts of silk, handkerchiefs, and shawls. Bigler introduced the Chinese emissary to other senior officials. Tong later reported to his fellow Chinese that he had been “very honorably entertained.” Bigler, however, suddenly broke off his engagement with Chinese leaders. A follow-up letter to the governor from Tong Achick and Hab Wa is filled with alarm about the change in tenor in the mines. They reported a violent incident at Weaver’s Creek, a settlement of a dozen log cabins in gold country, in which white miners had held long ropes between them and dragged them across a Chinese encampment, sweeping it away. “At many places they have been driven away from their work and deprived of their claim,” they wrote. “Many hundreds of Chinamen have thus been reduced to misery and are now wandering about the mountains, looking for new places, where they may be allowed to dig, and fearful that they will be driven away again.”

			In the town of Columbia, in Tuolumne County, miners held a mass meeting and enacted a series of resolutions decrying those flooding the state with “degraded Asiatics.” The miners voted to bar Chinese from mining in the district and convened a “vigilance committee” of twenty local officials to enforce the rule. A similar meeting was held at a hotel at Foster’s Bar, on the Yuba River, in which the miners decreed that “large numbers of foreigners, and Chinese especially, are overrunning and now occupying a large portion of the mining lands in this vicinity, to the injury and disadvantage of American citizens.” The Chinese would be required to “vamose the ranche,” the miners resolved. In El Dorado County, white residents turned away stagecoaches carrying Chinese miners and passed resolutions barring them from working in the mines; at Weber Creek, tents and mining equipment belonging to Chinese were burned. Along the banks of the north fork of the American River, several dozen white miners, accompanied by a band playing music, drove off two hundred Chinese miners, and then headed down to a different encampment to do the same to four hundred other Chinese.

			By this point, Chinese leaders in San Francisco had become convinced they needed to send an urgent message to their countrymen. A clipper ship, Invincible, left San Francisco for Hong Kong, carrying circulars with a warning about what was happening in America: Chinese were no longer welcome.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Indian, Negro, or Chinaman

			
			In early 1853, the members of the California State Assembly’s Committee on Mines and Mining Interests traveled to San Francisco for an unusual meeting. The mining committee was an eclectic group, a product of the diverse assemblage of people who had thronged to the state during the gold rush. The committee was led by a Democrat, James Gardner, a native of South Carolina who had arrived in California in 1849 by way of the Isthmus of Panama and made his way to the goldfields along the Yuba River. Others on the committee included Benjamin B. Redding, a twenty-nine-year-old who had organized a company of fortune-seekers who sailed around the tip of South America to reach the Pacific coast from Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, and Thomas Thompson Cabaniss, a twenty-seven-year-old doctor who would later be appointed the physician of Siskyou County and then its coroner. They had traveled from Benecia, where the legislature was in session, at the request of the heads of the four houses, or huiguan, that represented the interests of Chinese immigrants. The huiguan, essentially mutual aid associations, were the anchors of the expanding Chinese community. Each of the huiguan, also known as companies, served members from a different region or dialect group in Guangdong province. They met new arrivals when they disembarked, offering them room and board and advancing money to buy tools and other supplies. If a member died in America, the huiguan made sure their bones were shipped back to China for burial. Merchants from Sanyi, the three counties surrounding Guangzhou, and others from Siyi, the four counties in the western part of the Pearl River Delta, had established the first two huiguan. Norman Assing later helped to found the Yeong Wo Association, which included members from the Zhongshan region, east of the mouth of the Pearl River on the South China Sea, near Macau, Guangzhou, and Hong Kong. A fourth huiguan represented emigrants from Guangdong who overwhelmingly spoke the Hakka dialect, instead of Cantonese and its variants. The Yeong Wo Association soon became the largest and most influential of the associations, occupying a striking, light-blue-painted building on Telegraph Hill in San Francisco, whose wide entrance and portico were guarded by a pair of wood-carved lions. Assing served as its first president, but health issues forced the elderly Chinese leader to resign after only a brief tenure. He was replaced by his young protégé, Tong Achick.

