THE CHINESE COMMUNITIES OF OROVILLE: A BRIEF SKETCH

California Backdrop

According to Hsu (2000:29-30, 32) it is difficult to find completely accurate figures for nineteenth-century Chinese in migration or out migration to and from the United States.  Many Chinese nationals, both before and after the first exclusion 1882, entered the country less than legally and, therefore, assiduously avoided contact with any federal or state person or agency.  Customs records and census schedules, need to be applied tenuously because they tend to undercount Chinese people.  Some officials stated they all looked alike, and therefore, were too difficult to count.  Chinese people avoided being counted on had but cleverly chose to use the federal, state, and local courts to rectify wrongs, litigate when provoked, and use county agencies like the local recorders office to buy and sell and lease land from white promoters. 

Three Chinese citizens were recorded as being in the United States between 1820 and 1830 but this information remains uncorroborated. After 1849, however, the world wide news regarding gold motivated thousands of Chinese immigrants to come to United States entering through San Francisco Customs house, the nearest disembarking point to gold discoveries in mines in the foothills and mountains of the Sierra and the Siskiyous.
How Many came

 At best, these faulty numbers suggest 2,716 immigrants came in 1851; 20,026 in 1852; 4,270 in 1853; 16,084 in 1854.  By 1860, 73,890 immigrant people of Chinese descent had been counted coming through this one port. The year before and some years after exclusion the commissioner-general of immigration published some interesting numbers, 1881—11,890; 1882—39,579;1883—8,031; 1884---279; 1885—22; 1886—40; 1887—10; 1888—26; 1889—118; 1890—1,716. Our study of Butte County tabulated the official population as being 1880—3,793; 1890—1,530; and 1900—712.

California did not count the Chinese in its first official census in 1850 (Jiobu 1988:32,33).  Groups of Chinese miners, however, are known to have been present in Butte County by the early 1850s (their names are listing on the first mining registrations throughout the Feather  River drainage), even though they were not “officially” here.  By 1852 the registrations for mining permits substantiate a large Chinese population was mining in a bluff below Ophir (later town name changed to Oroville) at “Bagdad” part of a larger area called the Lava Beds (Mansfield 1918:119).  (Mansfield’s sources for his 1918 history of Butte County, California were confined to his rewriting the published nineteenth century newspaper accounts and biographies paid for by white elites).  As such, this secondary authorship is subject to not only extreme bias widely exhibited in nineteenth century newspapers and other written media but to hearsay and folklore embellishments). 

Writers disagree as to how many Chinese nationals were in California mining in those first years.  They comprised maybe one percent of the California miners in 1850 (Jiobu 1988:34).  Bancroft (1888:335) wrote that for the year 1850 the total was 787. Monaco (1986:52) on the other hand says there were 2,700 Chinese miners in the whole state. Bancroft (1888:335) also wrote that the Chinese miners in the state increased to 7,512 in 1852 and was 18,026 eight months later.  By 1860 Chinese miners were, reportedly, 29 percent of all who were mining (Jiobu 1988:34), 1,500 being dispersed in Butte County (Monaco 1986:52).  During the 1870s the Chinese reportedly comprised more than 5 percent of the California miners (Jiobu 1988:34,36) and were 25 percent of the state’s  labor force.  The percentage of the Chinese who were working as miners decreased steadily downward to about one-third (Chan 1984:286), of necessity they had branched out into other work.

Data from the federal census returns (1860 through 1910) show that the California’s Chinese population fluctuated considerably, increasing from 34,000 in 1860, to 75,000 in 1880, and thereafter decreasing to 36,000 by 1910 (Jiobu 1988:33). Political pressures and restrictive immigration laws (they also excluded Chinese women) and a low number of births were largely responsible for the decline of the Chinese population in the state.  The Chinese population of Butte County had dwindled to 572 by 1910 (reported by Mansfield 1918:391). (Census totals regarding Chinese born in China or in other countries-including the United States- are tenuous at best).  The census marshals and later enumerators found people in dwellings but the exact whereabouts of those dwellings cannot be verified.  No maps of the census districts of Butte County were made until 1910.  Chinese names found in non-Chinese sources consist of “AH’ or “A” before the personal given name.  Much of the time first and last names were jumbled or otherwise transposed and given names were adopted as first names. Alpha listings were often turned upside down because names were listed in alphabetical order under “Ah”.

