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PREFACE

THE FIFTH DAUGHTER OF IMMIGRANT PARENTS FROM CHINA, I grew
up in the 1950s knowing very little about my own family history, let alone
the history of Chinese in America. Like everyone else in San Francisco’s
Chinatown, my family went by two different surnames. Among our rela-
tives and friends, we were known as the Tom family, but at school and on
our birth certificates, we were known as the Yung family. We always knew
that if ever questioned by the lo fan (foreigners), we were not to reveal
our real Chinese surname; otherwise, the family would be in big trouble. I
never understood why until I found out about a place called Angel Island
in 1975.

Word had been going around Chinatown that a park ranger named
Alexander Weiss had seen Chinese poems carved into the walls of an
old immigration building on Angel Island. That piqued my interest, and
I set out with a few friends to see for myself. It was a beautiful day for a
ferry ride across the bay to the island. The sun glistened on the deep blue
waters as seagulls trailed behind us. Once the boat docked at Ayala Cove,
we were greeted by a park ranger who took us on a steep climb up to the
perimeter road that led around to the immigration station on the north
side of the island. It was a one-mile walk and the panoramic view of the
bay was breathtaking.

We finally arrived at the two-story wooden barracks that once served
as a detention facility for Chinese immigrants. Some of the windows were
boarded up, and the structure looked old and decrepit behind the barbed
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wire fence. We were told that the place had not been used since World
War II, when it housed Japanese prisoners of war. The building smelled
and the floor creaked as we entered. We were taken to the main dormi-
tory where the poetry had been found. The room was empty except for
the twenty-eight standing poles from which three tiers of beds had once
hung. Sunlight streamed in through the dirty windows. The floor was
covered with litter and the paint on the ceiling and walls was peeling.
With the aid of a flashlight, we could make out the impressions of Chi-
nese calligraphy on the walls. There were rows and rows of stately poems.
I remember feeling as if I had walked back into the past. Touching the
words covered by a thin layer of chipped paint, I could hear the voices of
immigrants bemoaning their fate imprisoned on this lonely island. “Grief
and bitterness entwined are heaven sent,” wrote one poet. “Sadness kills
the person in the wooden building,” wrote another. I was moved to tears.
And I wondered why I had never heard of this place before.

Later when I got home I asked my father, “Do you know of a place called
Angel Island?” At first, he didn’t want to talk about it. Then he finally said,
“Yeah, that’s where they kept us when we first arrived.” I later learned
that in order to circumvent the Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred all
Chinese laborers from entering the United States, my father Tom Yip Jing
came to this country in 1921 claiming to be Yung Hin Sen, the nineteen-
year-old son of a Chinese merchant in Stockton, California. Detained on
Angel Island for thirty-four days, he was grilled about his family back-
ground, details of the house and village he supposedly came from, and
whatever he knew about his father’s life in America. When the immigrant
inspector found no discrepancies in his answers when compared to those
of his father and brother, he was believed to be the son of Yung Dung
and duly admitted into the country. Like my father, the overwhelming
majority of Chinese immigrants who came during the exclusion period
(1882-1943) were “paper sons” of merchants or U.S. citizens. They took
this “crooked path” because that was the only way they could come. The
price they paid was heavy. Many were forced to live a life of deceit and
duplicity, under constant fear of detection and deportation, until the day
they died. It was a well-kept secret, as was the harsh treatment accorded
them at the immigration station. No wonder that they never wanted to
tell their children about this damned place—Angel Island.

But I was determined to find out. For the next five years, I worked
with historian Him Mark Lai and poet Genny Lim to collect and translate
as many Angel Island poems as we could find and to conduct oral his-
tory interviews with former detainees and employees of the immigration
station. Many of the poems on the walls had been partially obliterated
by layers of paint and natural deterioration. We were fortunate to find
two immigrants, Smiley Jann and Tet Yee, who had meticulously copied
down close to 100 poems in their notebooks while detained on Angel
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Island in the early 1930s. Convincing other people to talk about their
experiences on Angel Island proved to be more difficult. We started with
our own families and branched out to relatives of close friends in the
Chinese American community. Only by promising anonymity were we
allowed to record the interviews and publish their stories along with
translations of 135 poems. The result of our labor was Island: Poetry and
History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island, 1910—1940.

Island is a testament to the hardships, perseverance, and ultimate
triumphs of Chinese immigrants on Angel Island. At the same time, it
exposes a dark chapter in our country’s immigration history and wipes
clean the shame and humiliation that many paper sons like my father
have kept locked within through the years. More important, Island calls
on America to reckon with its past mistake of adopting and enforcing dis-
criminatory immigration policies that belie its ideals of liberty and justice
for all. The lessons of Angel Island are very present and real. As immi-
grants from around the world continue to come to the United States in
search of freedom and opportunity, we must ensure that they be treated
fairly and with dignity and respect. What happened to the Chinese on
Angel Island was unconscionable and must never be repeated again.

Since the publication of Island in 1980, many historians, community
activists, and preservationists have continued to research about Angel
Island in an effort to document, preserve, and restore the immigration site
and its history. The new research materials they have found, including
photographs, wall inscriptions, personal stories and writings, and immi-
gration records, have raised awareness of the great diversity of immi-
grants on Angel Island. Although the Chinese were the most numerous,
we now know there were also immigrants and refugees from some eighty
countries, including Japan, India, Korea, the Philippines, Russia, Spain,
Mexico, Australia, and New Zealand. It is time for their stories to be told,
compared, and interpreted within the larger context of U.S. immigration
history. By expanding the Angel Island story to include a broad range of
perspectives and experiences of gatekeepers and immigrants alike, Erika
Lee and I have set out to write a comprehensive history of how Angel
Island became the Pacific gateway to America, forever changing the lives
of immigrants and of America itself.

Judy Yung

On June 3, 1918, my grandfather Lee Chi Yet boarded the Korea Maru
steamship in Hong Kong and sailed for San Francisco. He traveled with
a man named Yee Yook Haw, a Chinese merchant who claimed that my
grandfather was his oldest son. In fact, my grandfather was a “paper son”
and an orphan, who, after his parents” deaths, had survived as well as he
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could in his native village of Poon Leung Chun in the Sunning (Toisan)
district near Canton, China. As an adult, he left his village to find work in
Toisan City and got a job working for Yee Yook Haw. When his employer
decided to go to San Francisco, he decided to go with him.

Because of the Chinese exclusion laws, the only way for my grand-
father to enter the country was through deception. Upon arrival in San
Francisco, Yee Yook Haw and my grandfather, who adopted the paper
name of Yee Shew Ning, were taken with all other third-class passen-
gers to the Angel Island Immigration Station. Yee Yook Haw answered
the immigration officials’ brief set of questions and showed them his visa
from the American consulate in Hong Kong proving he was a reputable
merchant. He was admitted into the country after six days of detention.

My grandfather was detained longer and subjected to a thorough
medical examination and interrogation. He answered questions about his
name, age, the Yee family, and the Yee family village. He had studied
these details, including how many rows of houses there were in Lok Oh
Lee village, the name of the nearest market, how often his “father” came
to visit, the occupations and family makeup of various neighbors, and the
size and location of the family’s clock. My grandfather also had to pass a
special medical examination to prove that his claimed age of seventeen
years matched his physical description. The last hurdle was an eight-day
hospital stay to treat hookworm, an excludable disease if left untreated.
The day he was released from the hospital, my grandfather was officially
admitted into the country.

I did not learn about my grandfather’s journey to America while grow-
ing up in the suburbs east of San Francisco. Angel Island was just another
landmark in the San Francisco Bay that my family passed on the Bay Bridge
while driving into Chinatown for dim sum or to Little Italy for pasta. It was
not until I was a college student learning about Asian American history for
the first time that I thought to ask how my own family might be connected
to laws like the Chinese Exclusion Act and to places like Angel Island. I
interviewed my grandparents to find out. One grandmother refused to talk
about it at all. The memories of those times were too painful for her to
share. My grandfather who came through Angel Island described how he
had left a life of nothing in China, dared to enter a country that did not
want him, and pulled it off on the island. He was even able to change the
family name back to Lee when he applied for naturalization in 1946.

The story of my grandparents—and those of countless other Asian
Americans whose lives never made it into any American history text-
book—inspired me to go to graduate school. Debates over immigration,
border control, and undocumented immigration divided the country
in the 1990s, and it seemed natural to start with researching Chinese
immigration during the exclusion era. Specifically, I wanted to better
understand what Angel Island said about America and its relationship to
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immigration and race. How did it compare to Ellis Island? And what was
its legacy for modern immigration policy?

I tracked down clues in obscure government reports, and I found the
private papers and correspondence of some of Angel Island’s immigration
officials. But the full history of Chinese immigration through Angel Island
did not come alive to me until I visited the National Archives branch in
San Bruno, California. There, staff archivist Neil Thomsen pointed me
to nearly 70,000 recently declassified files on Chinese immigrants who
entered the country through San Francisco and Angel Island.

When I found my grandparents’ files, their faces peered out at me from
old photographs I had never seen before. There was my grandfather’s
original 1918 application, with passport-sized photographs of himself and
his paper father. He wore a traditional Chinese tunic, and his hair was
combed back to reveal a self-assured young man. The next pages in the
file revealed my grandfather’s interrogation at the Angel Island Immigra-
tion Station, in which he fabricated a false identity, family, and life. And
on the top of the file was my grandparents’ wedding photograph. It was
the only one that my grandparents had, but Angel Island officials had
confiscated it during my grandmother’s interview for admission in 1927.
They scrawled her file number across a corner and slipped it back into the
file jacket where it lay for over seventy years.

I spent the next several years researching and writing what would
become my first book, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during the
Exclusion Era, 1882-1943. 1 looked at over a thousand individual Chi-
nese immigration files as well as hundreds of documents in the National
Archives and other archives. Together, these records allowed me to piece
together not only a social history of Chinese immigrants and Chinese
Americans under the shadow of exclusion on Angel Island, but also a
larger history of America’s transformation into a “gatekeeping nation.”
But I knew that I was only scratching the surface. Time and again when
I rifled through the dusty file boxes, I found not a Chinese immigrant’s
file, but that of another immigrant. Like Inder Singh, a Sikh laborer who
applied for admission from the Philippines in 1913. Or Yoshi Nakayama,
a Japanese “picture bride” coming to join her husband in 1911; Rafael
Magno, a Filipino laborer reentering the United States in 1935; a twen-
ty-seven-year-old Italian native named Dominco Rinaldo, who sailed
north from a South American port in September 1914; and Esther Lopez,
who gave birth to twins at the immigration station’s hospital in 1913
before being sent back to Mexico. There were even a few scattered files
of immigrants from Norway, Afghanistan, Persia, Nicaragua, Australia,
French Indochina, and Tahiti. These were all people who had also passed
through the Angel Island Immigration Station but whose histories were
even less known than those of the Chinese immigrants who were there
at the same time. I made copies of them and saved them in a file marked
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“Angel Island—Other Immigrants,” hoping that someday I would have
the opportunity to revisit them.

When Judy Yung and I began talking about marking Angel Island’s
centennial, we knew it was time to share their stories and many others
like them in a new comprehensive history of Angel Island’s diverse immi-
grants. Their experiences have helped us see Angel Island in a new light.

But it is our hope that this book offers more than just a new set of sto-
ries about the immigration station and the people who came through it.
We would like to illustrate how the Angel Island Immigration Station—
now a National Historic Landmark—fundamentally changes our under-
standings of America and American immigration in the past and present.
Angel Island is not just Chinese American history, or Asian American his-
tory, or California history, or immigration history. It is American history.

Erika Lee
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE
AND TERMINOLOGY

WE USE THE TERMS immigrant, migrant, migration, and immigration broadly
to describe the fluid movement of peoples across national borders for
a variety of reasons. The term immigrant is a legal status that refers to
an alien who comes for permanent settlement. We use immigrant and
immigration to refer to foreigners coming to and residing in the United
States, recognizing that these movements did not always result in perma-
nent settlement. The terms migrant and migration reflect multiple types of
movement, including temporary residence in a foreign country (students,
travelers, temporary workers, for example), or circular, transnational
migration across national borders or within an empire.

The U.S. government at times referred to temporary visitors, such as
students, and ministers, or returning U.S. residents, and the spouses and
children of U.S. citizens, as nonimmigrant aliens, or after 1924, nonquota
immigrants, to indicate that their admission into the country was on a tem-
porary basis and was not to count against their home country’s annual
quota set by the 1924 Immigration Act.! The U.S. government also clas-
sified persons traveling through the United States to a second country as
transients.

Government records often refer to individuals through their legal status
as aliens, persons who are not U.S. citizens; or illegal aliens, persons who
are in the country in violation of immigration law. In recent years, the
terms used to describe immigration have become highly politicized and are
often manipulated to serve different purposes in the political debates over
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U.S. immigration policy. There are derogatory and selective uses of the
terms illegal alien and illegal immigrant, for example. While there are tech-
nically individuals from all over the world currently living and working in
the United States without proper documentation, the “illegal” label mostly
gets applied to persons from Mexico, Latin America, or to other immigrants
of color. This selective usage helps further the racial dimensions of the
contemporary debate over immigration. The terms illegal immigration and
illegal immigrant are also problematic because they dehumanize individu-
als and ignore the large role that the U.S. government, U.S. immigration
law, and U.S. businesses play in facilitating undocumented immigration.
As in the past, immigration policies continue to favor some immigrants
over others. Many working-class immigrants have very few opportuni-
ties to enter the country under current immigration law due to prefer-
ence categories that privilege those with professional skills and because
of visa backlogs for certain countries. At the same time, U.S. companies
have hired and recruited workers regardless of immigration status, thereby
encouraging and supporting undocumented immigration.

The term undocumented immigrant has been suggested as a more neutral
description of immigrants who have entered without proper immigration
documents or who do not have the federal documentation to show they
are legally entitled to work, visit, or live in the United States. However,
this term does not work for all immigrants across the time period that we
cover in this book. The Chinese immigrants that we discuss, for example,
were certainly “documented,” in that they came with documents that
allowed them legal entry and residence. In their case, the documents
were often fraudulent, and their entry, though “documented,” still cir-
cumvented the law. Given the imperfect choice of terms available to us,
we try to be as specific, accurate, and neutral as possible in describing the
type of entry immigrants have used in both the past and present while
also representing our sources correctly. In the few instances that we do
use the terms illegal immigrants or illegal immigration, we contextualize
them within the patterns of discriminatory immigration laws that left few
other migration options open to specific groups of immigrants. Our goal
has been to stay true to history without condoning the use of inflamma-
tory language.?

The category of the U.S. national is a result of American colonialism
abroad following the Spanish-American War, during which the Philip-
pines, Puerto Rico, and Guam became U.S. territories. The Philippines
was annexed as American territory, but Filipinos were not made Ameri-
can citizens. American colonial policy created a new legal status of the
“U.S. national,” someone who owed allegiance to the United States, but
who did not have the rights of a citizen. U.S. nationals could not vote or
run for elected office. They did not have the rights of representation or
trial by jury. But as American colonial subjects and “nationals,” they were
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also not “aliens” and could thus enter the United States without an entry
visa and were not subject to exclusion or deportation from the United
States.?

We refer to newcomers arriving on Angel Island as arrivals, immigrants
or applicants. We refer to the individuals who were detained at the immi-
gration station as detainees. Although they were technically in the United
States, detainees were not legally admitted into the country until their
cases were finalized and an admission decision was given. They were sub-
ject to the rules and regulations set forth by the U.S. immigration service
while in detention.

When individuals applied for admission into the United States, the
government could land or admit them for legal residence permanently
or temporarily, debar, reject, or exclude them from the country, or admit on
parole, which meant allowing them into the country temporarily under
bond and/or parole by a third party, usually a relative, acquaintance, or
organization.

Deportation refers to the removal of aliens already in the United States.
Immigration officials referred to deporting both foreigners residing in the
United States and applicants for admission who had been denied entry.
We use deportation to describe both the official action of barring appli-
cants for admission and returning them to their port of embarkation and
the removal or expulsion of immigrants already residing in the country.*
Formal deportation differs from repatriation, which refers to the process of
returning a person back to his or her place of origin or citizenship on a
voluntary basis.

When we refer to groups in terms of their country or geographic region
of origin, we use Chinese, Japanese, Korean, European, Asian, Mexican,
and so on. We use Chinese American or Korean American to refer to all
Chinese or Koreans in America.

We use the term South Asia in reference to the present-day countries
of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.
Prior to and during the immigration station’s years of operation, the U.S.
government categorized all persons from South Asia as “Indian,” “East
Indian,” or “Hindoo.” These terms are confusing and incorrect for this
time period. Most immigrants from South Asia during the early twenti-
eth century practiced the Sikh religion rather than Hinduism. The Indian
subcontinent, under the colonial rule of Great Britain from 1612 to 1947,
included all of the present-day countries of South Asia (not just India),
and immigrants from all of these countries did come to the United States.
The vast majority of migrants discussed in this book were from the Pun-
jab region of the British Indian Empire, which in 1947 was split into East
and West Punjab. East Punjab became part of India, while West Punjab
became part of Pakistan. We thus use South Asia and Indian subcontinent to
describe immigrants from this region, unless a more specific label, such
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as “Punjabi,” was used in the original source. India and Indian are used
in reference to nationalist activism related to that nation-state inside and
outside the Indian subcontinent during this time period.’

Following standard practice, when using a person’s Chinese or Korean
name, we give the surname (family name) first, followed by the given
name (usually two characters). For example, in the name Jung Look Moy,
Jung is the surname and Look Moy, the given name. The appearance of
Shee in a Chinese woman'’s name indicates that she is married. We use the
Pinyin romanization system for Chinese proper nouns, except in cases
where the names have been commonly spelled in a different romaniza-
tion system.

We have chosen to protect the privacy and identity of certain Angel
Island detainees by changing their names when their stories include sen-
sitive information regarding immigration status and/or personal behavior.
Even though the government sources that we use are part of the public
record and are open to everyone, we understand that some Angel Island
detainees and their descendants may not wish their real names used in
these cases. Pseudonyms for these individuals appear in the text and are
indicated as such in the endnotes.

Outdated and derogatory terms like “Oriental” or “Asiatic” often appear
in this book as part of the historical record from which they were drawn
and reflect the perspective of the times.
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Korean National Association
Likely to become a public charge
Pacific Mail Steamship Company
Save America’s Treasures
Young Men'’s Christian Association
Young Women'’s Christian Association
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INTRODUCTION

ON JANUARY 22, 1910, thirty-year-old Wong Chung Hong arrived in San
Francisco on the steamship China. A Chinese merchant with partnerships
in a general merchandise store and a dried fruit business in and around
Canton, Wong hoped to expand his business in the United States. But
first he had to pass the U.S. government’s immigrant inspection. He was
ordered off the China and onto a U.S. government ferry that took him
to the brand-new immigration station on Angel Island. One of nineteen
immigration stations operating around the United States in the early
twentieth century, the Angel Island Immigration Station was the main
Pacific gateway into and out of the country.!

Wong gave the uniformed immigrant inspectors his documents and
answered their questions. He presented his “section-six” certificate signed
by the Chinese viceroy and the American consul general in Canton that
verified his status as a merchant exempt from the Chinese exclusion
laws. The photograph that was attached showed Wong dressed in richly
embroidered Chinese robes, a clear marker of his wealth and status. He
told Inspector Lauritz Lorenzen that he was heading to Sang Wo & Co., a
well-known Chinese grocery store in San Francisco’s Chinatown and that
he had $500 in U.S. currency with him. Wong’s papers were all in order,
and he made a good impression on U.S. immigration officials. Inspector
Lorenzen noted that the applicant’s appearance was “conclusively” not
that of a laborer, a class that was excluded from the country, and Wong
was admitted into the United States three days later. He would be the first
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Map of passenger ship routes to San Francisco. The
Angel Island Immigration Station was
a global crossroads for migrants from all over the

recorded person admitted into the country after being interviewed and
detained on Angel Island.?

From 1910 to 1940, one million people were processed through the port
of San Francisco on their way into or out of the country. These included over
341,000 aliens and returning residents and 209,000 U.S. citizens arriving
in the United States. In addition, over 483,000 aliens and 183,000 U.S. citi-
zens departed the country through San Francisco.’> Deportees, repatriates,
alien stowaways, deserting seamen, and migrants in transit also arrived at
and departed from San Francisco during the same time period. About half
a million people entered or departed the country through Angel Island.
Some, like Wong, were admitted within a few days. Others, like Esther and
Catarino Lopez and their three young children, were detained at the immi-
gration station for months before being sent back home to Mexico.

The Lopez family arrived on Angel Island three years after Wong
Chung Hong. Unlike Wong, they were working class, and immigration
officials unanimously voted to exclude the entire family on the grounds
that they were “likely to become public charges.” Commissioner of Immi-
gration Samuel Backus argued that the aliens did not look fit to support
themselves and presented “a very poor appearance.” Catarino was “thin,
scrawny-looking and not at all rugged.” Esther was in her last trimester
of pregnancy and presumably unable to work due to her “delicate condi-
tion.” The children also looked “illy nourished and poorly developed.” The
family’s relatives in Sacramento organized a defense, but after a month,
the exclusion order remained in place. While still on Angel Island, Esther
gave birth to twins at the immigration station hospital. Methodist mis-
sionary Katharine Maurer, known as the “angel of Angel Island,” bought
clothes for the two children and some gowns for Esther. They were “not
the plainest I could find, for I knew how she would appreciate a bit of
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ribbon and embroidery,” Maurer reported. Esther was indeed appreci-
ative. She caressed the garments and profusely thanked Maurer. Two
months later, she and her family were deported back to Mexico.*

The same year that the Lopezes were deported from Angel Island, six
Korean students from Shanghai arrived at the immigration station seek-
ing refuge in America from persecution by the Japanese in their colonized
homeland. They had two strikes against them. They did not have the
required Japanese passport or identification verifying their status as stu-
dents, and they were found to be afflicted with hookworm, an excludable
medical condition. However, their arrival had been preceded by a letter
from the American consul in Shanghai to the secretary of state in Wash-
ington, D.C., recommending that, given their family wealth and strong
opposition to Japan, they be given special consideration. In addition, they
had the support of the Korean National Association, which was willing
to guarantee their stay in America. They were treated for hookworm and
were admitted one month later.®

Soto Shee was not so fortunate, and she received no special consid-
eration on the island. She arrived at the immigration station from Hong
Kong in late July of 1924 with her seven-month-old son, Soon Din. While
in detention, Soon Din died suddenly. His body was brought to San Fran-
cisco for burial while Soto remained detained at the station. Distraught,
she asked to be released from the immigration station on bond to be with
her husband. Her attorney, Joseph P. Fallon, described his client’s “very
nervous state of health.” But immigration officials in Washington, D.C.,
denied the request, finding “no unusual hardship.” Three weeks later, in
the middle of the night, Soto hanged herself in the women'’s bathroom.
She would have died had Matron Grace McKeener not found her uncon-
scious and taken her to the hospital. As she lay in recovery, Soto’s hus-
band and attorney Fallon renewed their calls for her to be admitted into
the United States. She was eventually allowed to leave the immigration
station and enter the country temporarily on bond.°

Soto Shee would not have recognized Canadian Ivy Gidlow’s descrip-
tion of the immigration station, as their experiences on the island were
drastically different. Detained briefly on Angel Island five years after Soto
Shee, Gidlow sent her sister a letter describing her clean, white room, the
colorful people she encountered in the dining halls, and the comforts of
the immigration station. She could take a hot bath whenever she pleased
and she enjoyed the well-stocked library immensely. “I am almost con-
tent here,” she wrote.”

How did Wong Chung Hong, Esther Lopez, the six Korean students,
Soto Shee, and Ivy Gidlow all end up on Angel Island? And why were
their experiences at the immigration station so different?

Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America explores the great diversity
of immigrants who passed through America’s Pacific gateway for the first
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time. Situated at the edge of the United States, the Angel Island Immi-
gration Station was a place where global forces clashed with American
national interests and identity. People from around the world were on the
move as part of the era of global mass migration. Those seeking entry to
the United States confronted U.S. immigration policies that treated immi-
grants differently based on their race, nationality, gender, and class as a
way of identifying which ones were fit to enter the country and become
Americans and which ones were not. These laws were just one part of a
larger system of racial segregation and discrimination for immigrants and
people of color in the United States during the twentieth century. The
history of immigration on Angel Island illustrates the very real conse-
quences that these policies had on immigrant lives and communities. But
the significance of Angel Island’s immigration history extends far beyond
the island itself. The migration histories and experiences of the one mil-
lion people who were processed through San Francisco and Angel Island
reveals a world on the move and the making of America as both an inclu-
sive nation of immigrants and an exclusive gatekeeping nation.

Immigration Policy and the Making of America

For much of its history, the United States had an open-door immigra-
tion policy. From the colonial era through the mid-nineteenth century,
foreign immigration was encouraged to help settle newly colonized lands
in an expanding America. Until the late nineteenth century, states still
regulated foreign immigration into and out of their jurisdictions. The fed-
eral government began to keep track of immigrants in 1819 and passed its
first federal law regulating immigration in 1875. From that point on, the
United States” open door began to close, and Congress and the executive
branch established executive authority over immigration as a sovereign
right of the United States. Immigration policy became viewed as a tool
to define just what it meant to be an “American.” The first laws began to
exclude certain groups from that definition by explicitly restricting immi-
grants based on their race, gender, and class. The 1875 Page Law forbade
the entry of Chinese, Japanese, and other Asian laborers brought to the
United States involuntarily and Asian women brought for the purpose
of prostitution. The Chinese Exclusion Act followed in 1882. The 1875
and 1882 laws focused specifically on Chinese laborers and prostitutes,
but they transformed modern American immigration policy and immi-
grant inspection and detention in general. They legalized the restriction,
exclusion, and deportation of immigrants considered to be threats to
the United States for the first time in the country’s history. The Chinese
Exclusion Act firmly established the need for federal immigrant inspec-
tion sites and inspection policies, as well as federal documentation such as
passports and “green cards.” It also firmly placed immigration regulation
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under the control of the government’s immigration officials rather than
the courts and designated penalties for unlawful or fraudulent entry. The
Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of these laws by arguing
that the power to exclude and deport immigrants was an “inherent and
inalienable right of every sovereign and independent nation” and was
“essential to its safety, its independence, and its welfare.”®

With these laws, the United States began to close its doors to a wide
range of people. Beginning in 1882, a general immigration law barred
criminals, prostitutes, paupers, lunatics, idiots, and those likely to become
public charges (LPC) from entering the United States. The Alien Contract
Labor Law was passed in 1885. In 1891, Congress further forbade the entry
of polygamists and aliens convicted of a crime involving “moral turpitude”
and gave the federal government unprecedented power to decide immigra-
tion matters. In 1903, another immigration law excluded anarchists, and
four years later, Congress barred all women coming to the United States
for “immoral purposes.” A diplomatic accord, known as the “Gentlemen’s
Agreement” between the United States and Japan, also effectively ended
the immigration of Japanese and Korean laborers after 1907.°

By the early twentieth century, Americans largely supported the call to
“close the gates” to immigration in general. The Immigration Act of 1917
reflected growing anti-immigrant sentiment across the country and enacted
a wide range of new provisions, including a literacy test for all adult immi-
grants and restrictions on suspected radicals. In response to anti-Asian sen-
timent, the act also denied entry to aliens living within a newly conceived
geographical area called the “Asiatic Barred Zone.” All immigrants from
India, Burma, Siam, the Malay States, Arabia, Afghanistan, part of Russia,
and most of the Polynesian Islands were thereafter excluded.®

During and after World War I, new passport controls were instituted by
the U.S. government. As the campaign to restrictimmigration intensified in
the 1920s, new laws also followed. The Quota Act of 1921 placed numeri-
cal limitations on immigration for the first time and set temporary quotas
for each immigrant group based on national origins. Three years later, the
1924 Immigration Act reduced the total number of admissions even more
and revised the quota formula. Both laws were designed to limit arrivals
from Southern and Eastern Europe and favor immigrants from Northern
and Western Europe. No restrictions were placed on immigration from
the Western Hemisphere, but the 1924 act closed the door on any further
Asian immigration by denying admission to all aliens who were “ineligible
to citizenship,” a legal classification that applied only to Asians. The act
also required visas to enter the country and shifted the burden of immi-
grant inspection to overseas personnel at American embassies. The Bor-
der Patrol was established in 1925 to increase surveillance and immigrant
inspection along the U.S.-Mexico and U.S.-Canadian borders. In 1929,
immigration into the United States was limited to 150,000 individuals a
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year based on an even more restrictive national origins quota system that
continued to favor immigration from Northern and Western Europe. This
system would remain in place until 1965.!

The economic depression of the 1930s sharply curtailed immigration
into the United States. At the same time, there was an increase in arrests
and deportations of immigrants already in the country, particularly Filipi-
nos and Mexicans. An estimated one million Mexicans, including Ameri-
can-born children, were returned to Mexico during the decade. The 1934
Tydings-McDuffie Act subjected the immigration of Filipinos to the quota
system, and the 1935 Repatriation Act enabled the voluntary repatriation
of Filipinos to the Philippines.'2

As the United States continued to close its door to an ever-widening
group of immigrants, regulation of immigration on Angel Island became a
complex, multifaceted process. Like Ellis Island, the Angel Island Immigra-
tion Station was one of the country’s main ports of entry for immigrants
in the early twentieth century. But while Angel Island was popularly
called the “Ellis Island of the West,” it was very different from its counter-
part in New York. Mainly a processing center for European immigrants,
Ellis Island enforced American immigration laws that restricted, but did
not exclude, European immigrants. In fact, one of the goals of Ellis Island
was to begin the process of turning European immigrants into naturalized
Americans. Angel Island, on the other hand, was the main port of entry
for Asian immigrants and was characterized by American immigration
policies that excluded Asians and barred them from becoming naturalized
citizens. Most European immigrants processed through Ellis Island spent
only a few hours or at most a few days there, while the processing time
for Asian, especially Chinese, immigrants on Angel Island was measured
in days and weeks."?

Although the Angel Island Immigration Station was designed to address
San Francisco’s unique status as the primary entryway for Chinese com-
ing to the United States, an increasingly diverse group of immigrants from
Europe, Asia, and Latin America arrived at the station over the years.
Between 1915 and 1920, non-Asians represented approximately one-third
of the immigrants applying for admission at the port of San Francisco. After
1924, non-Asians represented about 15 percent of all arrivals.'* Russians
and Mexicans came to America seeking refuge from the revolutionary vio-
lence and disorder ravaging their homelands; Japanese “picture brides” and
Chinese “paper sons” crossed the Pacific to join their families; Sikh and Fili-
pino laborers sought work in the fields of California’s Central Valley; and
Korean, Russian, and Jewish refugees hoped to find freedom from religious
and political persecution.” Some crossed the Pacific Ocean directly from
their homelands. Chinese from the Pearl River Delta could easily board a
trans-Pacific steamship in Hong Kong that would take them to family and
relatives in Gam Saan, or Gold Mountain, the name that Chinese used for
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California. Others took more circuitous routes to San Francisco and trav-
eled great distances by land and sea before arriving in the United States.
South Asians came through the Golden Gate after working in Manila, Hong
Kong, or Tokyo. Filipinos ended their contracts on Hawaiian plantations and
then came to San Francisco to try their luck on the mainland. Russian refu-
gees crossed Siberia and Manchuria before boarding ships in Yokohama and
Kobe bound for the United States. Spanish laborers arrived in the city after
working in Panama, Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala, and Hawaii. Salvadorans
traveled through Guatemala and Mexico to board steamships in Mazatlan
bound for el norte.'®

The Angel Island Immigration Station also played a key role in remov-
ing and deporting immigrants already in the United States on charges of
prostitution, LPC, criminal offenses, and radical politics. The deportation
hearings for Harry Bridges, the Australian-born labor leader accused of
being a communist, took place at the Angel Island Immigration Station in
1939 and lasted over nine weeks before the judge ruled that he was not
a member of the Communist Party. Many Filipinos were also detained
and deported from Angel Island during the repatriation campaigns of the
1930s. Although this history is not as fully documented as the immigra-
tion station’s role in processing new arrivals, this work was an essential
part of United States immigration policy. Angel Island was both an entry
point for immigrants seeking better lives in America and a last stop on a
forced journey out of the country.!”

Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America is the first full history of the
Angel Island Immigration Station and the diverse immigrants who passed
through its doors on their way into and out of the United States. It con-
nects Angel Island to global histories of migration, war, colonialism, and
revolution, as well as to American histories of race, ethnic, class, and gen-
der relations. As America’s Pacific gateway, it tells a different story from
that of Ellis Island, one that fundamentally changes the way we think
about immigration in the past and in the present.

Building the “Finest Immigrant Station in the World”

The largest island in the San Francisco Bay, Angel Island has a long and var-
ied history. According to archaeological evidence and artifacts, the Hook-
ooeko tribe of the Coast Miwok American Indians lived on the island for
at least 1,000 years and used it as a temporary hunting and fishing camp.
In 1775, a Spanish expedition led by Juan Manuel de Ayala anchored on
the island and named it Isla de Los Angeles, Angel Island. Thereafter, Span-
ish, French, Russian, and British explorers, sealers, whalers, and navy
crews often used it as a base for their operations or a place to obtain fuel
and fresh water after making the difficult passage through the Golden
Gate. The European presence was disastrous for the Miwok. Contagious
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diseases brought by the new European settlers greatly reduced the small
number of natives on the island.'®

Under the ownership of the Mexican government after 1821, Angel
Island was home to a large cattle ranch. After the U.S.-Mexican war, the
United States gained control of the island, and in 1850, the federal govern-
ment designated Angel Island a military base. The Camp Reynolds army
post was established there in 1863 during the Civil War, and in 1900, all
of the army facilities on the island were renamed Fort McDowell. Until
1946, Angel Island served as an overseas assignment and discharge depot
for troops bound to and from Hawaii and the Philippines. A quarantine
station operated at Ayala Cove on the island from 1891 to 1946. Over 700
German enemy aliens were housed at the immigration station for a brief
period during World War I, and federal prisoners and prisoners of war
were also detained there in subsequent years."

Although the immigration station on Angel Island did not open until
1910, its history dates back to 1882 when the federal government estab-
lished new immigrant inspection procedures under the Chinese Exclusion
Act. The law declared that passengers would not be allowed to land in the
United States until they had been inspected and approved for admission
by a “Chinese inspector.” The problem was that the act did not indicate
where any detainees would be housed if their inspections took longer
than one day.

Immigration officials and steamship companies bringing Asian passen-
gers to the United States were forced to piece together a makeshift deten-
tion system. In August 1882 when the City of Sydney steamship arrived in
San Francisco with the first Chinese passengers after the Exclusion Act
went into effect, sixteen Chinese crewmen needed to be detained while
immigrant inspectors studied their papers and their claims for admission
into the country. But there was nowhere to house them. They were trans-
ferred to another ship docked nearby in the San Francisco Bay. Other
steamship companies followed suit and transferred Chinese passengers
from ship to ship until the final decisions in their cases were made. The
San Francisco county jail, located on Broadway near Dupont Street, was
also used as a detention facility for those who could not post bond or who
had been ordered deported. Young women traveling alone were often
sent to one of the mission homes in San Francisco, such as the Chinese
Presbyterian Mission Home, established to “rescue” and convert Chinese
prostitutes. But steamship detention continued to be the main system of
detention for almost twenty years, and immigration officials complained
of the “large floating Chinese alien population in the Bay.”*

In 1898, the Pacific Mail Steamship Company (PMSS), one of the main
transporters of goods and people across the Pacific Ocean, converted
some of its general offices on Pier 40 into a detention facility, and Chi-
nese detainees were moved there. The “detention shed,” as it came to
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be known, was a two-story wooden building, measuring only 100 feet
by 50 feet. Although it had been built to house 200 inmates, at times it
held more than twice that many. Men were held on the ground floor,
women on the second. Additional bunks were added, but they were
placed in the aisles, which only exacerbated the chronic overcrowding in
the shed.?!

Located at the end of the wharf, where city sewage odors were “most
offensive,” the shed was extremely unsanitary. Ventilation was poor, and
the inmates often fell sick. A few even died. One immigrant inspector
declared the place a “veritable fire trap,” while another referred to the
detention shed as having “inhuman” conditions. Immigrants themselves
referred to it generally as the muk uk, “wooden barracks,” but more com-
monly as the “iron cage” and “Chinese jail.” Wong Ngum Yin, a Chinese
immigrant detained in the shed, charged that the American “barbar-
ians” had “neither mercy or compassion and are like the lions and the
tigers. Our countrymen hate them.” The Chinese World, a Chinese-lan-
guage newspaper in San Francisco, reported that one detainee committed
suicide inside the detention shed “due to unbearable misery.” In 1902,
Chinese frustration with the conditions at the shed neared riot propor-
tions. Several immigrants, in transit from Latin America back to China,
had been detained for over seven months. Loy Yuen Wing spoke for the
group in a mass meeting and threatened to “tear the shed apart” unless
they were immediately returned to China on the very next boat. Other
Chinese grew so frustrated that they risked their lives to escape. Between
September and November of 1908 alone, thirty-two Chinese succeeded
in escaping from the shed.?? In 1902, Commissioner-General of Immigra-
tion Frank Sargent admitted that the detention quarters were so “dis-
graceful—cramped in dimensions, lacking in every facility for cleanliness
and decency that it is necessary to insist upon an immediate remodeling
thereof.” San Francisco, being the “principal port for Japanese and Chi-
nese aliens” into the country, needed better facilities, he reported. These
protests did result in some slight improvements to the detention shed in
1903, but it remained in use until 1909.%*

The numerous complaints about the conditions at the detention shed
helped sway government officials in Washington, D.C., to find a better solu-
tion. In 1904, Congress appropriated $250,000 to construct an immigration
facility in San Francisco. With the successful operation on Ellis Island in
mind, lawmakers suggested that San Francisco build a similar immigration
station on an isolated island. Angel Island was seen as a logical choice.?* In
1905, the Department of Commerce and Labor requested twenty acres of
land on the north side of the island from the War Department to establish
the immigration facility. Chinese community leaders protested against the
location, arguing that it would be difficult for witnesses to travel so far
from the mainland. However, federal officials were eager for the station to
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be completed. As San Francisco Commissioner of Immigration Hart Hyatt
North explained, the new station would provide immigration officials with
larger offices and Chinese immigrants with better detention quarters. Most
important, the island location would also be the most effective means of
keeping a watchful eye over the newly arriving Chinese. They would be
separated from friends and family who might try to coach them on how to
pass the interrogations, something that was common to the “wily Chinee,”
North said. With the island reachable only by a forty-five-minute ferry ride
from the mainland, Chinese detainees would also be segregated from the
rest of the nation, thereby protecting Americans from any contagious dis-
eases or danger represented by their threatening presence. Plus, the island
was escape proof. Angel Island, North explained, was “ideal,” for “it is
impossible for anyone to escape by swimming to the mainland.”*
Architect Walter J. Matthews from Oakland, California, was hired to
design the new immigration station. He hoped to build a station similar to
the one on Ellis Island and drew up plans for the facility after a visit to New
York. Matthews was particularly drawn to the “cottage system” and cam-
pus setting on Ellis Island, where buildings were devoted to specific func-
tions, such as administration, medical services, and detention, and were
grouped together. Work began in 1907, and by 1908, construction of the
major buildings had been completed. But problems during the final con-
struction phase led to numerous delays. A 1909 government inspection
found that the facility suffered from a long list of deficiencies, including
shoddy construction, a lack of fire protection, and a limited water supply.
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Photograph from Wong Chung Hong’s “section six” certificate. (Scan by Vincent
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Architect Matthews was abruptly let go in July 1909, and the future of the
station was placed in doubt. However, immigrant detention at the PMSS
shed could not continue either. The conditions were deplorable, and the
escape of thirty-one Chinese aliens in 1909 provided further evidence that
better, more secure facilities were needed. California politicians petitioned
President William Howard Taft on his visit to San Francisco in October of
1909. The president expressed support for the “immediate opening” of the
immigration station on Angel Island, and soon thereafter, the station was
being prepared for its opening day.?

Local newspapers gushed about the future immigration station. The San
Francisco Chronicle predicted that it would be the “finest Immigrant Station
in the World.” “Newcomers from foreign shores will probably think they
have struck paradise when they emerge from steerage quarters of an ocean
liner and land at the summer resort which the Immigration Bureau has
provided for them,” it claimed. Other descriptions of the immigration sta-
tion in the local press described how “San Francisco’s New Ellis Island”
would be “one of the finest and best equipped immigrant stations in the
country.” Its European quarters would have “excellent accommodations”
and “most of the conveniences of a first-class hotel.” The design of the “Ori-
ental quarters” assured “the perfect scheme of sanitation,” and the hospital
would be as well equipped as “the most modern hospitals in the world.”*

In reality, with only a few months left before the station was to open,
the immigration station was far from complete. Roads, employee hous-
ing, paths, sidewalks, retaining walls, gutters, and fences all needed to
be built. Telephone service, lighting, and sewers needed to be installed.
Blankets, furniture, and kitchen equipment needed to be purchased.
Ferry service to and from the mainland needed to be established,

Sketch of the Angel
Island Immigration
Station by architect
Walter J. Matthews,
c. 1907. (Courtesy
of the California
History Room,
California State
Library, Sacramento,
California.)

San Francisco
Commissioner of
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and both immigrant detainees and immigration personnel and records
needed to be transferred to the new immigration station.?®

All of these daunting responsibilities fell to San Francisco Commissioner
of Immigration Hart Hyatt North. A native Californian, former lawyer, and
Republican California state representative from Alameda County, North
had served as commissioner since 1898. A graduate of the University of
California, Berkeley, he considered himself an expert on Asian immigra-
tion matters and was an early supporter of building the immigration sta-
tion on the island.? But in the frenzied weeks and months leading up to
the station’s opening day, North faced constant obstacles. As he wrote to
the commissioner-general of immigration:

No one who has not been here since October...can have any concep-
tion of the difficulties under which I have struggled in carrying out the
regular work, and in equipping and occupying this station.

The responsibility of the work we have been doing since October
has been so great that I have never been able to get rid of my work
even on leaving the office and going home; in fact the responsibility has
stayed with me day and night, so much so that I have been suffering
for some months with insomnia, an absolutely new physical disorder
to me, and the cause of which I can only attribute to an overstrained
nervous condition. ..

I had to overcome the silent but nevertheless forceful opposition of
a large number of the employees of this Service, who either because
of disinclination to cross the bay twice a day, or for worse motives, pre-
ferred to stay in San Francisco. I have had to overcome the persistent
and steady opposition of the Chinese people and their representatives
who would not hesitate to do anything in the world to prevent the
occupancy of the station, as the same meant a proper enforcement of
the Chinese exclusion law...

In addition to all this mechanical equipment and reorganization of
the Service, I have managed to carry on all the regular immigration and
Chinese business with scarcely any delay notwithstanding the fact that
immigration during the winter and spring months up to the 1st of May,
was unprecedented for those periods of the year.*

When opening day for the immigration station on Angel Island came
on January 21, 1910, North was exhausted. He conceded to his superiors
in Washington, D.C., that the station was too small and inadequate to
the task at hand, and that renovations and enlargements were needed
immediately. The Chinese community, he also observed, were “still hold-
ing meetings of protest and so forth.” He suspected that Chinese shipping
agents and others had endeavored to “rush in all the Chinese possible
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Immigration Hart Hyatt North (right) in the administration building of the
Angel Island Immigration Station, c¢. 1910. (Courtesy of the Bancroft Library,
University of California, Berkeley.)

The administration building was the focal point of the entire immigration station.
Situated at the end of the dock and wharf, its formal architecture, terrace, and
landscaping reflected the power of the Bureau of Immigration and the U.S.
government. It had three separate sets of stairs leading to a covered, colonnaded
porch. New arrivals would enter through the center, or main doors into the main
examination room, where they would wait to be processed. The left entrance

before we got to the station.” The large numbers of Chinese arrivals during
Chinese New Year was unprecedented, and he surmised that they wanted
to avoid the new station and its tougher procedures at all costs. North read
the sentiments of the Chinese community correctly. The Chinese World
marked the opening of the Angel Island Immigration Station with a spe-
cial editorial on the treatment of Chinese immigrants under the exclusion
laws. At the Pacific Mail Steamship Company detention shed, the editors
noted that the “mistreatment of us Chinese confined there was worse
than for jailed prisoners.” The barren offshore island immigration station,
they predicted, would be no better.?!

Immigration officials began working at the new immigration station on
January 21, 1910. The next day, 101 Chinese detainees and “one lone and
gloomy Hindu” were brought from the PMSS detention shed to the deten-
tion barracks on the island. Over 400 new passengers, mostly Chinese,
were also transferred from the China and the Manchuria steamships with-
out incident. By February 3, North reported that there were 566 aliens
in detention and that he was expecting between 600 and 700 more the
next day. The vast majority was Chinese, but there were also 150 South
Asians, twenty-five Japanese, and a “scattering” of other nationalities.
The Angel Island Immigration Station was officially open for business.*?
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led to the dining rooms, detention
quarters, inspectors’ rooms, and the
stenographers’ pool. Interrogations
most likely took place in this space. The
right entrance led to the commissioner’s
office. (Courtesy of the California State
Parks, 2010.)

The walls literally talk at the Angel
Island Immigration Station. Hundreds
of poems and inscriptions can be found

New Histories from America’s Pacific Gateway

Until recently, the literature on Angel Island has centered almost exclu-
sively on the Chinese immigrant experience. This has made sense in
many ways. As the main port of entry for Chinese immigrants apply-
ing for admission into the United States, the Angel Island Immigration
Station was largely built to fulfill the country’s need to enforce the Chi-
nese exclusion laws. It was designed with exclusion, not admission, in
mind, and on the island, Chinese were singled out for long detentions
and intense interrogations to prove their legal right to enter the country.
For them, Angel Island was a symbol of exclusion, or a “half-open door
at best.” The poems written and carved into the station’s walls by angry,
frustrated, and homesick immigrants are especially powerful reminders
of the costs and hardships of immigration under such a discriminatory
regime. Their discovery by California State Park Ranger Alexander Weiss
in 1970 inspired community efforts to preserve the immigration station
and its history and to designate it a National Historic Landmark. The
poems are also evidence of immigrant resistance and perseverance, and
it is this immigrant spirit that draws hundreds of thousands of visitors to
the island every year.*

Detained in this wooden house for several tens of days,

It is all because of the Mexican exclusion law which implicates me.
It’s a pity heroes have no way of exercising their prowess.

I can only await the word so that I can snap Zu'’s whip.

From now on, I am departing far from this building.
All of my fellow villagers are rejoicing with me.
Don't say that everything within is Western styled.
Even if it is built of jade, it has turned into a cage.**
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As important as the Chinese immigrant experience on Angel Island is,
there are many more immigrant stories that need to be recovered and pre-
served. The Angel Island Immigration Station was a global crossroads, and
it played a central role in the overall development of U.S. immigration and
refugee policy in the twentieth century. People from all over the world
passed through its doors, but we have known almost nothing about them
or their experiences. Angel Island examines the great diversity of immigrants
who passed through America’s Pacific gateway and asks: Who were the
immigrants of Angel Island? Where did they come from and why? What
were their experiences at America’s Pacific gateway and why were they so
different from each other? What does Angel Island tell us about America
and its conflicted relationship with immigration?

A few tantalizing clues came to our attention early in the process
of writing this book. The faces looking up from photographs in the
California State Park archives include Japanese women in kimonos,
Russian refugees, Sikh farmers, and a mother and son from Turkey.
Japanese poems written by labor organizer Karl Yoneda while he was
detained on the island in 1927 describe the “different sounds of voices
from the next room; Chinese, Russian, Mexican, Greek, and Italian.”
Coverage of leading Indian nationalist Har Dayal and his deportation
hearing on Angel Island in 1914 landed on the front page of San Fran-
cisco newspapers. An article in the Russkii Golos newspaper describes a
group of Russian students who wrote poems and gave theatrical per-
formances during their months-long detention on Angel Island. In his
autobiography, Chicano historian Ernesto Galarza recalls his visit to
the island and the “gringo” immigration officials that denied entry to
his Mexican relatives in the 1910s. Recent feasibility studies conducted
by the Angel Island Immigration Station Foundation have revealed a
treasure trove of over 187 Chinese poems, 33 graphic images, and 156
inscriptions in Japanese, Korean, Russian, Punjabi, Spanish, Italian,
German, and English.

But before we could start exploring this great diversity of immigrant
passages, we needed to find out how many immigrants were detained
at the Angel Island Immigration Station and their ethnic backgrounds.
One major challenge is that the 1940 fire that destroyed the administra-
tion building also destroyed most of the immigration station’s adminis-
trative records. After hundreds of hours digging through Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS) reports, ship passenger lists, Board of
Special Inquiry (BSI) registers, and immigration case files at the National
Archives, we could only say with certainty that over one million peo-
ple passed through the port of San Francisco between 1910 and 1940:
550,469 people arrived and 665,430 departed (see Appendix, Table 1).
We could not determine exactly how many of the arrivals had to go
to Angel Island for immigrant inspection. We estimate 300,000 based
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ANGEL ISLAND LEAGUE OF NATIONS.

No. 2, is an African; No. 3, Japanese, (too bad he is almost hid-
den); No. 4, German; Nos., 7 and 8, two Russian stowaways;
No. 9, Mohammedans; No. 11, Argentinean. The others are
Samoans and South Sea Islanders, who were taken from an
Alaskan ship and sent back to their native isles.

carved or written
into the walls of the
detention barracks.
This Chinese poem
(see translation
below) was carved
by an anonymous
poet into the walls

of a lavatory room on the first floor of the Takahashi. Courtesy of Philip Choy.)

detention barracks. (Photograph by Mak The detainees on Angel Island made
up their own “league of nations.”
(Scan by Vincent Chin. Woman's Home
Missions, October 28, 1920.)



Turkish mother and son, c. 1910.
(Courtesy of the California State
Parks, 2010.)

An African woman and two

the rooftop of the administration building,
c. 1915. (Courtesy of the California State
Parks, 2010.)

Immigrant women detainees posing
outdoors in the recreation yard behind the

children standing

on the rooftop of

the administration
building, c. 1916.
(Courtesy of the
California State Parks,
2010.)

Japanese women on

detention barracks, c.
1930. (Courtesy of the
California State Parks,
2010.)

Two immigrant
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on Robert Barde’s study that 70 percent of alien arrivals (and some
U.S. citizens) were detained at Angel Island. Of the 300,000 detainees,
we estimate that there were 100,000 Chinese, 85,000 Japanese, 8,000
South Asians, 8,000 Russians and Jews, 1,000 Koreans, 1,000 Filipinos,
and 400 Mexicans based on immigration statistics for the entire United
States, the BSI registers, and the immigration case files at the National
Archives. Even the latter two sources are incomplete. With the excep-
tion of the Chinese, most immigrants were not interviewed by the BSI
or were interviewed only briefly, and through the years, many immigra-
tion files have been lost, destroyed, or consolidated into other types of
INS files. Thanks to the help of many volunteers who laboriously went
through all the Angel Island case files at the National Archives, we now
know that detainees were born in and came from eighty different coun-
tries in the world (see Appendix, Table 2).%

This book focuses on the experiences of Chinese, Japanese, Korean,
South Asian, Russian, Mexican, and Filipino immigrants on Angel
Island. They were the largest immigrant groups to come through the
immigration station, and their experiences highlight particularly impor-
tant chapters in Angel Island and American immigration history. We
drew upon fifty previously conducted oral history interviews and inter-
viewed forty more people who either entered the country through
Angel Island or had family members who did so. They have generously
shared their time, family histories, documents, and photographs with
us. These oral histories, along with the autobiographies and other writ-
ings by immigrants, visitors, and immigration officials, have helped us to
better understand the impact of immigration policies on immigrants and
immigrant communities. Government documents, including the central
files of the INS in Washington, D.C., and the immigration arrival case
files for San Francisco and Angel Island in San Bruno, CA, shed light
on why and how policies were made and implemented at both national
and regional levels. Archival collections housing the papers and records
of immigration officials, social workers, and organizations allowed us to
examine the life and business of the Angel Island Immigration Station
from a variety of perspectives.

At the center of this book are the stories of immigrants themselves and
the ways in which immigration laws were translated into real decisions
and actions on Angel Island. We have dug through thousands of immigra-
tion documents for those who applied for admission or readmission into
the country through Angel Island. Many of these immigrants would be
admitted; some would be turned back or detained for months to await
decisions on their legal appeals; still others would later be arrested and
deported. Together, their stories offer a more complete and complicated
history of immigration on Angel Island than we have ever known.
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Debates over American race and class relations and the proper roles
for women and men were played out every day in the decisions made
on Angel Island. Immigration laws and their proper enforcement had
great significance for the nation. Many Americans believed that only the
right kinds of immigrants could help America maintain its greatness and
become a world power. Admitting the wrong kind would lead to racial,
economic, cultural, and moral decline and the ruin of the country. Thus,
new arrivals were sifted according to how well they fit the nation’s defi-
nitions of who could and should be an American. Angel Island’s immi-
gration history is ultimately about the ongoing struggle to define what it
means to be an American and the nation’s complicated relationship with
immigration.

For immigrants themselves, the immigration experience transcended
Angel Island. The policies enforced there categorized some immigrants
as “aliens ineligible to citizenship,” while others were automatically set
on the path toward naturalization. These legal classifications came with
tangible rights such as the ability to vote or own or lease property. They
also helped define a national American identity that included some while
excluding others.

Angel Island’s history complicates our understandings of America as
a celebratory “nation of immigrants.” It forces us to ask these essential
and timely questions: Is the United States a “nation of immigrants” that
welcomes newcomers and helps them to achieve their dreams? Or is it a
“gate-keeping nation” that builds fences and detention centers to keep
out certain groups of immigrants who are perceived as undesirable and
dangerous aliens?

Angel Island shows how the United States has simultaneously wel-
comed and restricted immigrants. Certainly, Angel Island did become
the gateway into America for thousands of immigrants who went on
to strive for the opportunity, freedom, and fortune that the American
Dream represented—if not for themselves, then for their children and
grandchildren. Koreans, Russians, and Mexicans all found refuge from
political persecution and revolutionary chaos in their homelands. Chi-
nese, Japanese, Koreans, South Asians, and Filipinos found work as farm
laborers, and some eventually owned their own farms or businesses.
For them, Angel Island was a stepping-stone to better lives in America,
and their journey was made easier by the social workers, immigrant aid
societies, and religious organizations that assisted them on and off the
island. These Angel Island immigrants went on to help build this nation
of immigrants.

However, as the recent debates over immigration vividly illustrate, the
United States has not always been at ease with the number of newcomers—
especially non-European—coming to and staying in the United States.
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From the colonial era to the present, Americans have debated whether
immigration is beneficial or detrimental to the country. And more often
than not, they have supported the passage of restrictive and exclusionary
immigration laws and border control measures. As an immigrant deten-
tion facility, the Angel Island Immigration Station turned away countless
newcomers and processed the deportation of thousands of U.S. residents
in the country without proper documentation. Chinese “paper sons,” Sikh
laborers, Mexican families, and women suspected of prostitution were
denied entry, sometimes after harrowing interrogations and long deten-
tions. Indian nationalists, Filipino repatriates, and others were hounded by
immigration authorities and either denied entry or arrested and deported
from the country. The “gatekeeping” functions of the immigration station
reflected the U.S. government’s efforts to manage an unsurpassed wave
of migration from around the world. Angel Island thus directly helped
to maintain two Americas: one that allowed immigrants to make better
lives for themselves and become Americans, and another that treated
immigrants as unwanted foreigners who were to be denied entry and
removed.

The fact that immigration policy could both welcome and exclude
immigrants led to fascinating contradictions at the immigration station.
Chinese laborers were excluded, but Chinese merchants were not.
Commissioner of Immigration Hart Hyatt North wrote about the “wily
Chinee” but earned the nickname of “Sahib North” when he refused
to exclude South Asians without cause. Immigrant Inspector Frank
Ainsworth led the charge to exclude as many unassimilable “Hin-
dus” as possible but came to the defense of Korean refugee students.
Australians and New Zealanders were able to bypass the quota laws,
but Assyrian and Russian refugees could not. Meanwhile, America’s
involvement in World War I and President Woodrow Wilson’s public
statement advocating relief for Europe’s refugees translated into dif-
ferential treatment of refugees at Angel Island. Russian and Jewish
refugees received special consideration for their status fleeing persecu-
tion, while Korean and Mexican refugees did not. Women of all back-
grounds faced aggressive interrogations that focused on their sexual
histories, while men did not. And even though they immigrated to
the United States during a period of intense anti-Japanese sentiment,
the Japanese had the lowest rejection rates among all the immigrant
groups (see Appendix, Table 3).

These two contradictory sides of American immigration history are
rarely told together. Indeed, for many Americans, the celebratory story of
the twelve million immigrants, most of them European, coming through
Ellis Island resonates with Emma Lazarus’s famous couplet, “Give me
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your tired, your poor,/Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,”
and has come to represent America’s immigration history in its entirety.
Ellis Island has become synonymous not only with America’s immigrant
heritage but also with its national identity in general. But in its celebration
of how European immigrants were welcomed into and remade America,
the popular Ellis Island mythology eclipses more complicated histories,
like those from Angel Island.?¢

The Angel Island Immigration Station was not the “Ellis Island of the
West,” and Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America tells this different
immigration history. It is the story of both America’s welcome to immi-
grants and its history of immigration restriction. It pointedly examines the
contradictions inherent in America’s celebratory mythos of immigration
and the reality that immigration policies reinforced race, class, and gender
hierarchies in the country. It is a rich, and sometimes, tragic history that
helps to explain the full complexity of both American immigration and
America itself.?”

In comparing the varied experiences of detainees on Angel Island,
we can clearly see that applicants for admission shared some similar
experiences. Immigrants wanted to enter the United States. Immigration
officials were charged with protecting the nation from undesirable and
dangerous aliens. How both sides interpreted the intent and application
of immigration laws often resulted in conflict. Lawyers, family mem-
bers, employers, social workers, and government officials in Washington,
D.C., sometimes became involved, extending the conflict far beyond the
island.

Despite these similarities, immigration regulation on Angel Island was
also extremely complex. International relations, histories of colonial-
ism, and U.S. immigration policies that treated individuals differently
according to their race, class, gender, and nationality all influenced how
different immigrant groups came to Angel Island and how they fared once
there. Chinese immigrants were judged solely through the terms of the
Chinese exclusion laws. Japanese, Koreans, and South Asians eventu-
ally became excluded by race-based laws, but they were also subjected to
class-based and general immigration laws. For Russian and Jewish refu-
gees, class, nationality, and political convictions, but not race, were the
criteria for exclusion. Immigrants with wealth, education, and powerful
friends from all backgrounds almost always faced less scrutiny than their
fellow countrymen and entered the country after only minimal inspec-
tions. Women were judged by their morality, their role in the family, and
their race. Women traveling alone or who had checkered sexual pasts
encountered more difficulties than others traveling with their husbands
and who were deemed to be “respectable.” For all immigrants, race, class,
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and gender-based laws worked together to either open the gate to America
or keep it closed.?®

Immigrants actively challenged their treatment on Angel Island and
their exclusion from the country, but the ways that they did so also var-
ied. Some, like the Chinese, Koreans, and Russians, were able to mar-
shal strong ethnic organizations to come to their defense. Chinese were
the most active litigants and routinely hired the best lawyers to repre-
sent their cases to the U.S. government. Jewish refugees relied upon a
highly organized network of religious and ethnic organizations to come
to their defense. Others like the Japanese depended on their home gov-
ernments as a counterweight to American discrimination. Many, such
as the Mexicans, Chinese, and Filipinos, called on family, friends, neigh-
bors, and employers to verify their claims for admission. Others, like
South Asians, had fewer ethnic organizations and an unresponsive, or
even hostile, home government that facilitated their exclusion from the
United States.

The differences between immigrant groups, their migration histo-
ries, and the immigration policies used to regulate their admission or
exclusion from the country played out on every level. They influenced
which groups were more likely to be detained and how closely they
were scrutinized by immigration officials. They determined how much
was budgeted for their meals, the type of food offered, and where they
would sleep. Men and women were treated differently, as were peo-
ple of different classes, but race was the most important factor shaping
different immigration laws and immigrant experiences on the island.
A strict policy of racial segregation separated Asians from non-Asians,
and a difference in detention rates reflected immigration policies that
privileged whites over Asians.

The half a million immigrants who were processed through the Angel
Island Immigration Station is substantially fewer than the twelve million
who were processed on Ellis Island. But with its diversity of immigrants,
Angel Island—perhaps more than any other site—allows us to best
understand how U.S. immigration policies and their hierarchical treat-
ment of immigrants played out in daily practices at the nation’s borders.

This book is organized to highlight new histories from Angel Island. The
history of the immigration station provides the organizational spine of
the book, beginning with the building of the immigration station and
ending with its rebirth and restoration as a National Historic Land-
mark. The chapters on specific immigrant groups are the centerpiece
of the book. They illustrate the diverse migration histories and experi-
ences on Angel Island that, together, revise both our understandings of
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immigration through Angel Island and American immigration history
in general.

Chapter One focuses on the life and business of the immigration sta-
tion and the ways in which U.S. immigration policies were applied to an
increasingly diverse population of immigrants. While there were some
common procedures that all arrivals at the immigration station followed,
Angel Island’s immigration history is best characterized by the diversity
of immigrant experiences. Immigrants’ class status, gender, nationality,
and especially race, determined who was more likely to be detained at
the station and for how long, as well as who would be admitted and who
would be excluded.

While the first chapter focuses on comparison, the next chapters sepa-
rately examine specific immigrant groups in order to capture their full,
diverse, and complex histories of migration to America and their unique
experiences on Angel Island.

The majority of Chinese who immigrated to the United States during
the so-called exclusion era from 1882-1943 came through San Francisco,
and they were the largest immigrant group to pass through the Angel
Island Immigration Station. Chapter Two explores the experiences of the
approximately 100,000 Chinese detainees on Angel Island and the wide
range of legal, political, and migration strategies they used to immigrate
during this restrictive era.

Chapter Three tells the stories of the second largest group at Angel
Island, the 85,000 Japanese who immigrated as picture brides or as the
children of Japanese residents. Under the protection of a strong home
government, their stay on the island was much shorter than that of the
Chinese and their exclusion rate was the lowest of all the immigrant
groups. Still, many Japanese detainees remember Angel Island as a prison
and a place of anguish and anxiety.

Approximately 8,000 South Asians entered the United States through
Angel Island. Many came just as the Angel Island Immigration Station
opened its doors, and their arrival created a controversy that put the
new station and its officers to the test. Chapter Four explores how South
Asian immigrants, immigration officials, and anti-Asian activists clashed
over the meaning and enforcement of U.S. immigration policy. South
Asians faced discrimination and anti-immigrant sentiment on and off the
island and chafed at the inability of their homeland to protect them. As
a result, many became involved in the Gadar (Rebellion) movement to
fight against inequality in the United States and British imperialism on
the Indian subcontinent.

Only 1,000 Koreans—mainly refugee students and picture brides flee-
ing Japanese colonial rule in their homeland—applied for admission into
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the United States through Angel Island. Chapter Five traces the immigra-
tion process for these “people without a country” as they came face to
face with gatekeepers at the Angel Island Immigration Station, and with
the support of the Korean National Association, found a way to circum-
vent the Asian exclusion laws and enter the country.

Economic conditions, ethnic and religious persecution, and the Bol-
shevik Revolution drove three million Russians and Jews to leave their
homes for the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Most went west and entered through Ellis Island, but approxi-
mately 8,000 people chose to escape via the vast territory of Siberia, cross
the Amur River into Manchuria, board a ship in Japan, and enter the
United States through Angel Island. Chapter Six follows their arduous
journey east to America and their experiences as (white) European refu-
gees at the immigration station.

