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Abstract
This article explores the role that the north-western states of Washington and Oregon
played in the anti-Chinese and anti-Japanese movements of the Progressive Era. In ex-
tending the investigation to include the agitation led by the Knights of Labor during the
1880s and the final exclusion of  the Japanese in 1924, it will demonstrate that, although
the methods employed by the two exclusionist movements may have varied, the senti-
ments were virtually interchangeable – a fact of which the Japanese became increasingly
aware. By examining the anti-Chinese violence of  the mid-1880s, and contrasting it with
the relative quiet of the next decade, this study questions the view that such responses
were purely based on the pressures of  the labour market. It sets out to challenge the
assumption that Oregon and Washington were simply adjuncts to California and that
their pressures for restriction were little more than the result of the opportunistic dema-
goguery of a few local politicians.

I

The issues thrown up by race in the Progressive Era are usually seen
as manifestations of  the Atlantic seaboard’s fear of growing non-
Protestant immigration or as the continuation of southern de-

mands for black segregation. When they are viewed in a western context
it is normally with regard to first the Chinese, and then the Japanese
immigrant. Such an interpretation is not difficult to understand. Just as
the eastern cities relied on the Atlantic trade, the west was increasingly
conscious of the commercial potential of the Pacific. Trade led to more
contact, which in turn led to more migration. Increased migration resulted
in calls for restriction, on both coasts.1

1 The most comprehensive contemporary account of anti-Chinese pressures can be found in Mary
Roberts Coolidge, Chinese Immigration (New York, 1909), which held that the Irish-led workingmen
of California stirred up national political pressure that eventually resulted in the 1882 ban on Chinese
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From 1885 to 1924 California received vastly more Asians2 than any
other territory or state. By 1880 the majority of the 322,000 Chinese who
had entered the country since 1850 had passed through California and the
vast bulk of America’s 105,000 resident ‘Celestials’ remained in California.3
Although in the gold rush of the 1850s, a mere 500 of California’s 58,000
miners were Chinese, their impact on the labour market soon changed.
By the time of their exclusion in 1882, Chinese made up 80 per cent of
San Francisco’s woollen mill workers and 90 per cent of the city’s cigar
makers, as well as more than a third of California’s market gardeners.
While they made up around 10 per cent of  California’s population, they
accounted for a quarter of the state’s workforce.4 Japanese immigrants
never reached the same proportion. By 1913 there were some 60,000
in the state, a relatively small number that still accounted for 62 per cent
of the resident Japanese in America.5 As the new century progressed,
California’s Japanese largely replaced the Chinese as railroad and farm
labourers, as meat packers, and in the fish canneries and in salt refining.
An official report noted that by 1910 the Japanese ‘produced about half
of the entire amount of [Californian] agricultural products marketed.
Their position was substantially the same as that of the Chinese except
that the sector of  agriculture which they occupied had grown to be very
much more important than it had been at the time of the Chinese.’6

Growing Asian immigration provoked a hostile response. California’s
workingmen, moral guardians and patriots pointed out the dangers of

immigration. Elmer C. Sandmeyer, The Anti-Chinese Movement in California (Urbana, 1939) [here-
after Sandmeyer, California] widens the classes involved in the movement and extends the period of
study to 1904 when the Chinese Exclusion Acts became ‘permanent’. A variation on this theory
was put forward by Alexander Saxton in his Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese
Movement in California (Berkeley, 1971), which saw the unions’ hatred of Chinese labour as a more
or less opportunist manipulation of the white working vote. This ‘California Thesis’ for the national
spread of anti-Chinese feeling was challenged by Stuart Creighton Miller, Unwelcome Immigrant:
The American Image of the Chinese 1785–1882 (Berkeley, 1969), which suggested that racial theory
and other inherited forms of bigotry were as important in the campaign for Chinese exclusion as
the protection of  workingmen’s jobs. More recently, the debate has centred on the importance of
each element in the mix with anti-Chinese sentiment directly translating itself  into anti-Japanese
pressure as the latter took over as the predominant Asian immigrants. For an analysis of the
historiography and the issues raised see Andrew Gyory, Closing the Gate: Race, Politics and the
Chinese Exclusion Act (Chapel Hill, 1998), pp. 6–16.
2 This study will concentrate on the pressures for Chinese and Japanese immigration, partly because
they vastly outnumbered other Asian immigrants, but largely because they excited the most animosity.
3 Americans frequently referred to the Chinese as ‘Celestials’ as they were seen to consider themselves
subjects of the Emperor – a celestial deity. This had the effect of reinforcing their image as being at
the same time both alien and heathen.
4 Figures taken from The Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups, ed. Stephan Thernstrom,
Ann Orlov and Oscar Handlin (Cambridge, Mass., 1980) [hereafter Thernstrom, American Ethnic
Groups], p. 219.
5 Figures taken from Harry Alvin Millis, The Japanese Problem in the United States: An Investigation
for the Commission on Relations with Japan Appointed by The Federal Council Of the Churches of
Christ in America (New York, 1915) [hereafter Millis, Japanese Problem], p. 25.
6 State Relief  Administration, Migratory Labor in California (Sacramento, 1936) cited in Carey
McWilliams, Factories in the Field: The Story of Migratory Farm Labor in California (Boston, 1939),
p. 107.
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these ‘little brown men’. Denis Kearney, James Duval Phelan, Olaf
Tvietmoe, Hiram Johnson and Valentine Stuart McClatchy, among other
Californians, nurtured a near hysterical fear of the ‘Yellow Peril’ that was
to remain alive in California from the passage of the 1882 Chinese Exclu-
sion Act up to the 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, and beyond. The
state was the birthplace of the anti-Chinese Workingmen’s Party, the
League of Deliverance and the International Workingman’s Party. It
produced the Anti-Jap Laundry League, the Asiatic Exclusion League and
the Japanese Exclusion League. California blazed the trail of anti-Asian
legislation by prohibiting Chinese employment in municipal, county or
state works and placing additional taxes on Chinese miners and prohibi-
tions on the ownership or renting of land. Consequently, the calls for
Asian restriction throughout the Progressive Era have largely been seen
as a Californian phenomenon.7

Initially, comparative figures for the Chinese population of the two
north-western states which are to make up this study – Oregon and
Washington – seem to bear out the overwhelming importance attached
to California. The US Census of  1850 reported a mere two Chinese in
the Oregon Territory, against some 626 in California. By the 1860s the
lure of gold had induced the Chinese to travel north, so much so that
the 1880 census recorded 3,186 Chinese in the Washington Territory and
9,510 in Oregon. Nevertheless, the same census gives California over
75,000.8 Similarly, analysis of Washington’s and Oregon’s Japanese popu-
lation demonstrates that California far outstripped them as the main
destination for Japanese immigrants. Oregon jumped from having 25
Japanese residents in 1890 to over 3,000 in 1910 and nearly 4,500 by 1920.
Washington’s Japanese population expanded even more rapidly – from
360 in 1890, to nearly 13,000 in 1910 and 17,000 in 1920. Again, both
of these are dwarfed by California where nearly 1,500 Japanese resided
in 1890. By 1910, however, there were over 40,000, and by 1920, the figure
rose to over 70,000.9 But the numbers are deceptive. In terms of the