The majority of Chinese migration to California embarked from coastal Chinese territory. Most came because of war and famine had ravaged the economic vitality and populations of Canton and Macau (in Guangdong province). Large groups from these geographic areas  responding to the “gold rush” mentality forsaking a landless, poverty filled life in their homeland for economic success.
 Later, laborers from the same area were recruited for large reclamation, railroad, and mining projects.  As these opportunities were lost through racial and social discrimination and political meddling, many turned to other laboring tasks. By the 1870’s, the Chinese people who had stayed in California had already worked in the gardening, shoe and cigar manufacturing, fish and shellfish harvesting and processing, domestic service and laundries, importing and selling Chinese goods, restaurants, land reclamation, some increase in mining, and railroad building.  As a minority, the Chinese was a subordinate segment of a complex society with European-Americans as powerful overlords and employers, enjoying no civil rights or protections provided by local, state, or federal governments. 

For several years between 1873 and 1880 Oroville’s white population witnessed a resurgence of Chinese mining efforts in the Lava Beds (two miles south of Oroville).  Chinese miners had always been a part of the whole Feather River watershed, but if newspaper accounts are to be believed thousands of Chinese lived and mined for gold in this area. 
As our search for this population progressed, we examined state and local records and newspaper articles that suggested that large groups of Chinese immigrants lived in or near Oroville and the surrounding settlements to the south and west.  Retail establishments and dwellings were built around the community solely based on extraction of gold from thousands of acres of lava cap.  
To Oroville

Landing at the San Francisco Customs office, Chinese immigrants would often come north from the peninsula using small watercraft crossing the bay from Benicia to Martinez (Chan 1986:96).  In groups or alone they would proceed up the river to Sacramento City.  From there they would walk or sail to Marysville, Oroville and many places to the north and east of these early commercial centers.  Chan states this journey to Oroville took approximately seven days to complete and cost around sixteen dollars. Mansfield (1918:68,69) indicated  that groups of Chinese miners first worked on bars in the Feather River near a “tent” town names Ophir (name changed to Oroville in 1854), the “Lava Beds” (west and a little south of Ophir-nearer the Feather River),  and at “Bagdad” (probably in the Lava Beds at the riparian zone adjacent to the Feather River), and at Columbus (described as an Indian Rancheria between Hamilton-a small Feather River town- and Ophir).  Before the 1882 exclusion law Chinese immigrants were continually drawn to this area following the news of the discovery of gold at many spots along the upper and lower Feather River. This was true especially at Bidwell Bar in mountains and Ophir/Oroville (near on the banks of the old river channel where it made a series of large bends, often meandering widely during flood years).

Chinese Miners

The Chinese residents of Oroville and environs reportedly numbered almost 1,000 in 1860 (Chan 1986:96).  (This number is probably the result an undercount based on  census returns). Our study of local records give us the first indications of  Chinese ownership of land (through mining claims, deeds, and assessments) suggesting that number is totally wrong. By 1860 most of the early Chinese resided in or near Oroville (at no clearly defined locations). Other evidence coming from a March 20, 1857 issue of the North Californian noted that 1,500 Chinese were mining at the Indian Rancheria between the river town Hamilton and Oroville and in Thermalito, a small settlement across the Feather River north from Oroville (Mansfield 1918:90). They were washing dirt with their rockers having to pack water by hand from the Feather River several hundred yards away. 

Ophir/Oroville Miners

By 1873, according to Mansfield (1918:270,271), an estimated five thousand Chinese were engaged in mining operations at Oroville in 1873. Other estimates, some being modern re-interpretations, state that as many as 10,000 Chinese lived in and around Oroville during the middle years of the 1870’s. Because the mining in California is seasonal, normally later spring, summer, early fall, this number is problematical and cannot be verified from any other source. Mansfield continues to report that by 1874 Chinese men were being transported to Oroville by special trains (although he does not mention from where) endeavoring to meet labor demands.  Some speculate, from folklore mostly, that the majority of laid off railroad workers came back to California and went to Oroville looking for mining jobs/partnerships  Police officials would meet the trains and “march” them to the courthouse square where their poll tax was collected and then freed to go where their contracts might specify