From 1900 to 1930, one and a half million Mexicans migrated north to
the United States. While the vast majority chose to migrate by rail across
the U.S.-Mexico border, a small number of Mexicans came via the sea and
Angel Island. Many were refugees fleeing the political chaos and violence
gripping their homeland during the Mexican Revolution. Chapter Seven
explores these migrants’ journeys el norte, their encounters with immigra-
tion officials on Angel Island, and the ways in which Mexican immigra-
tion became increasingly viewed as the latest “immigration problem” in
the early twentieth century.

As colonial “U.S. Nationals,” Filipinos were generally admitted into the
country after a primary inspection on board the steamship and bypassed
the interrogations, examinations, and detentions that other immigrants
faced on Angel Island. After 1934, when the Philippines received nominal
independence from the United States, however, Filipinos’ immigration
status changed. Chapter Eight focuses on how Filipinos’ changing legal
status from “U.S. nationals” to “aliens” brought them to Angel Island and
influenced their experiences there.

The immigration station closed after a fire in 1940, and the remain-
ing buildings fell into disrepair for many years. Chapter Nine examines
how, beginning in the 1970s, two separate groups of community activ-
ists and descendants of Angel Island detainees struggled to recover
Angel Island’s immigration history, preserve and restore the immigra-
tion station site, and lobby for its recognition as a National Historic
Landmark.

One hundred years after it first opened its doors, the Angel Island
Immigration Station remains critically important, both as a historic
site and as a way to understand our contemporary society and cul-
ture. Debates over immigration continue to divide us in the twen-
ty-first century, and immigrant detention is the fastest growing form
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of incarceration in the United States. The epilogue discusses the con-
tinuing significance of Angel Island and the ways in which its history
resonates with current debates over immigration, national security,
and the future of America. While some experts claim that we have
opened a new chapter in American immigration history, we see echoes
of Angel Island’s past.
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View of the Angel Island Immigration Station administration building and detention
barracks. (Courtesy of California State Parks, 2010.)



CHAPTER ONE

GUARDING THE GOLDEN GATE

THE LIFE AND BUSINESS OF THE IMMIGRATION STATION

ON JUNE 1, 1916, the Reverend Hugh Linton and his wife Lillian arrived
in San Francisco from Australia. Their steamship, the Tenyo Maru, docked
in the late afternoon. The Lintons and all other second- and third-class
passengers were taken by ferry to the immigration station on Angel
Island. Because business on the island had closed for the day, there were
no immigrant inspectors to clear the Lintons for landing. Following stan-
dard policy that required men and women, including married couples, to
be detained separately, the minister and his wife were taken to different
detention quarters and were told to wait until morning when their immi-
gration documents could be inspected. The couple was incensed over
what Mr. Linton referred to as “outrageous red tape.” They also chafed at
their treatment at the station. “The authorities refused to permit any con-
versation between us,” the minister explained. “When my wife attempted
to speak to me through the iron grating that separated us she was rudely
restrained by officials.” But most upsetting to the Lintons was how they
were forced to go to the immigration station along with “Chinese, Japa-
nese, and Hindoos.” Many of them, Reverend Linton explained with dis-
gust, “showed traces of having infectious diseases.” The conditions at the
station were also deplorable. The beds in the European detainee quarters
were “filthy,” and the food was “nauseating,” he charged. The Lintons
were inspected the next morning and then released. “They simply asked
us our names and then permitted us to leave,” the minister explained.
Nonetheless, the couple believed that their treatment at the immigration
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station was unjust, and the Reverend Linton took his complaints to the
San Francisco media. “The United States immigration law treats a man as
if he were a criminal, imprisons him for a length of time to suit the fancy
of the authorities, and herds him with the lowest type of Oriental races,”
he angrily told the San Francisco Chronicle.!

Arriving in San Francisco on the same ship as the Lintons was Jung
Look Moy, a Chinese merchant’s wife and her three children: seventeen-
year-old son Louie Kuhn, thirteen-year-old daughter Louie Ah Len, and
four-year-old son Louie Kan Foo. They had sailed on the Tenyo Maru from
Hong Kong to join their husband and father, Louie Gar Fun, who ran a
lodging house and mercantile store in Boise, Idaho. Unlike the Lintons,
who were detained for just one night and were asked just a few simple
questions, Jung Look Moy and her family had a very different experience
on Angel Island. Because they were Chinese, their applications to enter
the country fell under the purview of the Chinese exclusion laws, and
they could only be admitted under very specific circumstances. Louie Gar
Fun had to first verify his status as a Chinese merchant, a class of immi-
grants who were exempt from the exclusion laws and who could sponsor
their wives and children into the country. Then Jung Look Moy and Louie
Gar Fun had to convince immigration officials that they were legally hus-
band and wife. Last, the couple had to provide evidence that the three
children were indeed their own. The immigration investigation involved
five interrogations of Jung Look Moy that lasted almost three months
during the summer of 1916. In total, immigrant inspectors asked her 255
questions about her husband, his occupation, his previous marriage, their
children, their home in China, and the layout of their village. Some of the
questions involved intricate details and directions: “What kind of floor did
your husband’s house have in the home village?” “How far is your village
from See Gow railway station?” “Is the old Ying village near the See Gow
Market or farther away as compared with your village?”

Louie Gar Fun was also brought before immigrant inspectors on Angel
Island and in Boise over the same three-month period and was asked
298 questions in five separate interrogations. Officials asked him about
his business and residency in Boise, his previous entries into the United
States, his marriages, the death of his first wife, and many other details
about his family and native village. They examined the children carefully
to see if they could detect any physical resemblance between parents and
children. They conducted several other interviews with witnesses for the
family in Boise, Hong Kong, and China.

In turn, Jung Look Moy and Louie Gar Fun provided copious amounts
of documentation to verify their claims of admission. They gave the immi-
gration service notarized affidavits from white acquaintances in Idaho,
including one from the chief of police in Boise and another from the U.S.
commissioner for the district of Idaho. They also hired the prominent
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immigration law firm of Stidger and Stidger to represent them. After
enduring months of interrogation and detention, the family was admit-
ted into the country on parole and left the immigration station on August
10, 1916, almost three months after they had arrived with the Lintons in
San Francisco. The three children were permanently admitted into the
country a few weeks later, but it took more than an additional year for the
government to do the same for Jung Look Moy. Until that time, immigrant
inspectors conducted a series of visits to the Louie family residence in Boise
to observe whether or not they acted and lived together as a family.?

How could the Angel Island experiences of Jung Look Moy and her
children be so different from those of their shipmates, the Lintons? For
Jung and other Chinese immigrants, the long detentions and rigorous
examinations at the immigration station were routine consequences of
the discriminatory Chinese exclusion laws and the ways in which the
government enforced them. In contrast, the Lintons faced no legal restric-
tions to their entry, for in 1916, there were only limited barriers on immi-
gration from Australia or Europe. Their brief interrogation and overnight
stay in the European detainee quarters did not compare to Jung Look
Moy’s more arduous detention experience. Nevertheless, Reverend Lin-
ton was incensed to have been taken to Angel Island at all. Expecting the
privilege of unrestricted immigration granted to Australians and other
whites, he was outraged to be treated like a nonwhite, like “the lowest
type of Oriental.”?

In the course of the daily life and business of the immigration station,
immigrants as different as the Lintons and Jung Look Moy could dis-
embark from the same steamship and end up on Angel Island together.
Once there, however, their experiences could be radically different. The
immigration station acted as a hub where these different immigrants
and immigration laws met and sometimes clashed. Immigration officials
screened thousands of new arrivals. They admitted those they deemed fit
to enter the country and integrate into American society and excluded
and deported others whom they judged to be undesirable and dangerous
to the United States. Comparing the varied experiences of detainees on
Angel Island illustrates some of the common inspection, examination,
and detention procedures that immigration officials followed for all new
arrivals. However, just as U.S. immigration policies treated individuals dif-
ferently, immigration regulation on Angel Island also varied—sometimes
dramatically—across groups.

Primary Inspections

After seventeen days of traveling north on a slow boat from Salina Cruz,
Mexico, Jean and Bertha Gontard finally caught sight of the golden yel-
low coast of California. Soon the San Jose passed through the Golden Gate
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Primary inspection
on board a ship in
San Francisco, n.d.
(National Archives,
Washington, D.C.)

to land in the foggy harbor of San Francisco. The date was October 3,
1914, and the French couple were tourists on their first visit to the United
States. As Jean Gontard recounted, there had been very few passengers
on the steamship:

In first class were several fat businessmen from Central America,
haughty, unapproachable, as it pleased them. However, a Mexican doc-
tor was more sociable and deigned often to come have a chat with me.
Run out by the revolution, he abandoned his vast properties, coffee and
sugar cane plantations in the State of Tabasco, and was taking his whole
family to San Francisco: his wife and four senoritas with dark eyes and
clear complexions whom I met sometimes on deck.

My companions in second class: two Chilean students going to study
engineering at Stanford University; some Chinese, so comical in their
way of murdering Spanish; some Hindus [more likely Sikhs], ceaselessly
in prayer when they are not cooking some unknown dish in their little,
strangely shaped pots; Mexicans hoping to find work in California....
Certain of these Mexicans brought with them women and infants, not
to speak of their parrots, to have with them in their exile among the
detested gringos something to remind them of the lost homeland.*

After the ship docked, the Gontards noticed that the first-class passengers
were given a cursory medical exam and allowed to land while they, along
with the other second-class passengers, were loaded onto a “foul” ferry
boat to be taken to Angel Island for inspection.

What Gontard had just witnessed was known as the “primary inspec-
tion,” the government’s first step in processing new arrivals in San Fran-
cisco. Whenever a new ship docked at Meiggs’ Wharf, a cutter with
immigrant inspectors, clerks and interpreters, doctors and nurses met
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the ship’s officers on the steamships and were given the ship’s passenger
list. The immigration and medical officers attached to the U.S. Bureau of
Immigration and the U.S. Public Health Service examined passengers to
determine whether they needed additional inspections on the island. Sick
passengers were automatically sent to the immigration station hospital.’

Arriving aliens were generally asked the same identifying questions
that were on the ship’s manifest—name, age, marital status, and occu-
pation. But nationality, race, and immigrant and economic status all
played a part in determining whether further medical and immigration
inspections took place on board the ship or at the immigration station.
For certain classes of arrivals, the immigration service aimed “to conduct
a rapid examination between quarantine and the wharf so that as many
as possible get off there,” explained Acting Commissioner of Immigra-
tion Luther Steward in 1911. Thus, first-class cabin passengers, who were
mostly white, wealthy U.S. citizens, or European visitors, received prefer-
ential treatment and were given a visual medical inspection in the privacy
of their rooms. Foreign officials and some elite European travelers and
returning Asian residents of the United States traveling in second class
might also be examined on the boat. Public health officers believed that
these upper-class passengers were less susceptible to disease because they
could afford better sanitary conditions and nourishment. They were thus
spared the invasive and humiliating physical examinations as well as the
exhaustive immigration inspections on the island to which most second-
and all third-class and steerage passengers were subjected. Any individual
whose eligibility to enter the country was in doubt was also ordered to the
station for further investigation.®

The Gontards were traveling with Mexican, Sikh, and Chinese passen-
gers in second class, and after a few hours in port, they were rerouted to

The Angel Island ferry brought new arrivals and employees to and
from the station. It made four round-trips across the San Francisco
Bay every day. (National Archives, Washington, D.C.)
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the immigration station on the Angel Island ferry, which traveled between
Angel Island and San Francisco.” Although Gontard did not make note
of it, the U.S. government instituted a strict policy of racial segregation
on the ferryboats and at the immigration station that would have sepa-
rated the Gontards from their fellow Asian passengers. Similar to the Jim
Crow laws that mandated de jure segregation in all public facilities in the
American South, Angel Island’s racial segregation policy was an attempt
to create spatial distance between the races. It also tried to protect non-
Asians from Asians and the contagious diseases that they allegedly spread.
Separate entrances and spaces ensured that whites and Asians would
have minimal contact. Superior detention quarters and dining facilities
for whites also reflected the favoritism in U.S. immigration policies.

Accordingly, the Angel Island had separate cabins for all classes of pas-
sengers. Asians were directed to the main deck, while Europeans like the
Gontards used the upper deck. When the ferry docked at Angel Island,
arrivals deposited their bags in the baggage shed at the end of the whart
and then walked to the administration building, a two-story wood-framed
structure that contained inspection, examination, dining, detention, and
administrative areas. The main examination room, where passenger doc-
uments were examined and where the intake process began, dominated
the ground floor of the building. There were four separate waiting areas,
each designated for a different class or group of individuals. Asians congre-
gated in the largest room which was filled with rows of wooden benches.
Men and women were separated as well, including husbands and wives.
They were not allowed to see or communicate with each other again
until they were admitted into the country or deported. Children under
the age of twelve stayed with their mothers, while boys over twelve were
detained in the male section.®

The main
examination
room inside the
administration
building contained
different waiting
areas for different
races. The largest
was reserved for
Asian immigrants.
(National Archives,
Washington, D.C.)

34 . Angel Island



Any arriving passenger who appeared ill was sent directly to the doctor’s
office located behind the main examination room. They then proceeded
to the hospital for further treatment. Other applicants for admission were
ushered up a half flight of stairs to the registry division room, which was
partitioned into four large, caged areas with benches lining the two long
sides and a processing desk. These areas were also segregated by race.
Individuals who needed to be detained on the island were taken here
to receive identification numbers and barracks assignments. Subjected to
such procedures, new arrivals’ first impression of America was not one
of welcome. Mrs. Woo, a Chinese detainee who was twenty-three when
she arrived on Angel Island in 1940, recalled that Angel Island officials
“locked us up like criminals in compartments like the cages at the zoo.”’

“Here Come the Doctors”

The next morning after breakfast, Jean Gontard and a group of new
arrivals were shepherded to the two-story hospital located on the hillside
northeast of the administration building for the medical examination,
which he described in great detail:

Here come the doctors in white shirts, followed by a bevy of nurses.
The nurses presented to each one of us a numbered wash-basin.... And
each one waits with his wash-basin in his hands. One of the doctors,
by voice and gesture, attempts to make clear what is being asked of
us.... And, squatting down behind the protective barrier of the beds,
the astonished patients do their business, for the most part with great
effort to produce something on the immaculate bottom of the wash
basin. It would have been better to prepare us in advance so as not to
catch us unawares, don’t you think!

The nurses, very serious, are there distributing to the most unfortu-
nate some purgative salts. “You aren’t doing anything? Ah, that’s bad,
very bad! You won’t be allowed to leave here without having done
something! Take another purgative, it is necessary, it is necessary, that’s
the law! You won’t be going anywhere until you produce something,
no matter how little!”

Impassive, without even turning the head, the gentle nurses carried
the basins at arms’ length to the laboratory of the doctor whom I had
noticed downstairs, in the midst of microscopes and tests, absorbed in
his devilish duty.!?

Indeed, medical officers on Angel Island were kept very busy, and the
high number of patients and examinations sometimes stretched the hospital
facility beyond its capacity. In 1910, they examined more than 11,000
immigrants. In 1920, 25,000 people were given medical examinations.'!
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The imposing
hospital building
sat on a hill
connected to the
administration
building by a
curved path. In
the distance to the
right are employee
houses. (Courtesy
of California State
Parks, 2010.)

By the time the Angel Island Immigration Station opened its doors
in 1910, a number of “contagious and loathsome diseases,” as well as
other mental and physical conditions, had already been established as
legal causes for exclusion. Immigrants could be excluded for having
trachoma, tuberculosis, syphilis, gonorrhea, and leprosy. Those found to
be “insane” or “idiots” were also excludable. Aliens who were afflicted
with a condition that would affect their ability to earn a living, such as
heart disease, hernia, pregnancy, “poor physique,” “nervous atfections,”
senility, and more, could also be excluded. The medical screenings for
these conditions and diseases were designed to protect Americans from
disease and to ensure that only the fittest and most able-bodied immi-
grants were allowed into the country.'?

The hospital contained patients” wards, a surgery facility, a mortuary,
administrative offices, and communal spaces, including a kitchen, large
dining room, small private dining room, and limited sleeping quarters for
employees. A “disinfector room” was also located on the first floor, where
passenger belongings were fumigated.'®> The hospital reinforced the racial
and ethnic segregation policy at the immigration station. It had separate
entrances for whites and Asians and separate stairs to keep the differ-
ent races apart once they were inside the building. On the second floor,
separate patient wards for European men, European women, Japanese
and Chinese women, Japanese men, and Chinese men were all spaced
far apart. The Chinese and Japanese men’s wards were located at the
south end of the building, while the European men’s and women’s wards
were located in the north. The joint Japanese and Chinese women'’s ward
was located in the middle of the building. Several small rooms, including
dressing rooms, bathrooms, nurses’ rooms, the doctor’s office, the operat-
ing room, and the stairwells separated each patient ward from the next.
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Public Health Service examination,

c. 1923. Public health officials
generally inspected the men’s teeth,
ears, and nose and conducted a
stethoscope examination of the chest.
They then took the individuals behind
e a hospital ward screen, where each

L ’ - man was stripped naked in order to
e reveal any abnormalities. Officers did
not ask women to disrobe unless they

journeys were sent to be disinfected.
(National Archives, Washington, D.C.)

’ B ] detected specific signs of disease. The
m clothes that arrivals had worn on their

Y

Officials explained that the original intent in the design of the hospital was
to provide “practically...two distinct buildings” for Asians and whites.™

Public health officers first conducted a line inspection to detect the pres-
ence of excludable diseases and medical defects. Eyes were particularly
scrutinized for ailments such as trachoma, which might impair the sight and
lead to an inability to support oneself. Medical screenings could also involve
a physical examination of the naked body to search for abnormalities or
symptoms. Finally, the public health officers examined blood and waste
products to detect traces of parasitic diseases that were classified as danger-
ously contagious. In 1910, uncinariasis (hookworm) and filiariasis (thread-
worm) were categorized as excludable diseases, and in 1917, clonorchiasis
(liver fluke) was added to the list. The hospital on Angel Island had a state-
of-the-art bacteriological laboratory, and bacterial examinations of blood
and feces samples from applicants became a vital technique in the health
screenings of Asian immigrants. During certain years, all second- and third-
class passengers, including non-Asians, were brought to the immigration
station and also required to take the stool examination."”

While Jean Gontard described his ordeal with a sense of detached and
amused resignation, other hospital patients had very different reactions.
Gontard’s own wife was forced to stay at the station an extra weekend after
he had been released. She cried so much during that time that “she was
nearly unrecognizable” when her husband came to pick her up. She also
recalled with horror how a Spanish woman had been detained at the sta-
tion for six months and subjected “to all sorts of tests and experiments.”!

Still others resented the medical officers who treated them as if they
were already diseased, and they questioned the officers” own sanitary
habits. Anna Dill, an arrival from Russia in 1936, recoiled as the doctor
tried to examine the inside of her eyelid after examining her toes (and
those of the others in the line before her). According to her daughter, she
“slapped his hands...and she said in Russian, ‘don’t you touch me after
you have touched dirty feet.””'”
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Lack of proper sanitary procedures was just one problem at the hospi-
tal. Although the facility had been designed to foster healthful conditions
and to enhance patient recuperation, it suffered from a lack of hot water,
proper toilet facilities, overcrowding, unsanitary walls and floors, and
poor ventilation. Only eleven months after the immigration station had
opened, Assistant Surgeon M. W. Glover of the Public Health and Marine
Hospital Service complained that “in no way does the hospital meet the
requirements for this Station. At best it is and always will remain a make-
shift.” Some immigration officials conceded that the conditions of the sta-
tion, while admittedly poor, were good enough for Asian immigrants.
In 1915, Special Immigrant Inspector A. Warner Parker offered his opin-
ion that the hospital was “fairly well adapted to the present needs of the
Station,” a reference to the “Oriental” nature of the detainees. Should
European immigration increase, Parker suggested, segregated (and bet-
ter) facilities would be necessary for these individuals.'®

Unsanitary conditions had at least one fatal consequence in the winter
of 1914, when three patients were infected with spinal meningitis after
being transferred into a ward that had not been properly disinfected. The
outbreak had begun with the arrival of Honda Suichi, a returning Japa-
nese resident of San Francisco. After being diagnosed with the fatal dis-
ease, he had been transferred to an isolation hospital in San Francisco and
subsequently died. Angel Island hospital officials reported that Suichi’s
ward had been disinfected after his departure, but apparently not thor-
oughly enough. Shortly after Suichi’s death, John A. Stevens, classified as
“African (West Indies),” and two “Spaniards,” Jose Guiterrez and Miguel
Gonzalez, arrived from Colon, Panama, on the City of Sydney. Placed in
Suichi’s old hospital ward for treatment of hookworm, they soon con-
tracted spinal meningitis. Stevens died less than two weeks after first
arriving in San Francisco."

The immigration station’s attention to the unique medical and other
challenges that Asian immigrants allegedly posed set the San Francisco
facility apart from other immigration stations. Both public opinion and
medical theory assumed that Asians were more susceptible to dangerous
diseases and therefore posed a greater health risk to the public. Samuel W.
Backus, commissioner of immigration on Angel Island, explained that the
immigration station had been planned with special regard for the “great
hordes coming from Asia.” The San Francisco Chronicle similarly observed
that the station was designed to combat the “consistent menace from Ori-
ental plagues and diseases.” While most European immigrants on Ellis
Island were only subjected to cursory “line inspections,” consisting of
“six-second physicals,” Asian immigrants on Angel Island were subjected
to more intensive and invasive examinations. Chinese men and women
were especially scrutinized, both to detect disease and to confirm claims
of age when requested by the Board of Special Inquiry.?
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Because of poor sanitation in rural parts of Asia, the exclusions based
on parasitic diseases primarily affected Asians. Public Health Service offi-
cers specifically targeted South Asians and Chinese passengers for manda-
tory bacteriological exams after Dr. M. W. Glover found hookworm ova in
over 70 percent of South Asian patients in 1910. Later, Japanese “picture
brides” were also required to submit to the examinations. Because scien-
tists believed that “Orientals” carried more serious and harmful strains of
diseases that would cause damage to white Americans, Asian immigrants
had higher rates of medical exclusion than their European counterparts.
Statistics from the Public Health Service, for example, indicate that while
European immigrants were generally more vulnerable to acute trachoma
infections than other groups, Asians and Middle Eastern immigrants were
more commonly diagnosed with them and denied entry.*!

Asian immigrants, especially the Chinese, reacted strongly to what they
believed were invasive and unfair medical procedures and bacteriological
tests. Mr. Lee, a detainee in 1930, expressed the sentiment of many Chi-
nese immigrants: “When we first came, we went to the hospital building
for the physical examination. The doctor told us to take off everything.
Really though, it was humiliating. The Chinese never expose themselves
like that. They checked you and checked you. We never got used to that
kind of thing—and in front of whites.” Community protests did result in
some changes to medical policies. The U.S. government eventually reclas-
sified some parasitic diseases, such as hookworm and liver fluke, and lifted
the penalty of exclusion for anyone with these diseases.*

The “Keepers of the Gate”

A large number of individuals were required to keep the station func-
tioning, immigrants processed, buildings and grounds maintained,
and detainees fed and cared for. The Angel Island Immigration Sta-
tion employed immigrant inspectors, stenographers, guards, clerks,
deckhands, transportation employees, engineers, telephone operators,
plumbers, carpenters, laundrymen, and cooks. There were also unarmed
guards who watched the station at night and during the day assisted in
handling aliens at the examinations, monitored Chinese crews on ves-
sels, and searched arriving ships for stowaways. The number of employ-
ees grew as the work of the immigration station increased in volume
and complexity. Six months before the immigration service moved from
San Francisco to the island, the total number of employees was around
thirty. By 1920, the Angel Island Immigration Station had 137 employ-
ees. After immigration restrictions were put into place during the 1920s
and the global economic depression of the 1930s decreased migration
worldwide, the number of immigration station employees decreased. In
1934, there were 104.%
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Some Angel Island
Immigration Station
employees and their families
lived on the island year-round.
This cottage was assigned to
Albert Thau, the immigration
station’s electrician, and his
family. (Courtesy of California
State Parks, 2010.)

Most Angel Island employees commuted daily from the mainland, but
some lived on the island in employee cottages provided by the govern-
ment. These residents included staff that maintained and operated the
immigration station facilities on a daily basis, such as the station engineers,
gardener, electrician, and others. Chinese cooks and hospital workers also
lived on site in the cottages. Originally, there were three employee cot-
tages built behind the powerhouse. By 1920, nine additional cottages and
a two-story horse stable had been added. The cottages were located close
together, but employees often enlarged their backyards to plant vegetable
gardens and to dry clothes. There were at least four families living at the
immigration station in the 1920s. The Mooneys and Perrys were the fami-
lies of the station’s engineers, Hugh Mooney and Alonzo Perry. The Thaus
were the children of the station’s electrician, Albert Thau. The Garcias
were the children of the station’s laundryman, Philip Garcia, Sr.*

Immigrant detainees came into contact with those employees most
involved in the bureaucratic work of processing their applications—immi-
grant inspectors, clerks, and interpreters. They were the most numerous at
the immigration station, and their work was the most difficult, as they were
called upon to interpret and enforce a wide range of complex immigra-
tion laws and policies. Viewing themselves as the “keepers” or “guardians”
of the Western gate into the United States, these employees of the U.S.
Bureau of Immigration and later, the Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vice, took their responsibilities seriously.?> Immigration officials enforced
not only federal immigration laws regulating the admission and exclusion
of aliens applying for entry but also participated in the arrest and deporta-
tion of aliens in the country without proper documentation. Some cases
were clear-cut. Others required additional paperwork, documentation,
cross-examination of witnesses and applicants, even extensive man hunts.
Attorneys, courts, and community organizations were sometimes involved.
Overwork and low morale were not uncommon among the staff.
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By 1910, the Bureau of Immi-
gration was a powerful, centralized
agency of career civil servants. Unlike
earlier immigrant inspectors whose
appointments were often politically
motivated, the employees in the new
bureau were selected by merit and
promoted for upholding standards
of expertise and efficiency. Appoint-
ments to the immigration service
were based on results of civil ser-
vice examinations that tested mental
ability and knowledge of immigra-
tion laws and rules. Angel Island’s
first commissioner of immigration,
Immigrant Inspector John Sawyer Hart Hyatt North, boasted that “the

(with clipboard), another immigrant personnel of our force is better than
inspector, and an interpreter question

: - . almost ever before; most of the dead
Chinese aboard an arriving ship in . ;
Portland, ca. 1904-10. (Courtesy of timber has been eradicated and we
the Bancroft Library, University of have additional new men who bid
California, Berkeley.) fair to be first rate.”26

North might have been thinking of
Immigrant Inspector John Birge Sawyer, who first entered the Chinese
Bureau in Portland in 1902. Sawyer was a graduate of the University of
California at Berkeley and had passed the civil service examination easily.
He reflected a new breed of career government bureaucrats who viewed
their work not as a stepping-stone to an elected political office but as
a career. Upon his appointment to the bureau, Sawyer recorded in his
diary that he had “high hopes of the opportunity in government work.”#
Unlike many of his predecessors who had been active in the anti-Chinese
movement, Sawyer expressed an earnest desire to perform his duties in
an efficient and just manner.

The immigration station on Angel Island would challenge and disil-
lusion Sawyer. He served as an inspector of the Chinese division of the
immigration service on Angel Island from January 1916 to June 1918,
a time of immense corruption within the service. His diaries record his
misgivings about the overwhelming caseload that awaited officers at the
immigration station, the inefficient system of Chinese exclusion enforce-
ment, and the culture of suspicion that permeated the station:

November 6, 1916: Two days ago, I was in a veritable panic at the
prospect of going to work in the San Francisco office. I have been
struggling with a voluminous record in a tangled Chinese case from
San Francisco and as I worked I could think of nothing but the horror
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of being kept at that one thing month and month and perhaps year
after year.

February 8, 1917: After 2 weeks of work at A.I. what has impressed
me most is the remarkable system that has been developed to protect
the gov’t against its own officials. 1) No inspector can know in advance
of a hearing what case he will have for investigation.... 2) Interpreters
are changed with each witness. ... No interpreter acts for more than one
witness in any case and each interpreter can have no knowledge of the
testimony given by a previous witness. Th[ese] method[s] seem most
admirable protection against crookedness but also most obstructive to
the efforts of conscientious officers. It causes interruptions, delay and
confusion and centers the attention of the officers on forms instead of
on vital work. Work is paralyzed while the shift [in interpreters] is made
and inspectors adjust to conflicts. I feel that the government’s inspectors
should be trusted or fired. They should have the right to set their own
cases and take any necessary time for preparation in advance of the call-
ing of witnesses. ...

I am having plenty of experience with the wastefulness of methods
at Angel Island. Here an inspector may have completed his investiga-
tion and digested his evidence and be on the point of setting down a
report when he will be handed another case for investigation which he
must take up at once. Perhaps this will happen twice before he finds
leisure time to return to the original case. By that time, he has forgot-
ten his impression of the witnesses in the first case. I sincerely believe
that I could do 50% more work or do my work 50% better if I could be
allowed to...stick to a case until finished.?

John Birge Sawyer’s commitment to enforce the laws fairly was not
shared by all. Despite claims of reform and the end of racism in the immi-
gration service, many officials dealing with Asian immigration matters
still held prejudices that affected their handling of Asian cases. Commis-
sioner of Immigration Backus publicly admitted at an immigration con-
ference in 1915 that he was opposed to “Oriental immigration” from “all
its standpoints.” Unrestricted Asiatic immigration was a clear threat, he
continued, and “God help our beloved country if it could not be stopped
in some measure.”?

Yet, there were also inspectors like Emery Sims. He believed in carry-
ing out the law, but he also wanted to give every immigrant “a square
deal.” Sims found his job interesting and rewarding. Originally from North
Dakota, he came to San Francisco at the beginning of the Great Depres-
sion in search of work. He started out as a clerk assigned to the records
vault and was promoted to immigrant inspector after he passed the civil
service examination. He had not intended to stay long with the immigra-
tion service, but the salary was good and he enjoyed matching wits with
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the applicants. Sims remained on Angel Island until he retired in 1957.
Edwar Lee, who served as an interpreter on Angel Island for thirteen years,
observed that some inspectors on Angel Island were known to do whatever
they could “to trip you up and deny you admission.” But “by and large,”
he added, “I think that many of the inspectors were quite fair. For instance,
[Inspector] George Washington Kenney used to say, ‘I don’t care how false
they are. If they can pass my examination, they are eligible to land.””*°

Along with the immigrant inspectors, the many interpreters on Angel
Island were indispensable members of the immigration service. Few
inspectors were fluent in any language other than English, and both offi-
cials and applicants relied upon the accurate translation of questions and
answers during any interaction with each other, especially in the offi-
cial hearing that determined the applicant’s case for admission into the
country. Considering that there could be as many as thirty nationalities
speaking different languages on Angel Island at one time meant that there
was always a shortage of interpreters to handle the diverse population of
applicants. At times, crewmen, fellow passengers, witnesses, and other
staff were called upon to help out. For example, Watchman H. Mayerson
and Deaconess Katharine Maurer sometimes helped the inspectors inter-
pret in Russian and German. Interpreters were also expected to translate
incoming mail and newspaper articles, serve as court interpreters, and
assist in investigations on the mainland.*’

During the beginning of the Chinese
exclusion era, the hiring of Chinese
employees was expressly prohibited.
Government officials believed that they
could not be trusted in immigration
work and would translate incorrectly or
be susceptible to bribes to help as many
fellow Chinese as possible. Similar poli-
cies applied toward Japanese immigrants
as well. Someone like B. C. Haworth, a
white missionary who had spent nine-
teen years in Japan and who was fluent
in the Japanese language, was perfect
for the job. Haworth was hired by the
immigration service in 1907 and served
on Angel Island from 1910 to 1914. By
the time the Angel Island Immigration
Sation had opened, government policies
had changed to allow for the hiring of
Immigrant Inspector and Asian e.mploy.ees, partly because it Wgs
Interpreter John Endicott Gardner. ~ Dearly impossible to find enough quali-
(Courtesy of Susan S. Briggs.) fied whites to fill the positions.>?
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John Endicott Gardner was one Angel Island interpreter who was hired
under the whites-only policy in 1896 and stayed until 1915. Son of a
white American father and biracial (Chinese/white) mother from Macao,
Gardner was born in Canton, China, and in 1882 moved to San Francisco,
where he taught Chinese language classes and worked occasionally as
a court interpreter. He applied for a position in the immigration service
at a time when the government was in dire need of interpreters who
were fluent in Chinese. Gardner came highly recommended by some of
San Francisco’s most prominent clergymen and politicians. He was widely
considered the “best Chinese interpreter and translator on the Pacific
Coast and one of the best in the country.” In 1896, however, the official
policy prohibiting Chinese employees was still in place. A government
investigation solved this problem by pronouncing that Gardner was an
American citizen through his father and that his integrity and credentials
were beyond dispute. He became an instrumental force in enforcing the
Chinese exclusion laws and calling the government’s attention to Chinese
strategies to enter the country under fraudulent pretenses.