7 For a good overview of the anti-Asian movement in California see Sandmeyer, California. The
roots of the movement are perhaps best discussed in Gunther Barth, Bitter Strength: A History of
the Chinese in America, 1850–1870 (Cambridge, Mass., 1964). For a chronology of the Californian
movement see William L. Tung, The Chinese in America, 1820–1973 (New York, 1974). In terms
of Japanese exclusion the main work must be Roger Daniels, The Politics of Prejudice: The Anti-
Japanese Movement in California and the Struggle for Japanese Exclusion (Berkeley, 1962) [hereafter
Daniels, Politics of Prejudice]. For analysis of individual agitators see Mary Elizabeth Brown,
Shapers of the Great Debate on Immigration: A Biographical Dictionary (Westport, 1999); Japanese
American History: An A to Z Reference from 1868 to the Present, ed. Brian Niiya (New York, 1993);
and Hyung-Chan Kim, Dictionary of Asian American History (Westport, 1986).
8 Figures taken from the Department of Commerce and Labor, Thirteenth Census of the United States
Taken in 1910, Volume III, Population (Washington, DC, 1913) [hereafter Dept of Commerce and
Labor, Thirteenth Census], table IV, p. 18.
9 Figures taken from Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, Historical,
Demographic, Economic, and Social Data: The United States, 1790–1970. (Ann Arbor, n.d.) –
http://icg.harvard.edu/census [hereafter Inter-university Consortium, Historical Data]; Dept of Com-
merce and Labor, Thirteenth Census, p. 18; and Karl K. Kawakami, The Real Japanese Question
(New York, 1921), p. 254.
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total population of Oregon and the Washington Territory, the Chinese
population declined from 4.8 per cent in 1880 to 0.6 per cent in 1910,
while the proportion of Japanese grew from 0.1 per cent in 1890 to
0.8 per cent in 1910 and to 0.9 per cent in 1920.10 In 1913 Japanese
comprised 1.06 per cent of Washington’s population, which totalled
15.4 per cent of the nation’s Japanese. Japanese never made up more than
1 per cent of California’s population. By contrast, they loomed large
in the foreign-born immigration into both north-western states. In fact,
Japanese immigrants comprised the largest single ethnic group amongst
Washington’s foreign-born immigrants between 1899 and 1910 – almost
26,000 out of nearly 112,000. They made up the second largest group in
Oregon – some 4,500 out of just below 29,000.11

More significantly, California’s Asian population was far outnumbered
by its Mexican residents. Proximity, a fluid border and better economic
prospects attracted increasing numbers. By 1900 it was estimated that
there were nearly 600,000 American-born and foreign-born Mexicans
in the United States, and California was home to the greatest number.
The 1900 census gives California as the home to over 5,000 foreign-born
Mexicans. By 1910 this figure rose to 33,000 and by 1920 it was over
86,000. In the north-west, however, Asians represented the only real threat
to white supremacy. The combined Mexican population of  Oregon and
Washington never reached a thousand throughout the period.12 When
viewed in the light of these comparisons, Asian immigration takes on a
new aspect. In an age of racial classification, with the white dominance
of the continent seemingly under threat, perhaps two questions should
be borne in mind when examining anti-Asian sentiment in the period.
First, did the numerical supremacy of oriental immigration into Califor-
nia outweigh the implications of the relative dominance of their immig-
ration into the two northern states? Secondly, how important was the
racial mix in the two regions in deciding their immigration policy and
what were the implications for federal policy?

There can be little doubt that, until the 1880s, California was the cen-
tre of  the pressures for Chinese exclusion. It could well be argued that
the north-west learned the anti-oriental prejudice from its southern neigh-
bour. For example, in 1861 when the 2nd Infantry, California Volunteers
moved to garrison Fort Colville on the Upper Columbia, they swiftly

10 Figures extrapolated from Robert Edward Wynne, Reaction to the Chinese in the Pacific North-
west and British Columbia 1850–1910 (New York, 1978) [hereafter Wynne, Reaction to the Chinese],
pp. 3– 4; Dept of Commerce and Labor, Thirteenth Census, p. 18; and Kiyo Sue Inui, The Unsolved
Problem of the Pacific; A Study of International Contacts, especially in Frontier Communities, with
Special Emphasis on California, and An Analytical Study of the Johnson Report to the House of Rep-
resentatives (Tokyo, 1925) [hereafter Inui, Unsolved Problem], pp. 69–70.
11 Figures taken from Millis, Japanese Problem, p. 25, and US Immigration Commission, Reports
of the Immigration Commission (41 vols., Washington, DC, 1911) [hereafter Immigration Commission,
Reports], iii. 291–2.
12 Figures taken from Inter-university Consortium, Historical Data, and Thernstrom, American
Ethnic Groups, p. 702.
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illustrated the depth of their callous hatred of  the Chinese: ‘Within four
days after their arrival . . . they burglarised the only laundry, ran the
Chinese proprietor out of town and stole every stitch of apparel in the
place, leaving most of the citizens with only the clothing on their per-
sons. Soon afterwards Lt. John M. Henry came downtown and, with a
common butcher knife, killed [the Chinese] John Burt.’13 The locals,
however, frowned on this behaviour. Years later a local paper was com-
plaining of hard times and hoping the Chinese would return:

[For] money is very scarce and consequently produce has a very poor
market. Colville feels the loss of her Chinamen, they having been the
principal consumers of her productions. They worked and took out
money from the bars on the Columbia and Pen d’Oreille Rivers . . .
and nearly every dollar they made was money put in circulation and
the benefit of which would never have been felt had it not been for them.
It is hoped that since the China poll tax has been reduced that they
will return.14

If  such sympathetic sentiment was widespread in the region, it was
not long-lived. Following the federal exclusion of the Chinese in 1882,
the region’s anti-Chinese sentiment exploded into violence to expel the
‘Coolies’. Labour organizations, in particular the Knights of Labor, ac-
centuated the threat posed to white workers by hordes of cheap Chinese
labourers following the completion of the Northern Pacific Railroad
in 1883.15 Over the next couple of years, up and down the West Coast,
anti-Chinese violence mounted. The Chinese workers in the north-west’s
fields, mines, fisheries, lumberyards and laundries faced dynamiting,
arson and shooting which killed several ‘Celestials’ and caused many
to flee the area. A campaign of intimidation was launched against those
who employed Chinese servants or workers. In September 1885 Tacoma’s
German-born mayor led a mob that succeeded in forcefully exporting all
except 200 of its 700 Chinese, via Portland to San Francisco. By February
of the following year, in Seattle, after six months of threats and violence,
several Chinese residents were shipped out of  the city. Later, an anti-
Chinese mob guarding the remaining Celestials dispersed after the death
of one man and the wounding of four others in clashes between rioters
and deputies. As that year ended, the Californian anarchistic Interna-
tional Workingman’s Party – with 2,000 members in northern Oregon –
rampaged through Portland demanding the expulsion of all Chinese

13 Proceedings of Stevens County Pioneer Association, ed. John B. Slater (Colville, 1904), p. 49.
14 The Colville correspondent in the Walla Walla Statesman, 15 March 1867. Washington’s quar-
terly $6 ‘Chinese Police Tax’ had been levied on Chinese residents of both sexes, or companies
employing them. Twenty-five per cent went to the local sheriff, so the incentive for its enforcement
was great. See Lorraine Barker Hildebrand, Straw Hats, Sandals and Steel: The Chinese in Washington
State (Tacoma, 1977) [hereafter Hildebrand, Straw Hats], p. 15.
15 For the numbers, opposition to, and details of Chinese labourers on the north-west’s rail con-
struction at this time see Wynne, Reaction to the Chinese, pp. 84–93.
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within forty days and prompted the calling out of the militia and the
doubling of police numbers.16

In spite of  the action of the authorities to halt riots, none of the per-
petrators of anti-Chinese violence were ever successfully prosecuted. In
the 1880s anti-Chinese feeling ran deep, and not just in California. The
fear of yellow invaders was largely inherited, its potential greatly exag-
gerated, but its manifestation was altogether real. In this respect the
north-west, with its relatively small Asian population, can serve as a
model for understanding the national opposition to oriental immigration
and the passage of federal legislation seeking to prohibit its continuation.
Prejudice is often more potent where the threat is perceived rather than
actual. In this case, the imagined, bestial, ‘Yellow Devil’ could be made
more threatening than the reality of a gang of submissive coolies.