			In the meeting with the lawmakers, Tong served as the huiguan leaders’ translator. Through him, they conveyed their upset to Gardner and the other committee members about the mistreatment of Chinese in the mines. They complained that they had been paying large sums in taxes to the state—foreign miners were required to pay a license fee to the state of $3 a month—but failed to receive the protections that should come with their payments. The houses had been keeping a record of the abuses endured by Chinese miners. A partial accounting provided later by one merchant: “Yu Lin-shing, a Chinese, was shot and killed by an American. The murderer was apprehended and brought to the place of justice. He was released without condemnation.” Another one: “Liu Kiu was put to death by an American; the murderer was captured and put in prison; but, as usual, was released without trial.” In his subsequent report about the meeting, Gardner wrote that the merchants were focused, in particular, on the fact “that in disputes which have arisen between our citizens and Chinese,” often their testimony was not allowed in court because of “the color of their skin.”

			At issue was a statute, enacted in 1850, that stated no “black or mulatto person, or Indian, shall be permitted to give evidence in favor of, or against, a white person.” The law was part of a host of measures passed by the legislature that were aimed at ensuring that white Californians remained atop the state’s racial hierarchy. During the state’s constitutional convention, in 1849, delegates had voted to ban slavery from the state, but a vigorous debate had ensued over whether to exclude free Black people. A faction of Democratic delegates argued that the white and Black races could not co-exist together. The measure was defeated, in part because delegates feared it would jeopardize California’s chances at statehood. Instead, the first legislature set about restricting the rights of Black people in the state. Foreigners were targeted as well, through the enactment of the tax on foreign miners. That law, too, became overtly racial in its orientation when Mexican and other miners from Latin America became the ones overwhelmingly targeted. (Mexican American residents, who accounted for about a tenth of the state’s population in 1850, occupied an ambiguous status in California, defined as white under the state’s constitution but often enduring bigotry and discrimination as well.) Many California judges had been excluding Chinese testimony in their courtrooms, but others had been giving them greater latitude under the law. The members of the mining committee believed the language of the statute meant Chinese testimony was inadmissible and tried to explain this to the huiguan leaders, Gardner later wrote, but “without the desired effect.”

			Despite Bigler’s denunciations of the Chinese the year before, the members of the committee were skeptical that America was in any danger of being overrun by Chinese. The committee pressed the merchants, however, about Bigler’s allegations about coolie labor. The heads of the houses explained that a vast majority of Chinese in the country had come voluntarily. The huiguan leaders had a variety of their own suggestions for ameliorating the tensions in the mines—notably including bolstering the effort to collect the taxes required of Chinese miners. Rather than seeing the license fees as a discriminatory burden, the merchants saw them as a way of purchasing peace. They even offered to furnish interpreters to assist the tax collectors and promised to do what they could to persuade their members to pay the fees. They also vowed to do their utmost to discourage more of their countrymen from coming. “We have no authority there, but very confidently believe we could exert much influence,” Tong Achick said, suggesting that emigration would soon taper off.

			

			—

			It is unclear whether the huiguan leaders had any real ability to stand in the way of the boatloads coming from China. The discovery of gold in Australia in 1851 temporarily diverted tens of thousands of Chinese to the goldfields there. In 1853, the number of arrivals in San Francisco fell, only to rebound the following year. A kind of truce developed in the mining districts. The legislature made a variety of amendments to the foreign miners tax, including raising the fee by a dollar to $4 a month per person. The resulting infusion of cash helped to deliver a begrudging tolerance for the Chinese presence. In many of the locations where they were driven out—Columbia, Foster’s Bar, Woods Creek, and elsewhere—the Chinese eventually returned. In a letter to his parents, from Jones Bar on the north fork of the American River, one miner described two hundred Chinese miners being driven out two weeks earlier, only to return “as thick as ever.” Individual prospecting in creeks and streams had begun to give way to larger companies of miners working in concert. Chinese miners built elaborate “wing dams” that partially redirected rivers and streams onto diggings below. Miners learned to use nozzles and hoses to direct pressurized water at hillsides and riverbanks to dislodge gravel and sediment and send slurry through sluice boxes.

