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n 1864 a dozen Chinese immigrants arrived in the small coastal manufacturing town of

Santa Cruz. Over time the tiny community they formed grew until the Santa Cruz Chinatown

became one of the city’s most distinct features. But in 1890, racism against the Chinese

reached a high, and accusations and vigilante justice scared or threatened many families

into leaving, often for San Fransisco. In 1955 the San Lorenzo River flood destroyed the
scant remains of Santa Cruz’s last Chinese community, washing away the memories of one of Santa Cruz’s
darkest stories.

Lured from an impoverished homeland by reports of California’s famous Gold Mountain, most of
the Chinese who eventually wandered to the Coast looking for work had already lost any hope of achieving
wealth and only wanted to earn passage home. Faced with the daunting cost of such a voyage, Chinese
fortune-seekers ultimately found themselves stranded in an inhospitable environment where racist laws
designed to get rid of them kept them in poverty and low social standing.

The Santa Cruz Chinese community found its home on a little-used side street several blocks from
what was the main business district, Willow Street (now Pacific Avenue). Several laundries, each housing
around a dozen men, clung around other low-rent establishments. In 1870 the commercial growth of the
old Main Street (now Front Street) was halted at the East by the San Lorenzo River, and businesses began
to move onto Willow Street, pushing up rent and pushing out the struggling and poor Chinese community,
which moved to the bank of the river, where a motley assortment of shanties and cottages sprung up. This
small cluster of a few families blossomed over the course of several years until a recognizable Santa Cruz
Chinatown began to emerge.

The laundries and apartments grew and multiplied, joined by three Chinese markets selling herbs and
produce as well as imported goods from China. The markets moved into the
now-abandoned Front Street businesses, where Bookshop Santa Cruz now
stands, overlooking the growing Chinatown, which stood in what is now the
Front Street Galleria. As Chinatown grew, it became known as an area of ill-

&
repute, where honest Chinese businesses stood with brothels and gambling
Y dens. In addition, many of the emigrating Chinese made a habit of smoking
opium, which had been introduced by the English during the Opium Wars of
’ the 1840s, and become a problem in the Chinese population.

Travelers passing through the Santa Cruz area noted the striking
culture of Chinatown. Writer Henry Biekiewicz returned to his native Poland,
impressed by the quality of the Chinese produce: “The fruits and vegetables,
raspberries, and strawberries under the care of Chinese gardeners grow to a

fabulous size,” he wrote. “I have seen strawberries as large as small pears
H I Y and heads of cabbage four times the size of European heads.” It was not
uncommon to see men and women walking through the streets with poles

slung over their shoulders, baskets of food dangling off either end. Groups of
Chinese laborers commonly banded together to create large market gardens,
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several of which supplied Santa Cruz with the majority of its fruits and
by Jake Dolgenos vegetables for decades in the late 1800s. Strawberries were by far the most

popular: commanding high prices, these berries would eventually be shipped as far north as San Fransisco.
The Chinese also developed a close trading relationship with the Italian fishermen of Santa Cruz, mostly on
the lower West Side, and the banks of the San Lorenzo River were dotted by wooden racks used to dry the
daily catch of petrale sole, gopher cod, octopus, and pompano.

By the late nineteenth century, Chinatown had become an integral part of the Santa Cruz culture, and
one of the most ardently celebrated holidays was the Chinese New Year. Accompanied by firecrackers and
a parade, the local Chinese took a three-day respite from their labors to prepare a colorful array of cultural
food, including bird’s nest soup and shark fin. For many in Santa Cruz, the popularity of these celebrations
marked the first real awareness of the Chinese as a growing and profiting community rather than a perpetual
slum. But while some wholeheartedly accepted this development, many saw it as threatening, and some
considered it an outrage.

One of Chinatown’s first and most outspoken detractors was Duncan McPherson, who, after returning
to Santa Cruz from his studies at the University of the Pacific, traded a ranch he had purchased for a one-
half interest in the Santa Cruz Sentinel in 1865. By 1876 he had become the principal owner and manager
of the paper, and used his vocational advantages to stir considerable anxiety and hatred among his readers
in Santa Cruz towards the Chinese.

In 1879 McPherson wrote a scathing editorial describing the Chinese as “half-human, half-devil,
rat-eating, rag-wearing, law-ignoring, Christian civilization-hating, opium smoking, labor-degrading,
entrail-sucking Celestials.”

By this time anti-Chinese sentiments had reached a fever pitch in many areas in California, with
beatings and mob violence making headlines in San Francisco and Monterey. The movement eventually

gained political recognition with the formation, in 1877, of the Workingman’s Party of California. Though
ieir platform technically called for a redistribution of wealth, and other sweeping proposals appealing to
ywer-class workers along the California coast, the organization made few attempts to hide its true nature
as an anti-Chinese organization. Denis Kearney, the fiery movement leader, routinely appealed to
racist sentiments all too common amongst his blue collar constituency. “Are you ready to march down
to the wharf and stop the leprous Chinaman from landing?” Kearney thundered in 1878 to a roaring
crowd. “The dignity of labor must be sustained even if we have to kill every wretch that
opposes it.... The Chinese must go!”
“The Chinese must go.”

4 o In the decades that followed,
- 'f this became a rallying cry for marches,
; PR speeches, and demonstrations as waves
of sinophobia swept across California.

& On February 27, 1886, it was shouted and
M ' chanted by a torch-bearing parade marching

down Pacific Avenue in amass demonstration
against the frightened and hounded Chinese.
A local chapter of the Workingman’s Party
l ks materialized in Santa Cruz, with a perplexing
F ) 2] lack of a constituency whose jobs were

e threatened by Chinese competition. Though

¥ ). voters in other West coast cities supported the
2 / 2 radical party for fear of losing work, Santa Cruz

Dy & e Y workers were never in competition with the
Broken Memories (top) A ;_ﬂaquc marks the location of the ﬁmll o ; Chinese, and the members of the local ghap‘Fer
Santa Cruz CHinatown in the Front Street Galleria, Gmrgl’ Luev(ser- Tl of the Worklngman’s Party were prlmarlly
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Two Chinese boys (above) stand for a photo circa 1910 in Blackburn’s Ly " list of reforms and dramatic change, included
very little in the way of reform. A sizable portion
was devoted, however, to different objectives.

“Chinese cheap labor,” the platform
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Chinatown, where many Chinese rebuilt after the 1894 fire. An Older
Chinese man strings out laundry in the early 1900s (right).