Lava Bed Miners

 The “Lava Beds” are shown on the Butte County Map in 1877 (Dunn 1977:     ).  The Lava Beds mines were mostly Chinese leased or owned (see Tax Assessment records in this study) and operated between 1872-1880 with 1874 being the peak production year.  Local newspapers often declared the Lava Beds the largest Chinese camp in the state.  According to the March 15, 1873 issue of the Butte Record the Chinese were building shanties all over the Lava Beds (Mansfield 1918:270, 271). The Chinese continued to mine the Lava Beds almost exclusively far into the late 1870s (Chan 1986:96).   By the 1878 mining season the number of Chinese miners working at the Lava Beds had decreased to about two thousand, and, although mining kept going for a while, by 1881

the gold had played out. 
The historic Marysville (1895) 30’ quadrangle map shows a place called the Lava Beds located 2.5 miles north-northwest of Palermo near the present area named Pacific Heights (Durham 1998:289).  The Butte County map of 1886 shows Rialto as being located of the W ½ of Section 30, T19 N, R4E south of the Chinese cemetery (Dunn 1977:91. Rialto was a major street in  the mining settlement, having retail stores, the Chinese theater, dwellings, gambling and prostitution establishments. The October 14, 1889 Mercury notes that six stages ran between the Rialto site and Oroville at the peak of its occupation.
Baghdad Miners/Modoc Claims
The geographical place name “Baghdad” was located two miles south of Oroville probably near the present location of Pacific Heights, T19N, R3E, Section 36 (Dunn 1977:   ).  According to Durham (1998:288-289) “Baghdad” was situated on a high bluff along the Feather River. A. G. Simpson discovered gold here but a mystery remains as to why he chose that name for the site. Some other gold claims south of Oroville, also on the east side of the river, and were given the unlikely name of “Modoc Claims”. This name and its specific geographical boundaries area remains a mystery. It is possible that it may have been named after a place name of the “moment”.  In 1872-73 the Modoc War was in all the news headlines.
“Chinatown” Fire History
According to Mansfield (1918:66,288,320,378), Oroville’s first Chinatown was ravaged by fire at least four times and the community formed in the Lava Beds at least once. The first fire in the Oroville Chinatown was noted as occurring in July of 1858 burning more than one hundred dwellings and retail stores (Mansfield 1918:66).  The first buildings in this area were constructed of two and three stories with circular porches.   
A second fire that burned half of this Chinatown occurred in August of 1876 (1918:288). The Oroville Mercury noted that many people considered the Chinatown “the very seat of iniquity and the lowest of the low.”  
A third fire in the Oroville Chinatown was recorded by Mansfield as occurring in September of 1880 (1918:320).  This fire again consumed the entire Chinatown but it was immediately rebuilt.  
Mansfield (1918:378) described a fourth fire as occurring on August 23, 1905.  The fire started on the north side of Montgomery Street between Huntoon and Lincoln Streets, then moving down Lincoln into what was then Chinatown and the tenderloin section.   
Mansfield (1918:288) also notes that forty buildings (tents, lean-tos, the theater, temple and retail stores) in the Lava Beds Chinatown were destroyed by fire in September of 1877.  Estimated loss from this fire was twenty thousand dollars. 

Chinese Truck Gardens                                               
In 1854 a “China Garden” was established west of the Oroville Chinatown, size was slightly more than two acres (Chan 1986:96).  The plot had been purchased by Ah Jim and Company from Jack Wesson, who also operated a garden in this area.  The purchase price was $700. This garden plot was in use for more than fifty years.  Today, the plot is a city park in a residential neighborhood. (The park is located several blocks from the present-day temple).  Chinese truck gardeners usually operated with two partners, but in the valley towns larger partnerships were the rule. The 1880s saw a boycott instigated against the Chinese vegetable peddlers in Oroville (Mansfield 1918:305).  Italian gardeners were suggested to replace them. 