			It fell to local sheriff’s departments to collect the $4 per month license fee that filled the coffers of mining districts. Many tax collectors were brutal in their tactics. One sheriff’s deputy kept a diary of the mundane violence he inflicted: “Went down to the little Yuba thence up shot a Chinaman had a hell of a time returned home by way of Fosters.” Another entry: “hunted Chinamen in the night, done very well, collected about 80 licenses.” A few months later: “Loafing around doing nothing but picking up a few Chinamen whom their bad luck and my good threw in my way.”

			In San Francisco, where the Chinese quarter was growing rapidly, random violence meted out by white Americans on Chinese residents became routine. In one brutal assault on Dupont Street, described in a newspaper account, a white American held a Chinese man by his braid and “kicked and beat him until he was tired,” while a large crowd watched. The victim managed to straggle away, only to be picked up by a policeman who saw his bloody face and put him in jail for the night; his assailant was not arrested. Another article decried the “valiant rowdies” who were frequently practicing their “pugilistic skill” on the “helpless Chinaman.” Huiguan leaders like Norman Assing sometimes served as court interpreters and advocates for the Chinese, but cases were often dismissed because no translators were available. Chinese merchants, the most affluent members of the community, began offering rewards for information about the death of their countrymen. In one case, Tong Achick and another merchant, Chun Aching, posted a thousand-dollar reward, on behalf of the “storekeepers of Sacramento Street,” for any information leading to the “arrest and identification of the man who shot and killed the Chinaman, Yu Awa, on the corner of Jackson and Davis Streets.”

			In the face of near-constant strife, the Chinese concluded they needed an American champion. In March 1853, they approached the Rev. William Speer, a Presbyterian missionary who had arrived in San Francisco several months earlier. The Chinese asked Speer to become their “chief in this country,” he later wrote. According to Speer, the Chinese needed a “general superintendent,” someone who could shield them from the “acts of injury and plunder, to which they are now daily liable.” Speer had previously spent almost four years in Guangzhou as the first Presbyterian missionary to the region. His first wife, Cornelia, had died while giving birth to their first child, Mary Cornelia, soon after the couple’s arrival; six months later, the infant died as well. But Speer had stayed in the field for several more years, until health issues forced him to sail back to the United States. As the numbers of Chinese arriving in San Francisco steadily grew, the Rev. Albert Williams, pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, wrote to his denomination’s Board of Foreign Missions, imploring them to dispatch someone with language skills to minister to the Chinese. The board decided to send Speer and his new wife, Elizabeth. After a difficult voyage from New York, by way of Panama, the Speers arrived in San Francisco in November 1852. Soon after their arrival, the pastor met with both Norman Assing and Tong Achick. Speer seemed to view Assing with suspicion, writing his “character was not good.” Hints of Assing’s darker side can be found in reports from Recorder’s Court, where he appeared regularly after various violent encounters. Speer was relieved that Tong succeeded Assing in his leadership position. In his letter to the board, explaining the request from Chinese leaders, Speer expressed surprise at their willingness to trust him, even though he was an outsider.

			In early 1853, at churches and for civic groups, Speer began a series of lectures for white Americans about the Chinese. He extolled their history and civilization and encouraged trade between the two countries. But he also saw the Chinese as a solution to the labor shortage in the South that had resulted from the end of African slavery, replacing the “sons of Ham” with the “diligent descendants of the old and world-renowned dynasty of the ‘Han.’ ” Speer believed God had conferred upon America the privilege of being “agents of the regeneration of two dark continents of heathenism.” Africa had sent millions of “ignorant sable sons and daughters” to be schooled in America, and as the education of one race was nearing an end, a new door had opened. “Another, but ancient, wealthy, and intelligent, in comparison, is brought to seek us of the same boon,” he said. He urged the citizens of California to take their awesome responsibility seriously. They may have come in search of gold, but there was a far greater purpose in store for them.

