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Preface

America is a nation of immigrants. Even the first people,
the Native Americans, are believed to have migrated from another
continent, Asia. The history of America is therefore a history of
the different ethnic groups - where they came from and why; their
contributions, hardships and achievements; their assimilation as
well as their preservation of what is unique to their cultural group;

and their lives today.

Though the history of America is incomplete unless it includes
all its ethnic groups, the history of the Chinese in America has re-
mained largely an untold story. Perhaps this oversight is due to the
fact that Chinese-Americans still number less than a million in a

“nation of 220 million. Nevertheless, their influence and contributions
over the last 130 years have had a profound effect on the course of

American history.

It is therefore my privilege and pleasure to share the lives of
these hardy American pioneers with you. May you be as enriched
from the reading of this history of our Chinese forbears as I have
been from the research and writing of it.

Ruthanne Lum McCunn
San Francisco, Calif.




First Asiah Americans

The Asian and American continents are on opposite sides of
the world. They are separated by the Pacific Ocean but many
thousands of years ago, they were joined together by a narrow
strip of land near the North Pole. This bridge between the conti-

nents was called the Bering Straits.

Historians believe that people from Asia walked across this
strip of land. They settled in different parts of the two American
continents and became the first Asian Americans. People had not
learned to record history when this migration took place but there

are many signs to show that it really happened.

INDIAN OCEAN

AUSTRALIA

ATLANTIC OCEAN

Al il
SAN FRANCISCONS  \opr © of BALTIMORE
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SOUTH

PACIFIC OCEAN AMERICA

1.1 Asians walked across the Bering Straits.




AN ILLUSTRATED HISTORY OF THE CHINESE IN AMERICA

One clue may be found in the early art of Peru in South
America. Some of the ancient paintings have drawings of a tiger

that only lives on the Asian continent.

Another piece of evidence is that both the early Chinese and
the early Indians of Mexico believed jade to be magic. They carved
the stone in much the same way and used it as offerings to their

gods.

They also had the same unusual burial ceremony for their
nobles and the rich. They painted a piece of jade red. Then they

placed the painted stone in the dead person's mouth before burial.

Archaeologists have also found very old Chinese objects in
Victoria, British Columbia. These objects prove that Chinese

either visited or lived in Canada centuries ago.

The first written proof of Chinese in America can be found in
the Great Chinese Encyclopedia. The historian Ma Tuan-Lin wrote
that a Buddhist priest named Hui Shen arrived in British Columbia,
Canada in 458 A.D. He then traveled down the coast until he

reached Mexico.

There are Spanish records that show Chinese worked as ship

builders in Lower California between 1571 and 1746.

In 1769, when the Spanish explorer Portola camped in Elysian
Park, south of the Los Angeles river, he found a village called
Yangna, which is a Chinese name. The business in that village was
the boiling of herbs for the healing of the sick. It is believed that

Chinese from Mexico came north and founded the village.

The first dated records in the United States show the arrival
of Chinese in 1785, At that time, three Chinese seamen were left
stranded in Baltimore, Maryland when their captain decided to

stay and marry a local woman.

From then on, American records show that Chinese continued

coming to the United States each year as merchants, servants and

10
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students. However, they did not start to come in great numbers

until after gold was discovered in California in 1848.

8 The Chinese who came to the '""Golden Mountains' (as they
called California) soon discovered that making a fortune was not
as easy as they had hoped. They had to endure many hardships.

Despite these hardships, they continued to come.

In order to understand why the Chinese came to America, it
is necessary to see what kinds of lives they were leaving behind

in China.

1"




Foreighers in China

China had a highly developed civilization as early as the
ancient Greeks and Romans. It had a very structured society
headed by an Emperor who was like a King. Under the Emperor
were aristocrats and magistrates who governed the country. Most
of the people, however, were peasants who had to work very hard

just to survive.

China believed itself to be self-sufficient. It grew or made
almost everything the people needed including many luxurious

products.

Occasional travelers and merchants from Europe visited
China before the 1500's. They took Chinese products back home
with them. When the European people saw the beautiful silks,
porcelains and lacquerware and tasted the delicious teas, they

wanted more.

The European merchants wanted to satisfy their customers.
The Chinese merchants were anxious to trade too, but during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Chinese government would not
allow the European ships to dock in China. The government was

afraid of foreign influence. It didn't want to risk change.

In order to trade with the Europeans, some Chinese merchants
filled their boats (called junks) with merchandise and sailed to the
Philippine Islands to trade with the Spanish who sailed there from R

Mexico.

Finally, in 1757, the Chinese government agreed to open one
port to the foreigners for trade, the port of Kwangchow (Canton).
However, the government forced very high taxes and strict rules

on the European traders.

12
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2.2 The European factories in Canton.
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FOREIGNERS IN CHINA

The foreign merchants had to trade through large Chinese
companies called Hongs. While the ships could dock in the port,
the merchants were not allowed into the walled city of Kwangchow;

and they were not allowed to gather in groups of more than ten.

The biggest problem for the merchants was that the Chinese
people were not interested in most of the products from Europe
and America. It wasn't good business for the foreign merchants
to buy from the Chinese without selling them something in return.

They kept wondering what they could bring to China to sell.

Finally, the Portuguese found something new to try. They
brought in opium, a powerful drug made from poppies. When opium
is smoked, it makes the person dream that everything is happy and
wonderful. Life for many of the Chinese people was often unbearably
hard. Opium made them forget their troubles. It therefore became

more and more popular.

The opium trade grew. All the other Western countries, espe-

cially Britain, started bringing opium to China.

The Chinese government did not like the opium trade. Too
much opium made the users so sick and weak that they were unable
to work or do anything except take more of the drug. Also, the
Chinese merchants paid for the opium with silver. There was too

much silver leaving the country.

The Chinese government passed a law in 1796 to stop the sale
of opium. The law was not very effective because corrupt Chinese
officials and Chinese smugglers helped the European merchants

“ smuggle opium into China. The opium problem became worse.

Alarmed, the Chinese government passed a law in 1838 that
made the growing, selling or smoking of opium punishable by death.
Chinese government ships started seizing and destroying all opium
shipments to China. In fact, there is still a place in Kwangchow,
preserved as a national monument because Commissioner Lui

burned tens of thousands of pounds of seized opium there.
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