However, Gardner’s part-Chinese heritage hindered him in his initial
years in the service. His superiors conceded that Gardner’s intelligence
and his knowledge of the Chinese language were invaluable to the ser-
vice, but because he was part Chinese, he was not fully trusted by all staff.
In later years, Gardner was accused of extorting bribes from immigrants
and their attorneys. Facing a transfer order to New Jersey in 1915, Gard-
ner retired from the service, but he remained the subject of official gov-
ernment scrutiny. In 1917, federal agents raided his Berkeley home and
reportedly found “several hundred pounds” of immigration files belong-
ing to the Angel Island Immigration Station.*?

Most of the Chinese interpreters who were hired to work at Angel
Island had been recommended by white American social workers or mis-
sionaries. Many, like Edwar Lee, were college graduates, devout Chris-
tians, and fluent in English and several Chinese dialects. At a time when
even highly educated American-born Chinese faced intense discrimina-
tion in the job market, working for the immigration service was consid-
ered a plum job. Entry-level interpreters earned a monthly salary of $130
compared to the paltry sum of $30 that Chinatown grocery clerks were
making. This is how Edwar Lee remembers being hired:

I had just graduated from U.C. Berkeley with a Master’s degree in
political economics and was looking for a job. I tried several commercial
firms without success. My friend, Deaconess Katharine Maurer, asked
me if I would like to work as an interpreter on Angel Island since I
couldn’t find any other work, and I said yes, I'll give it a try. So she
made an appointment for me to see the head inspector, R. B. Jones. He
interviewed me and immediately hired me. That was in 1927 and that
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was how I landed the job, not knowing that I would stay there for the
next twelve years.**

According to Lee, the interpreter post had its advantages and disad-
vantages. Most days were spent in the interrogation rooms. “We are sup-
posedly impartial,” he explained. “We just interpret what the man says,
or the question that is asked. We have no decision-making power, but
we do render an opinion as to that person’s dialect.” The job could be
quite tedious, especially when some of the inspectors were “long-winded,
drawn out, and overly detailed.” Moreover, the interpreters were always
under suspicion. They were not trusted to be alone with the immigrants
for a long period of time, and they were regularly shifted around dur-
ing interrogations for fear of collusion between them and the applicants.
“So in order to play it safe,” Lee recalled, “one case may have two to
three interpreters. You hear a portion of the testimony, say from the
father...and when it comes to the applicant, they ask for a change in the
interpreter.”> Another problem for the interpreters was racial discrimi-
nation in the immigration service. Many were more qualified than the
inspectors they served under. But, as Lee remarked, “There’s not a ghost
of a chance of a Chinese being an inspector.” He added, “I realized that
one could render a service in spite of the fact that there are many handi-
caps. There’s a service I could provide not only for the government, but
for the immigrants and others.”*¢

Notably, immigrant inspectors and interpreters on Angel Island continued
to be predominantly male. Women were regularly employed as stenogra-
phers, clerks, and matrons, and a few were hired on as interpreters—Emily

Angel Island
Immigration
Station employees
in front of the
administration
building, 1930s.
Emily Austin is
second from the left
in the second row;
Mable Lee is fourth
from the right in
the second row;
Emery Sims and
Edwar Lee are third
and fourth from the
right in the fourth
row. (Courtesy of
California State
Parks, 2010.)
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Austin (French and Japanese), Fuku Terasawa (Japanese), Tye Leung (Chi-
nese), Mary Chang (Chinese), and Mabel Lee (Chinese)—but none was
ever appointed immigrant inspector. Female interpreters were often asked
to help the matrons supervise and assist women detainees.*”

Enforcing the Law

The main responsibility of Angel Island staff like John Birge Sawyer, John
Endicott Gardner, and Edwar Lee was to enforce the nation’s immigra-
tion laws. The interrogation of immigrants was a central component of
this work. In these hearings immigration documents were examined and
questions were asked and answered. Applicants tried to make the stron-
gest case for admission. Immigration officials sought to detect fraud.

In the early years of the immigration station’s operation, enforce-
ment of the Chinese exclusion laws was the primary business of Angel
Island officials. Not only were Chinese applicants the most numerous,
but their cases and the complexity of the laws made them labor-inten-
sive. A huge paper trail consisting of identification documents, inter-
rogations, photographs, legal records, and official correspondence was
created and maintained for every Chinese applicant. In 1911, Commis-
sioner of Immigration Samuel Backus explained that “the proper dis-
position of one Chinese case may require stenographic work equal to
that required in the handling of several hundred aliens of other races.”
The large fireproof vault that was kept at the center of the inspectors’
wing of the administration building held close to three-quarters of a
million Chinese records in 1914, and Commissioner Backus boasted
that because San Francisco was the main port of entry for Chinese
coming to the United States, “any question regarding the status of a
Chinese any place in the United States is likely to trace back to this
room.”?®

Over the years, the number of applicants from other Asian countries
and from around the world increased. World War I in particular brought
an increasing number of immigrants and refugees from Russia, Mexico,
Australia, New Zealand, and Central and South America. These new arriv-
als and the passage of additional immigration laws increased the work-
load and the complexity of immigration work on the island.

Newcomers applying for admission were subjected to a number of
routine procedures: medical and immigrant inspections; waiting periods
while their cases were being decided; and appeals, if necessary. Any ques-
tion about an applicant’s eligibility to enter the country resulted in a hear-
ing before the Board of Special Inquiry. The boards consisted of three
inspectors, one of whom acted as chair, an interpreter (if necessary), and
a stenographer. Immigrant inspector Emory Sims recalled how the pro-
cess worked:
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The interrogation rooms were bright, airy rooms. There would be the
stenographer’s desk and another desk or two. When the applicant was
brought in, he would be given a seat where he could be at ease and talk
as he wished and where the interpreter would communicate with him.
The testimony was taken directly on the typewriter.

After the board heard the testimony, they would be pretty much in
accord as to what was right and what was not. If two voted to land him
and one voted to deny him, the dissenting member could appeal the
case. But if he didn’t wish to appeal, the person was landed. If the tes-
timony were in accord, the file would be sent to the detention quarters
and the person ordered to land. If denied, the person was not notified
until the testimony was all summarized, but he would be given that
notice eventually. If the applicant wished to appeal, the copy of the
testimony would be sent to the central office in Washington, and the
attorney handling the case would be given a copy from which he made
his appeal. Washington would probably make its decision based on the
transcript alone.

More than 75 percent passed the interrogation at Angel Island. There
could have been indications of fraud in some of them, but nothing that
would stand up in court to debar them. Of those that were denied here,
there was always an appeal to Washington and probably only 5 percent
of those denied were ever really deported. Some who were deported
came back and tried again, and made it.*°

Applicants themselves experienced the interrogation quite differ-
ently. Whereas immigrant inspectors recounted the work of the boards as
routine and even mundane, French tourist Jean Gontard’s recollections
emphasized the imbalance of power between inspectors and applicants
and the invasive, aggressive questioning that characterized the hearings:

After having followed the endless corridors, our group now came before
the door of the inspector’s office. Two solemn fellows were enthroned
there and as in the confessional, each of us awaited his turn. When
mine came, I entered. They had me sit down and the most solemn of
the two bureaucrats proceeded to interrogate me....

Where do you come from? What are you going to do here? Do you
have any money? About how much? How long did you stay in Mexico
and what did you do there? Do you have any relatives in the United
States? Lacking relatives, do you have any friends or acquaintances?
And so forth for half an hour, while the other man wrote down all my
answers in his papers.*!

The boards asked additional questions and heard testimony from wit-
nesses. They then decided to admit, exclude, or admit with conditions or
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bonds. All decisions, except for some medical conditions, such as tuber-
culosis, could be appealed to the San Francisco commissioner of immigra-
tion or to the commissioner-general of immigration in Washington, D.C.

Lee Puey You was detained on Angel Island for twenty months in 1939
while her attorney appealed and took the case all the way to the U.S.
Supreme Court. She recalled feeling scared and nervous during the inter-
rogation. “Many of the questions pertained to my family background—
who my grandparents and parents were. But they also asked me questions
that I could not answer, like how many feet was our house [in the village]
from the house next door. I couldn’t say exactly.” This went on for three
days. “Sometimes the interpreters were cranky,” she said. “When I said
I wasn’t sure or I didn’t know, they would tell me to say yes or no. They
just treated us like criminals.”#?

While immigration officials primarily used the Chinese exclusion laws
to regulate Chinese immigration into the country, they used the general
immigration laws to screen non-Chinese applicants. The literacy clause of
the 1917 Immigration Act, for example, required that immigrants aged
sixteen and older be able to read in their own language. The law’s intent
was to help reduce the numbers of immigrants from Southern and Eastern
Europe, but almost all aliens were tested. The U.S. government tested
applicants’ literacy with test cards printed in several different languages.
In 1917, there were thirty-six different language test cards. In 1927, there
were forty, including Hebrew, Armenian, Dutch, Finnish, Romanian,
Lithuanian, Armeno-Turkish, Chinese, and Japanese. The routine inspec-
tion of new arrivals became more complicated after Congress established
a passport/visa system in 1918 that required entering aliens to carry pass-
ports and to “make a written declaration before [an] American consul.”*

Immigrant processing changed once more with America’s entry into
World War I and the renewed xenophobia that increased during the
1920s. New arrivals were more heavily scrutinized, and increased con-
cern about espionage and sabotage brought the Bureau of Immigration
in close cooperation with the Departments of State, Treasury, Justice,
War, and Navy, as well as local police departments to monitor, arrest,
and deport alien radicals and anarchists. Russian immigrants arriving in
San Francisco after the Russian Revolution and Germans arriving during
World War I especially found themselves under increased scrutiny.*

The passage of new laws, such as the 1921 Quota Act and the 1924 Immi-
gration Act, required still more procedures on Angel Island and increased
the already heavy staff workload. The quota law allowed 20 percent of the
year’s allotment for each country to be used each month. But immigrants
did not know in advance whether they would arrive before a quota was
filled. With the arrival of each ship, the commissioner of immigration in
San Francisco had to communicate with his superiors in Washington, D.C.,
to determine what was left in that month’s allotment for each country. On
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several occasions, Assyrians, Australians, New Zealanders, and Russians
arrived on Angel Island after their countries” quotas had been filled. They
were detained until they could be admitted under the following month’s
quotas. Those who arrived after the annual quota for their particular coun-
try had already been met were faced with longer detentions, or worse, had
to turn back. The law, one social worker reported, caused “untold misery
and hardship among the immigrants. ... We were told last year that those
who desired to come, sold their homes and all their household effects,
expecting to establish new homes permanently in this land of promise. To
be denied admission and to be deported or kept in detention for months,
was like a death-blow to hope and caused them to cry out in despair, ‘we
have nothing to go back to—nothing, nothing.” "

The new immigration policies and the complexities associated with
their enforcement initiated a reorganization of the immigration service
on Angel Island. In 1921, there were six divisions: law (two inspectors);
files, records, accounts, and statistics (one inspector); Chinese immigra-
tion (eighteen employees); non-Chinese immigration (five inspectors);
boarding and primary inspection (three inspectors); deportation and
detention (one inspector). There were also seven inspectors who were
stationed in the city office in San Francisco. Sixteen years later, the “Ori-
ental Division” had replaced the Chinese division and had a staff of four-
teen immigrant inspectors, eight clerks, seven Chinese interpreters, and
two Japanese interpreters. Reflecting the new focus on repatriation and
deportation that was a focus of immigration policy in the 1930s, there
was also a “Detention and Deportation Division,” which had one clerk,
one telephone operator, twenty-four guards, and four matrons.*

Comparing Immigrant Experiences on Angel Island

While the procedures of immigrant inspection and detention were gener-
ally the same, there were stark differences in the level of scrutiny immi-
grant inspectors paid to specific groups. Immigration files reveal that
European applicants, such as Germans, Greeks, Spanish, Italian, and Brit-
ish, were briefly interrogated about their financial situations, occupational
backgrounds, and contacts in America and were then generally admitted
within a day or two. The same was true of Japanese and Korean picture
brides and returning residents who had the proper documentation. Chi-
nese applicants, however, were subjected to exhaustive interrogations.
The detailed questions designed to confirm relationships and immigrant
status could last up to three or four days and total forty or fifty pages of
typed testimony.

Race continued to be a determining factor in how immigrants were
treated differently from each other on Angel Island. One stark exam-
ple of racial bias in the interrogation process occurred in 1910, when
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Commissioner-General of Immigration Daniel Keefe considered whether
South Asian and Russian laborers were excludable under the “likely to
become a public charge” (LPC) clause of the immigration laws. At the
time, South Asians were the targets of a well-organized and passionate
exclusion campaign led by the Asiatic Exclusion League. Feeling the pres-
sure from exclusionists to bar South Asians by any means possible, Keefe
ordered Angel Island inspectors to exclude them as a whole on the basis
that American prejudice would make it difficult for them to secure work
and cause them to become public charges. In contrast, when consider-
ing the cases of Russian laborers seeking entry into the mainland from
Hawaii that same year, Keefe personally interviewed each of the appli-
cants. While he concluded that they were indeed at risk of becoming des-
titute should they be landed in San Francisco, he nevertheless ordered
their admission. As Maria Sakovich aptly concluded in her study of non-
Asian immigration on Angel Island, “penniless Russians at this time was
acceptable; penniless Asian Indians were not.”*

The same can be said about the racial bias of immigration officers
toward African applicants, few as they were. Twenty-two-year-old George
Griffith, born in Dutch Guiana and of the “African race,” arrived as a stow-
away on a steamship from the Panama Canal Zone. He told the Board of
Special Inquiry investigating his case that he had only $2 on his person
and that he hoped to find work in the United States or on an American
ship as a sailor. He was deemed LPC and ordered deported. Although
he was physically fit for work, the board concluded that “it is believed
on account of his race, that it might be difficult for him to immediately
secure employment.” Two years earlier, nineteen-year-old Paul Kofend
had also been caught as a stowaway. According to his case file, he said he
was a Danish sailor and did not have a single cent on him. But the board,
believing that he would reship as soon as he was landed, admitted Kofend
the next day.*®

Other accounts indicate that Australians and New Zealanders might
have received preferential treatment and were not always subject to the
restrictions of the quota laws. In July 1921, orders were passed down to
San Francisco from Washington, D.C. that all aliens from Australia and
New Zealand should be landed expeditiously, “regardless of quota.” San
Francisco Commissioner of Immigration Edward White was ordered to
act first and “report facts later.” At least twenty-seven Australians were
landed on personal bonds of $500. In contrast, twenty-five Assyrian refu-
gees were detained on Angel Island for over a year pending a decision on
their appeal because their country’s quota had been used up.*

Racial bias can be found even among the immigration lawyers who
represented clients on Angel Island. Some wrote publicly of their great
belief in the American tradition of immigration and took on clients from
around the world. Others expressed their distinct preference for European
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immigration. Joseph P. Fallon, a prominent attorney who represented a
great number of Chinese immigrants, openly communicated this opinion
to immigration officials. In 1914, he passionately argued that European
immigrants like his Spanish client Juan Rechy Gonzales helped to make
the great country of the United States and that they should continue to be
admitted. “The American people are great because they are sprung from all
the peoples of Europe,” Fallon declared. “It is the purpose of the American
people to increase the efficiency of the race by encouraging, stimulating
and increasing European immigration to our shores. .. the Finn, the Bohe-
mian, the Italian, the Greek, the Spaniard, the Russian, the Pole, the Isra-
elite, the Magyar, we need them all.”*° Fallon was a committed attorney
to both his European and Asian clients, but by tracing America’s greatness
to European immigration alone, he lent his support to U.S. immigration
policies that privileged European immigrants as future U.S. citizens, rather
than the many Asian immigrants he represented in his practice.

Immigration laws also favored those of higher economic standing, and
accordingly, inspection processes on Angel Island gave preferential treat-
ment to those traveling in first-class cabins. The official records provide
ample evidence that immigration officials looked favorably upon immi-
grants of all racial backgrounds who demonstrated “refinement,” wealth,
and status. Mexican applicants who showed bank statements or property
deeds, for example, could convince immigration officials that they were
members of the middle, rather than laboring, class. Many immigrants
arriving from Guatemala through Angel Island in the early twentieth
century were wealthy, well-connected people who were coming for vaca-
tion, education, or permanent residence. With supporting letters from the
Guatemalan consul general and ample funds in their bank accounts, they
were readily admitted.”!

Temporary visitors denied admission for minor infractions under the
immigration laws could also be admitted on bond if they had sufficient
funds. It was not an uncommon practice to take out a bond with a surety
company and pledge to return to one’s home country after the time allot-
ted for their visit had expired, but these bonds were expensive and thus
available only to those with ample resources. Erbon Delventhal, who
collected the bond money for a surety company in the 1930s, collected
$1,000 bonds from hundreds of visitors who passed through the immigra-
tion station. As he recalled years later:

One at a time the immigrants would come in. I would write the bond
for them and hand the bond to the government man and they’d give me
the thousand dollars in cash. God knows, where they got the money. It
was a stack of bills—a thousand dollars in fives and tens, a big stack of
money. I'd give them official receipts and I told them, “Don’t lose this,
it’s worth a thousand dollars to you when you get back home.”*?
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In contrast, working-class immigrants were often excluded from the
country because immigration officials considered them “likely to become
a public charge.” The vague definition of the LPC category made it an
effective tool with which to exclude a broad range of people. An LPC deci-
sion not only implied that applicants were currently unable to support
themselves but also that they would not be able to support themselves
in the future. Thus, immigrant inspectors routinely measured an immi-
grant’s appearance, skill set, and work history against the current labor
market, racial attitudes, and more. Appearance was used as evidence of
poverty in the present and in the future.*’

Immigration officials also treated female arrivals differently from males.
Immigration policies like the Chinese exclusion laws and the Gentle-
men’s Agreement explicitly allowed only Chinese and Japanese women
to enter the country as dependents to a husband or father. But all female
applicants were also subjected to gender-based policies that favored the
admission of valuable laborers (mostly men) and “respectable” women
who were wives and mothers, that is, women who were dependent upon
husbands and who conformed to middle-class standards of domesticity.
It was rare for women to be admitted independently, and most of these
cases involved women visiting the country temporarily as students or
travelers. Working-class women were at a clear disadvantage under these
terms, and the LPC clause was disproportionately applied to women who
were seen as both moral and economic risks. Those traveling alone or
who had suspicious moral pasts were routinely excluded as LPC. Those
traveling with husbands who were suspected of not being able to support
their families were also excluded regardless of their own abilities to sup-
port themselves and their families.

Take, for example, the case of Rose Louis, a white Englishwoman mar-
ried to Emile Louis, a black ship’s steward from the island of Mauritius oft
the southeastern coast of Africa. The couple arrived in the United States
with their seven-week-old son Alfred in February of 1918. As subjects of
Great Britain, the couple had been living and working in Hong Kong as

Rose and Emile Louis and their
infant son were detained on
Angel Island for six months in
1918. (Scan by Vincent Chin.
National Archives, Pacific
Regional Branch.)
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a ship steward and stewardess and sought entry into the United States
in order to enter Canada to find steady employment. Even though the
Louises clearly stated that they had no desire to remain in the United
States and that they had arrangements for an agent to meet them in
Vancouver, Angel Island immigration officials applied U.S. immigration
policies to their case and excluded Emile as an illiterate. Despite the fact
that Rose could also continue to work for wages to support the family,
she was deemed to be “entirely dependent” upon her husband for sup-
port, and all family members were excluded as “persons likely to become
public charges.” Emile and Rose appealed the decision. Both immigration
officials on Angel Island and in Washington, D.C., supported the appeal
as long as the U.S. government could receive assurances that Canada
would admit the family. For unknown reasons, the Canadian govern-
ment refused. The Louis family remained stuck in detention on Angel
Island for six months. The fact that Emile was black did not come up in
the official record as being a cause for exclusion, but other cases indicate
that black immigrants did not fare as well as their white counterparts. The
U.S. government proceeded with plans to deport the family back to Hong
Kong. Rose pleaded with immigration officials to find a different solution
“for the sake of my baby.” In April, she wrote to the commissioner of
immigration that “to be deported to Hong Kong would mean starvation
as it is all Chinese labour in that Port.” The next month she wrote again
asking officials to at least allow her husband to leave the station and find
work as a steward alone on “any vessel in this port” heading to foreign
lands. The family hoped “to obtain a Little Money to Maintain Self and
Children,” including a four-year-old son in England to whom she had not
been able to send any money in several months. There is no record that
immigration officials replied to Rose Louis, and in July 1918, the family
was deported to Hong Kong.*

Women from all countries also encountered a gendered immigration
inspection process, whereby immigration officials held them to higher
moral standards than their male counterparts. Female applicants were
subjected to interrogations that included personal, invasive questioning
about their moral behavior and sexual activities. In contrast, the same type
of questioning or level of invasiveness was rarely applied to male appli-
cants.”® Immigrant women were especially vulnerable to exclusions based
on crimes of moral turpitude, which had been defined by a federal district
court in 1913 as an “act of baseness, vileness, or depravity.” The Bureau
of Immigration included a wide range of behaviors as immoral, includ-
ing perjury, indictment for murder, and conviction of criminal libel. But
the realm of immigrants” private sexuality came under the most scrutiny.
Fornication, premarital sex, adultery, and homosexuality were all listed as
cause for exclusion. On Angel Island, enforcing the nation’s immigration
laws meant upholding middle-class ideals of female respectability that did
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not include sexual relations outside the bounds of marriage. Women sus-
pected of having “immoral relations with men prior to...arrival in the
United States” were commonly excluded as committing crimes of moral
turpitude.>®

When Swedish vaudeville artist Maria Holmgren was interrogated in
1914, for example, immigration officials aggressively pursued questions
meant to uncover immoral behavior. Holmgren, a former resident of San
Francisco, arrived on Angel Island on the last day of December in 1914
from Australia. During the voyage, she traveled with her swimming part-
ner Steven Herron, who claimed to be her husband. The ship’s manifest
recorded the two as sharing a stateroom during the trans-Pacific voyage.
But when Holmgren was questioned by the Board of Special Inquiry, she
claimed no relation or cohabitation. The board proceeded with a highly
personal, aggressive line of questioning:

Q. Have you ever been engaged to be married to anybody? A. No.

Q. Have you ever lived with any man? A. No.

Q. Remember you are under oath now; we want a truthful statement; have
you ever lived with any man as his wife? No answer.

Q. Answer the question, please? A. Yes.

Q. Why did you not marry him? A. We did not have money.

Q. Now let us get down to it. As a matter of fact on the voyage over you
cohabited as man and wife did you not? A. What do you mean by
cohabited?

Q. Were you in bed together? A. No.

Q. You are positive of that? A. I could swear to that; I can take my oath;
we never slept together, we were in the same room but we never slept
together.

Q. Did you have sexual intercourse? A. No.

Q. Did you have sexual intercourse at all with Mr. Herron? A. No, never in
Australasia and never here.

Q. Were you a virtuous woman when you first arrived in the United States
from Sweden? A. No.

Q. Who was the cause of your losing your virtue in Sweden? A. A young man.

The board continued to question Holmgren and called upon Steven Her-
ron and a former neighbor from San Francisco. The officers ordered Hol-
mgren to be excluded as a “person admitting a misdemeanor involving
moral turpitude...having had immoral relations with men prior to [her]
arrival in the United States.” Holmgren was detained on the island for
three and a half months while she appealed the decision. Finally, upon the
recommendation of Mrs. Barfield, a special agent assigned to investigate
the case, and Kate Barrett, president of the National Council of Women,
she was paroled to the Florence Crittenton Home, a mission home for
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women and children, and was later landed without bond.>” By judging
Holmgren against middle-class norms of sexual behavior, immigration
officials tried to enforce certain standards of morality at the nation’s bor-
ders. In other cases, immigration laws were used to reinforce the belief
that women’s primary roles in the nation were those of wife and mother.
Women of color, disadvantaged by both their gender and their race, faced
additional hurdles. By regulating why and how immigrant women could
enter the country, immigration laws sought to mold both the American
family and the American nation.>®

Life in Detention

Imprisoned in the wooden building day after day,

My freedom withheld; how can I bear to talk about it?

Ilook to see who is happy but they only sit quietly.

I am anxious and depressed and cannot fall asleep.

The days are long, and the bottle constantly empty; my sad mood,
even so, is not dispelled.

Nights are long and the pillow cold; who can pity my loneliness?

After experiencing such loneliness and sorrow,

Why not just return home and learn to plow the fields?>’

Such sentiments carved into the barrack walls by an anonymous Chinese
immigrant were shared by many other detainees who found themselves
imprisoned on Angel Island and anxiously waiting decisions on their appli-
cations for admission into the country. Yet like other areas of the immi-
gration station, the detention facilities and the experiences of immigrant

A view of the
detention barracks
in 1928. The
covered stairway
connected the
barracks to the
administration
building. (San
Francisco History
Center, San
Francisco Public
Library.)
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detainees differed. The two separate buildings in which immigrants were
detained were explicitly designed to maintain the segregation of differ-
ent classes, races, and genders of detainees. “Occidentals” were gener-
ally housed in the administration building on the second floor, where
there were detention quarters for around 100 male and female European
detainees. A separate “European” recreation yard was attached. There
was general agreement that the detention quarters for white and Euro-
pean immigrants were more comfortable than those for Asians. Assistant
Surgeon M. W. Glover of the Public Health and Marine Hospital Service
observed in 1910 that the quarters for European immigrant men were
“in better condition than any other.” There was a modest visiting room
where detainees could visit with relatives, friends, and attorneys. When
the number of white immigrant detainees increased as a result of the 1921
and 1924 immigration laws, local newspapers called for improved condi-
tions on Angel Island. “The immigration station was designed to receive
Orientals,” an article in the San Francisco Chronicle explained in 1922. Cit-
ing a number of complaints from Australian detainees who found the
food and quarters on the island to be intolerable, the paper suggested
that immigration officials offer “better accommodations” for white immi-
grants.®®

“Orientals” were housed in the detention barracks, a two-story build-
ing set on the hillside above the administration building, that could house
300 to 400 males and 100 females at one time. During busy times, it often
held even more detainees. The initial plan was to separate Chinese, Japa-
nese, men, and women into four different living areas. Japanese were to
reside on the first floor, men in the east wing and women in the west.
Chinese were to be placed on the second floor, with men in the east wing
and women in the west. Mary Bamford, a missionary visitor to the station
in 1917, described South Asians as having their own room. In practice,
the building was almost always an all-male detention facility, separated
by nationality. Japanese, South Asian, and Korean men were detained on
the second floor of the barracks. When the station was crowded, Russian
men were also housed there. Chinese men were housed on both floors in
separate dormitories from non-Chinese. By 1911, Chinese and Japanese
women and young children were moved to newly remodeled quarters
in the administration building so they could be supervised by a live-in
matron. Maintaining racial segregation was a consistent goal over the
years. In 1938, journalist Nellie Margaret Scanlan observed that Chinese
women and children were kept in one room while Russians occupied the
next dormitory. The British and other nationalities had separate dormito-
ries. Only the children crossed the segregated spaces. Crowds of Chinese
children often raced “up and down the corridor,” she noted.*!

The first and second floors of the detention barracks held sitting
rooms, storage closets, washrooms, and lavatories. A fence enclosed
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the barracks and a recreation yard. A guard tower was added in the
1930s, probably to provide better security for the federal prisoners who
were housed at the station during this time. A covered stairway, similar
to one built on Ellis Island, connected the building to the administra-
tion building. While the covered passageway in New York was primar-
ily used to protect people from inclement weather, the passageway on
Angel Island was used to provide security and to prevent detainees from
escaping. Security measures took precedence over safety. There were no
fire escapes, and all windows were grated and locked.¢?

Each dormitory housed large numbers of metal bunks. Four rows of
bunks, two wide, were stacked in tiers of two or three and took up almost
the entire dormitory space. Each bunk came with a mattress, pillow, and
blanket. Sitting rooms and lavatories were adjacent to the dormitories.
Soon after the station opened, the sitting rooms were renovated into five
rooms and an office for guards to use in the barracks. In 1912, a new
toilet wing was added to improve sanitary conditions and to turn the old
lavatories into new dormitory space.®®

An estimated 70 percent of all passengers arriving in San Francisco
were brought to Angel Island; the remaining passengers, including return-
ing residents and citizens, were landed directly from the steamships. Of
those detained on Angel Island, nearly 60 percent were confined for up to
three days. This rate of detention contrasts dramatically with Ellis Island,
where only 10 percent of all arrivals were detained for legal reasons and
another 10 percent were detained for medical treatment. Eighty percent
of applicants passed the Ellis Island immigrant inspection and medical
examination and were released to the ground floor of the administration
building to wait for ferries to transport them to Manhattan or to the Jer-
sey City railway terminal. Most of those detained stayed only one night,
awaiting money or relatives to pick them up. Others stayed a few days or
weeks, including those who needed medical treatment.®

Rates and length of immigrant detention on Angel Island were also
determined in large part by race, nationality, legal status, and class. Most
non-Asians (Hispanics, Russians, Germans, and English) avoided Angel
Island altogether or had a very short stay there. Seventy-six percent of all
Chinese applicants were ferried over to the island, compared to only 38
percent of non-Asians. Chinese also had the highest and longest rates of
detention. Quok Shee, who was detained on Angel Island from Septem-
ber 1916 to August 1918, holds the record for the longest known deten-
tion at the immigration station. She claimed to be the wife of a Chinese
merchant, but immigration officials suspected that she was being brought
in for “immoral reasons” and debarred her. After her attorney filed three
appeals on her behalf, she was finally admitted into the country.®

Regardless of their racial and ethnic backgrounds, all immigrants
resented being confined like criminals behind barbed wire fences, locked
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doors, and wire netted windows. “I had never seen such a prison-like
place as Angel Island,” recalled Kamechiyo Takahashi, a young Japanese
bride in 1917. Many questioned as she did, “Why I had to be kept in a
prison?” As Katharine Maurer observed in 1921, a French woman reacted
even more strongly to her surroundings: “Oh, they put me in pree-zohn,”
she shrieked, “give me a rope, I will kheel myself!”¢® The loudest protest
came from the Chinese, who were detained on the island the longest.
Many of the poems they left behind on the barrack walls referred to the
immigration station as a prison.