			

			—

			In the fall of 1853, Speer’s ministry to the Chinese brought him to a spare courtroom in Nevada City, a bustling gold-mining town in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada. Miners heading down to Sacramento had first discovered gold in the area four years earlier. The town was situated in a grassy valley fed by Wolf Creek, a tributary of the Bear River. Within a year, the settlement consisted of some 250 buildings. Stagecoaches frequently ran through town, carrying supplies to the mining camps in the neighboring hills. By 1852, about four thousand Chinese had settled in Nevada County.

			On the night of August 9, 1853, on Greenhorn Creek, near the Bear River, two brothers, George and John Hall, and a third man, Samuel Wiseman, fell upon a Chinese miner and tried to rob him. The man managed to flee and cry out for help, as the Americans trailed behind. A cousin, Ling Sing, emerged from his tent, and rushed to his aid, but George Hall, a married midwestern native who was about thirty years old, with a dark complexion and blue eyes, shot Ling Sing in the back with a shotgun. The Chinese man was left with several deep wounds near his spine and fifteen other smaller cuts in his back from the buckshot. He later died. The only witnesses were several Chinese miners. The prosecutor on the case, William Stewart, was a twenty-seven-year-old district attorney who had never practiced law before he was appointed to his post several months earlier. Stewart, a native of New York, had arrived in Nevada City in 1850. After ranging across the region, working the diggings as a miner and later running a sawmill, he decided to study law in Nevada City under the tutelage of J. R. McConnell, the district attorney. When McConnell resigned his post several months later, Stewart was admitted to the bar and appointed to fill the job on the same day. Stewart interviewed the Chinese miners and found they all told the same story. The prosecutor obtained an allowance of $5,000 for use in the trial and made sure the witnesses were held in separate rooms, so they couldn’t communicate with each other before trial. Finally, he recognized that he urgently needed to find a Chinese translator. He traveled to San Francisco and, at considerable length, persuaded Speer to attend the trial. William T. Barbour, the district court judge presiding over the case, later issued a subpoena for Speer to appear. According to a letter Speer wrote recounting the trial, Barbour wanted to ensure the evidence in the case was properly interpreted and was also worried about the “prejudices of the mining community,” since “the Chinese are so often suspected of scheming and falsehood.” Barbour, a native of Danville, Kentucky, was a colorful presence in the community, known to frequent a saloon on Main Street with other lawyers. He once got into an argument with a gambler, who drew a pistol and was about to kill him before another lawyer rushed into the saloon with a pine root and struck the man over the head. Nevertheless, Speer described Barbour as an “upright and intelligent gentleman.”

			Before departing San Francisco, Stewart asked Speer for his suggestions about what form of oath would be binding upon the Chinese. The prosecutor had heard that cutting off a chicken’s head or burning paper would serve the purpose. Speer told him that would work as well as any other method, Stewart later recalled. On October 4, ten white men were seated as part of the trial’s jury, but the candidate pool was exhausted, prompting Barbour to order the sheriff to bring in a new group of potential jurors the next day. Two more men were selected, and the trial began. Stewart called at least three Chinese witnesses, who were all sworn in with a pledge, written on yellow paper, to tell the truth; the paper was then burned. Speer later described the Chinese testimony as “direct, clear and, after severe cross-examination, to every mind unbiased, convincing.” The defendants marshaled more than twenty white witnesses. After four days of trial testimony, the jury began their deliberations on Saturday evening. Finally, at two o’clock in the morning, the jury returned to the courtroom and pronounced George Hall guilty. (His brother was acquitted.) The sentencing was set for late November, when court was back in session in Nevada County.

			In late October, the mutilated body of another Chinese miner was found near Goodyear’s Bar, along the North Yuba River. No arrest was made. When the day of Hall’s sentencing arrived, the courtroom was crowded. He insisted upon his innocence. “It seems hard that because I was so unlucky as to be there when that Chinaman was killed, I should be put down as his murderer,” he said. “Those Chinamen, because I had a difficulty with one of them, swore my life away. I must now leave my wife and friends and all I hold dear because I was so unlucky as to have trouble with them.” Barbour, however, said that he had little doubt that justice had been properly rendered. He spoke stirringly about the colorblind nature of the law. “Many persons here, have supposed that it is less heinous to kill a Negro, an Indian or a Chinaman, than a white person,” he said. “This is a gross error. The law of our country throws the aegis of its protection upon all within its jurisdiction, it knows no race, color or distinction.” Barbour sentenced Hall to death by hanging.