II

If, as is usually suggested, issues of employment and finance sparked anti-
Chinese sentiment in the 1880s,17 it is curious that the economic troubles
of the 1890s did not bring a reaction against the Chinese population.
Some things had changed since the 1880s. Chinese immigration was now
largely proscribed, but then it had been since 1882. Chinese immigration,
except for a few groups – such as tourists, merchants or priests – was
prohibited. Admittedly, this exclusion had been put on a more perman-
ent footing. In 1892 the original Chinese Exclusion Act had run its
course and was renewed for a further ten years. The indication was that
it would be made permanent, as it was eventually in 1904. In addition,
there was little likelihood of a repetition of events such as the 1847
Yangtse floods, the Taiping Rebellion (1851–64) and the Hakka-Punti
War (1855–68) which had caused previous waves of Chinese immigra-
tion largely from Fukien and Kwantgtung provinces. Moreover, the gold
rush was exhausted and the railway construction boom had temporarily
halted. Most importantly, it became obvious that America had never been
a major destination for Chinese emigrants compared with the plantations
and cities of Europe’s Asian colonies. The majority of  those who did

16 For the workplace violence see ibid., pp. 98–105. For the Tacoma expulsions see George Dudley
Lawson, ‘The Tacoma Method’, The Overland Monthly, vii (March, 1886), 234–9; United States
Department of the Interior, Report of the Governor of Washington Territory to Secretary of the In-
terior 1884 (Washington, DC, 1885), pp. 614–15; United States Department of  the Interior, Report
of the Governor of Washington Territory to Secretary of the Interior 1886 (Washington, DC, 1887)
app., pp. 872–3; and H., ‘Sequel to the Tacoma Riots’, Overland Monthly and Out West Magazine,
vii (March, 1886), 239–40. For the Seattle expulsions see George Kinnear, Anti-Chinese Riots at
Seattle, Washington, February 8th 1886 (Seattle, 1911) and the Seattle Post Intelligencer, Oct. 1885–
Feb. 1886. For general information on the anti-Chinese movement in the north-west in the period
see Malcolm Clark, ‘The Bigot Disclosed: Ninety Years of Nativism’, The Oregon Historical Quar-
terly, lxxv (1974) [hereafter Clark, ‘Bigot Disclosed’], 119–31.
17 For an analysis of  the national impact on nativism – including the Chinese in California – of the
economic downturn of  the 1880s see John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American
Nativism, 1860–1925 (New Brunswick, 1994), pp. 35–67.
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arrive treated their stay on ‘Gold Mountain’ as a short-term means to
an end – the accumulation of wealth. Indeed, there was a prevalent trend
amongst Chinese for return migration. Between 1820 and 1890 some
75 per cent of Chinese immigrants to America returned home, which
when coupled with the ban on immigration led to a significant decline in
the Chinese population of the region.18 But the feeling persisted that the
Chinese were still taking ‘white’ jobs. The press continued to give the
‘Yellow Peril’ a high profile by depicting the Chinese as depraved opium
smoking, alien looking, diseased coolies. There was a feeling in the north-
west that further Chinese immigrants were stealing into the region
through the border with British Columbia. Nevertheless, violent anti-
Chinese protest subsided as the new century neared. One answer to this
paradox can be found in the leadership and core constituency of the anti-
Chinese movement.

A yellow invasion had simply never happened. Tacoma did not expel
500 Chinese in 1885 because they had taken over a city of nearly 40,000,
although many in the city had been gulled into believing this. With the
completion of the railroads, the Chinese were not, as had been predicted,
‘herding into the cities and towns . . . [and they had not become] a seri-
ous menace to society’.19 What the Chinese were, and what the Japanese
were later to become, was a vehicle for the ambitions of labour leaders
and other politicians. Genuine fears were fleshed out, exaggerated and
broadcast by those who would use them for their own ends. The people
who were in most direct competition with the Chinese were actually the
newly arrived immigrants. Often unskilled, frequently land- and property-
less they competed with the Chinese for both jobs and status. To illus-
trate this, the anti-Chinese movement was often conflated with the
mistrusted Catholics of the region, at this point mainly the Irish. In the
opinion of a Portland commentator, the whole movement was merely
an aspect of the meddlesome nature of Catholics: ‘One thing, however,
may be confessed, these China [sic] domestic servants may occupy the
places that but for them would be occupied by the communicants of the
Roman Catholic Church . . . That the complaint [about Chinese immig-
ration] comes mainly from the Romish and communistic quarters [lead-
ing to it becoming] . . . a watchword of idleness and party strife.’20 It was
no coincidence that Denis Kearney and his great rival for the leadership
of the Workingman’s Party, Frank Roney, were both Irish-born. Similarly,
in the north-west, Seattle’s anti-Chinese lobby was led by an Irishman
– John Keane. Not only were the Irish vital to the International
Workingman’s Party in the Portland district, but some indication of the

18 The comparative figure for Europeans is around 25 per cent. Figures are taken from Stanford
Morris Lyman, Chinatown and Little Tokyo: Power, Conflict and Community among Chinese and
Japanese Immigrants in America (New York, 1986), p. 42.
19 Hubert H. Bancroft, History of Washington, Idaho and Montana (San Francisco, 1890) [hereafter
Bancroft, History] p. 294.
20 Editorial in Pacific Christian Advocate, 28 Aug. 1873 cited in Clark, ‘Bigot Disclosed’, 126.
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sympathy they felt with the anti-Chinese rioters is shown by the beha-
viour of the 3rd Portland militia company in February 1886. The Emmett
Guards, an entirely Irish-American company, flatly rejected the call to
mobilize and confront the mob.21

Perhaps this examination of nationality can be taken too far because
not all the leadership was foreign-born nor was all the core support.
However, examination of the organizational structure of the workingmen’s
associations of  the north-west during this period, most importantly
in the unions, demonstrates the vitality of  the foreign-born within the
movements. The Gilded Age saw the dominance of the region’s union-
ized workers by the ritualistic, egalitarian, self-help, proto-socialist, prin-
ciples of the Knights of Labor (KoL).22 This organization was open to
the foreign-born, and even – radical as this was for the period – to blacks,
but the KoL protested violently against the continued presence in the
region of the Chinese. The foreign-born element within the Knights
was considered by many to be the driving force behind the anti-coolie
pressure: ‘In 1885 an attempt was made by the Knights of  Labor, an
organisation mainly composed of foreigners, to expel them [the Chinese]
from the [Washington] territory.’23 It was KoL members who organized
meetings with ‘violent and incendiary’24 anti-Chinese speeches, shot dead
two Chinese hop pickers in Washington’s Squak Valley, burned down Chi-
nese laundries and living quarters and threatened violence to all employers
of ‘coolie labor’.25