Families also resented being separated while in detention, including
during meal times. The Isaak family, Mennonites who had fled Russia to
escape political and religious persecution in 1929, found the segregated
living and eating arrangements disconcerting. “What is wrong in this
honorable America, that they separate families as soon as they entered
the country?” H. P. Isaak wrote in his memoirs years later. Although the
family was detained on the island only for a weekend to prove paternity
through a blood test, family members were overwhelmed with grief and
anxiety the whole time.*’

There was limited privacy in any part of the immigration station, and
despite the government’s intent to keep the different groups separated,
the close quarters and forced confinement meant that Chinese, New
Zealanders, Italians, and others often bumped up against each other. In
1915, Michi Kawai, general secretary of the YWCA of Japan, observed
during her visit to Angel Island that the Chinese, Japanese, Hispanic, and
European women all ate together in one dining room. The carefully laid-
out plans of racial segregation were also tested during World War I, when
an increased number of immigrants came to Angel Island. In August
1917, Commissioner Edward White warned the commissioner-general of
immigration in Washington that they had “no room at all. The Russians
were doubled up in bunks normally reserved for the Japanese, and more
passengers were expected to be arriving in mere days.”%®

Some cases of intermingling led to conflict. In 1917, Acting Commis-
sioner of Immigration M. Boyce explained to his superiors in Washington,
D.C., that it was necessary to place an overflow of Japanese women in the
same detention room as Chinese women. This situation turned out to be
“most objectionable to both classes, and is the cause of many complaints,
protests, etc.” When German crew members from German merchant
vessels were housed in the detention barracks that same month, they
demanded separate facilities. “Some relief must be given us that we do not
have to live in the company of Chinamen, with whom we are obliged to
take even our meals in the same room. This destroys our appetite, which
is not improved by the monotonous fare,” they told immigration officials.
Both Asian and European women of “respectable character” also chafed
when forced into close contact with prostitutes and other women of suspi-
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cious morals, and the immigration service tried to separate the two classes
of women from each other. For others, mixing with detainees of other
races and nationalities proved to be a colorful and exotic experience. In
1929, Ivy Gidlow wrote her sister about her experience eating with “two
Japanese women who look like China dolls” while the Chinese women ate
“chow-chow” with chopsticks at the other table in the dining hall.*®

Life in detention tended to follow a mundane routine of endless waiting
that was occasionally interrupted by periods of anxiety, even terror. But
again, detainees” experiences on Angel Island differed. Non-Asian detain-
ees described the conditions at the station as tolerable when the barracks
were not crowded. Russian students who were stuck on Angel Island in
1923 because of the quota laws wrote about their great pleasure in receiv-
ing visitors from 11:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. on certain days. Smaller rooms for
“special cases” and first-class female passengers were also available at least
for some years. Canadian Ivy Gidlow described a room that she shared
with an Italian roommate as being “large, white, bare-looking...[with]
four white beds in a row.” She wrote her sister about the comforts of her
detention at the station and the pleasant times she experienced there.
The San Francisco Chronicle reported that a French Canadian family even
looked upon their four-month detention in 1930 as a welcome respite
from the harsh Canadian winter and the usual toil of work. David and
Maria Trudeau and their five children reportedly left the station in March
“with thanks for the workless winter they had spent in California.””®

In contrast, Chinese detainees, who faced both higher rates of detention
and longer detention periods than other groups, chafed at the injustices
they experienced. In interviews conducted decades after their detention
on Angel Island, detainees recalled, often emotionally and angrily, the
feelings of frustration and hopelessness that characterized their time on
the island. They were confined to the barracks except for meals and two
exercise periods daily. Only the women could go for walks under guard.
In addition to the discomfort of detention, the dormitories themselves
were extremely crowded. Rows of rods supported three metal bunks and
lined the rooms. When fully occupied, there was hardly any room to
move. “It was like being in prison,” said Mock Ging Sing. “Everyone suf-
fered great pain and mental anguish, worrying about whether or not we
will be allowed to enter the U.S. The living space was so small and confin-
ing, it just made us feel more depressed.” He added, “Of course we were
mad but what can we do?”"!

Some non-Asian detainees echoed the Chinese protests of inhumane
treatment, overcrowdedness, and unsanitary conditions. A British Army
officer and two Dutch businessmen reported to the local press in 1917 that
due to overcrowded conditions in the European men’s detention quarters,
they were “herded like cattle” into a locked hospital room with German
prisoners for one night. Wladimir Pruszyaski, a Polish stowaway who was
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detained for seven weeks in 1919, described his “indefinite confinement”
as “worse than the life in prison.” In August 1922, half a dozen immi-
grants from Australia were detained at the immigration station because
that country’s quota for the previous month had already been exhausted.
They aired their disgust over the bare sleeping quarters, inedible food,
strict regulations, and lack of freedom to the San Francisco newspapers.
Likening his stay at the immigration station to the California state prison
at San Quentin, detainee W. B. Parker claimed that “convicted criminals
in San Quentin get better fare.” Alexandra Dill also complained about
being herded like a guarded “flock of sheep” when she and her mother
were detained at the station in the 1930s. Even officials at the immigra-
tion station warned that the detention barracks were “unfit for habitation
by reason of vermin and stench.” Assistant Surgeon M. W. Glover offered
pointed criticism of the building in 1910: “We bring aliens to this Immi-
gration Station and confine them here against their will. While perfectly
within our rights to do so, we are also under obligation to give them the
best that modern methods will permit.””?

Omne of the detainees’ biggest sources of complaint concerned the
poor quality and lack of variety of food served in the dining facilities.
Meals took place in the immigration station’s dining rooms located in
the administration building and connected to the detention barracks by
a covered stairway. Like other aspects of the immigration station, food
service was also strictly regulated by racial segregation. Four dining rooms
occupied the entire south wing of the administration building’s second
floor. One public dining room, one officers” dining room, a European din-
ing room, and the Chinese and Japanese dining room separated detainees
from immigration officials and visitors and also segregated the detainees

This rare photograph
shows the interior

of the mess hall at
mealtime. Waiters
served the food in
the dining rooms,
which contained long
wooden tables and
backless benches. The
tables in the Asian
dining room, shown
here, were set with
large earthenware
serving dishes,
crackers, chopsticks,
and rice bowls.
(California Historical
Society, FN-23697.)
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by race. Conditions also differed. The European dining room had table-
cloths; the Asian dining room did not.

The logistics of feeding three different meals per day to hundreds of
detainees and employees in different shifts was immense. Meals were
served at regular times. Records from 1917 indicate that these were at
7:15 A.m., 1:00 p.M., and 4:15 p.Mm. Between 600 and 700 people were fed at
one time.” The kitchen staff accomplished this feat by careful orchestra-
tion. As Mr. Low, a kitchen helper on the island in the 1920s, described:

There were 33 tables in all, which seated six or eight people apiece.
When I was there, there were over 700 Chinese inmates, so they had to
eat in shifts. Each meal took half-an-hour. It went very fast. We would
place the food on the table before they came. Then voom, they ate and
left. Everyone ate at the same place each time. Two guards accompa-
nied the group to the dining room. They would count heads on arrival
and before departure.”™

Both immigrants and immigration officials agreed that the quality of
the food offered to the detainees was generally poor all around. European
detainees complained that their food was served cold and had no vari-
ety. Seventeen Russian Jews refused to eat the non-kosher food during
Passover week. In 1915, Japanese women detainees cried when they told
a visiting social worker about the food served to them on the island. Chi-
nese detainees flatly called the food inedible, and two food riots erupted
over food in 1919 and 1925. Even Commissioner of Immigration Backus
admitted that the Chinese criticism was “manifestly well grounded.”
Moreover, the dining rooms were often unsanitary. The tables, chairs, and
dishes were dirty, often with caked-on food from many previous meals.”

The poor food quality, especially for Asian detainees, was a result of
inequality at the immigration station. The government required that the
private firms hired to prepare all meals for the immigration station staft
and detainees spend less on meals for Asian detainees than for Europeans
or staff members. In 1909, concessionaires were allotted 14 cents per meal
for Asian detainees, 15 cents per meal for European detainees, and 25
cents for employee meals.” There was also a vast difference in the variety
of food offered to detainees. This was partly to accommodate different pal-
ates and diet preferences, but the specific menus and cost requirements set
by the government also point to a disparity in quality and variety of food.
A 1909 restaurant contract form illustrates how the system worked:

The following meals shall be furnished to detained passengers other
than Asiatics as and when directed by the Commissioner of Immigra-
tion, port of San Francisco, and shall be supplied in such quantities as
said passengers may individually desire:
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Breakfast: (a) Boiled rice, oatmeal, farina, cracked wheat, or corn-
meal mush, served with the necessary milk and sugar or sirup [sic];
(b) Meat hash or baked pork and beans (fried fish in lieu of meat hash
or baked pork and beans on such days as may from time to time be
officially designated); (c) Fresh bread, spread with wholesome butter;
and (d) A bowl of tea or coffee (the individual alien’s preference being
consulted), with milk and sugar, served separately.

Dinner or Midday Meal: (a) Vegetable, pea, bean, lentil, tomato,
ox-tail, or macaroni soup; (b) Fresh bread, spread with wholesome
butter; (c¢) Roast or fried beef, pork or mutton, or corned beef, served
with mashed potatoes, peeled baked potatoes, or peeled boiled pota-
toes and one other vegetable—lima beans, mashed turnips, carrots,
peas, corn, or succotash; and (d) A bowl of tea or coffee (the indi-
vidual aliens’ preference being consulted), with milk and sugar, served
separately. For those who prefer: Kosher meat or fish, with potatoes
and one other vegetable as above; and fresh fish, baked or boiled, in
lieu of roast or fried meat, on such days as may from time to time be
officially designated.

The food to be supplied to Asiatic passengers shall consist of the
following:

Breakfast: Bean soup, boiled rice, relishes, bread and tea; and in cases
where Chinese are among the detained, boiled beef, pork or fish to be
supplied upon request.

Midday Meal: Boiled rice, cooked vegetables, with fish or meat, or
salt salmon, pickles, bread, tea.

Evening Meal: Boiled rice, cooked vegetables with fish or meat, or
salt salmon, pickles, bread, tea.”

The cooks at

the immigration
station were often
Chinese, though

a few white cooks
were employed
during the station’s
operation as well.
The kitchen was
outfitted with
refrigerators, an
oven, and a large
cooking range.
(National Archives,
Washington, DC.)
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With such poor quality meals and little distractions, many detainees
languished inside their dormitories. Chinese detainees were not allowed
visitors until their cases were settled, but other detainees were allowed to
see friends and attorneys on Saturdays and relatives on Sundays. Visitors
were carefully monitored and were required to follow specific guidelines.
A 1923 notice given to all visitors instructed them not to “give anything
or to receive anything from an inmate.” Any money, letters, or other
items were to be handed to the captain of the guard, presumably so that
they could be searched. All conversations were monitored by a govern-
ment officer.”®

The monotonous routine and the endless waiting took its toll, especially
on the Chinese, who had the longest detentions. Many Chinese male
detainees found ways to occupy their time gambling, reading newspapers,
and listening to phonograph records. Some expressed their frustrations
through poetry written or carved into the barracks walls. Recreation time
in the small, fenced, outdoor yards allowed them to enjoy some sun-
light and fresh air. Once a week, detainees were escorted down to the
storehouse on the dock to retrieve personal items from their luggage. In
contrast, women and European detainees were permitted to go for walks

Like all other aspects of life

at the immigration station,
recreation was segregated.
European immigrant detainees
used the so-called European
recreation yard (top photo),
while Chinese detainees used
a separate facility (bottom
photo). (Photograph of the
European recreation yard,
National Archives, Washington,
DC. Photograph of the Chinese
recreation yard, courtesy of
California State Parks, 2010.)
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outside the detention center, use the library, attend English classes, and
visit with family on weekends. A group of Russian students wrote about
going on walks twice a week, playing chess, singing, and organizing con-
certs for the administrators and “all white” detainees.”

Lending Comfort and Assistance

Besides relatives, friends, and attorneys, other visitors to Angel Island included
missionaries and representatives of immigrant and social service organiza-
tions who provided religious services, occasional cultural programs, English
classes, and comfort and assistance to distressed immigrants. Missionaries
from the mainland began to visit the station soon after it opened. The most
influential missionary at the immigration station was Katharine Maurer.
Born the youngest of nine children in Ontario, Canada, Katharine
Maurer was raised as a devout Christian by a father who was a Bible
teacher and a mother who had a Huguenot and Quaker background.
In 1912, after completing two years of the deaconess program at the
San Francisco National Training School, Maurer accepted the post of
deaconess at the Angel Island Immigration Station, a position that com-
bined faith-based ministry with social justice advocacy. For the next
twenty-eight years, she took the ferry every day from San Francisco to
the immigration station to distribute religious teachings, hold English
classes, and visit both men and women in the barracks and in the hos-

Katharine Maurer with Chinese

woman and children on rooftop of the
administration building, 1929. (Courtesy of
California State Parks, 2010.)
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pital. In addition, she served as interpreter for German speakers during
the interrogations and as witness in the weddings required of picture
brides until 1917.

Dressed in the traditional deaconess garb of black dress and bonnet,
Katharine Maurer devoted herself to the welfare of all immigrants regard-
less of race or creed. In her reports to the Woman’s Home Missionary
Society, Maurer described holiday parties that brought immigrants from
diverse backgrounds together in a multipurpose area in the administra-
tion building. At an Easter service in 1916, “Chinese lined up on the right;
Japanese on the left, while Europeans stood about in various groups” on
the recreation grounds. The annual Christmas parties followed a simi-
lar pattern. During some years, both Chinese and Japanese attended the
same celebration. Other years, the celebrations were very diverse, with
“about fifteen nationalities” represented in 1921.%8°

Maurer did not have an official position in the immigration service, but
she worked closely with immigration officials. By 1929, the immigration
service had given her two rooms on the second floor of the administra-
tion building for use as a library and office. Because of her long-standing
commitment to the immigrants on Angel Island, she became known as
the “Angel of Angel Island.” Maurer’s 1937 report to the Woman'’s Home
Missionary Society described not only the multiracial character of detain-
ees at the immigration station but also her progressive belief in breaking
down racial, national, and political barriers through her work:

Angel Island: “Keeper of the Western Gate”

Every day at Angel Island brings us into contact with folk who reflect
the traditions of other lands: Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, East Indian,
British, European, Hebrew, Mexican, and Latin-American. Upwards of
one hundred people are in detention always—applicants for admission,
passengers in transit, those awaiting deportation and repatriates—repre-
senting an average of twelve nationalities, inward and outward bound.

[In discussing the many requests for her help from detainees, Mau-
rer described receiving notes and letters on her desk.] A little crumpled
note, painstakingly written in lead pencil, lay on the desk of the dea-
coness...requests for handwork, needed clothing, for interviews to dis-
cuss personal problems—*“would Miss Maurer give them a little time?”
A Japanese gentleman wrote: “The sweater has done already. It is very
long to pass these days. Please call me any time and kindly favor to give
me some wool again.” From a Korean family: “Kim'’s trunk with all
his wearings is at the Island. Please look it up and express it to us.” An
Australian wrote: “I wish to thank you for your kindness in bringing
Tommy down to the boat to see me.” “I have gotten my bearings here
at Angel Island during these weeks of waiting,” wrote an Englishman.
“May you be spared to carry on your great work for years to come and
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know that wherever we are, a prayer will go to Miss Maurer.” Wel-
fare work at an Immigration Station is one of personal service in all its
ramifications, not only national, but international in scope. One works
closely with the Government officials who recognize the work and co-
operate fully.

In these daily activities we find that whatever the native tongue
may be, barriers seem to crumble in a friendly and understanding
atmosphere. Here we have a testing ground for the theory that the simi-
lar desires and characteristics of men are stronger than national, racial,
or political differences.

During the twenty-five years of my continuous service at Angel
Island, a procession of folk has come and gone through this Immigra-
tion Station. True, you cannot educate a procession, but a procession
can be guided. Often in an interview there is little one can do except
listen, without trying to comfort, without trying to give anything, just
helping to bring that release which comes from sharing troubles, and
sometimes in the telling one finds the solution.®'

Other organizations, such as the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution (DAR), the Young Men'’s Christian Association (YMCA), and the
Young Women'’s Christian Association (YWCA), assisted Katharine Mau-
rer in her work at the station. The DAR established an emergency fund
and contributed boxes of clothing, books, toys, wool and knitting needles,
fabric to make clothes, and a radio. The YMCA and YWCA sent staff and
volunteers out to the station to teach detainees about American customs;
provide reading materials, movies, games, and recreational equipment;
and perform small services for the detainees. Ethnic organizations and
religious institutions such as the Chinese Six Companies, Japanese Asso-
ciation of America, Korean National Association, Hebrew Immigrant Aid
Society, Mennonite Church, and Sikh Temple were all instrumental in
advocating for improved conditions on the island and providing material
and legal assistance to shorten the detainees’ stay on Angel Island. The
combined efforts of these social service organizations, missionaries, and
immigrant aid societies helped to alleviate the monotony of detention,
provided an important connection to life off the island, and for those who
were eventually admitted into the country, helped immigrants make the
transition to America.

It could take several hours or several months for the U.S. government
to make a final decision about whether to admit or exclude an appli-
cant for admission. For those who were admitted, Angel Island became
the gate that opened up to new lives in America. For those who were
excluded, the island represented an impenetrable wall barring them from
families, work, and the promise of riches or freedom on the other side.
Whether admitted or deported, the time on Angel Island was memo-
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rable for many. Over the years, detainees, social workers, immigration
officials, and visitors recorded their recollections in interviews, personal
collections, autobiographies, and official documentation. Some detainees
expressed themselves by writing or carving their names, dates of their
detention, or other thoughts and feelings onto the walls of the immigra-
tion station itself. Carved into the barracks walls of the detention building
is one poem written by a Chinese detainee on the eve of his deportation
back to China. He expressed his hopes that fellow detainees from his
native village would remember their time together. But the poem also
stands as a testament to how close the author came to a new life in the
United States.

For half a year on Island, we experienced both the bitter and the sweet
We only part now as I am being deported

I leave words to my fellow villagers that when they land,

I expect them to always remember the time they spent here.®

Just as the outcomes of cases differed for people passing through Angel
Island, so too did their experiences of being examined, inspected, and
detained. While some reacted with bemused resignation at the phalanx of
bureaucratic regulations and procedures, others were terrified and humil-
iated. Their reactions were formed in large part by the different treatment
that various groups received on the island. U.S. immigration policies that
privileged men over women, whites over Asians, and elites over work-
ers manifested themselves in the daily practices of the work at the Angel
Island Immigration Station.
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Chinese immigrants arriving in San Francisco, n.d. (National Archives, Washington, DC.)



CHAPTER TWO

“ONE HUNDRED KINDS OF
OPPRESSIVE LAWS”

CHINESE IMMIGRANTS IN THE SHADOW OF EXCLUSION

CARVED DEEP into one of the walls of the men’s detention barracks of
the Angel Island Immigration Station is a Chinese poem written by an
anonymous detainee on the island.

I clasped my hands in parting with my brothers and classmates.

Because of the mouth,! I hastened to cross the American ocean.

How was I to know that the western barbarians had lost their hearts
and reason?

With a hundred kinds of oppressive laws, they mistreat us Chinese.?

We do not know when this poet might have carved it, how long he
was at the immigration station, or whether he was admitted into the
United States or sent back to China. What we do know is that his poem
echoed many of the feelings of frustration, anger, and despair that other
Chinese detainees on Angel Island experienced. Although Chinese immi-
gration to the United States had been almost totally prohibited by the
Chinese Exclusion Act, it did not end altogether. From 1910 to 1940,
over 178,000 Chinese men and women were admitted into the country
as new immigrants, returning residents, and U.S. citizens. The major-
ity came through San Francisco and Angel Island, and approximately
100,000 Chinese were detained there. The immigration station was
inextricably tied to the “hundred kinds of oppressive laws” that discrimi-
nated against Chinese immigrants. Thus, from the time that immigration
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officials boarded an arriving steamship to the time when an immigrant
or returning resident was finally “landed,” or officially admitted into the
country, Chinese were subjected to longer examinations, interrogations,
and detentions than other immigrants. Seventy-six percent of all Chinese
applicants were ferried over to the island, compared to only 38 percent of
non-Asians. Chinese also had the highest rates of detention compared to
other groups. They made up 70 percent of the entire detainee population
at the immigration station, and their average stay was for two to three
weeks, the longest of all the immigrant groups coming through Angel
Island.’

Oppressive as the Chinese exclusion laws were, Chinese immigrants,
returning residents, and Chinese American citizens employed a wide
range of legal, political, and immigration strategies to enter and return to
the United States during this restrictive era. Immigration officials on Angel
Island responded with stricter enforcement measures that expanded the
scope of exclusion and revealed any false claims to admission. They asked
more questions, called more witnesses, and required more evidence in
Chinese cases than any others on Angel Island. As a result, interrogations
became extensive, exhaustive ordeals, and Chinese faced long detentions
at the immigration station. The angry, homesick poems carved into the
walls of the immigration station’s barracks are just one symbol of the
hardships Chinese endured on the island.

In Search of Gold Mountain

Chinese immigration to the United States began during the California Gold
Rush in the mid-nineteenth century and continued long after the rush
ended. Those who arrived during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries came almost exclusively from the Pearl River Delta in Guang-
dong Province. The region had been drastically altered by both European
and American imperialism and internal domestic crises. Unequal treaties
and economic relationships between China and Western imperial pow-
ers resulted in higher taxes on local peasants. Western imperialism also
brought traders, missionaries, and regular trans-Pacific steamship routes.
A dynamic market economy sprang up around Canton, a busy metropoli-
tan city and international trade center. A population explosion, natural
disasters, and rebellions and wars like the brutal Taiping Rebellion (1850-
64) and the Opium Wars (1839-42) wreaked havoc on local populations.
As Chinese became displaced from their farms, they migrated to the cities
where they came into contact with American merchants, missionaries,
and labor recruiters, and were introduced to the idea of America. Just
a short distance away in Hong Kong, trans-Pacific steamships waited to
take them even further to San Francisco, Seattle, Vancouver, and other
ports along the West Coast of the United States.
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By the early twentieth century, China experienced further economic,
political, and social instability as attempts to restore order under the Qing
dynasty faltered and Japan defeated China in the Sino-Japanese War
(1894-95). European imperialist powers tightened their grip on China’s
economy by forcibly occupying more territory and port cities. The 1911
Chinese Revolution led by Sun Yat-sen failed to bring stability. Powerful
warlords emerged as the dominant power brokers in many parts of the
country, and foreign imperialism continued to hinder China’s economic
development. Internal rivalry between the Guomindang (Nationalist
Party) and the Communists beginning in the late 1920s and a full-scale
war with Japan in the 1930s continued to foster economic, social, and
political insecurity and provided additional incentives for Chinese to seek
work and permanent resettlement abroad.

At the same time, industrialization and the expansion of American cap-
italism drove an incessant need for workers in the United States. A mas-
sive labor force was particularly needed in the developing western states
to build a transportation infrastructure and to exploit natural resources.
Chinese immigrant laborers quickly became “indispensable” as miners
and as railroad and farm laborers. They were hired again and again for
jobs that were believed to be too dirty, dangerous, or degrading for white
men and were paid on a separate and lower wage scale than whites. By
the end of the nineteenth century, Chinese immigrants had constructed
an intricate irrigation system and turned marshland in California’s Central
Valley into some of the most productive and fertile farmland in the coun-
try. By the early twentieth century, the Chinese had been pushed out or
had left agriculture and manufacturing and increasingly entered domes-
tic service or started small businesses such as laundries, restaurants, and
stores. The wages earned in these occupations continued to be enough
for even a low-paid laundry worker to support his family in China. With
these odds, Chinese immigrants kept on finding ways to immigrate to the
United States.*

The Chinese who left the Pearl River Delta were not the poorest mem-
bers of society. Rather, they had some limited capital and viewed immi-
gration as a way to accumulate additional wealth and to maintain their
family’s prosperity and status in China for future generations. Eighty to
ninety percent of Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries were young, able-bodied men who could work and
send money home. Mr. Wong, who came through Angel Island in 1933,
was one of them. “They told me that anyone who comes to Gam Saan
will make money fast and go home a rich man,” he explained. “Anyone
who comes to America is well respected in China. My family pushed me
to come. They wanted me to make a better living.”> Jann Mon Fong,
another Angel Island detainee, echoed these sentiments in an essay he
wrote home in 1935:
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DESCRIPTION

Jann Mon Fong's certificate of identity, 1931. All Chinese residents in the United States
were required to possess “certificates of identity” that served as proof of their legal entry
and lawful right to remain in the country. (Scan by Vincent Chin. National Archives,
Pacific Regional Branch.)

Every time a big steamer tooted into the harbor, carrying back fellow
villagers with their loaded suitcases, we couldn’t help but watch with
envy the wealth they brought back, the power that could be wielded
with money, and the dreams that were realized with it. I, for one, was
impressed by their stories of life in the Gold Mountain, which kindled in
me the desire to go overseas at a young age. As the worldwide depres-
sion in those days set in and we all felt the pressure for money, I decided
it was time to go abroad to seek my fortune.®

Those who came in the late 1930s had another reason to leave China.
“The Japanese took Canton and the country went to pieces,” related
Mr. Dea, who was detained on Angel Island in 1939. “We did not want
our communication lines abroad cut, which would have meant no more
remittances from my father in America; we would have starved to death.
So I wrote Father to make arrangements for me to come to America.””

Chinese women immigrated to the United States, but in much
smaller numbers. Patriarchal cultural values, traditional patterns of male
sojourning, and anti-Chinese legislation in the United States all discour-
aged Chinese women from immigrating to America. As a result, transna-
tional split-household arrangements became a common way of life for
many Chinese families, separating husbands and wives and fathers and
children for decades. Over time, however, the easing of cultural restric-
tions on Chinese female emigration and the desire for the economic secu-
rity that some gam saan haak (Gold Mountain men) could offer prompted
women to immigrate as the wives of Chinese merchants and U.S. citi-
zens.®* Among them was Law Shee Low. As she explained,
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Before the bandits came, living conditions were not that bad. We had
a bit of money because my grandfather owned land. Then when I was
twelve years old, the bandits came and took everything. They destroyed
our farmland and property and we became so poor that we had no food
to go with rice, not even soy sauce or black bean paste. Some of our
neighbors even had to go begging or sell their daughters, times were so
bad. That was when my parents decided to marry me off to a gam saan
haak from the next village. They thought T would have a better future
in Gold Mountain. My husband was thirty-four years old to my eigh-
teen years. We had an American minister perform the ceremony. Nine
months after we were married, we left for America in 1922.°

The majority of Chinese immigrants traveled to the United States in the
steerage class of trans-Pacific liners sailing from Hong Kong to San Francisco
and other West Coast ports. A first-class steamship ticket cost $350-$400 and
a second-class ticket was about $250. Traveling in steerage cost $85. Steerage
accommodations were crowded, noisy, and dirty. “We stayed in one big room
that had beds stacked three high,” recalled Mr. Wong, who came in 1933.

Wedding portrait of Law Shee Low and
husband Low Gun taken in Shekki,

Zhongshan District, 1921. (Courtesy of Victor
Low.)

“In those days they treated us
Chinese like cattle.”'® The voyage
itself took three weeks and was
often uncomfortable. Mr. Low
remembered that his journey on
the steamship Siberia was rocky
and that access to fresh water was
limited. “I was not used to the
wind and waves and was seasick
in bed the entire voyage. I stayed
in the steerage and slept on a can-
vas cot. We had to use sea water
to wash ourselves.”'! Soto Shee,
who arrived on Angel Island in
1924, was in her first trimester of
pregnancy during the voyage from
Hong Kong to San Francisco. She
later told her eldest daughter that
during the sea voyage, she was
seasick the whole time, and she
believed that it was a miracle that
she did not suffer a miscarriage.!?
Still, most believed that the diffi-
cult, long, and expensive journey
was worth the chance for a new
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beginning in America. They dreamed of riches that would allow them to
settle in the United States or return to China wealthy and successful. Instead,
they found discriminatory immigration laws that kept the door to their new
lives only half-open.

The Chinese Exclusion Laws

Chinese immigrants were initially welcomed in the United States as valu-
able laborers and investors in the expanding American economy during
the Gold Rush. But when the economy faltered and the gold ran out,
Chinese men and women became targets of racist stereotyping, discrimi-
natory laws, and racial violence. Chinese immigrants were seen as foreign-
ers who could never assimilate into American life and who would always
pose a moral and racial threat to the United States. At a California Senate

This cartoon published in
The Wasp in 1881 captured
white Californians’ fears
of Chinese immigration
and invoked a comparison
between San Francisco
and New York. While New
York welcomed European
immigrants to America’s
shores, San Francisco
feared the disastrous effects
of Chinese immigration.
As a result, a statue of

a Chinese male coolie

in San Francisco Bay
mocks New York’s Statue
of Liberty, then under
construction. His ragged
robes, rat tail-like queue,
stereotypical facial features,
and opium pipe symbolize
the inassimilability and
immorality of the Chinese.
The message that Chinese
immigration would bring
destruction to California
and the entire nation is
made clear with the skull
upon which the statue
rests his foot, the rats
scurrying around the
pedestal, the capsized ships and crumbling statue foundations, the slant-eyed moon, and
the rays of light emanating from the coolie’s head informing readers that Chinese brought
“filth,” “immorality,” “diseases,” and “ruin to white labor.” (By George Frederick Keller, The
Wasp, November 11, 1881. San Francisco History Center, San Francisco Public Library.)
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committee hearing on Chinese immigration in 1876, Chinese immigration
was described as an evil, “unarmed invasion” that endangered both the
state of California and the United States as a whole."?

Beginning in the 1850s, discriminatory taxes targeted Chinese min-
ers, laundrymen, prostitutes, and fishermen. California state laws denied
Chinese basic civil rights, such as the right to immigrate, give testimony
in court, be employed in public works, intermarry with whites, and own
land. Discrimination against the Chinese escalated during the 1870s when
California and other Western states fell into a deep economic recession.
Chinese laborers were blamed for taking jobs away from white workers
and for working for cheaper wages. An organized anti-Chinese movement
began in earnest under the leadership of Irish immigrant Denis Kearney
and the Workingmen'’s Party of California. Founded in 1877, the party’s
rallying cry was “The Chinese Must Go!”'*

The small numbers of Chinese women in the United States during
the late nineteenth century were also singled out for scrutiny and dis-
criminatory treatment. Chinese prostitution was a lucrative and success-
ful business that catered to both a Chinese and non-Chinese clientele in
San Francisco. In 1870, 71 percent of Chinese women in the city were
listed as prostitutes in the U.S. census. As social reformers railed against
the practice of Chinese prostitution and the “moral and racial pollution”
that it caused, the anti-Chinese movement used it as a justification for
Chinese exclusion. During the 1870s, Chinese settlements were attacked
by bloodthirsty mobs that looted, lynched, burned, and murdered Chi-
nese residents—men and women—in an effort to drive them out of the
American West."”

In 1875, the anti-Chinese movement gained momentum at the national
level when Congress passed a law excluding Asian contract labor and
prostitutes. The resulting Page Law represented the country’s first—albeit
limited—regulation of immigration on the federal level, and served as
an important step toward general Chinese exclusion. In 1882, Congress
passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred all Chinese laborers from
entering the country for ten years and prohibited Chinese immigrants
from becoming naturalized citizens. It expressly allowed only Chinese
students, teachers, diplomats, merchants, and travelers to continue to
immigrate to the United States. In other words, Chinese could come to
visit and conduct business, but they were not welcome to stay and settle
in the United States. Court cases later initiated by the Chinese in Amer-
ica allowed families of merchants and native-born citizens of the United
States to apply for admission (or readmission) into the country, but the
general restrictions on Chinese laborers, and by implication their wives
and children, remained in place and grew even more restrictive. The act
was renewed in 1892 and 1902, extended to the U.S. territories of Hawaii
and the Philippines, and made permanent in 1904.
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Chinese immigration, particularly of women, was also affected by the
1924 Immigration Act. Aimed at stopping Japanese and all other “aliens
ineligible to citizenship,” it effectively barred foreign-born Chinese wives
of U.S. citizens and merchants. As a result of lobbying efforts by Chinese
organizations in America, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled to allow Chinese
merchant wives to enter beginning in 1925. It was not until 1930 that
the policy was reversed for wives of U.S. citizens, but only for those who
were married prior to May 6, 1924. The Chinese exclusion laws were not
repealed until 1943.1¢

Under the Shadow of Exclusion

The Chinese in America consistently challenged the constitutionality of
the exclusion laws and protested the ways in which they were enforced.
They also found ways to circumvent the laws and bring family and rela-
tives to the United States as members of the exempt classes. From 1882
to 1943, an estimated 303,000 Chinese successfully gained admission into
the United States, a figure that is greater than the 258,000 Chinese who
were admitted during the pre-exclusion era from 1849 to 1882.'” Chinese
men most often applied for admission as returning laborers, merchants,
U.S. citizens, or the sons of merchants and U.S. citizens. Chinese women
applied as either the wives or daughters of Chinese merchants or U.S.
citizens.'®

The Chinese experience on Angel Island became a contest of wills and
wits that began as soon as a ship carrying Chinese passengers arrived
in San Francisco. Like other immigrants arriving in San Francisco, Chi-
nese were first subjected to a primary inspection on board the steamship.
Returning residents and those traveling in first or second class might be
landed from the ship. All others were taken by ferry to Angel Island to
have their baggage searched, receive their identification numbers, and
await medical examinations and interrogations. Jann Mon Fong described
his arrival in San Francisco on the President McKinley in 1931:

Braving the winds and waves for twenty days, the ship finally entered
the harbor. Old timers were allowed to land after the immigration
inspection. We newcomers had to board another small boat that took
us to the detention barracks on Angel Island. We were totally deprived
of freedom as soon as we boarded the boat. Indeed, those blue-eyed
Yankees treated us like pigs and goats!