			Hall appealed his case to the California Supreme Court, a three-member panel that met in San Jose. A petition began to circulate in the community for the governor of the state to commute Hall’s sentence to life in prison. During the hearing before the Supreme Court, McConnell, Hall’s lawyer, introduced a new argument: that the testimony of Chinese witnesses should not have been considered by the jury, under the law that barred testimony of an Indian against a white man. Stewart argued no objection had been raised in the trial, which meant it could not be considered on appeal; moreover, he argued that the witnesses were not Indians but of the Chinese race. But Chief Justice Hugh Campbell Murray, a twenty-eight-year-old former trial judge in San Francisco who had a reputation as a drinker and gambler, and Associate Justice Solomon Heydenfeldt, voted to reverse the guilty verdict. Murray wrote the majority opinion, delivering a lengthy disquisition about his belief that the term “Indian” in the 1850 statute should be understood broadly as encompassing “the whole of the Mongolian race.” He argued that the legislature’s intention was to cover “every known class or shade of color” in the law, in order to “protect the white person” from testimony “other than that of persons of the same caste.” Even if Indians did not include the Chinese, Murray wrote that the words “black person” should be understood to be “contradistinguished from white,” which meant that it excluded “all other races other than Caucasian.” Murray’s focus was not just on the statute but on the dangers that would arise if the rights of a “race of people whom nature has marked as inferior” were not properly circumscribed. He feared the establishment of a precedent that would lead to the awarding of other privileges to the Chinese. “The same rule which would admit them to testify, would admit them to all the equal rights of citizenship, and we might soon see them at the polls, in the jury box, upon the bench, and in our legislative halls,” he wrote. Murray remanded the case back to the trial court. One of the principal white witnesses in the case had died, and another could not be found. Without the Chinese testimony, Stewart, the prosecutor, decided not to retry the case. After more than a year in jail since his trial, Hall was freed.

			Speer later wrote an impassioned appeal to the legislature to remedy the Supreme Court’s decision, pointing out that a large percentage of the state’s population was now open to being attacked, robbed, and otherwise abused with impunity. He also asserted that, with the way people of “Mongolian stock” made “countless Westward migrations since the earliest ages,” Asian immigrants were as close to “the people of Europe” as they were to Native Americans and Black Americans. “If the Chinese are Indians, then we are Indians; if the Chinese are negroes, then we are negroes,” Speer wrote. In fact, over the next few years, the question of Chinese testimony was often debated alongside that of Black Californians. The Chinese were considered by many to be lower on the racial hierarchy because of their status as “heathens.” Black Californians themselves often emphasized this point. In 1863, as the Civil War raged and California sided with the Union, the state legislature finally ended its ban on testimony of Black Americans, but it amended its statutes to explicitly disqualify Chinese and “Mongolian” witnesses.

			

			—

			After the Hall trial concluded, Speer returned to San Francisco. Several months later, he opened a chapel for the Chinese, built in part with contributions from Chinese merchants. On Sundays, he held a morning Bible class and services in the afternoon and evening. Speer also established an evening school for the Chinese and a medical dispensary. Perhaps his most enterprising initiative involved the establishment of a Chinese and English newspaper, The Oriental. While his superiors at the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions were skeptical of the newspaper’s value, Speer insisted it represented an “incalculable advantage to the Chinese.” A Chinese immigrant, Lee Kan, who had been educated at an American missionary school in Hong Kong, produced the issues in Chinese, while Speer took care of the English. Chinese merchant leaders agreed to be responsible for acquiring subscribers for the newspaper. Speer explained to the board that it was intended as a vehicle for conveying “our customs, religion, laws, and general news” to the Chinese population. He viewed the English-language section as equally vital: “No people are so little known and comprehended, even in our own midst.”

			In the first issue, Speer wrote about the court’s ruling on Chinese testimony
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