Social Networks 
The Chinese immigrant communities established in Oroville, as in other places in northern California, were quite different than those they had left behind in China (Chan 1991:63).  Most of the inhabitants were men in their prime working years, many of whom led a migratory existence.  Few of the inhabitants were women, children or older folks.  The Oroville Chinese relied on a network of organizations to maintain social cohesion among them.  Leadership was provided by individuals who had learned to deal with the host society that had a different culture and used a different language.  We know little of what groups existed in Oroville or what their connections might have been to organizations in Sacramento or San Francisco. Exclusionary laws prevented the majority of woman from coming to the Oroville communities except as prostitutes.  Studying the federal census during this time makes that clear. As a rule, social configurations for Chinese in California depended upon men and boys.
Community Organizations
According to Chan (1991:63-67) the Chinese were known to have established a wide array of community organizations in their Chinatowns.  These organizations were made up of 1) people who came from the same districts, called huiguan;  2) family or clan associations;  and 3) those grouped together by common interests. Chan (1991:63-64) felt that the district associations were the most important organization in an American Chinatown.  The first two established in California were called the Sanyi Huiguan (Sam Yup Association, sometimes called the Canton Company) and the Siyi Huiguan (Sze Yup Association).  In 1851, they both were formed in San Francisco.  Hsu (2000:30) calls the Siyi Huiguan the Szeyup Benevolent Association and indicates that it had a membership of more than 10,000 men by 1853.  Another association was formed by 3,000 Taishanese in 1852 (Hsu 2000:30-31).  It was known as the Ning Yung Benevolent Association (Ningyang haiguan) and was for Taishanese alone, men emigrating from Taishan County, China.  Membership in this association was estimated to be between 70,000 and 75,000 by 1876.  These associations probably existed in Oroville but there is little primary evidence to show. Leadership positions in the district and family associations were occupied almost exclusively by merchants (Chan 1991:66).  Chinese with common interest grouped together forming sworn brotherhoods, trade guilds, and political parties.
The tang (tong), which simply means “hall,” was one of the most important associations in the Americas (Chan 1991:67) and went by a variety of names.  Western scholars often refer to them as “Triads” using questionable western naming characteristics on eastern cultural values.  These groups cut across common geographic origins or kinship relationships.  The tang was a fraternal (men only) organization in the Americas that bound its members together through secret initiation rites and sworn brotherhood.  More than a dozen fraternal organizations existed among the Chinese in the Americas, the best known one was the Zhigongtang (Chee Kung Tong).  
Freemasons

The Chee Kung Tong was sometimes called “Chinese Freemasons” by Euro-Americans. “Freemasons” began paying taxes on their property in the Oroville Chinatown (Broderick Street). While doing research in the old assessment rolls, taxes were being paid by the “China Free Masons” or “Chinese Free Masons” in Oroville Chinatown, beginning in the dated 1875. The China Free Masons’ first tax bill was for Outside Lot No. 86 and a 13-foot front of east side of Outside Lot No. 87.  The property was valued at $50 with $600 worth of improvements.  Total taxes paid were $12.60.  

The same group was taxed in 1876 under the same property description with the same estimated property value, but the taxes are now $14.00.  A third time (1877) this group was taxed for Outside Lot No. 86 and the E 1/2 of Outside Lot No. 87 with a value of $100 and $700 worth of improvements, but the total taxes paid were $23.80.

In the 1878 ledger the group’s name is now “Chinese Free Masons.” Property is again valued at $100 with $700 of improvements but taxes are back down at $14.00.  Property and improvements are valued at $700 in 1879, 1880, and 1881 with taxes paid being $11.90 (in 1879) and $11.20 (in 1880 and 1881).  

Things have changed for the Chinese Free Masons in 1882.  They were assessed for Outside Lot No. 80 and 12 feet of Outside Lot No. 87, value of property was $50, total taxes paid were 80 cents.  Several other people were assessed for Outside Lot No. 80 in the same year: a Quong Wing Hi was also assessed in this year for the east 32 feet of Outside Lot No. 80, valued at $125 and $675 worth of improvements (this was only part of his assessment for this year);  Ah Fun was assessed for Outside Lot No. 80, valued at $60 and 96 cents taxes paid; and Hoop Ye Tong was assessed for Outside Lot No. 80, valued at $50 with $2.40 in taxes paid.   Did not find any Chinese entries showing who was being assessed for Outside Lot No. 86.   

In 1883 the assessment for the Chinese Free Masons is for Outside Lot No. 80, valued at $50 and a tax paid of 75 cents.  Once again others are being assessed for Outside Lot No. 80 in this same year;  Ah Fun was assessed for this lot, valued at $75 and paying a tax of $1.13; and Wing Lee Hong was assessed for Outside Lots No. 80 & 81, valued at $250, and paying taxes of $5.75.