Arguably, it was the very foreignness of a considerable section of the
membership of the Knights, their unfamiliarity and insecurity that made
them particularly receptive to those leaders of this ‘lawless crusade’, those
‘axe grinders, who think they are doing good political work by making
themselves “solid with the boys” ’.26 By the mid-1890s, when economic
depression was in full swing, those ‘fomenters of strife’ – the Irish – found
themselves under attack from revitalized anti-Catholic forces, most
notably the American Protective Association. Increasingly keen to dis-
play their American credentials, the anti-oriental stance of the region’s
workingmen became more muted. In parallel with this, local unionism
was undergoing a fundamental shift. As immigrants became settlers
and then residents, the needs of labour organizations were changing.
The class-conscious idealism of the KoL was slowly being replaced by
the craft-based, pragmatic, conciliatory approach that came to be
seen as characteristic of unions affiliated to the American Federation of
Labor (the AFL). Those workers who were ineligible, either by colour,

21 See ibid. 127–9.
22 For an examination of the Knights in the north-west see Carlos A. Schwantes, Radical Heritage:
Labor, Socialism and Reform in Washington and British Columbia 1885–1917 (Moscow, Ida., 1979)
[hereafter Schwantes, Radical Heritage], pp. 25–39.
23 Bancroft, History, p. 294.
24 Ibid.
25 For a short account of the violence see Hildebrand, Straw Hats, pp. 41–2.
26 The West Shore (1886), pp. 71–2 cited in Wynne, Reaction to the Chinese, p. 94.
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skill or political inclination, were liable, if  inclined to organize at all, to
join one of the more radical unions which sprang up in the region. The
Western Federation of Miners, the Western Labor Union, the American
Labor Union and later, more notoriously, the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW) had firm bases in the woods, yards, mines and workshops
of Washington in general and the Puget Sound and Inland Empire in par-
ticular.27 Frequently internationalist and socialist by nature these organ-
izations usually had little wish to exclude their fellow workers, regardless
of colour or creed. The IWW condemned the racist ‘state of affairs which
allows one set of workers to be pitted against another set of workers in
the same industry’ and actively promoted union ‘with the Japanese to
wring more wages and shorter hours from their common enemy – the
employer’. It was even suggested that the term ‘wobbly’ came from Chi-
nese members mispronouncing the acronym.28

By contrast, AFL membership was strictly ‘American’ and although
their policies were protectionist, members of AFL unions were less likely
to be in direct competition with coolie labour. Equally, those remaining
resident Chinese increasingly withdrew into ghettoes and tended to dedic-
ate their efforts to the service of their own communities. Others contin-
ued in occupations that had now become recognized as ‘Chinaman’s
work’. These were jobs which settled whites held to be too demeaning,
arduous or ill-paid, the most important of  which were those of ‘home
servants, laundry, market gardening and salmon’ canning.29 Consequently,
during the first decade of the twentieth century when the Japanese be-
gan to enter the West Coast in significant numbers, the arguments used
for their exclusion were more sophisticated and the methods employed
were less violent. Perhaps, on account of  the success of  the anti-Chinese
movement, opposition to Japanese immigration in the Progressive Era
also adopted a different tone from the opposition to the Chinese immig-
ration during the Gilded Age.

III

In March 1900 Chick Gin, a 41-year-old Chinese lumberyard proprietor
living in San Francisco’s Chinatown, died of bubonic plague. The old
connection of disease and immigration emerged in the most frightening
way imaginable. The city authorities ordered supplies of recently devel-
oped vaccine, sulphur-fumigated the area and set up a strict quarantine.
Controls were placed on the movements of  Chinese and Japanese who

27 See Carlos A. Schwantes, ‘Leftward Tilt on the Pacific Slope: Indigenous Unionism and the
Struggle against AFL Hegemony in the State of Washington’, Pacific North-west Quarterly, lxx (1979),
24–33.
28 Part of  an editorial ‘Silly Race Prejudice’ in the Industrial Worker, 22 April 1909. See Paul Buhle
and Dan Georgakas, The Immigrant Left in the United States (New York, 1996) [hereafter Buhle
and Georgakas, Immigrant Left], p. 276.
29 See Washington Territory Governor’s Report 1889 cited in Buhle and Georgakas, Immigrant Left,
p. 296.
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could not produce a certificate of inoculation; their travel was curtailed
in California, Nevada, Arizona and Oregon. But there was no rioting,
no damage to property and little violence to individuals. In fact, Chinese
protests led in May 1900 to a finding of the State Court that the pro-
posed vaccination of only the Chinese and Japanese population violated
the Fourteenth Amendment. Further, the quarantine measures were also
withdrawn as a result of pressure from local businesses upon the city
authorities.30 The case demonstrated how much more integrated San
Francisco’s Chinese community had become over the two decades since
the Exclusion Act, but more importantly it showed how both the public
and local government drew little distinction between the Chinese and
Japanese populations. It is at this point, however, that anti-Japanese sen-
timent really emerges on the West Coast, for as San Francisco’s mayor,
James Duval Phelan, said at the height of  the outbreak:

The Japanese are starting the same tide of immigration which we thought
we had checked twenty years ago . . . The Chinese and Japanese are not
bona fide citizens. They are not the stuff  of which Americans can be made
. . . Personally we have nothing against Japanese, but as they will not as-
similate with us and their social life is so different from ours, let them
keep a respectful distance.31

The tone is noticeably less strident and more reasoned – it is Progressive
reasoning, a ‘Taylorist’ statement of fact.

Statistics bear out Phelan’s judgement. A total of  1,380 Japanese en-
tered the United States in the year from June 1882. The figures escalated
rapidly over the next two decades. Between 1899 and 1900 the Japanese
government issued passports to 12,635 labourers. From 1902 to 1906,
statistics indicate that some 35,000 Japanese labourers entered the coun-
try. Japanese numbers swelled in the north-west. In 1891 a Japanese labour
contractor based in Portland had started to bring in labourers for work
on north-western rail construction. In 1892, 400 Japanese were working
on the construction of the Union Pacific Line from Huntington, Oregon,
to Granger, Wyoming. By 1906 the region’s railroads employed 13,000,
or one-third of all the Japanese in the United States, some 26 per cent of
all Oregon’s resident Japanese. The figure had dropped to 10,000 by 1909,
but that was because many of the Japanese had moved into alternative em-
ployment. By this time the Immigration Commission indicated a diverse
nature of Japanese occupations. On the Pacific Slope, some 38,000 Japan-
ese were employed in agriculture – labouring or for themselves – 3,600
in the region’s salmon fisheries and canneries and 2,200 in the sawmills.32

30 For details of the Chick Gin case see Alan Kraut, Silent Travellers (Baltimore, 1995), pp. 83–104.
31 James D. Phelan in the San Francisco Chronicle, 8 May 1900.
32 Figures are taken and extrapolated from Immigration Commission, Reports, xxiii. 5–8; R. D.
McKenzie, ‘The Oriental Finds a Job’, Survey Geographic, ix (1926), 153; Millis, Japanese Problem,
pp. 3–5 and 32; and Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign
People at Home and Abroad 1876–1917 (New York, 2000) [hereafter Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues],
p. 81.
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These labourers continued to arrive in deliberate contravention of 1885
and 1891 American immigration legislation, which specifically prohibited
the importing of contract labour, and the Japanese government’s attempts
from 1898 to regulate the trade via a quota system on passports. Never-
theless, the labour contractors circumvented these controls by con-
tinuing their lucrative trade using organized corruption and fraud in
Japan and redirecting labourers through routes that went via Hawaii and
Canada, routes of particular importance to the north-west.