My cloth sack on my back and suitcase in my hand, I entered the
detention barracks with tears soaking my eyes and cheeks. Resistance?
It would not work. First, this was their land, and secondly, I couldn’t
even speak their language. Immediately, they locked us up in a small
room barricaded with barbed wire. I was then made painfully aware of
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Chinese immigrants walking toward the administration building, 1910. (National
Archives, Washington, D.C.)

the weakness of our Motherland, the helplessness of myself, and the
changes in circumstance, all of which had transformed us from a herd of
cattle into hapless birds confined in a cage, waiting to be slaughtered."’

After receiving identification numbers, the new arrivals were sent to
the hospital for the medical examination. The medical staff examined
Chinese applicants for physical defects and even measured body parts to
determine age. They looked for evidence of the so-called parasitic “Ori-
ental diseases,” which were grounds for exclusion if untreated. Chinese
detainees found the entire medical examination process to be extremely
humiliating. The examinations were conducted in a strict military style by
uniformed white public health inspectors who called out orders in Eng-
lish. The procedures were hardly ever explained and the requirements to
strip down naked and provide stool samples were especially embarrass-
ing for the women. As Lee Puey You explained, “When the doctor came,
I had to take off all my clothes. It was so embarrassing and shameful.
I didn’t really want to let him examine me, but I had no choice.” Jann
Mon Fong also objected strongly to the medical exam. “The physicians
had us stripped to the skin and exposed to the chilly sea breeze for several
hours before he routinely tapped our chest and spine and ordered us to
jump up and down like monkeys. Was it really a physical exam or was it
designed to insult our entire race?”*°
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Many felt that medical exclusion based on common parasitic diseases
in Asia was an “arbitrary barrier” established to exclude Asian immi-
grants. Wong Shee, the widow of an American-born citizen who was
returning from China with her six children, was barred from landing
because she was afflicted with liver fluke. Immigration officials also ruled
that the death of her American-born husband meant that she had no
status entitling her to enter the country. Her children were all admit-
ted, but Wong Shee was stuck on Angel Island for sixteen months until
her lawyers convinced the U.S. Circuit Court that she had all the proper
documents for reentry and that liver fluke was not a dangerous disease.
Wong Shee was allowed treatment at the hospital on Angel Island at her
own expense. Once cured, she was released and put on probation for two
years. Her case later helped Dr. Frederick Lam of Hawaii persuade public
health officials in Washington, D.C., that liver fluke, along with hook-
worm, was not a contagious disease and that patients should be allowed
to stay in the United States for medical treatment.?'

Asian patients, their advocates, and some journalists complained of the
“humiliating or mutilating practices” associated with these examinations.
But public health officers insisted that they were necessary to identify
“infected,” and therefore, undesirable and excludable immigrants. By
1913 and 1916, 57 and 69 percent of all immigrant exclusions nation-
wide were medically based.?? But in addition to the routine medical exam
given to all new arrivals, Chinese immigrants and returning residents who
applied for admission or readmission had to contend with the exclusion
laws themselves and how they were enforced on the island.

Since the primary intent of the Chinese exclusion laws was to bar Chi-
nese laborers, class status was a major lens through which immigration

Medical examination
at the Angel Island
Immigration Station
hospital. (National
Archives, Washington,
D.C.)
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officials viewed Chinese arrivals. Although Chinese merchants, students,
officials, and tourists were all exempt from the exclusion laws, they were
never automatically admitted or given special treatment. Chinese mer-
chants, by far the largest group of Chinese professionals who applied
for admission, were required to provide detailed documentation of their
business activities, the volume of merchandise, and lists of all partners.
Returning merchants also had to have “two credible witnesses, other than
Chinese” to testify on behalf of the applicant’s status and state of business.
The regulations did not specify that these witnesses were to be white, but,
in practice, only white witnesses were used. The government’s rationale
was that white, but not Chinese, witnesses were considered trustworthy.
Despite the fact that the majority of Chinese businesses catered mostly
to the Chinese community, immigration officials also believed that only
reputable businesses would have regular contacts with white customers,
suppliers, and fellow businessmen.

Immigrant inspectors also relied upon their own ideas about class status
to determine who was a merchant and who was not. They first expected
Chinese merchants to look and act like members of the middle or upper
classes. What this actually entailed, of course, was extremely subjective,
but it is clear that officials believed that bona fide merchants were elites
whose wealth would be apparent in their dress and appearance. Immi-
gration officials were inclined to admit returning merchant Lee Kan, for
example, because he had “the appearance of an exempt.” In contrast, one
Chinese immigrant applying as a merchant in 1912 was denied entry in
part because officials judged his appearance to be “exceedingly poor.” His
handwriting, also “particularly poor,” only confirmed immigrant inspec-
tors’ suspicions, and when the applicant’s trunk was searched for addi-
tional evidence to be used in the case, his “poor quality” clothes were
used as the final evidence to deny him entry. The hands of Chinese mer-
chants were also often examined to detect any calluses caused by manual
labor, which they believed was evidence that the applicant was a laborer
in disguise.??

The experiences of Chinese women were sharply different from those of
their male counterparts on Angel Island. Due to the limited educational and
professional opportunities available to Chinese women in the early twenti-
eth century, most could not apply for admission as one of the professional
classes of students, teachers, merchants, or diplomats that were exempt
from the exclusion laws. Instead, they primarily entered the country as
the dependent wives or daughters of a Chinese merchant or U.S. citizen
already in the United States. In other words, Chinese women derived their
right to enter and remain in the country from their relationships to men.

Wives and children of merchants and citizens first had to prove to
immigration officials that their husband or father still qualified as a person
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Katharine Maurer
with Chinese women
in the administration
building. (California
Historical Society,
FN-18240/
CHS2009.091.tif.)

exempt from the exclusion laws. They also had to prove that their rela-
tionship was real. Since the Chinese government, unlike that of Japan,
did not provide official records confirming applicants’ identities, relation-
ships, and eligibility for entry, U.S. immigration officials tried to verify
Chinese identities through intensive and excruciatingly detailed interro-
gations and paper trails.

Both Chinese men and women were subjected to these rigorous pro-
cedures, but women were placed at a comparative disadvantage due to
the gender bias embedded in the questioning. Chinese men were asked
about their own families and villages in order to corroborate their identi-
ties. Chinese women, on the other hand, were interrogated about their
husbands’ villages and families instead of their own. Intimate knowl-
edge about their husband’s neighbors, the location of the village school,
the well, or the furniture within their in-laws’” house were considered
proof that the marital relationship existed. Many women did not readily
remember such details. Following Chinese custom, wives moved to their
husband’s villages only after marriage, and some stayed there for only
a short time before arriving on Angel Island. Jee Shee, a newly married
woman applying as a merchant’s wife in 1911, for example, had lived in
her husband’s village for less than two months. Yet she was expected to
know minute details about the place.*

Given the moral temper of the times and the efforts of social reform-
ers to eradicate prostitution, Chinese women, like other immigrant
women applying for admission into the country, were also scrutinized
for any evidence of immoral behavior. They were judged according to
how well they conformed to middle-class standards of respectability.
Although Chinese prostitution had declined considerably by the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, newspapers still called attention to cases
of Chinese “slave girls” being smuggled into the country, arrested for
practicing prostitution, or rescued by Protestant missionary women. The
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assumption that Chinese women were still coming as indentured pros-
titutes continued to influence how Chinese wives and daughters were
treated on Angel Island. Women'’s appearance, age, clothing, demeanor,
and sexual history were all used as evidence of respectability or immo-
rality. Interrogations were used to uncover any past or future immoral
behavior. Women who were suspected of being prostitutes were sub-
jected to long interviews to determine whether the marital relationship
existed or whether they were being brought into the country for pros-
titution.?

Quock Shee, an applicant for admission in September 1916 as the wife
of merchant Chew Hoy Quong, was repeatedly interrogated at the immi-
gration station, because immigration officials suspected that she was part
of a “concerted move to import Chinese prostitutes” into the United States.
She was denied entry into the country a few weeks after she had arrived
on the island. Quock and her husband hired attorneys Alfred Worley and
George McGowan to represent them. The attorneys sent an appeal to the
secretary of labor in Washington, D.C., and then took the case to the fed-
eral district court after the appeal was denied. The court upheld the gov-
ernment’s position, and the lawyers turned to the Circuit Court of Appeals
in San Francisco. This court reversed the decision and allowed Quok Shee
to enter the country, but the entire process of denials and appeals took
almost two years. Quock Shee was detained at the immigration station for
nearly 600 nights while waiting for a decision on her case, making hers the
longest known detention at the Angel Island Immigration Station.*

Commissioner of Immigration Hart Hyatt North was so concerned
about stopping Chinese prostitution that as early as 1910 he sought to
hire “a person of their own sex and race” to look after the women and
assist the immigration service in this effort. Tye Leung, an interpreter and
assistant in the rescue work of the Presbyterian Mission Home in San
Francisco, came highly recommended by Donaldina Cameron, superin-
tendent of the Mission Home.

Born in San Francisco’s Chinatown in 1887, Tye Leung escaped an
arranged marriage at the age of twelve by seeking refuge at the Presbyte-
rian Mission Home. She stayed on to help rescue and interpret for Chinese
prostitutes. In 1910, she became the first Chinese woman employed by
the U.S. government. Personally recommended for her reliability and
good character by Commissioner North, Leung was hired as an inter-
preter and assistant matron for Chinese women detainees. She was also
specifically instructed to stay on the alert for Chinese prostitutes attempt-
ing to enter the country. One of her specific duties was to gather “definite
evidence of the intentions” of the women arriving in San Francisco and
to give “unwilling slave[s]” an opportunity to alert immigration officers of
their predicaments. North noted that Leung had already “rendered great
service” to the immigration service in matters of these kind, and because
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Tye Leung worked as an interpreter and
assistant matron at the Angel Island
Immigration Station from 1910 to 1913. She is
pictured here with Deaconess Carrie Pierson in
1911. (Courtesy of Chris K. D. Huie.)

of her “intelligent and fearless” character, he was optimistic of her contri-
butions to the government’s efforts.?’

While at Angel Island, Tye Leung met and fell in love with immigrant
inspector Charles Frederick Schulze, who was of German and Scottish
descent. Because interracial marriage was prohibited in California, they
were married in the state of Washington. Both were forced to leave their
civil service jobs at Angel Island “because of the racial prejudice,” Leung
later explained. Schulze had difficulty finding work, but he was finally
hired by Southern Pacific Company as a mechanic. Tye Leung went on
to work as a telephone operator at the Chinatown Telephone Exchange
and spent many years providing interpreting and social services to the
Chinese community in San Francisco.?

Despite their legal right to reenter the country, returning Chinese
American citizens also faced intense government scrutiny at Angel Island.
After the exclusion laws were first passed—based in large part on the argu-
ment that Chinese, as a race, were inassimilable—government officials
questioned whether native-born Chinese should really be considered U.S.
citizens in the first place. After many Chinese immigrants began to issue
false claims of citizenship in order to enter the country, Chinese American
citizens faced great scrutiny and found that their citizenship status offered
only limited protection from the exclusion laws. One person who learned
this firsthand was Wong Kim Ark.

On October 14, 1913, Wong Kim Ark, a forty-three-year-old Chinese
American citizen, was interviewed by immigration officials on Angel Island
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Wong Kim Ark’s certificate of identity, 1914. (Scan by Vincent Chin. National Archives,
Pacific Regional Branch.)

prior to a trip to China to visit his wife and three sons. He told Inspector
Willard Becktell and Interpreter Chin Jack that he had been born in San
Francisco on July 7, 1873, was the father to three sons, worked as a cook,
and had traveled back and forth to China four times. The purpose of this
official interrogation was to facilitate Wong'’s readmission into the United
States. He dutifully filled out all of the necessary paperwork and attached
his photograph to the U.S. government’s form no. 430, “Application of
Alleged American-born Chinese for Preinvestigation of Status.” If Wong’s
application for preinvestigation was approved, he was to be permitted to
reenter the United States without delay.

Although he was a U.S. citizen by birth and had the legal right to reen-
ter the United States, Wong was extremely conscientious in making sure
all of his paperwork was in order. The preinvestigation application, inter-
view, and government approval were all that were formally required of
Chinese American citizens traveling in and out of the country. But Wong
was anxious. He hired the law firm of Stidger and Kennah to add to his
application the court documents that confirmed his status as a “native”
citizen. He wanted to ensure that there would be no problems when he
returned to the United States.

Wong Kim Ark knew from experience that U.S. citizenship did not
always guarantee an easy readmission into the United States if you were
Chinese American. In 1895, he had been denied reentry into the United
States by immigration officials in San Francisco after returning from a
trip to China. Immigration officials rested their decision on the claim
that Wong—though born in the United States—was not a U.S. citizen
because his parents were Chinese persons ineligible for citizenship under
the country’s naturalization laws. Wong challenged his exclusion from
the United States by hiring prominent San Francisco attorney Thomas
Riordan to represent him. Riordan argued that Wong was entitled to
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readmission to the United States because of his status as a U.S. citizen
under the Fourteenth Amendment, which declared that all persons born
in the United States were citizens thereof. The U.S. District Court for the
Northern District of California ruled in Wong’s favor, but U.S. District
Attorney Henry S. Foote appealed the decision and the case was argued
before the United States Supreme Court. The high court confirmed that
Wong Kim Ark was indeed a U.S. citizen under the Fourteenth Amend-
ment and could not be excluded from the country, a ruling that firmly
secured the constitutional status of birthright citizenship for all persons
born in the United States.

Despite his clear victory, the legal ruling did not offer Wong Kong Ark
total protection from government scrutiny or second-class treatment
under the Chinese exclusion laws. Wong’s immigration records reveal that
he made three additional trips to China after his Supreme Court victory:
once in 1905, again in 1913 through Angel Island, and a last trip in 1931.
He was not placed in detention on Angel Island when he returned in
1913, but for each return trip, he laboriously filled out the routine paper-
work, had his attorneys check it, and submitted himself to the same inter-
rogations by Angel Island immigration officials who questioned his right
to return to the land of his birth. In what must have felt like an enormous
insult, Wong still had to fill out the government’s form 430, “Applica-
tion of Alleged American Citizen of the Chinese Race for Preinvestigation
of Status,” even though his status as a citizen had been affirmed by the
highest court in the land. There is no mention of his Supreme Court case
in any of the records.?

“The Crooked Path”: Paper Sons and False Identities

The exclusion laws and the government’s strict enforcement practices
led many Chinese immigrants to adopt migration strategies that allowed
them to continue immigrating during this restrictive period. As Mr. Chan,
a former detainee on Angel Island explained, “We didn’t want to come in
illegally, but we were forced to because of the immigration laws. They par-
ticularly picked on the Chinese. If we told the truth, it didn’t work. So we
had to take the crooked path.”*® For many Chinese, taking “the crooked
path” offered the only means of entering the United States while the Chi-
nese exclusion laws were in effect. Both former detainees and immigration
officials estimated that 90 percent of all Chinese had false papers.*!

The most common strategy that immigrants used was to falsely claim
membership in one of the classes that were exempt from the exclusion
laws, such as Chinese merchants or native-born citizens of the United
States. A lucrative business in false papers sprang up on both sides of
the Pacific Ocean. Chinese companies, for example, regularly sold mul-
tiple partnerships (and the merchant status that accompanied such
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partnerships) to prospective immigrants. The exempt status of Chinese
American citizens was another loophole in the laws that was relatively
easy to exploit, because the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire had
destroyed all of the city’s birth records. By the 1920s and 1930s, more
Chinese entered as U.S. citizens than as members of any other class, a fact
most likely explained by false claims to U.S. citizenship.??

Identification papers for children, known as “paper sons,” of exempt-
class Chinese were useful, because the immigration service often lacked
reliable documentary evidence verifying births and marriages occurring
either in the United States or in China. A Chinese immigrant entering the
country for the first time could easily claim more children than he actu-
ally had and then sell those “slots” to prospective migrants. Papers usually
cost $100 per year of age of the applicant. “The trick is this,” explained
Mr. Yuen, a former detainee on Angel Island and a paper son, “You tell the
immigration officer, ‘I have been in China three years, I have three sons,
these are their birthdays, the names and so forth.” Few years later, if you
do have your own [sons,] then you bring them over here, if not, then you
could sell these papers, you know. There’s always a lot of buyers ready to
buy. You try to sell to your own village, or a similar last name.”?*

Although false papers allowed Chinese to apply for admission into the
United States, the mere possession of these papers did not guarantee the
actual right to land. Chinese applying for admission still had to convince
immigration officials that they were indeed the same individuals that their
papers claimed them to be. By the time that the Angel Island Immigration
Station opened in 1910, immigration officials were well aware of Chinese
attempts to evade the exclusion laws. The immigration service viewed the
skewed sex ratio of Chinese children and the preponderance of sons rather
than daughters applying for admission as evidence of fraudulent entry.
Published government guidelines instructed immigration officials to judge
Chinese applicants “excludable until they could be proven otherwise,” and
officials readily admitted that they were “on guard from the time the Chi-
nese arrives at the station until he is either admitted or deported.”**

As immigration officials attempted to distinguish false claims for
admission from real ones, long and detailed interrogations became com-
monplace. Because of the popular use of the paper son system, Angel
Island officials particularly scrutinized cases involving families. As a
routine part of the interrogations, family members were questioned
about a wealth of minute details concerning their family history, rela-
tionships, and everyday life in the home village—what immigration
officials believed should be “common knowledge” to all parties. Typical
questions asked of the applicant were: What are the marriage and birth
dates of your family members? Where are your paternal grandparents
buried? How many steps lead up to your house? How many rows of
houses in your village? Who lives in the third row? Of what material is
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A Chinese applicant being
interrogated at Angel Island,
1923. Interrogations could last
from a few hours to several
days. Rigid enforcement of

the exclusion laws by the U.S.
government and the proliferation
of false documents used by
Chinese immigrants turned
interrogations into a battle of
wits. In one extreme case, an
applicant was asked almost 900
questions. (National Archives,
Washington, D.C.)

the ancestral hall built? Is the name of the hall over the door carved or
painted? The same questions were asked of his or her relatives. If any
discrepancies were discovered in the testimonies, immigration inspec-
tors concluded that the claimed relationship did not in fact exist, and the
entire case was discredited.

Some inspectors used intimidation and even threats to test applicants.
An immigrant inspector on Angel Island bluntly admitted to visitors
in 1911 that many of the questions in the interrogations were “not mate-
rial to the point at issue” but were necessary “to draw [the Chinese] out.”
The intention was to intimidate applicants and “to make them aware that
we have some indirect means of finding out [the truth.]” In 1927, San
Francisco Commissioner of Immigration John D. Nagle further conceded
that his officers were “reluctant to accept defeat” and would reexamine
applicants and witnesses on “every conceivable point” until they had
found a discrepancy.” As the following excerpt illustrates, officials were
especially hard on Fong Hoy Kun, who applied for admission as a son of
a U.S. citizen in 1918:

Q: Which direction does the front of your house face?

A: Face west.

Q: Your alleged father has indicated that his house in How Chong Village
faces east. How do you explain that?
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related relatives. Mr. Leung, who came to join his father in 1936, failed
to answer correctly during his interrogation about his family and their

: I know the sun rises in the front of our house and sets in the back of

our house. My mother told me that our house and also the How Chong
Village faces west.

: Cannot you figure this matter out for yourself?

: I really don’t know directions...

: How many rooms in all are there on the ground floor of your house?

: Three; (changes) I mean there is a parlor, two bedrooms and a kitchen.

There are five rooms in all downstairs. The two bedrooms are together,
side by side, and are between the parlor and kitchen.

in a house where you claim to have lived seventeen years?

Yes, I forgot about it.

Did you visit the Sar Kai Market with your father when he was last in
China?

No.

Why not, if you really are his son??¢

: Do you wish us to understand you would forget how many bedrooms are

From the perspective of immigration officials, such actions were
necessary to ferret out discrepancies. Chinese, however, viewed these
questions as unreasonable and unnecessarily harsh, especially because
they applied only to Chinese applicants. In many cases, the questions
asked by immigrant inspectors were too challenging for even close blood-

house in China.

When it was my turn to be interrogated, they first made me wait in
a small room. After awhile, they called me in and started asking me
this and that, this and that, until I had a headache. After three or four
hours of this, they confined me to a downstairs room where I stayed
overnight. The next day, they questioned me again. They very sel-
dom question you one day only and allow you to return upstairs. One
strange question they asked me was: ‘What is your living room floor
made of?” I replied, ‘Brick.” They said, ‘Okay. What is the floor under
your bed made of?” So I thought if the living room floor was brick,
then the bedroom must also be brick. So I said, ‘Brick!” They typed the
answer down and didn’t say anything. The next day, they asked the
same question and I replied, ‘Brick’ again. They said my father had
said it was dirt. What happened was that the floor was dirt at first, but
later, after my father left for America, I changed the floor myself to
brick. Where I really went wrong was in answering the question about
who gave me the passage money. My father had written that he would
send the money home to my mother to give me so that’s what I said.
But what happened was my father didn’t really have the money and
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another relative loaned the money to my mother. So although I was
a real son, I failed the interrogation. My deepest impression of Angel
Island now was the rudeness of the white interrogators. They kept
saying, ‘Come on, answer, answer.” They kept rushing me to answer
until I couldn’t remember the answers anymore. And it wasn’t just the
whites. The Chinese interpreters did t00.%”

Chinese wives and husbands were interrogated separately, sometimes
for hours. Immigration officials expected the answers to match in order
to prove that the relationship existed. The level of scrutiny and detail
in these interrogations intimidated many Chinese women at the immi-
gration station. Law Shee Low recalled the anxiety and despair in the
Chinese women’s detention quarters. “One woman who was in her fif-
ties was questioned all day and then later deported, which scared all of
us. She told us they asked her about life in China: the chickens and the
neighbors, and the direction the house faced. How would I know all that?
I was scared.” Ten days after arriving at the immigration station, Law
was brought to the administration building for her interrogation. She
answered the first questions about her marriage date, surname, and age
easily. Then the interrogation became more difficult:

When the interpreter asked me whether I had visited my husband’s
ancestral home during the wedding I said no because I was afraid he
was going to ask me which direction the house faced like the woman
told me and I wouldn’t know. Evidently, my husband had said yes. So
when they asked me again (this time in the presence of my husband)
and I said no again, my husband said, “Choi [For fortune’s sake]! You
went; why don’t you say so?” The immigration officer hit the table with
his hand [in objection] and scared me to death. So I quickly said, “Oh, I
forgot. I did pass by in the wedding sedan chair, but I didn’t go in.”

Law Shee Low was certain that her mistake would prevent her from
entering the country, but immigration officials ruled in her favor, and she
was allowed to join her husband in San Francisco.?®

The efforts by the immigration service to stem fraudulent entries cer-
tainly impacted Chinese immigration, but not in the ways officials had
planned. Instead of putting an end to the paper son practice, the tougher
inspection procedures merely motivated Chinese to take greater risks
and invest more money and time to circumvent the exclusion laws. A
new arm of the paper son business sprang up in the form of coaching
book production and distribution. As Mr. Dea, who was detained on
Angel Island in 1939, explained, Chinese came to rely on these books
that contained answers to questions that would likely come up in the
interrogations:
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Before a son or daughter comes, the father must prepare coaching
information to send them, which includes the family tree, descriptions
of the village and living quarters, etc. But it can be very tricky, especially
when they don’t ask the essentials, but instead ask questions such as: Is
there a clock? Who is in the family photos? So if they want to trip you,
they can.

There were coaching specialists in San Francisco who pointed out
the important questions and details. Sample standard questions were
for sale. When you received the coaching information, you calculated
how long it would take to memorize it and worked your departure date
around that. Many took the papers on board the ship, but as soon as
they approached Hawaii, it was torn to pieces and thrown overboard or
flushed.*”

Sometimes, immigration officials asked questions that were not cov-
ered by the coaching book. Other times, immigrants forgot important
details in their fictitious identities and lives. “Who counts the number of
steps in front of their house?” asked Mr. Tom, who was detained on Angel
Island in 1921. “And even if you counted them, who knows whether
your father will give the same answer? I could say forty and my father
could say thirty. They interrogated my brother and my father—that’s
three people who have to agree. Even real sons could fail.”4°

To address these problems, Chinese found ways to acquire the right
information by relying on outsiders to send notes to detainees. Govern-
ment officials confiscated a handful of U.S. quarters and nickels with Chi-
nese characters carefully written on one side of the coins. When read
together, the characters translated into the answers to an immigration
interrogation: “When Immigration officials ask you if your maternal
grandmother is living, be sure that you say that she has been dead for
more than ten years.” Several peanuts, whose shells had been carefully
pried apart and glued back together again, contained tiny scraps of paper
with dates and names written on them.*!

Coaching notes were either passed to immigrants in food packages sent
by relatives or by the Chinese kitchen staff. According to Mr. Low, who
worked in the kitchen in the 1920s, "Every week we each had one day
off. We would drop by a certain store in San Francisco and ask if there was
any coaching information to take back to the island. Each time we did
this, we were given five dollars. We never got caught.”** Upon return, the
kitchen staff would hide the coaching note in the special dishes that they
served to the officers of the Angel Island Liberty Association, a mutual aid
organization formed by Chinese male detainees. Everyone was instructed
to help destroy the evidence should anyone be caught passing a note. On
two occasions, riots broke out in the dining hall when a mess hall atten-
dant and chief matron tried to confiscate the coaching material. Corrupt
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Coaching note inside a banana with detailed village map, n.d. (National Archives,
Washington, D.C.)

immigration guards were also known to help smuggle in notes during
meal times or in packages, all for a fee.”> Coaching notes were an essen-
tial strategy to circumvent exclusion, but they also revealed just how
dependent Chinese immigration had become on lies, false documents,
and corruption.

Challenging Exclusion

The enforcement of the Chinese exclusion laws on Angel Island were so
harsh that Chinese spokespersons regularly complained that the immi-
gration service regarded “every Chinese applicant...as a cheat, a liar, a
rogue and a criminal.” Ng Poon Chew, editor of the Chinese daily news-
paper Chung Sai Yat Po, charged immigration officials with examining Chi-
nese “with the aim in mind of seeing how [they] may be excluded, rather
than of finding out whether [they are] legally entitled to land.” The high
standards of proof in admission cases and the ways in which applicant
and witness testimonies were read against each other turned the exclu-
sion law into “an extermination law,” Ng claimed. Charles Jung, who
worked as an interpreter at Angel Island from 1926 to 1930 and as an
immigration attorney for thirty-three years, remarked, “The only place in
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the United States where a man is guilty until he is proven innocent is at
the immigration station.”**

The Chinese on Angel Island responded with a variety of strategies.
They researched the laws and the requirements for admission. They made
sure that their paperwork was in order, and they hired lawyers to facilitate
their entry or reentry into the country. More than any other immigrant
group, Chinese went to great expense and trouble to exhaust the legal sys-
tem in appealing exclusion decisions. Indeed, Chinese immigrants’ most
valuable resource during the exclusion era was an organized network of
immigration lawyers who kept track of the necessary paperwork, lob-
bied on behalf of clients, and facilitated entry and reentry. By the 1930s,
almost all cases of Chinese aliens applying for admission for the first time
involved lawyers, and even returning Chinese residents secured the ser-
vices of an attorney as a safeguard. Commissioner of Immigration John D.
Nagle commented in 1927 that attorneys remained “indispensable” allies
to the Chinese.*

Several lawyers and law firms represented Chinese clients on Angel
Island. Some of the most active were Joseph P. Fallon, George A.
McGowan, Alfred L. Worley, and Oliver P. Stidger III. With son Jason and
former immigrant inspector Henry C. Kennah, Stidger built a formida-
ble Chinese immigration practice, which reportedly handled 85 percent
of the Chinese immigration business on Angel Island. Stidger spent his
career defending Chinese immi-
grants and counseling the Chinese
consulate and a variety of Chi-
nese organizations, including the
Chinese Six Companies and the
Chinese Chamber of Commerce
in San Francisco. He famously
defended Chinese revolutionary
leader Sun Yat-sen from the U.S.
government’s attempts to deport
him, and as a legal advisor to
the leader, he helped to draft the
Republic of China’s declaration of
independence. He was a passionate
and vocal critic of discrimination in
immigration law, especially when

An attorney to hundreds of individual . . R
Chinese immigrants and a legal advisor to it came to Chinese and other Asian

Chinese organizations in San Francisco, immigrants.

.Olin:*r P. Stidgeréﬂ impactgd ma}Illy ?lﬁnese Stidger’s reputation was tar-
immigrants and helped defend the rights nished in 1916 when government
of the Chinese in America during his fifty- . . :

year career. (O.P. Stidger, n.d. Copyprint. investigators charged him and other
The Society of California Pioneers.) immigration lawyers, Angel Island

“One Hundred Kinds of Oppressive Laws” « 91



Immigration Station employees, and Chinese immigration brokers with
operating an international smuggling ring that netted hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars each year. When the investigation concluded in 1917,
thirty people were indicted by a federal grand jury, including Stidger and
his partner Henry Kennah. Both were disbarred from practicing on Angel
Island or at any other immigration station by the secretary of labor. Stidger
vehemently denied any wrongdoing. In 1921, when a new commissioner
of immigration was assigned to San Francisco, Stidger was allowed to rep-
resent immigrants and practice immigration law again. He continued to
be a defender of Chinese immigration, and after the United States passed
the 1924 Immigration Act, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce hired him
to analyze how the law would affect Chinese Americans. Stidger issued
a stinging indictment against the U.S. government and its persistent dis-
crimination against the Chinese. “Will it only stop when every person
of Chinese descent residing in the United States has been driven from
its borders?” Stidger angrily asked. He advocated forceful action by the
Chinese in America “in the name of justice” to ameliorate some of the
harshest provisions of the law. Stidger remained an active advocate for
the Chinese community until his death in 1959.4

Lawyers like Stidger were instrumental in helping Chinese immigrants
exercise their legal rights on Angel Island. If an applicant was denied entry
by a Board of Special Inquiry, they were given ten days to hire a lawyer
and appeal the decision. If the board upheld its initial exclusion decision,
the applicant had five days to appeal to the secretary of commerce and
labor. Immigration lawyers were crucial during the entire appeal process.
They helped to gather additional evidence, including witnesses who could
travel to the immigration station to testify on behalf of their client. They
also examined the immigration records, studied the government’s case
against their client, and prepared the formal appeal before the Depart-
ment of Commerce and Labor. If the department upheld the exclusion
decision, immigrants could appeal to the federal court.*®

Chin Sing, a U.S. citizen returning to the United States in 1911 after a
two-year absence, relied upon his attorneys George McGowan and Alfred
Worley to appeal the immigration service’s decision to deny him reen-
try into the United States. Despite the fact that Chin could speak Eng-
lish and demonstrated a “good knowledge” of his hometown of Dutch
Flat, California, he had neither the necessary certificate of identity that
proved his status as a returning native (it had been burned in a fire) nor
any witnesses (preferably white) who could identify him and confirm his
birth in the United States. Immigrant inspectors thought him an imposter.
McGowan launched a search in Dutch Flat for any old acquaintances who
could come and testify on his behalf. After a two-month search, the law-
yers located two witnesses and brought them to Angel Island, where they
and Chin immediately recognized each other. The additional testimony

92 . Angel Island



was added to Chin’s record and appeal to the Department of Commerce
and Labor, and he was finally landed in July 1911, five months after his
return to the United States.*

Chinese immigrants’ persistent legal challenges paid off. From 1910
to 1924, over 76 percent of Chinese rejected by immigrant inspectors on
Angel Island hired attorneys and appealed to the Department of Com-
merce and Labor and federal courts. Immigration attorney Charles Jung
explained that Chinese immigrants fought these legal battles because
“nobody wanted to give up...they would exhaust all legal rights” even
if it meant more money and detention time on Angel Island. Thirty-nine
percent of those appeals were successful. In many cases, the department
or court found that the interrogation process employed at the Angel
Island Immigration Station was unfair. Jung recalled, “I had a case where
the kid was twelve years old and the hearings took eighty-seven pages of
testimony, and the kid was denied entry. The decision of the federal court
was that anyone could make a mistake in eighty-seven pages of testimony
and admitted the boy.” In the end, only 7 percent of all Chinese applicants
at the Angel Island Immigration Station ended up being excluded. Legal
representation in cases involving women might also explain why only
one Chinese woman was excluded for prostitution from 1910 to 1930
in spite of the government’s scrutiny of Chinese women’s sexuality and
morality.”®

Nevertheless, the appeal process came at great emotional and finan-
cial cost and explains why the Chinese had the longest detentions on
Angel Island. Appeals could take three months. If the case was denied,
the applicant could appeal to the federal district court, which usually
took another five to six months, and
beyond that, the appeals court. Exhaust-
ing all legal rights of appeal could take
eighteen months or longer. Lee Puey
You, an applicant for admission in 1939,
for example, was detained at the immi-
gration station for twenty months due
to the lengthy appeals process that went
through three different courts, including
the U.S. Supreme Court.”!