One lot in Chinatown, valued at $50 was the only assessment for the China Free Masons in 1884.  They paid taxes of 75 cents.  Quong Wing Hi was assessed for 32 feet of east end of Outside Lot No. 80, valued at $150 with $700 worth of improvements (this was only part of his assessment for that year).        

The China or Chinese Masons disappear from the tax assessment ledgers in 1885.  Quong Wing Hi is once again assessed for 33 feet of the east end of Outside Lot No. 80 that was valued at $200 with $700 worth of improvements.  This was only part of his assessment of $3170.  He is not assessed for this property in 1886.  

Chinese “Free Masons” are mentioned in newspapers in 1897 and 1898. 

January 17, 1875, columns 1-6 (Weekly Mercury).  Under  “Delinquent Tax List.”  Free Masons, China - Ophir Township, Outside Lot No. 86 in Oroville - $50, improvements $650.  Total taxes due $15.20.

January 25, 1897, page 3, column 2 (Oroville Daily Register) had an article on the funeral of Gee Chung Oy, the second officer in the Chinese Free Mason Lodge of Oroville.  The article was titled Chinese Funeral - A Large Crowd Witnessed the Ceremonies.  “The funeral ceremony took place in front of the Masonic Building.  His “splendid” coffin lay in state on the street, surrounded by numerous flags and emblems of the order, while close by stood two tables on which was a large roast hog, and various other article of food.  After some ceremonies, a procession formed and the participants made their way to the cemetery.  In the procession were members of the order on foot, bearing flags and banners, each one wearing a rosette of red and white ribbons - which are the Chinese mourning colors.  Gee Chung Oy, a native of Canton, had been a resident of Oroville twenty years or more and was 58 years old at the time of his death”.

February 10, 1898, page 3, column 1 (Oroville Daily Register).  In this issue was a nice write up of the Grand Chinese Parade.  In the sixth paragraph the article reports that “The Chinese Free Masons were conspicuous by their dress and a peculiar round plate worn by each in back and front.  Following this organization a red flag with a black border was carried.”  

Chinese Women
The shortage of woman among the American Chinese left the men with few available marriage partners (Hsu 2000:101).  American born Chinese women were few in number and tended to accept men with wealth for husbands.  By 1920 there were 695 Chinese men to every 100 woman.  Laws also prohibited Chinese men from looking outside the Chinese community for brides.  A California statute prohibiting marriages between whites and blacks had been in place since 1872 and was amended in 1906 to include “Mongolians”.  It was not until 1948 that this law was repealed.  Additionally, any woman marrying a Chinese man without U.S. citizenship after 1921, would be stripped of her own citizenship, a heavy price for a European-American woman. 

Hsu (2000:97, Table 8) shows the number of Chinese Women immigrants admitted to the United States between the years of 1900 and 1932.  The numbers admitted in the years between 1900 and 1910 were as follows: 1900 – 9; 1901-39; 1902 – 42; 1903 – 40; 1904 – 118; 1905 – 88; 1906 – 88; 1907 – 64; 1908 – 86; 1909 – 135; and 1910 – 172.  Table 9 (Hsu 2000:99) lists the number married men living as bachelors in the United States, 1890-1940.  Also listed were the number of married women.  The numbers for 1890, 1900 and 1910 were as follows:  


Year

Married Women
Husbands Living as Bachelors 


1890


1,951


24,769


1900

            2,157


29,637 



1910


2,016


24,433

Chinese men considered women born in China as better potential wives.  They thought them to be more virtuous than woman born in the United States (Hsu 200:102-103)

American-born women were assumed to be of uncertain character and moral values.

.

Flood of 1907

 This was the Feather Rivers highest flooding in its recorded history. Water was running four feet deep in Chinatown and as far south as Montgomery Street. 
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Brief Bibliographical Essay
Steadman, Agnes, and Jean Minasian (co-editors)

1976
Oroville: Legacy of a Gold Town.  Friends of the Parks of Oroville, Oroville.

Pages 3, 5, 6, and 8.  A tent town was established (1849) on the Feather River at about Downer Street.  By 1850 it was a conglomeration of tents and shanties called “Ophir”.  A rich strike at White Rocks (1852), four miles up the river, emptied the town except for a few Chinese and a handful of Caucasian miners who kept the camp alive.