As the influx continued, Phelan’s claims that the Japanese had become
the new ‘Yellow Peril’ seemed more and more accurate. Initially, the fun-
damental objection remained much the same. Just as earlier waves of
Asians had been charged with lowering wages, so now were the Japanese.
But the argument was also more sophisticated. It was no longer a ques-
tion of simply asserting the celebrated statement of the labour leader
Samuel Gompers that: ‘Every incoming coolie means a displacement of
an American and a lowering of the American standard of  living.’33 The
allegations were now given a Progressive gloss, quantified and tabulated.
This was particularly the case in the north-west, where an official report
noted that a large proportion of the region’s Japanese resided in isolated
‘island’ communities and were engaged in ‘invisible’ occupations such as
in the lumber mills:

Where the Japanese have been employed they have, without exception,
been paid lower wages than men of other races engaged in the same occu-
pations . . . While white men are paid $1.75, $2 and $2.25 as common
laborers, Japanese are paid $1.50, $1.75, and rarely $2, and in one mill
employing a large number they receive only $1.25 per day . . . [But] the
Japanese have never been employed in the majority of mills [the same re-
port found that they composed some 2,500 mill hands out of the region’s
total 60,000] . . . [because] they are of a different race and tongue and have
always worked for lower wages than the white man.34

The employers clearly realized that not only did the Japanese provide
cheap labour but also that using them could reduce the efficacy of organ-
ized labour. One of  the region’s lumber foremen understood the prin-
ciple: ‘I don’t think the races can ever mix . . . [Yet] I think if  we had an
all-Jap crew we would have as much trouble with them as we do with the
whites because the Japs would get cocky if they thought you could not
get along without them. But if  you keep a mixed crew you never have
any trouble.’35

Rather than shooting them, burning down their housing or running
them out of town, the region’s workers developed alternative strategies

33 Samuel Gompers at the AFL, Convention Proceedings, 1901 cited in Carlos Schwantes, Radical
Heritage, p. 157.
34 Immigration Commission, Reports, xxiii. 47.
35 ‘Interview with AR (‘Dog Face’) Johnson, Mill Superintendant [sic]’, Ernest Dolge, Inc. Tacoma,
Washington, p. 4, cited William C. Smith Papers, Series A&B (University of Oregon, Eugene) [here-
after William Smith Papers], Microfilm Reel 3.
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for dealing with the ‘Little Brown Men’. The usual method was the boy-
cott of the mill, or the threat of it: ‘They don’t hire Japs in the other mills
because the whites kick. About three years ago [1920] the Bay City Mill
was going to take on some Japs. But the whole crew quit and told the
company that if  they hired Japs they would have to get a new crew. So
the company did not hire them.’36

In other ways the Japanese merely inherited traditional anti-Chinese
prejudice. As Asians they were seen as bestial and fundamentally im-
moral. They were accused of living in squalid conditions and encourag-
ing disease, dealing in narcotics and, during Prohibition, their soda
fountains were viewed as outlets for bootleg booze. They were accused
of encouraging gambling – the second largest gambling house on the West
Coast was Japanese-owned and located in the Nihonmachi, Japantown,
district of Seattle. Japanese men were often portrayed as pimps, and the
women were frequently accused of being prostitutes. Many of the leaders
of the Japanese community saw it as essential to escape the association
with the Chinese, to avoid the fate of a ban on their immigration. As early
as 1891 the Japanese Consul in San Francisco discovered that Seattle
had around 250 Japanese residents of whom only ten had legal work.
Seventy-one were recorded as prostitutes and the remainder, he claimed,
were either pimping or professional gamblers. He also estimated that there
were a further thirty Japanese pimps in Spokane and some forty to fifty in
Portland. It was apparent to him that nativists would seize on any improp-
riety in the Japanese community and he warned: ‘Lately in the cities of
California, Washington, and Oregon in America, Japanese women who
ply the infamous trade, namely, prostitution, are increasing in number
by the months [sic] . . . It is evident that, if  this notorious vice spreads,
America will adopt measures against us in the same manner as she did
formerly against the Chinese.’37 The temptation remained. Shanghaied
girls traded for upwards of $1,000 and there were few brothels in the
notoriously wild north-west that did not have a China Mary, who was,
however, just as likely to be Korean or Japanese – the distinction was lost
on the clientele.

In their wish to escape what they saw as a degrading association, the
Japanese government exerted a powerful control on Japanese residents
abroad. The accusations of immorality that came to a head in the 1906
San Francisco Schools Crisis and their subsequent resolution with the
1908 ‘Gentleman’s Agreement’ had the curious and unforeseen effect of
increasing Japanese autonomy in America. Although leaving them as
ineligible for citizenship, the Agreement put the Japanese Associations
(Nihonjinkai) in charge of regulating, enumerating, certificating and

36 ‘Interview With Man Working at the Slip’, Grays Harbor Commercial Co. Cosmopolis, Washing-
ton cited ibid., Reel 3.
37 Chinda Sutemi, Japanese Consul, San Francisco 13 June 1891 cited in Yuji Ichioka, Issei:
The World of the First Generation Japanese Immigrants 1885–1924 (New York, 1988), pp. 36–7,
39.
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policing America’s Japanese residents.38 Charged by the American gov-
ernment with halting the flow of immigrant labourers, and feeling that it
was imperative to improve the standing of America’s Japanese commun-
ity, the Associations felt that the formation of families would resolve the
dilemma. Consequently, they proceeded to grant passports largely to
young women. In common with most immigrant groups in the early stages
of emigrant waves, it was primarily single, young men who left Japan.
This difference between the sexes was even more exaggerated amongst
the Japanese. In 1900, in America as a whole, some 43 per cent of the
population was female, in Oregon and Washington they made up a mere
3.5 per cent of the Japanese population. The change in policy meant that
by 1920 they accounted for over one-third of the north-west’s Japanese
community.39

Rather than quieting the nativists’ fears by presenting the Japanese as
family-orientated residents, the increase in the number of young women
immigrants raised new worries. Many of the brides had never seen or been
seen by their prospective husbands except in photographs. They became
known as the ‘Picture Brides’ and the less than romantic circumstances
of their courtship and future lives led to them being condemned as pros-
titutes and pitied as beasts of burden. Coupled with this, in an era of race
theorizing, one of the most potent arguments for immigration restriction
was the theory of Race Suicide.40 A corruption of  Darwinian principles,
this theory in its popular form held that the white races – the civilized
pinnacle of the American population – could not, and would not, com-
pete with the bestial fecundity of the lesser races. The result was concern
over the emergence of a ‘rising tide of color’ across the Union. As nativists
never tired of pointing out, Japan was the most densely populated coun-
try of the Pacific region. In 1921, according to the Japanese Times,
the continental United States had less than 30 inhabitants per square
mile while Japan had almost 430. One of the perceived aims of Japan’s
expansive foreign policy in Asia was to export ‘surplus population’,
particularly the most fertile elements of that ‘surplus’.41 Indeed, the youth
of many of the Japanese girls who entered America meant that the
Japanese population was often more fertile than its white neighbours. In
1920 a state investigation into the Japanese in Oregon asserted that ‘nearly
all Japanese families now in Oregon are at the stage of highest product-
ivity.’ Less charitable enemies saw the high birth-rate as the result of a
deliberate and sinister policy. As an expert witness, ‘who had taught in