Lee Puey You was twenty-three years
old when she arrived at Angel Island
on April 13, 1939, claiming to be Ngim
Ah Oy, the daughter of a U.S. citizen. “I
didn’t want to come to America but I was
forced by circumstances to come,” she
Lee Puey You in 1939. (National said. “After my father died and left us
Archives, Pacific Regional Branch.) nothing, my mother arranged a marriage
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for me to a Chinese immigrant in America. She wanted me to come so
that I could bring the family over later. Because of that, I was afraid to
oppose the arranged marriage. I had to be a filial daughter.” The plan was
for her to immigrate as the daughter of Ngim Lin, a son of a native. Then
once admitted into the country, she was to marry Woo Tong, a man who
was thirty years her senior.>?

Two weeks after her arrival, Lee Puey You was called for the interroga-
tion. “It took all of three days,” she recalled. “They asked me about my
grandparents, which direction the house faced, which house I lived in,
how far from one place to another. It took a long time because they had
to interrogate my father, my uncle, and two other witnesses.” According
to her immigration file, Lee Puey You and her alleged father were each
interrogated for two days and asked 170 questions, the two witnesses
for one day, and her uncle for another day. A week later, the father and
uncle were called in for further questioning regarding Ngim Lin’s claim
to U.S. citizenship. The immigration officials found numerous discrepan-
cies between Ngim Lin’s prior and present testimonies as well as between
him, Lee Puey You, and the other witnesses, leading them to conclude
that the father’s claims of American citizenship and paternity were based
upon fraud. Lee Puey You was denied admission according to the Chinese
exclusion laws.>?

As she recalled thirty-five years later, “My relatives told me that they
would appeal my case to the higher authorities in Washington, D.C. They
told me to be patient. My appeal failed the first time and then a second
time. They were hoping that when the war finally hit the United States,
I would be released. But instead, I was stuck on Angel Island for twenty
months. Most people stayed three weeks or so. Those on appeal left after
a few months. But my case was more crooked because my paper father
had reported twins and it wasn’t true. So I wasn’t landed.”

Woo Tung wasted no time and spared no expense to get his bride into
the country. He hired attorney Walter Lynch to immediately appeal
the case to the INS Office in Washington, D.C. Two months later, INS
dismissed the appeal. Although they conceded Ngim Lin’s citizenship,
they did not believe Lee Puey You was his real daughter. Three days
later, Lynch filed a petition for a writ of habeas corpus in the U.S. Dis-
trict Court, arguing that Lee Puey You had not been given a full, fair,
and impartial hearing by the Board of Special Inquiry. After studying
the case quite closely, the District Court found serious discrepancies
in the alleged father’s testimony and denied the petition. Lynch then
took the appeal to the Circuit Court of Appeals. Six months later,
the Circuit Court rendered its decision to affirm the District Court’s
decision. Most immigrants would have stopped there, but not Woo
Tung. He had Lynch file a writ of certiorari in the U.S. Supreme Court
to review the lower court’s decision. It took the Supreme Court two
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months to deny the petition. Having exhausted all legal channels,
Lynch wrote District Director Edward Haff to request a stay of depor-
tation under bond because of the “grave danger” that his client would
face if she were returned to war-torn China. Quite coldly, Haff replied
that it was impracticable for the government to receive inadmissible
aliens into the country just because there was a war in progress. Lee
Puey You was deported back to China on November 8, 1940.

In Detention

All Chinese immigrants applying for admission invariably spent some
time in detention, waiting to be called for the interrogation or for deci-
sions on their cases. Also detained were returning residents with ques-
tionable documents, transients on their way to neighboring countries,
and immigrants who had been arrested and awaited deportation. At any
one time, between 200 and 300 men were kept in the two-story deten-
tion barracks while thirty to fifty women and children under the age of
twelve were housed on the second floor of the administration building.
The quarters were crowded, noisy, unsanitary, and sparsely furnished
with rows of double- or triple-deck steel bunks. Privacy was minimal.
Their daily routine was marked by “wake-up” calls in the morning, three
meals a day in the dining hall downstairs, and “lights out” in the evening.

This image
appears to be

the only existing
illustration of

an occupied
dormitory at

the immigration
station. It is not
clear whether
this image is of
the dormitory

in the detention
barracks or in the
administration
building, but it
does illustrate
how crowded the
detention facilities
were and gives
us a glimpse of everyday life in the barracks. Detainees had to wash their own clothes in
the bathroom sinks. They were required to supply their own soap. They dried their clothes
by draping them over the radiators or on ropes hung between the bunks. In the early
years, detainees reportedly hung their laundry from the new chandeliers in the detention
quarters. (Courtesy of California State Parks, 2010.)
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Detainees were kept under lock and key and behind barbed wire fences
except during meal times when they were escorted by guards to the din-
ing hall. “After we ate,” said Lee Puey You, “they took us back and locked
the doors. Just like in jail. Followed us out and followed us back, then
locked the doors. They treated us like criminals.”>*

Almost everyone complained about the Chinese food served at the
immigration station, which was filling but not very tasty. According to
Mrs. Jew, a merchant’s wife who was detained on Angel Island for two
weeks in 1922:

At the sound of the bell, we all went down together, about twenty of
us in a group escorted by two guards. The melon was chopped in pieces
thrown together like pig slop. The pork was in big, big chunks. Every-
thing was thrown into a big bowl that resembled a washtub and left
there for you to eat or not as you wished. They just steamed the food
till it was like a soupy stew. There was cabbage, stewed vegetables, pork,
bits of stewed meat of low quality, that kind of thing. After looking at it,
you’d lose your appetite!*’

Although the detainees blamed the cooks, the problem actually lay with
the steamship companies (and U.S. government) that wanted to pay as
little as possible to the contractors to feed the detainees, explained Ira
Lee, one of the Chinese interpreters. There was only so much the cooks
could do with the cheap grades of rice, meat, and vegetables that they
were given to work with. Another problem, he pointed out, was that the
kitchen was equipped with steamers to cook American food, but no woks
to cook Chinese food properly.”® Fifty years later, Mr. Low, one of the
kitchen helpers, still remembers the food riot that broke out in 1925:

Everyone started throwing dishes around the dining hall. The immi-
gration people called the Chinese Consul General, who sent a repre-
sentative down to explain that the food was set by an agreement with
the government. The cooks could not change the menu. But they still
thought it was our fault and wanted to beat us up. The white boss then
pointed a gun at them and said, whoever comes in first, gets it first. No
one dared. Soldiers were called over from Fort McDowell and everyone
was forced back upstairs. Did you know they refused to come down to
the dining hall to eat for the next three days? We cooked as usual, but
they refused to eat. So the boss closed the food concession that sold
sandwiches and crackers to punish them.>”

Those who had money could buy food items from the store at the back

of the dining room—canned fish, fermented bean cakes, fresh fruit, ice
cream, and peanuts, or pay the cooks to make extra dishes for them. “We
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Dining hall and
concession in the
administration
building, where the
Chinese had their
three meals a day,
1929. (Courtesy

of California State
Parks, 2010.)

would put a little money in a napkin on the table and the cook would
give us the best they had,” recalled Gerald Won, who was eleven years
old at the time. “One time it was spare ribs—wow!”*® Many relied on
relatives to send them food packages of roast duck, chicken, or sausage to
supplement their meager diets. They would heat it up over the radiators
or ask the kitchen staff to warm up the food during mealtime.

The poor quality food at the immigration station and crowded living
conditions made long detentions difficult. A ban on visitors only increased
the sense of isolation and anxiety felt by detainees. To prevent collusion
and the smuggling of coaching information to detainees before the hear-
ing, no visitors were allowed for Chinese detainees until after a judgment
had been rendered. “Sometimes the only time you could have visitors is
when you are about to be deported,” said Charles Jung, interpreter and
attorney. “And the father and son would cry like anything.” Even when
visits were allowed, they were not leisurely affairs. During the sixteen
months that her mother Wong Shee was detained on Angel Island, Mary
Lee Young was allowed to see her three times a week. She recalled wait-
ing for hours until an interpreter could be found to sit in on the visit. “Vis-
its had to be short—fifteen or twenty minutes,” Young said. “Sometimes
we wrote notes down so we would say what was the most important.”
Always on these visits, she would bring some tasty dish like homemade
soup, rice and salted duck eggs, to cheer her mother up. But a pallor of
uncertainty and anguish over the outcome of her mother’s case made the
visit a sad ordeal.*

Both the long detentions and the harsh treatment by immigration offi-
cials took their toll on Chinese detainees. Mrs. Jew observed that many
Japanese arrived and left on the launch within twenty-four hours. “But
us, we were confined inside so long. I kept thinking in my heart, what
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a worthless trip coming here, confined all the time! It’s just like being
in jail! I kept thinking, had I known it was like this, I never would have
wanted to come!”*® Mr. Ma also remembered a general air of animosity
while incarcerated. “The guards at the wooden building disliked the new
Chinese arrivals intensely. Night rules were strict: lights were shut off at
9 r.Mm., noise was not allowed. The tight security exceeded those for a pris-
oner and talking about it now, I cannot help but sigh deeply.”®! Even chil-
dren who enjoyed playing and eating the whole time they were detained
on Angel Island were aware of the injustices. According to Mr. Wong,
who was twelve years old at the time, “It was a beautiful island with
beautiful scenery. Most of us kids had a good time and were not a bit
scared. Even the food tasted good to me because I had never tasted such
things before. It was just the way they confined you, like in a prison, that
made us feel degraded.”¢?

Life in detention for the Chinese differed for men and women. Men
had access to an exercise yard during the daytime where they could play
ball or just breathe in the fresh air and enjoy the ocean view. There were
also numerous indoor diversions and activities to keep them busy: Chi-
nese gramophone records, musical instruments, singing, a small library
of books and four Chinese daily newspapers, chess, and gambling. One
detainee even set up a barbershop in the barracks and returned to China
a rich man without ever setting foot on the U.S. mainland. Although
Douglas Wong resented being “locked up like in jail” while he waited
to be called for his hearing in 1939, he said that the time passed rather
quickly for him because he had brought a suitcase full of books to read—
translations of Shakespeare, Treasure Island, and other literary classics. He
recalled that every Monday after breakfast, the men were allowed to go
down to the storehouse by the pier to retrieve items from their luggage.
“That was what saved me during those thirty-one days of confinement.”*
Then there were the periodic visits from the Chinese YMCA and China-
town churches that helped to relieve the tedium of detainment. Staff and
church members brought movies to show, reading material, toys for the
children, and recreational equipment. “We talked to them about what
they should expect when they landed in Chinatown and referred them
to churches that had English schools,” said Henry Tom, YMCA director in
1939. Usually a minister came along to preach to the inmates. “When we
finished speaking, they asked us to come back again,” recalled Tom. “Kind
of boring over at the island, you know.”¢

The Chinese men were better organized than the women. In 1922,
they formed the Zizhihui (self-governing organization) or Angel Island
Liberty Association, which sought to provide mutual aid and maintain
order in the barracks. The association welcomed new arrivals and ori-
ented them to life and the rules in the dormitory and on the island.
Funds collected from membership dues were used to buy books, school
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A Chinese minister
from the Chinese
Baptist church in
San Francisco talking
to detainees in the
recreation yard, c.
1910s. (Courtesy of
Chris K. D. Huie.)

supplies, phonorecords, and recreational equipment. The group also
scheduled musical concerts and entertainment. The association’s elected
officers, usually longtime detainees, acted as liaisons between the gov-
ernment officials and the inmates, relaying any complaints or requests
they had. They also helped arbitrate any fights or arguments that broke
out in the barracks. During his two terms of office as chairman of the
Zizhihui in 1932, Tet Yee successfully negotiated with the immigration
officials to provide the Chinese detainees with toilet paper and soap as
they did for other immigrant groups. He also put a stop to gambling in
the barracks. “No fan tan or pai gow, but mah jongg was alright within
certain limits,” he ruled. Yee also started a Chinese school for the chil-
dren in an adjacent room to the men’s barracks. “There were many
Chinese children around the ages of eight and nine,” he recalled. “Those
of us with some education took turns teaching them reading, writing,
and math.” As an officer, Yee was also responsible for receiving coach-
ing notes from the kitchen staff during mealtimes. “The officers got to sit
at the front table and were served special dishes. If the waiter came by
and said, ‘the chicken is especially good today,” most likely there would
be a note wrapped in wax paper and taped to the bottom of the dish.”
In these ways, the Angel Island Liberty Association reflected the united
and collective spirit of the male detainees and helped to make life on the
island more bearable.®®

But day in and day out, the men mostly waited to be called for their
interrogations, worried about whether they would be allowed to enter
the country, and suffered the indignities of incarceration. As Mr. Lowe, a
detainee in 1939, explained:

I had nothing to do there. During the day, we stared at the scenery

beyond the barbed wires—the sea and the sky and clouds that were
separated from us. Besides listening to the birds outside the fence, we
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could listen to records and talk to old-timers in the barracks. Some,
due to faulty responses during the interrogation and lengthy appeal
procedures, had been there for years. They poured out their sorrow
unceasingly. Their greatest misery stemmed from the fact that most
of them had had to borrow money for their trips to America. Some
mortgaged their houses; some sold their land; some had to borrow at
such high interest rates that their family had to sacrifice. A few com-
mitted suicide in the detention barracks. The worst part was the toilet.
It was a ditch congested with filth. It stank up the whole barracks. We
slept on three tiers of canvas bunks. The blankets were so coarse that it
might have been woven of wolf’s hair. It was indeed a most humiliat-
ing imprisonment.®¢

Chinese women marked the time in detention in different ways from
their male counterparts. Many lacked formal education and were unable
to read Chinese newspapers or books sent over from San Francisco or
left behind by others. Some knitted or did needlework. Others attended
the English and Americanization classes offered to them by social service
workers, such as Katharine Maurer. Women and children were allowed
to walk the grounds in a supervised group, a privilege denied the men.
But mostly, they waited. This is how Lee Puey You described life in the
women’s barracks:

Chinese women were allowed to take
walks around the island. Here, three
women stop to pose before the hospital
building. (Courtesy of California State
Parks, 2010.)
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There was nowhere to go. Just a little hallway that was fenced in for
us to sun, exercise, or play ball. There was a long table put there for us
to use for writing or sewing. From the windows we could see the boats
arrive daily at about 9:30 or 10:00 in the morning. At the end of the day
we would watch the inspectors and newly released immigrants leave
the island on the same boat. Once a week they allowed us to walk out
to the storage shed where our luggage was kept. We were allowed to
walk around a bit and breathe in some fresh air before returning. There
was no mah jongg, no recreational activities for the women. Sometimes
I read or knitted, made some clothes, or slept. When you got up, it was
time to eat again. Day in and day out, eat and sleep. Many people cried.
I must have cried a bowlful of tears at Angel Island. It was so pitiful!

Although the women did not have a comparable organization like the
Angel Island Liberty Association to unite them, they found other ways to
bond in an effort to cope with the harsh conditions. “Sometimes people
didn’t get along,” said Lee Puey You, “but because we were in the same
fix, we became good friends.” They chatted with one another, shared
whatever food they had, dressed one another’s hair, wrote letters for
those who were illiterate, consoled those who failed the interrogation,
and accompanied one another to the bathroom after hearing stories of
women who had committed suicide there.’

Most of the detainees on Angel Island tried to swallow their disap-
pointment and simply awaited their fate. A few were so full of despair and
frustration that they tried to take their own lives. In October 1919, Fong
Fook, a thirty-two-year-old immigrant en route from China to Mexicali,
Mexico, hanged himself with a towel tied to a gas fixture after just a
few days in detention.®® Both Lester Tom Lee and Gerald Won said they
witnessed a suicide in the men’s barracks in 1931 and 1936, respectively.
“The guy who hung himself knew that he was going to be deported after
questioning and if he had gone back to China he would have been seen
as a failure,” explained Lee. “He was about forty. I can still remember
his face. His tongue was sticking out and his eyes were open.”®® Won
recalled that this older man who had married a young woman had so
much trouble with the interrogation that he committed suicide. “He was
so depressed he used a necktie and hung himself.””° Interpreter Edwar
Lee told the story of a Chinese woman who was so distraught about being
deported back to China that “she sharpened a chopstick and stuck it in
her brain through the ear and died.””

We have the most detailed information about the suicide attempt of
Soto Shee, who arrived at the immigration station with her husband Lim
Lee, a son of a U.S. citizen, and their seven-month-old son, Soon Din, in
July 1924. The voyage from Hong Kong to San Francisco had been difficult,
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Soto Shee and her infant son Soon
Din. (Courtesy of David Ang.)

and Soto Shee was in her first trimester of pregnancy. The family had left
Hong Kong prior to the passage of the 1924 immigration act, which placed
new bans on Chinese wives of U.S. citizens, but landed in San Francisco
after it was put into effect.”> At her Board of Special Inquiry hearing in
August, Soto Shee was ordered excluded as an alien ineligible to citizen-
ship. Five days later, her son, Soon Din, died at the immigration station.
His immigration file lists the cause of death as gastroenteritis. His body was
brought to San Francisco for burial while Soto Shee remained at the sta-
tion. She was two months pregnant and was distraught over the loss of her
child. After immigration officials in San Francisco and Washington, D.C.,
denied her request to be released on bond to be with her husband, Soto
Shee hanged herself in the women'’s lavatory. Matron Grace Mc Keener
found her and cut her down. Soto Shee was semiconscious and was taken
to the hospital. Once she recovered, she was eventually admitted into the
country temporarily on bond. The family struggled financially and con-
tinued the legal battle to remain in the country. When she did give birth
to her second child, she and her husband decided to name their daughter
May Ho (May as in mei gwok, America; ho as in good). As May Ho (Mabel)
recounted, “They reasoned that now they were starting anew in Amer-
ica—everything will be very good for them now.” Soto Shee remained
close to the other wives who came to America with her on the same ship.
She eventually raised ten children and lived to be ninety-six years old.”
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Cries of Complaints and Sadness

Other detainees vented their anger and frustrations by writing or carving
poems into the barrack walls. Their feelings of hope and despair, self-
pity and resentment, homesickness and loneliness filled the walls of the
detention building. Some poems dwelled on wives and family left behind
and debts incurred in making the voyage. Others decried the exclusion-
ary laws and bemoaned a weak motherland incapable of protecting them
from the injustices at Angel Island. There were also angry poems that
spoke of revenge as well as farewell messages that offered advice and
encouragement to fellow travelers.

Many of the poems were written in black ink with calligraphy brushes.
Within a few months of the immigration station’s opening, Commissioner
North ordered the walls repainted to cover up what he considered graffiti.
Undeterred, the poets began carving around the outlines of the Chinese
characters and hollowing out the centers to create an impression of each
word. The maintenance crew, ordered to cover the writing, filled in the
words with putty before applying a new coat of paint. Although the putty
and paint succeeded in obliterating many of the carved poems, they also
served as sealers that helped to preserve the wood from further deteriora-
tion. Through the years, the putty shrank and the paint cracked to reveal
the carved poems on the wall. Remarkably, over 200 poems are still vis-
ible today, having survived several layers of paint, natural deterioration,
overwriting, and alterations in the building.”

Fortunately, two detainees recognized the importance of the poems
and recorded as many as they could into notebooks. When Jann Mon
Fong arrived in 1931 and Tet Yee in 1932, they both noticed right away
that the walls were covered with poems, “wherever the hand could reach,
even in the toilets and out on the porch where the wood was softer.””®
Jann remembered feeling “overwhelmed with grief and bitterness” as
he copied down ninety-nine poems into his notebook during the two
months that he was on Angel Island. Tet Yee, who was detained for six
months with little else to do, copied down ninety-six poems. “The people
who wrote the poems did not know what would become of them on
Angel Island or if they would ever get off the island and make it to San
Francisco,” he explained. “The poems were their only means of express-
ing their inner feelings. Many of the poems were full of sorrow, resent-
ment, and even bitterness. I felt very sad for them.””¢

All of the poems were written in the classical style of Chinese poetry,
the traditional medium of self-expression and protest used by scholars
in China for centuries. Most of the poems adhered to the strict form of
regulated verse and were written with four or eight lines per poem and
five or seven characters per line. The Chinese character at the end of
every even-numbered line had to rhyme. The poets borrowed liberally
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from one another, using the same literary phrases and allusions to heroic
figures in Chinese history. In his exhaustive study of the Angel Island
poems, Charles Egan envisioned the writers as forming a Chinese “poetry
society” that continued over time. “Early poets set the tone and themes,
and later poets added responses in the same vein, and thereby joined the
group,” he explained. Although the Angel Island poets were not schol-
ars in the traditional sense, the fine calligraphy, the poetic form, and the
content of the inscriptions indicate that they had at least received a solid
education.”

The majority of the poems were undated and unsigned, probably for
fear of retribution from the authorities. More than likely, those who were
detained on Angel Island for a long time or those awaiting deportation
wrote the poems. Judging from the few that were dated and signed, as
well as the fact that 80 percent of the poems in the Jann and Yee collec-
tions were found on the barrack walls by a team of scholars in 2003, a
great number of the poems were probably written before the 1930s by
Cantonese immigrants from the Pearl River Delta. Because the Chinese
women were kept in the administration building that was destroyed in
the 1940 fire, there are no records of poems written by women. For a
long time, it was assumed that they probably did not write poetry on their
barrack walls; however, Mrs. Loo, who was detained on Angel Island in
1924, remembered seeing “lots of women there and plenty of poems on
the wall.” She added, “Some of the women were really educated.””® Lee
Puey You recalled seeing the bathroom filled with sad and bitter poems.
She wrote the following poem in response:

Crossing the faraway ocean to arrive in America,

Leaving behind my hometown, family and friends—

Who would have expected to be stranded in a wooden building,
Not knowing when I can hold my head up with pride?”

Often haunting and poignant in their directness and simplicity of lan-
guage, the Angel Island poems express an indomitable spirit never before
associated with the stereotypic image of a docile race. As the earliest lit-
erary expressions of Chinese immigrants in America, they not only bear
witness to the indignities that these people suffered in coming to Gold
Mountain but also serve as a reminder of the futility and folly of the
exclusion laws themselves.*

There are tens of thousands of poems composed on these walls.
They are all cries of complaint and sadness.

The day I am rid of this prison and attain success,

I must remember that this chapter once existed.

In my daily needs, I must be frugal.
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Aside from poems,
Chinese immigrants
also carved drawings
of ships, birds, horses,
fish, flags, and altars
on the barrack walls to
express their longings
to escape confinement.
(Courtesy of the
Architectural Resources
Group.)

Needless extravagance leads youth to ruin.

All my compatriots should please be mindful.

Once you have some small gains, return home early.
By One from Xiangshan®!

Beyond Angel Island

While detained in the barracks of the Angel Island Immigration Station,
Chinese immigrants dreamt of the day when they might finally be admit-
ted into the United States. Passing through America’s gates, however, did
not mean freedom from the exclusion laws. For many, the shadow of
exclusion haunted them for years. Widespread “paper son” immigration
and enduring anti-Chinese sentiment motivated U.S. government offi-
cials to increase their efforts to track, arrest, and deport Chinese immi-
grants who had entered or remained in the country in violation of the
law. Immigration raids in Chinese American communities took place in
neighborhoods, in places of business, and in schools and churches. No
site was beyond the government’s reach. After the Immigration Act of
1924 explicitly required all Chinese merchants, travelers, and students
to maintain the exempt status under which they were admitted, govern-
ment investigations of Chinese immigrants increased. Recognized as the
country’s first “illegal immigration” problem, Chinese immigrants were
more vulnerable to deportation than other immigrant groups. During the
1920s, the San Francisco Chinese community complained of a “veritable
Reign of Terror” against them. Chinese immigrants and Chinese Ameri-
can citizens lived their lives in the shadows, anxious about their immigra-
tion status, harassment by immigration officials, and personal safety.??
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Although the Chinese exclusion laws were repealed in 1943, the Chi-
nese in America continued to feel the impact of exclusion for many years
thereafter. Those who came in under fraudulent identities were forced
to live out lives of deceit and duplicity under constant fear of detection
by immigration authorities. After China became a communist country in
1949, American anti-communism, combined with concern over fraudu-
lent entries, led the federal government to conduct large-scale investiga-
tions in Chinese communities across the country. In an effort to prevent
the mass prosecution and deportation of Chinese immigrants, the Chinese
Six Companies opened negotiations with the immigration service. The
result was the “Confession Program,” a legalization program established
in 1956 to allow Chinese who had entered the country by fraudulent
means to make voluntary confessions of their status. Upon doing so, they
could be made eligible for an adjustment in their status at the discretion of
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). Aliens who had served
in the U.S. Armed Forces for at least ninety days could also become natu-
ralized citizens once they confessed.?®®

While the program ostensibly offered some protections to those who
confessed, each individual who entered the program did so at great risk
and expense. By confessing to entering with fraudulent documents,
Chinese automatically became aliens once again, dependent on the
immigration service to allow them to become legal residents. Addition-
ally, because confessors were required to implicate all of their fam-
ily members, the confessions wreaked havoc in the Chinese American
community. Immigrants who were in a position to legalize their status
could negatively affect their paper relatives or even real relatives who
were reluctant to confess or who were in the process of sponsoring
family to come on the basis of their fraudulent admission. Moreover,
the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the INS took this opportunity
to hunt down and deport “pro Communists” in the Chinese commu-
nity. Although 30,530 Chinese ultimately gave confessions to the gov-
ernment, many Chinese described the Confession Program as a “no win
situation.”?*

Lee Puey You, who was deported in 1939, returned to the United States
to marry the same man, Woo Tong, in 1947; this time she posed as the war
bride of his friend Sai Chan. She was immediately admitted. Eight years
later, she got caught in the INS dragnet and was arrested on the grounds
that her immigration visa had been procured by fraud. Encouraged by
her attorney Jackie W. Sing to confess, she told Officer Engelskirchen at
her hearing her sad story—how she had been raped by Sai Chan upon
their “paper marriage” in Hong Kong, how she became the concubine
and slave to Woo Tong’s family after she learned he was already married,
and finally, how she divorced Sai Chan and married Fred Gin in 1953. In
conclusion, she said:
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I just wish to say that you give me a chance so that I can remain in the
United States to be with my family. I found happiness after I married
Fred Gin. Prior to that time the wrongdoing was not due to my fault. I
was just obeying my mother, which she make all the arrangements with
Woo Tong that I apply for a marriage certificate as the wife of Sai Chan
to come to the United States.®

Officer Engelskirchen was evidently not moved by her confession and
ordered her deported on the additional charge that she had committed a
moral crime by living in an adulterous relationship with Woo Tong while
still married to Sai Chan. Lee Puey You did not give up. She hired another
attorney, Lambert O'Donnell, to appeal her case, and he was able to per-
suade the Board of Immigration Appeals to terminate the deportation
proceedings. Lee Puey You became a naturalized citizen in 1959, which
paved the way for her to send for her family from China. “It cost me thou-
sands of dollars, but my mother’s hopes have finally been fulfilled!” she
said. “Everyone is happy and my responsibility to them is finally over.”
For many years, Lee Puey You operated a grocery store with her husband
in San Francisco. She invested wisely in real estate, raised four children,
and lived to be eighty years o0ld.?¢

Jann Mon Fong (Smiley Jann), who had written to his classmates in
China about his hardships at Angel Island, chose to put the bitter experi-
ence behind him and forge ahead with his life in America. He started out
in Santa Barbara, California, where he worked in his paper father’s dry
goods store and then as a houseboy for a wealthy white family while he
attended school. Jann eventually returned to San Francisco, where he
got married, started a family, and ran a grocery store in the Western Addi-
tion neighborhood for thirty years. He broke the racial barrier when he
became the first Chinese member of the San Francisco Wholesale Grocers
Association. Jann took pride in seeing all four of his children graduate
from college and become successful professionals. He never once men-
tioned Angel Island to them, not even after he voluntarily participated in
the Confession Program and cleared his name. According to his son Arliss
Jann, “We did not even know that he had gone through the Confession
Program until he said we are changing our last names from Sue to Jann.”
Nothing more was said, but his children did notice that following this
event, their father was able to return to China periodically for visits. Jann
passed away in 1997, never having shared his immigration story with his
children. But he did leave behind his notebook of Angel Island poems,
which he titled, “A Collection of Autumn Grass: Voices from the Hearts
of the Weak."”¥”

Tet Yee, who was admitted as a merchant’s son after a six-month delay
on Angel Island, did not have to hide behind a paper name like many
others. “My papers were all real,” he said in an interview fifty years later.
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Private Tet M. Yee at the time of
his honorable discharge from the
U.S. Army in December 1944.
(Courtesy of Irene Yee.)

“I never had to lie.” But he was forever
changed by the many injustices he wit-
nessed while on Angel Island. Putting aside
his original plans to go to school and find
a good-paying job, Yee became a political
activist and labor organizer. As an officer
of the Chinese Workers Mutual Aid Asso-
ciation in San Francisco, he spent many
years fighting discrimination against the
Chinese in the Confession Program, in the
union hiring halls and workplace, and even
in the U.S. Army after he enlisted during
World War II. The exclusion laws had kept
him separated from his wife and daugh-
ter in China for fourteen long years. Only
after repeal and his honorable discharge
from military service was Yee finally able to
become a U.S. citizen and sponsor them to
come under the War Brides Act of 1945. He
worked as a butcher and grocer in Oakland,

California, while raising a family of four children. Tet Yee died in 1996
at the age of eighty-five, but his parting words in the form of a Chinese
poem live on in Felicia Lowe’s film, Carved in Silence:

On Re-visiting Angel Island

I cannot forget my imprisonment in the wooden building.

The writing on the wall terrifies me.

Returning here after forty-four years,

I seek out poems now incomplete.

But still I remember the memories of sadness, anger, and frustration,
Memories we have kept from our children.

The memories are etched in my bones and in my heart.