The Feather River and Ophir Water Company completed a ditch into the settlement in 1856, thus stimulating mining activities in the dry diggings.  The population of the camp soared.  Late that same year, Ophir was the fifth largest town in the state with a population of 4,000.

Miners began to exit the settlement in 1857 seeking gold in other locations.  The town went broke.  At this time the city applied to the Legislature to allow it to disincorporate.  The police force was dismissed and fire fighting equipment was stored away.  The community experienced a period of lawlessness and arson fires all but wiped it off the map.  However, the Chinese stayed on and continued to find gold in the mines that other miners had abandoned and their community expanded into one of several thousand souls.   

Other events contributing to the growth of the town was the birth of the lumber industry, the foothills swarmed with lumberjacks, and eastern farmers using the rich soil south and west of the city.

Mac Minn, George R.

1941
The Theater of the Golden Era in California.  The Caxton Printers, Caldwell,

 
Idaho

Page 497.  One of the theater companies was the Hook Tong Company.

Page 498.  On a true Chinese stage all the actors were men, no women were allowed.

Page 499.  Most of the speeches in the drama were chanted or sung to the accompaniment of monotonous music provided by “humming, banging, scraping and screeching of Chinese pipes, cymbals, and gongs.”

Page 503.  Throughout the later 1850s Chinese theatrical performances were given regularly in San Francisco for a considerable portion of the year.  The troupe would also be likely to move on to Sacramento and then up into the mining regions.

Page 507.  Chinese theaters usually had common benches for the male audience and a small gallery for female spectators.  When the character died, he just walked off.  When not engaged, the actors sat at the rear of the bare stage, eating or smoking.  The orchestra consisted of five or six instruments, chiefly gong, drum and Chinese fiddle.  The musicians sat just behind the actors.  There was usually no expression on the faces of the performers and the audience alike.

McLeod, Alexander

1947
Pigtails and Gold Dust.  The Caxton Printers, Caldwell, Idaho

. Page 45.  When a Chinaman arrived at the mine diggings, his first purchase was a pair of heavy mining boots (worn by all miners).  He would pick out the largest boots he could find for his money.

Page 62.  The Chinese were allowed to appear as a witness in our courts (1861).  Testimony would be allowed after the Chinese took an oath known as the “Confucius formula.”  A slip with the oath inscribed in Chinese characters, signed by the witness, was set on fire.  The witness took the slip of paper in his left hand to waft the spirit of the oath to the gods, raised his right hand, and repeated the oath, calling on heaven to crush him in case he failed to speak the truth, and declaring that in testimony of the promise made he offered the burning vapor for the perusal of the imperial heaven.

Page 62.  Chief Justice Murray of the California Supreme Court ruled that all Asians were Indians.

Page 63.  In 1852, 18,400 Chinamen emigrated from China.

Page 65.  The Foreign Miner’s License Tax was originally intended to exclude Spanish-Americans and Australians, but it was finally directed specifically against the Chinese.

Page 66.  The tax collectors made the Chinese pay though they might not be mining.  They included transient visitors, invalids, cripples, cooks and traders.

Thomas, Ed (editor)

1995
In Focus: A Pictorial History of Southern Butte County, California.  The Oroville

 
Mercury-Register.   This book contains several pictures of Chinese parades.

Dunn, Forrest

1977
A Collection of Places in Butte County, California.  Association for Northern 


Californian Records & Research, Chico.

Page 65.  Lynchburgh.  Shown on 1862 county map.  Located SW 1/4 of the SE 1/4 of Section 17, T19N, R4E.  Named for George Lynch who first settled here in winter of 1854-55.  School established in 1860, but it was closed and annexed to Oroville in 1862.  
Settlement was located at the present site of Oro Vista Addition of South Oroville.

Chan, Sucheng

1983     “Using California Archives for Research in Chinese American History”, found in The Annals of the Chinese Historical Society of the Pacific Northwest, pp.49-55   

.

A good summary of the use of records created by county agencies in California for historical and ethnic studies research. It was a great guide for this study. 
.

.

.