38 See Yuji Ichioka, ‘Japanese Associations and the Japanese Government: A Special Relationship,
1909–1926’, Pacific Historical Review, xxxxvi (1977), 409–38.
39 Figures taken from Inui, Unsolved Problem, pp. 69–70.
40 For a contemporary explanation of the theory of Race Suicide see Edward Alsworth Ross, Standing
Room Only (New York, 1927), pp. 270–2. For an example of  race suicide in the Japanese context
see Valentine Stuart McClatchy, The Germany of Asia (Sacramento, 1919) [hereafter McClatchy,
Germany], p. 5.
41 Figures taken from Iichiro Tokutomi, Japanese–American Relations (New York, 1922) [hereafter
Tokutomi, Relations], p. 207.
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the public schools of Japan for six years’, explained to Portland’s Nordics
in 1920:

Every [Japanese] girl (school girl) is thoroughly drilled in the doctrine that,
should she become a picture bride in America, or an immigrant to other
lands, her loyal duty to her Emperor is to have as many children as possible,
so that the foreigners’ land may become in time a possession of Japan,
through the express will of  a majority of the people.42

Such protests had an effect: on 1 March 1920, the Japanese government
agreed to stop issuing passports to the ‘Picture Brides’.

In the north-west the perception of the prolificacy of the Japanese
population was exaggerated by the feeling that they deliberately con-
gregated in areas, forming alien colonies. Just as Italian, Jewish or Polish
colonies excited nativist condemnation on the East Coast, so the con-
centration of Japanese settlement of regions in the west led to critical
comment:

Once a group has been formed, common language, acquaintance, shops
and amusement places cause other Japanese to join it. Available buildings
then command high rents so far as the colony spreads. These high rents
and prejudice, in turn, cause other races to move elsewhere. As this shift-
ing process takes place, the values and rentals of property lying near
the ‘Japanese Quarter’ fall because of little demand for it, until it, too, is
vacated for the expansion of the colony.43

This was most evident in Seattle where the Japanese population of
Nihonmachi had already grown from 125 individuals in 1890 to 2,990
in 1900, and to almost 8,000 by 1920. From the turn of the twentieth
century, they represented the largest non-white group in the city, at their
peak representing nearly 4 per cent of Seattle’s total population. By way
of contrast, California’s densest Japanese population in the period was
to be found in Los Angeles, where they made up just fewer than 3 per
cent of the city’s population. Some idea of the regional dominance of
Seattle’s Japanese is given by a 1909 comparison of  the Japanese-owned
businesses in the region’s major cities – Seattle had a total of 478, Tacoma
had 63 and Portland 97. By 1930 Seattle had some 900 Japanese and it
was estimated that three-quarters of the city’s Japanese labour force were
self-employed.44 Within the major cities of the region, there was some sup-
port for the Japanese community because they were important trading

42 Frank Davey, Report on the Japanese Situation in Oregon, Investigated for Governor Ben W. Olcott,
August 1920 (Salem, 1920), p. 8, and Miss Frances Hewitt, in the Northman [of  Portland, Oregon],
10 June 1920 cited in Valentine Stuart McClatchy, Japanese Immigration and Colonization. A Brief
Prepared for Consideration of the State Department (Sacramento, 1921) [hereafter McClatchy, Colon-
ization], p. 87.
43 Millis, Japanese Problem, p. 71.
44 Figures taken from Calvin F. Schmid and Wayne W. McVey, Growth and Distribution of Minority
Races in Seattle Washington (Seattle, 1964), p. 14; Hilary Conroy and T. Scott Miyakawa, East Across
the Pacific (Santa Barbara, 1972), pp. 221 and 223, and Immigration Commission, Reports, xxiii. 100.
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partners. When Japanese exclusion appeared inevitable, Seattle’s business
community was warned that: ‘It is not good business practice to slap
one’s best customer in the face . . . it is the simple truth that Seattle has
become great as a world port because the Japanese have in large meas-
ure made it so.’ Similarly in Portland, ‘among merchants, bankers and
conservative business men there is a strong spirit of toleration towards
the Japanese.’45 In spite of their evident success and value, however,
it was still held that the very presence of Japanese was ‘detrimental
to the social and moral life’ of  communities and there were instances of
‘non-Caucasians’ being barred from residency in certain areas – as in the
Lake Washington and Mount Baker districts of  Seattle in 1921.46

IV

In what was still largely a rural area, the Japanese had their greatest
impact and met their most staunch opposition in agriculture. Coincidental
with the influx of Japanese women there was a shift by the Japanese
population into farming. The two were related. The Japanese Associ-
ations had sought to increase the stability of relations within the Japanese
community by introducing a financial qualification into the right to send
for a bride. The potential husband was required to demonstrate to the
local Japanese Association that he had at least $800 of liquid assets in
order to qualify to send for a mate. Agriculture represented one of the
few options that could generate the necessary capital. Moreover, many
of America’s Japanese immigrants often originated from farming back-
grounds. The connection was not lost on their enemies: ‘As soon as a Jap
can produce a[n agricultural] lease, he is entitled to a wife. He sends a
copy of the lease back home and gets a picture bride and they increase
like rats.’47 In the north-west, however, the initial reaction by white farm-
ers was not altogether hostile. Experience of  intensive farming methods
and irrigation techniques enabled the Japanese farmers to produce higher
returns in their favoured areas of horticulture and market gardening than
many white farmers could producing livestock, arable and forage crops.
The Japanese paid high rents:

It is said that those who have rented their farms out to the Japanese
are realising more money each year than they did when running the farms
themselves . . . One farmer at least says he is receiving $2,000 a year
for 120 acres . . . [Also, in Pleasant Home, some] 22 miles from Portland
there are four farms rented to the little brown men and their owners are
taking life easy and getting as much money as if  they worked and worried
themselves.48

45 Business Chronicle of the Pacific North-west, 23 Aug. 1919, and Marjorie E Stearns, ‘History of
the Japanese People in Oregon’ (University of  Oregon, PhD dissertation, 1937), 15.
46 Seattle Star, 12 Aug. 1921.
47 Sacramento Bee, 1 May 1913.
48 Eugene L. Thorpe, ‘Multnomah Sees Yellow Peril’, The Oregonian, 26 Nov. 1911.
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The Japanese were successful farmers. For example, in California, accord-
ing to 1918 data, the average farm in the state produced $42 an acre. The
Japanese produced $141.49 The same was true in the north-west, where
they frequently settled and farmed in areas close to the major cities and
sold their produce for high profits in the urban markets. In Oregon, the
success of Japanese farmers in Montavilla, on the outskirts of  Portland,
led to the community growing from 36 farmers to over 200 between 1908
and 1911. The strategic value of Japanese dairy farms in the White River
Valley outside Seattle enabled the Japanese, who represented a little
over 1 per cent of Washington’s dairy farmers, leasing less than 2 per
cent of the dairy land, to supply over a half of Seattle’s raw milk by 1920.
Japanese dominated the soft fruit markets. By 1920, one-half of Oregon’s
raspberries, 90 per cent of the strawberries and 60 per cent of  all veget-
ables were produced by Japanese farmers.50 But success brought its own
problems. In urban markets they came into competition with other market
gardeners – often immigrant Italians and Portuguese. Japanese stall-
holders were eventually forced out of Seattle’s markets by Italians. The
profitability and the steadily increasing acreage of Japanese farmers led
to accusations of sharp practice and unfair support by their national gov-
ernment. The accusations came to a head in 1919 when the Californian-
Japanese ‘Potato King’, George Shima (Kenji Ushijima), attempted to
buy 13,800 acres in Jefferson, Crook and Deschutes counties, Oregon.
When his agents announced that he intended to import Japanese advisers,
local farmers roused all the forces of the prevalent post-war xenophobia.
Between 1910 and 1913 the Japanese farming community in the area had
expanded from 12 to 53. By 1919 there were 70 of them, farming a little
over 2,000 acres. The nativists portrayed this as an invasion, in which the
whites were being driven out:

Japanese farmers have swarmed into the Hood River Valley like an army of
conquest . . . The Japanese have peacefully run out dozens of small ranchers
who sought to make the Hood River Valley their permanent home . . .
Noting that the beautiful valley was becoming so thickly settled with
Orientals [it was feared] that before long no white family could live in it, [so]
a number of Hood River citizens recently organized the anti-Asiatic club.51

V

The over-reaction of  nativists was indicative of the intolerant times. An
increasingly tribal atmosphere developed in the region in the wake of such
divisive events as the Wobbly Free Speech Fights, the First World War

49 Figures taken from Tokutomi, Relations, p. 102.
50 See Yamoto Ichihashi, The Japanese in the United States (Stanford, 1932) p. 167 and Eiichiro
Azuma, In This Land of Great Plenty: The Japanese Pioneers of Oregon (Los Angeles, 1993) [here-
after Azuma, Land of Plenty], p. 15.
51 Figures taken from Azuma, Land of Plenty, p. 16. Quotation from the Portland Telegram, 25 Oct.
1919.
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and the Red Scare. With the emergence of  powerful nativist groups
such as the Ku Klux Klan, the Japanese joined Catholics, socialists and
hyphenated Americans in being condemned as owing primary allegiance
to a power other than the elected government of the United States: ‘A
patriotism possesses them [the Japanese] that is second to that of no other
country or race, and inspires them with a passionate determination to
extend the governmental, commercial and cultural influences of Nippon
into all parts of the world with which the mother country comes into close
communication.’52 This patriotism was regarded as particularly danger-
ous in the Japanese. Fears of invasion by an Asiatic horde had always
lurked in the European mind. The turn-of-the-century passion for Dar-
winian racial theories led to a renaissance of the Asian threat in the works
of such popular writers as H. G. Wells and Sax Rohmer. In the United
States, the terror of race war and the barbarity of the Asian were brought
home to the public by a press which inundated its readers with gruesome
reports of the continued bloodletting in the Philippines and the atrocities
committed by the Boxers in China – it mattered little that, in fact, Japan
had provided the largest contingent in the Peking relief force.53

What made these terrors all the more real was growing Japanese
aggression in the Pacific. Japanese forces had defeated China in 1894–5
and went on to smash a European battle fleet – the Russians at Tsushima
in 1905. In an era dominated by the capital ship theories of Alfred Thayer
Mahan, Japan’s growing naval power was seen as representing a real strat-
egic threat. Following reports of the presence of a Japanese battleship
off Hawaii in 1897, fears were sparked that Japan sought to annex the
islands. By 1907 the Japanese threat was considered sufficiently real for
the US Navy to draw up ‘War Plan Orange’ to deal with the contingency
of hostilities with Japan. Alliance with Japan after American entry into
the First World War did little to remedy the situation. The Clausewitzian
clarity with which Japan pursued its war aims led to American accusa-
tions that Japan was the ‘Germany of Asia’.54

Post-war relations showed little improvement. When some 9,000
Americans served alongside 72,000 Japanese in the abortive attempt to
aid Admiral Kolchak’s White Russians in Siberia, the American com-
mander condemned the Japanese as unnecessarily cruel and their motives
in the region as being less than selfless.55 Ironically, Japan’s status as
a threat to American security saved her nationals from being included
in the national quotas of 1921 – it was feared that such a move would

52 Oregon Voter, 1 Nov. 1919, 172.
53 The Boxers, an armed Chinese patriotic society, besieged the foreign legations in Peking for three
weeks in the summer of 1900. In August of  that year an international relief  force put down the ris-
ing. Amongst that force were both Americans and Japanese. For the impact on American opinion
see Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign Peoples at
Home and Abroad, 1876–1917 (New York, 2000), pp. 33–5.
54 McClatchy, Germany, p. 5.
55 See San Francisco Chronicle, 8 Oct. 1919 and Gary Mead, Doughboys: America and the First World
War (2000), pp. 387–8.
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jeopardize the naval talks taking place at the time in Washington, DC.
However, by 1924 suspicion of Japanese motives was great enough for
Ambassador Hanihara’s plea to avoid ‘the grave consequences . . . [Jap-
anese immigration exclusion] would inevitably bring upon the otherwise
happy and mutually advantageous relations between our two countries’
to be successfully portrayed by Henry Cabot Lodge as a ‘veiled threat’
to American security.56

On the West Coast of  America such fears had been more immediate
for some time. While Sax Rohmer and H. G. Wells had outlined a general
threat, Homer Lea in his 1909 Valour of Ignorance outlined a Japanese
invasion of America’s Pacific coast by a force that had worked its way
over from the Philippines. Anti-Japanese issues sold papers in the region,
and the Hearst press in particular played up the threat of a yellow horde
invading the area: ‘Japan Sounds Our Coasts. Brown Men Have Maps
and Could Easily Land’. Military experts gave details of the imminent
invasion and how easily American complacency could lead to absorption
into the Mikado’s empire: ‘Absolute control of the Pacific Ocean is our
only safety [for a Japanese army of ] . . . 1,207,000 could conquer the
Pacific Coast.’57 The fear of  invasion was heightened by nativist remind-
ers that since 1872 Japan had implemented a policy of European-style
peacetime conscription for all males between the ages of 17 and 40 –
regardless of domicile. They pointed out that this gave Japan a large force
of able-bodied men already within United States territory. In Hawaii
where the Japanese made up the largest single ethnic group, there was a
real fear that the islands’ racial tensions did little to make them loyal to
the United States even after the islands became a Territory in 1900:
‘Scores of intelligent, conservative, solid Americans . . . told me they did
not believe a single Hawaiian-born Japanese could be trusted to fight for
America against Japan or to take the American point of view in any
matter of controversy with Japan.’58 Added to this was the fear that
unstable relations with Mexico could provide a base for Japanese inva-
sion – a fear played up by German agents in the First World War. In the
north-west, the fear was an amalgam of all of these elements. Close trade
links with Hawaii reinforced the danger of invasion via the islands. There
was concern that Japanese military forces were being concentrated to their
northern border in Canada, as well as to their southern border in Cali-
fornia. The arch-restrictionist politician, Albert Johnson,59 warned that