Today we can stand proud as Chinese Americans,

But I will never forget what happened here on Angel Island,

Where our pain was carved in silence.5®

For Chinese Americans like Tet Yee, detention on Angel Island symbolized
the broader discrimination that they faced on and off the island. The “one
hundred kinds of oppressive laws” created memories of “sadness, anger,
and frustration” that lasted for decades. But Chinese immigrants were
not the only detainees at the Angel Island Immigration Station. Many
Japanese immigrants arrived in the United States on the same steamships
that brought Chinese across the Pacific and into the Golden Gate. Yet
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their experiences on Angel Island were quite different. Although there
was a similar ban on Japanese laborers entering the United States, there
were no other restrictions on Japanese immigration until 1924. Like Chi-
nese immigrants, Japanese also chafed at being detained at the immigra-
tion station, but they were often released after a few days, while Chinese
detainees continued to wait out the weeks and months until their fate
was known. If Angel Island represented America’s “half-open” door for
Chinese immigrants, it was a much larger entryway for the Japanese.
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Newly arrived picture brides in the registry room at Angel Island, 1916. Kichiko Okada
(third from the right) recalled putting on her silk kimono “to look her best” for her
husband Jiro Okada just before the ship landed in San Francisco. (Courtesy of California

State Parks, 2010.)



CHAPTER THREE

“AGONY, ANGUISH, AND
ANXIETY”

JAPANESE IMMIGRANTS ON ANGEL ISLAND

ON A WINTRY DAY IN NOVEMBER OF 1926, a young Japanese man named
Goso Yoneda boarded the Shinyo Maru in Yokohama and began his jour-
ney back to America. He was a kibei (born in the U.S. but educated in
Japan) and was leaving his family and sweetheart in Japan to avoid con-
scription into the Imperial Army. After sixteen days crammed in steerage
quarters filled with foul sweaty air and the smell of pickled radish, he
finally arrived in San Francisco, only to find that his cousin in Los Angeles
was too busy with spring planting to come testify on his behalf. Although
a U.S. citizen with a birth certificate to prove it, Goso would spend the
next two months locked up on Angel Island with other detainees waiting
to be landed or deported. As he wrote years later in his autobiography,
Ganbatte: Sixty-Year Struggle of a Kibei Worker:

Inspecting my surroundings, I found that the two-story detention house
was on a knoll overlooking the bay lined with trees and flowers. The
house was divided into six sections. The three cells on the second floor
were for men and assigned on an ethnic basis—one for Chinese, one for
Japanese, and one for non-Orientals. I found nine Japanese men already
confined in the cell reserved for us. The downstairs quarters consisted
of a cell for Oriental women, another for non-Oriental women, and a
huge dining room in which men and women were fed separately. There
was a small commissary in one corner where if one had money, one
could purchase candy, tobacco, and toilet items.!



Goso found life in the detention barracks “very monotonous and lonely
except on Christmas and New Year’s, when special lunches with all kinds
of trimmings were served on both holidays, and Europeans awaiting
deportation entertained us.”* To pass the time, he read the Nichibei (Japa-
nese American news) and his own copy of Rousseau’s Confessions. He also
wrote waka (thirty-one-syllable Japanese poems) in his diary. Some of
his poems, including the ones below, were later published in the Nichibei
under the pseudonym, Kiyohi Hama.

Angel Island Detention Station

Angel Island—what a beautiful name
I would play with her until I die
But there are no angels on this island.

Angel Island—what a sweet name
But there are no angels here
Only nameless immigrant prisoners.

Today is gone, but
Agony, anguish, and anxiety stay with me
Through the dark night until dawn.

Tears in my eyes have dried up
After several days of incarceration
No more tears of sadness, no more tears of anguish.

[I] watch through the wired window toward evening
See the sky light up with the splendor
Of the setting sun as if the world explodes.

America is my country
So my birth certificate says
But America doesn’t want me here.

[I] hear sounds of different voices from the next cells
Chinese, Russian, Mexican, Greek, and Italian
Voices of sorrow, nostalgia, rage, and passion.

On one of the sad days

I [felt the] closeness of my village sweetheart
Through a newspaper from Japan.
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New Year’s Day on Angel Island
Is silent like a graveyard and nine Japanese deportees
Sitting together wrapped in blankets while I write poetry.

New Year’s Day came quietly and left silently
I will soon be age twenty-one
No one can stop the sun.

Gazing at the picture of Daisuke Namba?
In the Japanese paper on the wall
They do not utter a single word.

Suddenly a thought flashed through my mind
Would she be at the Yokohama dock
If I were to be sent back to Japan?

Pain and ache have disappeared in this detention room
After writing several poems
For the first time in a month.

Since detention here, [I have forgotten] the villagers
Who hated and some who loved me
Freedom is the only thought in my mind.*

Finally, his cousin Saiji Okumura showed up in January to testify, but
the Board of Special Inquiry (BSI) was not satisfied with his statements.
Further investigation involving Yoneda’s sister Emi in Los Angeles was
conducted before Goso was finally released from the island.®

Goso Yoneda was but one of 85,000 Japanese to arrive in San Francisco
between 1910 and 1940, making them the second largest group after the
Chinese to be processed through Angel Island. Most Japanese had an easier
time than Chinese arrivals in terms of the interrogation process and length
of stay at Angel Island. That was because Japan, by defeating a European
power in the Russo-Japanese War of 1905, had earned the diplomatic respect
of the United States and was thus able to better protect the interests of its
citizens abroad. Whereas China had failed to stop Congress from passing the
Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, Japan was able to negotiate a Gentlemen’s
Agreement with the U.S. in 1907-08, whereby it agreed to stop issuing pass-
ports to laborers. Immigrants coming to the United States with Japanese
passports in hand were generally admitted within a day or two. Less than 1
percent were excluded or deported.® Nevertheless, for those who had to stay
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Goso “Karl” Yoneda carrying Memoirs of a
Revolutionary under his arm in Hiroshima,
1923. (Photo by Peter Kropotokin. Scan by
Vincent Chin from Ganbatte: Sixty-Year Struggle
of a Kibei Worker. Courtesy of Asian American
Studies Center, UCLA.)

on Angel Island for weeks and sometimes even months to undergo medi-
cal treatment or appeal decisions to exclude them, their days were full of
“agony, anguish, and anxiety,” as expressed in Yoneda’s poems.

Before Angel Island

For over two centuries, the Japanese people had been forbidden by law
from emigrating. But after Commodore Matthew Perry forced Japan open
to trade in 1854, the Japanese government had difficulty enforcing the
law. In 1884, they gave in to the pressures of Hawaiian planters to recruit
contract laborers, and large-scale Japanese immigration to America began.
By the time the Angel Island Immigration Station officially opened in
1910, the Japanese population in the United States had grown from 148
in 1880 to 72,157.7 Some of the early immigrants were students, mer-
chants, political exiles, and women lured into prostitution, but most were
farmers and laborers from the southwestern prefectures of Japan hit hard
by the economic policies of the Meiji Restoration intent on rapid mod-
ernization. They had left their homeland to escape depressed conditions
caused by increased taxes, land forfeitures, and unemployment, in addi-
tion to droughts, floods, and famines in the region.® Some had also left,
as Goso Yoneda did, to avoid the three years of military service required
of men over eighteen. Almost everyone had the same dream—to make it
rich in America. Thousands had been drawn to the sugar plantations of
Hawaii first, and later to the U.S. mainland, by labor contractors, emigra-
tion companies, and Japanese imperialists who advocated emigration as a
way to expand the Japanese empire. “First sons, stay in Japan and be men
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of Japan,” they had been taught in school. “Following sons, go abroad
with great ambition as men of the world.”®

Because the Chinese Exclusion Act had effectively stopped the flow of
Chinese immigrants to the United States, there was a growing need for cheap
labor to replace them in the railroads, mines, lumber mills, fish canneries,
farms and orchards, and domestic service. According to one advertisement
in the Hawaii-Japan Chronicle on March 22, 1905, “Employment offered in
picking strawberries and tomatoes, planting beets, mining, and domestic
service. Now is the time to go! Wages $1.50 a day.”'° Considering that a
carpenter in Japan was making only 65 sen (30 cents) a day and that an
American dollar was worth twice as much as a Japanese yen, it is no wonder
that prospective immigrants thought that money grew on trees in Ameri-
ca."! Between 1901 and 1907, 42,000 Japanese immigrated directly to the
United States, while another 38,000 Japanese, attracted by the higher wages
and better job opportunities on the mainland, remigrated from Hawaii.'?

Before long, their increased numbers and presence in the American
West became a thorn in the side of white workers, small farmers, and
anti-Asian exclusionists. Highly organized as a workforce and particu-
larly successful at farming, the Japanese were accused of displacing white
workers, depressing wages and working conditions, and creating unfair
competition to white farmers and small businesses. Because the Japanese
did not want to be characterized as inassimilable like the Chinese, they
worked hard to learn English, become Christians, adopt American cus-
toms, and resist gambling and prostitution. But they were still regarded
as racially inferior and unfit to become Americans. In fact, their efforts
at Americanization often backfired. The first attempt to exclude Japanese
immigration occurred in 1900, when the Chinese Exclusion Act was up for
renewal. At a mass rally in San Francisco organized by the American Fed-
eration of Labor and led by then mayor James D. Phelan, a resolution was
passed urging Congress to stop all classes of Japanese other than diplomats
from immigrating. According to the resolution, “Such a law has become a
necessity not only on the grounds set forth in the policy of Chinese exclu-
sion but because...the assumed virtue of the Japanese—i.e., their partial
adoption of American customs—makes them the more dangerous as com-
petitors.””* The following year, California governor Henry Gage, arguing
that cheap Japanese labor was as much a menace to American labor as
Chinese labor, convinced the state legislature to send Congress a memorial
to restrict Japanese immigration. Moreover, all three political parties in the
1900 election—Republican, Democratic, and Populist—ran on exclusion
planks against admitting any more Asian laborers into this country.

Seeing the handwriting on the wall, the Japanese government attempted
to curb the emigration of “low class” laborers in an effort to avoid the humil-
iation of a Japanese exclusion law.'* But Congress was slow to respond.
As Japanese immigration continued unabated, the San Francisco Chronicle
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began a series of articles attacking Japanese immigration in 1905. One
front page story, “JAPANESE INVASION, THE PROBLEM OF THE HOUR,”
warned of an impending “brown stream of Japanese immigration” once the
Russo-Japanese War was over. The newspaper claimed that at least 100,000
Japanese were already here undercutting white labor, and that they were
“no more assimilable than the Chinese.”!”> That same year, organized labor
formed the Asiatic Exclusion League (AEL) for the sole purpose of stopping
Asian immigration on both racial and economic grounds. According to the
preamble to its constitution: “The preservation of the Caucasian race upon
American soil, and particularly upon the west shore thereof, necessitates the
adoption of all possible measures to prevent or minimize the immigration of
Asiatics to America.”'® Boasting of 100,000 members in California alone and
of branches in Washington, Oregon, Idaho, Colorado, and Nebraska, AEL
organized boycotts of Japanese businesses and supported efforts to drive
Japanese laborers out of the lumber industries and coal mines.

In 1906, the anti-Japanese campaign came to a head after the San Fran-
cisco school board, under pressure from AEL, ordered all Japanese and
Korean pupils to be transferred to the segregated Oriental Public School
that had been established for the Chinese. Considering this an affront
to its national honor, Japan immediately launched a protest. President
Theodore Roosevelt, fearful of offending Japan, a growing military power,
personally interceded. To appease the exclusionists, he issued Executive
Order 589 on March 14, 1907, to stop the entry of Japanese laborers from
Hawaii, Mexico, and Canada to the continental United States. Then he
negotiated the Gentlemen’s Agreement with the Japanese government.
In exchange for revoking the school segregation order, Japan agreed to
stop issuing passports to laborers. As with the Chinese Exclusion Act, mer-
chants, diplomats, students, visitors, and returning U.S. residents would
be exempted, but the Gentlemen’s Agreement differed in one impor-
tant respect: Japanese immigrants already in the United States would
be allowed to summon family members, whereas Chinese immigrants
needed to be of the exempted classes such as merchants to bring their
families to America.'” The Japanese government, wary of the growing
anti-Japanese movement and wanting to maintain good relations with
the United States, took it a step further. They initially did not allow labor-
ers in the United States to summon wives. Then, after 1915, only laborers
who had $800 in savings were eligible to do so.

The impact of the Gentlemen’s Agreement was felt immediately—
Japanese immigration dropped from 9,544 in 1908 to 2,432 in 1909. But
far from any semblance of exclusion, the terms of the Gentlemen’s Agree-
ment actually allowed another 120,000 Japanese into the country before
the Immigration Act of 1924 effectively stopped Japanese immigration in
its tracks.'® The Japanese came to call this period of immigration yobiyose-
jidai, “the period of summoning families.”!®
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The largest group to be summoned were “picture brides,” young
women in Japan who had been married to Japanese immigrants in Amer-
ica through the custom of arranged marriage. The established custom was
an expedient and legal way for Japanese immigrants to get married and
establish families in America without the trouble and expense of making
a trip home to look for a bride. There was also the threat of conscription
looming over the men. If a Japanese man under thirty-five returned to
Japan and stayed for more than thirty days, he would lose his deferment
from serving in the Japanese Army. So when it was time, parents in Japan
would secure a go-between or relative to find a suitable bride for their
son in America. There would be a thorough investigation of the charac-
ter, family background, health, and education of the prospective bride
and groom, followed by an exchange of photos and a wedding ceremony.
Once the bride’s name was entered into the groom’s family register, the
marriage was considered legal and valid as far as Japan was concerned.
The husband in America had only to pay a certification fee to the Japa-
nese consulate and his bride’s passage to America.

As early as 1905, Christian organizations and immigration officials had
been opposed to U.S. recognition of these “proxy” marriages, arguing that
it would result in an influx of Japanese prostitutes and laborers disguised
as picture brides.?° In response to these fears and criticisms, the Japanese
government instituted a rule that all new brides had to live with their in-
laws for at least six months prior to applying for a passport. The U.S. sec-
retary of labor also directed all immigration stations to be on the lookout
for Japanese prostitutes and anyone “likely to become a public charge.”
In addition, all picture brides had to be remarried according to U.S. laws
before they could be admitted. This practice continued until 1917, when
Japan finally convinced the United States to recognize picture brides as
legal wives so that they would be exempted from the literacy test required
by the Immigration Act of 1917. All throughout this period, the Japanese
government encouraged the emigration of women, cultural assimilation,
and permanent settlement in America as a way to counter anti-Japanese
sentiment and to influence American public opinion about the superior-
ity of Japanese immigrants in comparison to the despised Chinese.?' The
Gentlemen’s Agreement and U.S. recognition of picture brides as legiti-
mate immigrants paved the way for this to happen.

The Voyage

In March of 1919, Shizu Hayakawa left her home in Fukuoka and traveled
alone to the United States to live with a man she had never met. “Everyone
told me I was brave!” she said, although inside, “I was very much afraid.”
Coming from a poor family that ran a dairy, she was married to her step-
mother’s younger brother, Shunkei Hayakawa, who was a window washer
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in America. “My husband was sixteen years older than I,” she said. “I did
not think about whether he would be a suitable husband or not. In Japan
it was the custom for parents to arrange marriages. This being so, there
was no alternative.” After stopping in Yokohama long enough to clear the
physical examination for hookworm and trachoma and to obtain her pass-
port from the Japanese Foreign Ministry, she boarded the Korea Maru for
the month-long journey to San Francisco. There were many other young
brides on this ship and Shizu took solace in talking to them about their
future husbands and life in America. Almost all had agreed to the arranged
marriage out of filial duty or economic necessity. When the ship stopped
overnight in Hawaii, they were allowed to go ashore. “We all dressed in
Japanese kimonos and went shan shan [walking with pride] to a restaurant
where we ate delicious sukiyaki,” she happily recalled. Then upon arrival
in San Francisco, Shizu was taken to the Angel Island Immigration Station
for processing. “It was somewhat frightening,” she said. “We all had to go
into the clinic for a physical examination. Well, the immigration authori-
ties were on a holiday. What with one thing and another, it took a whole
week before I was cleared.”*

Iyo Tsutsui, who was detained at Angel Island for two weeks in 1915,
agreed to an arranged marriage to Taro Tsutsui, a farmer in Stockton, Cali-
fornia, because it was the only way she could get to America. “When I was
fifteen, I had already made up my mind to come to America, even before
my parents made their decision.” As a student she had been inspired by
a geography teacher to go abroad. He had told them, “If Japan does not
change its course, she will not develop. Look at England. It is a small
country, but it has many colonies and it is an industrialized nation. That’s
why England is said to be the most powerful country in the world. Young
people must go abroad and develop themselves.” Iyo found the opportu-
nity to do so when a go-between and Taro’s mother came to her house
to propose a match. “They had brought his picture and everyone agreed
with me that he looked like a man of steady and earnest character,” she
recalled. “It was at that time that I decided to become his bride, and sent
him my picture.” After the wedding, Iyo lived and farmed with her in-
laws for over a year before leaving for America with a shipload of picture
brides. “As soon as we landed,” she said, “we were taken to the immigra-
tion office on Angel Island, where we were examined for hookworm.”
There, her deception earlier in Yokohama, when she had borrowed a stool
sample from another woman, would come back to haunt her. Found with
hookworm, a contagious disease that denied her entry, Iyo had to stay at
Angel Island for two weeks to undergo medical treatment.?

Shizu Hayakawa and Iyo Tsutsui were but two young brides among
the estimated 10,000 who were summoned by their husbands to America
between 1908 and 1920, when the so-called Ladies Agreement between
Japan and the United States put a stop to the immigration of picture brides.
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Most of them were daughters of farmers, between the ages of eighteen
and twenty-three, with seven to eight years of schooling, and married to
Japanese immigrants ten to fifteen years their senior. Those lucky enough
to marry wealthy husbands were able to travel comfortably in first class,
and upon arrival, be inspected aboard the ship rather than at the Angel
Island Immigration Station. However, the majority, including Shizu and
Iyo, came in second-cabin or third-class steerage. The former meant shar-
ing a cabin with a few passengers. The latter—the cheapest of all—meant
sleeping below deck on double-tiered bunk beds “arranged like shelves
in a silk-worm nursery,” breathing stagnant air, served a poor diet of
dried fish with rice, plagued by lice and seasickness, and without privacy
or bathing facilities.** Although men and women were kept in separate
quarters, cabin boys were known to prey on innocent women, molesting
or seducing them. As Shizu observed, “They would say to the girls, “‘Why
don’t you come with us rather than marry a man who is fifteen or sixteen
years older than you?’ That created all kinds of problems on the ship.”?
The Shin Sekai (New world) newspaper reported in 1916 that “there are
quite a few immigrating Japanese women who behave shamefully in
public on the steamship and are even unfaithful to their husbands during
the trip.”?¢ In support of Japan’s effort to project a positive image to the
West, guidebooks were published by the YWCA and Japanese Associa-
tion of America (JAA), which was founded in 1900 to help the Japanese
government regulate Japanese immigration. The guidebooks, which were
distributed at ports of departure, instructed young women going abroad
for the first time to dress and behave properly and to resist temptations
that might compromise their good reputation, or worse, disgrace their
country. “It is extremely important for you to act as a refined, virtuous
woman and do nothing to invite the scorn of foreigners.”?” In 1916, Japa-
nese community leaders even convinced the Toyo steamship company to
place a “ship matron” aboard their ships to chaperone the women.

Upon arrival, the ship would be greeted at the San Francisco dock
by anxious husbands with photos of their brides in their hands. Equally
anxious would be the young brides on board the ship searching for the
matches to the photos they were holding. Some men were known to
have sent younger or touched-up photographs of themselves or to have
lied about their economic status, leading to disappointments and difficult,
if not failed, marriages. A few disillusioned brides even asked to return
to Japan on the next ship. Fortunately for Shizu and Iyo, they were not
disappointed. Shizu was pleased that her husband had thought to bring
her some delicious sushi when he came to meet her at the dock. Likewise,
Iyo was touched by her husband’s offer to help carry her luggage when
they finally met on Angel Island. “I thought, ‘Oh, he is very kind! If this is
my real husband, everything will be fine.””?® However, before the women
could be released to their husbands, they had to go to the Angel Island

“Agony, Anguish, and Anxiety” « 119



Japanese women
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the administration
building, c. 1910.
(Courtesy of
California State
Parks, 2010.)

Immigration Station for the physical examination and interrogation. The
process usually took a day or two, and very few of the picture brides were
ever excluded or deported.”” At most, they might be found with hook-
worm and have to stay at the Angel Island hospital for a week or two to
undergo medical treatment at their husband’s expense.

Life on Angel Island

Although their stay at Angel Island was short compared to that of Chinese
immigrants, it was still a frightening experience for these young women
coming from a different cultural and sheltered environment. At first sight,
they may have all thought the immigration station, surrounded by Cali-
fornia poppies and azaleas, was “a peaceful paradise quite becoming of
the name Angel Island.”*® But once inside, they would feel otherwise. “I
had never seen such a prison-like place as Angel Island,” said Kamechiyo
Takahashi, who had been summoned by her husband in 1917. Taking
note of the barbed wire fence that surrounded the barracks on the outside
and the grated windows and locked doors on the inside, many wondered
as Kamechiyo did, “why I had to be kept in a prison.”*! Teiko Tomita,
who was on Angel Island in 1921, remembered a lot of crying. “We didn't
understand the language, and though they gave us three meals a day,
their food did not agree with us. We all cried and cried because we didn’t
know when we’d be free and because we couldn’t understand anything
they said to us.”*? Shizu Hayakawa recalled how she got into trouble for
bathing one day. “We bathed as we did in Japan. We washed ourselves
outside the tub and then soaked. We got into trouble because there was
water all over the place!” The water even leaked through the floorboards
into the administration offices below. “Fortunately for the women,” Shizu
added, “Rev. Terasawa’s wife was working at the immigration office on
Angel Island, and she looked after us.”**
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Fuku Terasawa worked as a matron and interpreter at Angel Island
from 1912 to 1925, and many of the Japanese women who were detained
there remembered her kind assistance. Born in 1863 and educated in
an Episcopal mission school in Japan, she was married to the Reverend
Barnabas Hisayoshi Terasawa, an Anglican priest. He immigrated to Cali-
fornia in 1902 and she and their nine children followed in 1908. During
the years that picture brides were required to be remarried according
to U.S. laws, Fuku served as a witness in many of the weddings per-
formed by her husband.** In 1926, she was interviewed by Clara Cahill
Park, the wife of sociologist Robert E. Park, as part of the Survey of Race
Relations project. Asked about her role as matron and interpreter at the
immigration station, Fuku had this to say about picture brides and race
relations:

People have a great many wrong ideas about Japanese picture brides
and Japanese women coming to America. I know that Japanese do not
send women to America to be prostitutes. They are married and usu-
ally they are happy. Sometimes when the age is very different they are
not so happy, but with us Japanese love comes after marriage. Just a
little while ago I had a crate of grapes sent me from some one whose
name I did not remember, but a letter came with it, so: “I was a bride
and came to this country years ago. You were very good to me, and I
wanted you to know that I was happy and prosperous.” I hear many
stories like that.

I think people say a great many things about the Japanese when
they don’t know anything about them. For instance, they say the Japa-
nese have taken all the best land in the Imperial Valley. But when they
went in there, all the land was worthless. After they had made the
land fit for cultivation and were raising crops then the white people
began coming in and they said, “Look here, the Japanese are taking
all the best land.” Some white man who are friends of the Japanese
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said, “Why not come down to Texas. In our state of Texas we need the
Japanese.” So one family that I know sold everything and moved the
whole family down to Texas, where they had been invited to come.
But before they could even unpack their goods the American Legion
called on them and said, “We will give you so many hours to get out
of town.”*’

Methodist Deaconess Katharine Maurer, whom the Japanese women
called “A.B.C. Mama” because she taught them English, was also available
to help them. It was because of the “pitiful sight of forlorn picture brides
waiting in a bare room for their picture husbands to claim them” that the
Women’s Home Missionary Society had asked the immigration service
for permission to place a deaconess there in 1911.>¢ Maurer provided the
women with clothing, sewing material, sundries, holiday celebrations,
and Japanese reading material donated by newspapers and bookstores in
San Francisco.

In addition, YWCA staff was on hand to help the women at the docks
and at the Angel Island Immigration Station. Sarah Ellis, secretary of the
Japanese YWCA in San Francisco, made regular visits to Angel Island to
comfort the new arrivals, prepare them for American life, and arrange for
temporary landings under YWCA guardianship.?” In 1915 Michi Kawali,
general secretary of the YWCA in Japan, made three visits to Angel Island
to investigate conditions there and to offer her assistance. A graduate of
Bryn Mawr College and founder of Keisen Jogakuen (Girls School) in
Tokyo, Kawai was a strong advocate of women’s education and moral
reform. It was largely through her efforts that the YWCA became directly
involved in transforming “ignorant country girls” into refined women
so that they would be worthy representatives of a civilized East Asian
nation abroad. To this end, the YWCA in Yokohama and Tokyo helped
emigrant women find suitable lodgings in the port cities, taught them
conversational English, Western customs, cooking, sewing, and hygiene,
and advised women on how to conduct themselves aboard ship and upon
landing. A report by Kawai offers us a rare glimpse of what life was like
for Japanese women on Angel Island. At the same time, her criticisms
of the picture brides” shabby appearance and conduct reveal the class
bias and condescending attitude of some Christian women toward the
women they were trying to help.?®

On the second floor [of the administration building] are one hundred
or so [Japanese] women gathered in one room. Bunks in tiers of three
occupy the greater part of the room. Some of the women are lying
down, others are changing their clothes, and still others are sitting on
a bench as if waiting for someone to come. All of them are anxiously
awaiting the physical examination for trachoma and hookworm as they
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Michi Kawai, YWCA Grand Secretary in
Japan, visited the Angel Island Immigration
Station three times in 1915. (Scan by
Vincent Chin. Courtesy of Keisen Jogakuen.)

carefully guard their passports done up in furoshiki wrapping-cloths. It
is no wonder that they are nervous. I hear that even those who passed
the same exams three times in Japan have been stopped by the Immi-
gration Service, because they did not take care of their health while on
board the ship.

In general, the women represent a cross-section of lower-middle class
Japanese—a hair-dresser, a middle-aged geisha and a dancing mistress,
all with Japanese coiffure and clothes; a group of dancing girls going to
the Exposition; several older country women; a refined looking mother
with two children; wives who have been sent for by their husbands;
some who are returning from visits in Japan; and a few “picture brides.”
The brides are mostly from rural communities and appear shamelessly
in public with uncombed hair, no stockings, and with grubby and smelly
clothes. Their efforts to beautify themselves with an excessive use of
powder results only in giving an impression of uncleanness.

When the lunch bell rings, they go downstairs to the dining room
along with the Chinese, Spanish, and European women—all housed in
separate quarters. The room is bare, save for eight rows of long tables
and benches. On each table is a large pan filled with slices of bread,
some small bowls of jam and white sugar, and cups for tea. The Euro-
peans have meat, beans, and even better silverware. Only a few of the
Japanese women are served one or two extra dishes, which they had
ordered and purchased beforehand. Within five minutes, they finish eat-
ing and head back upstairs. Some stop along the way at the small food
stand to purchase pickled vegetables and other snacks. At four o’clock
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for their supper they have steamed Chinese rice and greens cooked with
scraps of pork in a salty broth. Some of the Japanese women tell me
with tears that the food is awful.*

As Kawai concluded in her report, after dinner the women were
allowed out to view the ocean scenery and get some exercise. They
returned by 7 o’clock, took a bath, and prepared for bed. The next
morning, Kawai comforted the women who were nervously waiting for
the results of their physical exams. She talked to them about Ameri-
can customs, the likes and dislikes of the American people, and of the
Japanese people’s responsibility to the land they had come to live in-
basically the same advice that was given by the YWCA to women before
they left Japan and after they arrived in America. The emphasis was
always on how to become disciplined homemakers and adapt to the
American way of life in order to earn the respect of white Americans
and prevent the same antagonisms visited on Chinese immigrants. At
stake was the reputation of Japanese womanhood and that of Japan as
a rising world power.

The Interview and Appeal Process

Once the women passed the physical examination, they were inter-
viewed by a Board of Special Inquiry with the assistance of a Japanese
interpreter.*® According to Iyo Tsutsui’s recollections, “I met Mr. Tsutsui
for the first time—well, in the very beginning they called my husband’s
name and made him sit down in the waiting room. Then the immigra-
tion officers came to get me and questioned me. They also asked if I
had mise gane [show money]. Then they called my husband and asked
him questions. They had to make sure that he was the right man.”*
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Although she did not mention it, Iyo probably had to show the inspector
her passport and a certified copy of her husband’s family registry. Her
husband, in turn, had to produce a letter from the Japanese consulate
attesting to his good character and ability to support a wife. And before
being released, they would have to agree to be remarried in an Ameri-

can wedding ceremony to be certified by the Japanese Association of
America.

Yoshi Nakayama. (National Archives, Pacific ~ Sakaki Nakayama. (National Archives,
Regional Branch.) Pacific Regional Branch.)
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Unlike the interrogations of the Chinese, in which they were asked
hundreds of detailed questions about their family background as well as
about their sponsors in America, the BSI interviews of picture brides and
their husbands were relatively simple and brief—usually no more than
twenty questions. The line of questioning was intended to ensure that the
applicant was not “likely to become a public charge,” as indicated by the
initials “L.P.C.” at the beginning of the transcript.

Immigration Service

In re Yoshi Nakayama, ex S.S. : Angel Island, Cal.
Mongolia, Dec. 31, 1910 : Jan. 3, 1911
L.P.C.

Board of special inquiry appointed by Act. Commissioner to consider
this case. Present: H. Kennah, Chairman; Insprs. J. A. Robinson and
C. Schulze. Intpr. J. L. Gardiner. Stenog. E. A. Carroll.

By Chairman: Sworn.

Q. What is your name and age? A. Yoshi Nakayama, age 20.
Presents passport No. 8454, issued for U.S., Dec. 7, 1910.

Q. Did you arrive at this port on S.S. Mongolia, Jan. 31, 1910? A. Yes, from
Nagasaki; I have never been in U.S. before; I am now going to my husband,
Sakaki Nakayama, at Guadalupe, Cal, to whom I have been married by
photograph since Sept. 1910; he is a farmer, but I never saw him.
Produces photo of husband.

. Were you ever married before? A. No.

. Was your husband ever married before, to your knowledge? A. No.

. What were you doing in Japan? A. I was a farm laborer, living with
my parents at home. If admitted here I will assist my husband and do
household duties, and will marry according to the laws of U.S.

Q. How much money have you? A. $50 (Showing).

Alleged husband called. Sworn.

Q. What is your name and age? A. Sakaki Nakayama, age 30; [ am a farmer
at Guadalupe, Cal., and have been in U.S. 9 years, and spent 4 years in
Hawaii.

Q. For what purpose do you appear here? A. For my wife Yoshi (producing
her photograph), whom I married by photograph in August, 1910.

Q. How much money have you? (Produces $180 and states he has $700 in
bank, but did not bring his bank book with him.)

Q. Do you own or lease a farm? A. I work a farm by contract. (Presents
a labor agreement dated Dec. 6, 1909 with the Routzahn Seed Co. of
Arroyo Grande, Cal., showing agreement between said company, the
witness and other Japanese, to perform labor on 350 acres of land.)

Q. Have you ever been married before? A. No.

o oNe
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Q. Has your wife ever been married before, to your knowledge? A. No.

Q. Are you willing to marry according to the laws of U.S. if your wife is
admitted? A. Yes. I have never seen my wife, but if she is admitted we
will marry according to the laws of U.S., and she will do only household
duties. I have one room prepared for her.

To witness: Q. Is this the woman you intend to marry? A. Yes.

To applicant: Q. Is this the man you intend to marry? A. Yes.

Inspr. Schulze: I move that the applicant be admitted conditional upon her
marriage to the witness in accordance with the laws of U.S., and the
receipt of satisfactory proof of the marriage by the office.

Inspr. Robinson: I second the motion.

Inspr. Kennah: I concur; applicant is admitted under the conditions
specified.*

In accordance to the conditions of the Gentlemen’s Agreement, the
wife’s passport and family registry was considered adequate proof of her
identity and marriage, while the certificate signed by the Japanese consul
was sufficient to satisty the requirements of U.S. residency and economic
status of the husband. To be sure, the men were well aware of the class
biases of the Gentlemen’s Agreement and often produced bank account
books, employment letters, and land titles or leases as further evidence
of their financial standing. When asked what the wife would be doing
in America, both knew to answer, “Housework,” thus confirming she
was not going to be a laborer but a proper middle-class housewife. T