56 Ambassador Mesanao Hanihara to Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes, 10 April 1924 cited
in Inui, Unsolved Problem, p. 535.
57 San Francisco Examiner, 20 Dec. 1906 and 3 Nov. 1907.
58 Joseph Timmons to the House Immigration Committee, July 1921 cited in McClatchy, Coloniza-
tion, p. 65.
59 Johnson (1869–1957) was a vehemently anti-immigrant journalist who continued on his crusade
to limit immigration as a Republican representative for Washington in Congress from 1912 to 1932.
He was outspoken in his attacks on all immigrants and the Japanese in particular. He was made
chairman of the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization in 1919, a position he
exploited to gain support for his exclusionist agenda.
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the north-west was under particular threat. He argued ‘that it would be
an easy matter for the Jap navy to swoop down upon Cordova or Valdez
or Skagway and grab Alaska by the feet and hang on until Kingdom
Come. He then spends a lot of time endeavoring to lead us to believe that
Japan has such an intention.’60

Johnson’s argument owed more to a wish to secure north–south rail
links for the region than a real fear of invasion, but in his utilization of
the Japanese threat he was not alone. The Japanese issue had always had
an element of opportunism about it – especially within the labour move-
ment.61 Although arguably this was less so in the north-west than in
California and probably less in Johnson than any other campaigner for
Japanese exclusion. Johnson, however, was the most outspoken advocate
of immigration restriction to sit in Congress during the Progressive Era.62

He had notably utilized Japanese immigration to win a Republican seat
in the 1912 election:

The coolies [Japanese labourers arriving in Puget Sound] . . . treated like
peons, and herded away to work on the section gangs of the railroads . . .
satisfied [me] that inducements were offered to bring those Japanese
laborers here . . . [committed him to restriction and] with the Tacoma Daily
News, I began to call attention to the situation in every way I could . . .
How could I know that in 1912 – fourteen years later – I would be elected
to Congress, with the restriction of  immigration as the chief  plank in my
platform.63

Johnson’s enthusiasm for immigration restriction never wavered. Be-
tween his arrival on Capitol Hill in 1913, and American entry into the
war in 1917, his monomania kept him on the fringes of the Republican
Party. By 1919, however, his commitment to the regulation of immigration
gained him the chairmanship of the House Committee on Immigration
and Naturalization and in 1924 he was the House sponsor of the Bill that
was to restrict immigrants on racial grounds until 1965. In common with
all the Representatives and Senators that the north-west sent to Washing-
ton, DC between 1912 and 1917, Johnson supported all proposals that
would restrict immigration.64 It is surely indicative of the strength of
feeling against immigrants in general, and the Japanese in particular, that
Johnson maintained his extreme views and remained a Republican Con-
gressman for his state until the Democrat landslide of 1932.

In contrast, James Phelan’s attempt to use the racial issue in his 1919
senatorial campaign with the motto ‘Keep California White’ can be seen

60 The Cordova Alaskan, 28 Jan. 1914 cited in the Washingtonian, 21 Feb. 1914.
61 For example, see Jacobus tenBroek, Prejudice, War and the Constitution (Berkeley, 1954), pp. 33–
43.
62 For a hagiographic account of Johnson’s career see Alfred J. Hillier, ‘Albert Johnson, Congressman’,
The Pacific North-west Quarterly, xxxvi (1945), 193–212.
63 Albert Johnson, ‘Some Reminiscences’, in the Grays Harbor Washingtonian, 17 June 1934.
64 See Leslie W. Koepplin, A Relationship of Reform: Immigrants and Progressives in the Far West
(New York, 1990), pp. 135–8.
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as contributing to his electoral defeat, just as the 1908 Californian Demo-
cratic campaign had floundered with the slogan ‘Labour’s choice Bryan
– Japs’ choice Taft’.65 The opposite was true further north. The Oregon
Voter noted that Portland’s Republican Senator Banks ‘was defeated for
re-nomination [in 1922] because he had the courage to lead the [1921]
fight against the [Alien Land Bill] on the floor of the [State] senate’.66 It
has also been argued that Californian Governor Hiram Johnson’s Anti-
Alien Land Law of 1913 was basically conceived as an act of political
vengeance against his rival, Woodrow Wilson. Some see the flaws in the
legislation as a deliberate effort to make the laws unworkable and that
this in turn indicated that California had no real wish to discriminate
against Japanese land ownership.67 The non-white lobby had always had
some political influence in California, if  only in attracting sops to divide
their strength. Over 10 per cent of the signatories of California’s 1849
Constitution were of Mexican descent. Over 25 per cent were affiliated
with the defeated Mexican regime – if  only by marriage – and argu-
ably their presence regulated overt racial expression in the document.68

By contrast, the north-western states had never been forced to dilute
or divert their anti-orientalism. Oregon included a provision in its 1857
constitutional convention banning those Chinese who were not already
resident from owning mining claims or real estate, although this pro-
hibition was not extended to the Japanese land ownership until 1923.
Washington’s failed 1913 Land Bill, and successful 1921 Act, merely
extended the prohibition on alien land ownership – established in the 1889
State Constitution – to include the renting of land by aliens.69

Nevertheless, historians generally see the north-west’s nativists as
being satellites in the orbit of a Californian tendency. There are many
reasons to hold such a view.70 Not least amongst these was a feeling that
if  California had a hostile attitude towards Japanese residency, then it
was essential for her northern neighbours to follow suit. As Ben Dorris,
‘chairman of the legislative committee of the American Legion’, explained
in 1923: ‘Oregon is now the only state on the coast not having an anti-
alien [Land Law] of this nature. Without such a law Oregon will soon

65 Cited in Daniels, Politics of Prejudice, p. 57; Fresno Republican, 29 Oct. 1908.
66 Oregon Voter, 18 Nov. 1922, 244.
67 See Daniels, Politics of Prejudice, pp. 54–64 and Paolo E. Coletta, ‘ “The Most Thankless Task”:
Bryan and the Californian Alien Land Legislation’, Pacific Historical Review, xxxvi (1967), 163– 4.
68 See David Alan Johnson, California, Oregon and Nevada, 1840–1890: Founding the Far West
(Berkeley, 1992), p. 106.
69 See ibid., p. 181.
70 For example, in his groundbreaking and authoritative analysis of American nativism, Higham
barely even mentions the north-west. The most thorough investigation of the Japanese issue is prob-
ably Daniels, Politics of Prejudice. Although he sees the region as having some measure of autonomy
in the issue, he views it operating in Congress as an adjunct to California. Regional historians, such
as Linda Tamura, The Hood River Issei (Urbana, 1993), tend to deal with local events and reac-
tions. She approaches the national situation only in that context. In his analysis of the 1924 Act
from the Japanese perspective, Izumi Hirobe, Japanese Pride, American Prejudice (Stanford, 2001)
sees Japanese ire at the Act as being directed almost entirely at California.
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become a Mecca for the ineligible alien.’71 Such a ‘domino effect’ of
migrant Japanese was a powerful argument and certainly, in terms of
federal legislation and the eventual exclusion of the Japanese in 1924, the
Californian influence is undeniable, but it is not exclusive. It was largely
the result of  pressure from the predominantly Californian lobbying
groups, distributing books from Californian writers that used Californian
examples. The beginning of  anti-Japanese pressures was certainly Cali-
fornian. Denis Kearney had shifted his sights from the Chinese to the
Japanese as early as 1892, and their final exclusion in 1924 was secured
by a rider proposed in the Senate by Samuel S. Shortridge and led to the
floor by Hiram Johnson, both Californian senators. However, it cannot
be ignored that the proposal was attached to Albert Johnson’s Bill and,
inasmuch as blame for this overtly racist policy can be laid on any one
region of the United States, the north-west must bear a large share of
the responsibility.

71 Oregon Voter, 27 Jan. 1923, 37.


