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In 2019, the Clarke Museum received a clay jar found 
in Old Town over 130 years ago.1 The donor said that 

a family member a few generations back had found 
it in an abandoned building, but the current owners 
felt strange about having it in their possession. That 
building was located on the strip of land between E 
and F Streets and 4th and 5th Streets, home to Eureka’s 
Chinatown. The pot was dug up and carried home 
following Eureka’s first Chinese expulsion in 1885. 

Chinatown no longer exists because of a combination 
of legally supported racism, fear, and lack of cultural 
understanding. These sentiments were not unique to 
Humboldt County and they ideologically connected  
the isolated county to events happening elsewhere in 
the United States. 

“The Eureka Plan”: 
Humboldt County’s
Chinese Expulsions

by Katie Buesch
In the 1850s, many Chinese men came to the 

United States via the “Six Companies”, which were 
known as both labor recruiters and a support system 
for Chinese immigrants coming to the U.S.2 For those 
who couldn’t pay their passage to California, the 
Companies paid up front and received a percentage of 
the worker’s pay until passage was paid off.3 Many of 
the people who came to the United States from China 
through the Six Companies prioritized saving money 
or sending money home when they could and most 
had the general goal of returning to China.4 Within 
China, members of the same community who arrived 
in a new area would stay together as a tong to maintain 
family and regional bonds.5 In California, these 
settlement patterns, oftentimes facilitated by the Six 
Companies, helped to protect the Chinese from the 

Chinatown pre 1885
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lawlessness of the wild west.6 Originally, these tongs 
were structured as mutual benefit societies to help 
new Chinese immigrants in California.7 Tongs and 
the close knit nature of Chinese communities were 
largely misunderstood by non-Chinese communities 
in the United States and would prove to be a flash 
point in Eureka.

The Gold Rush period attracted miners from around 
the world to California. White miners looked for 
claims yielding $16–$20 per day, while the Chinese 
would settle for steady claims profiting $5–$8 per 
day. However, if a Chinese claim struck it rich, white 
miners would oftentimes chase the Chinese miners 
from it.8 According to Hubert Howe Bancroft’s History 
of California, 1860–1890, the earliest people calling 
for the removal of the Chinese were white miners 
who disapproved of the Chinese miner’s “frugality, 
industriousness, opium dens, and the practice of 
subjecting their women to compulsory prostitution.”9 

Early in California’s history it wasn’t economically 
feasible to expel the Chinese as there weren’t enough 
people present in California to do the work that the 
Chinese did and, according to the Humboldt Times 
in 1855, a movement to expel the Chinese “would 
benefit only the mining interests of California at the 

expense of the agricultural and commercial.”10 In 
the earliest documented trouble between whites and 
Chinese Californians in 1856, the Sheriff came out 
and drove the white miners away from taking over 
the Chinese claim, but that kind of interference by the 
local sheriffs in later times was rare.11 

As access to surface gold in rivers diminished, the 
California state government imposed a mining tax 
on Chinese miners, which, by 1870, made up half of 
the state’s revenue.12 The tax was required by law and 
lack of payment could mean serious harm or death at 
the hands of tax collectors.13 Many Chinese workers 
moved to cities or changed their line of work. Locally, 
Chinese workers built Wildcat Road near Ferndale 
and a variety of logging roads connecting Ferndale 
and southwestern Humboldt County.14 They were also 
loggers, railroad builders, and farmers.

In Eureka, the Chinese formed their own community, 
Chinatown, on land rented from John Vance and C.S. 
Ricks around 1874.15 Chinatowns appeared throughout 
the state as a way for Chinese individuals to maintain 
community ties, religious and cultural traditions, and 
group security.16 Many of those outside of the Chinese 
community saw this as a refusal to assimilate. The 
conditions were cramped, sometimes with ten people 

Chinatown pre 1885. Unknown origin of handwriting.

CO
UR

TE
SY

 C
LA

RK
E 

M
US

EU
M



12        Humboldt HistorianSpring 2020

to a house built out of refuse lumber from nearby 
mills.17 In the February 5, 1885 edition of the Daily 
Times-Telephone, the author states “[Chinatown] is 
a pestilential quarter where Chinese gambling dens, 
opium-smoking hell holes, 
and the lowest brothels 
abound…Under the present 
conditions of things there 
is not only danger from a 
moral point of view, but 
continual danger to life and 
property…”18

The economy slowed following the Civil War, 
and whites blamed the Chinese. In 1882, Eurekans 
passed a resolution to support the national Chinese 
Exclusion Act: “we have anxiously watched hordes of 
Mongolian paupers flooding our shores; we have seen 
our civilization almost subverted and our children 
driven from all avenues of honorable labor by aliens, 
foreign to our tongue, religion, customs, and social 
relations…”19 

Local whites blamed the Chinese for the loss of jobs 
and declining work conditions, and the capitalists 
for hiring cheaper Chinese labor, seen as a threat to 
living wages for workers.20 The Chinese were detested 
for their willingness to work for lower pay, even 
though they paid taxes and filled a valuable spot in the 

economy by doing jobs that members of the white 
community wouldn’t.21 Labor unions promoted anti-
Chinese rhetoric along with eight hour workdays and 
education promising to protect poorer white workers 

from diminishing wages.22 
Historians unanimously 
agree that the Chinese were 
not in competition with the 
white population because 
of the division of labor 
implemented by the whites 
themselves, that preferred 

white laborers for higher paying jobs.23 However, the 
rumor of the Chinese immigrant population replacing 
the resident white population ran wild, and white 
residents called on their political leaders to intervene.24 

Acts passed by the California government 
placing taxes on the Chinese and legalizing housing 
discrimination against them paved the way to legalized 
discrimination.25 The national 1882 Chinese Exclusion 
Act and its many amendments made Chinese 
immigration to the U.S. virtually impossible.26 Along 
with laws making it illegal for Chinese individuals to 
testify in court against white individuals, whites made 
it known that the Chinese had no protections offered 
by the government of California. It was a matter of 
time before these laws would support drastic action 
against the Chinese.

Acts passed by the California government 
placing taxes on the Chinese and legalizing 
housing discrimination against them paved the 
way to legalized discrimination.

Man balancing two buckets on the wooden sidewalk on unpaved street.
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Violence in and around Chinatown was not 
unusual—reports of drunken men from nearby 
Two Street stumbling into Chinatown and picking 
fights with Chinese residents abound—one of these 
ended in the death of a white man who broke into 
a Chinese home on January 24, 1875 and the arrest 
of the Chinese resident who shot the intruder.27 
Children threw rocks at Chinese people passing by on 
the streets and the abuse, sometimes leading to white 
riots at the doorstep of Chinatown, appeared in the 
local newspapers.28 

Shootouts between tongs were also published 
in sensationalized newspaper articles. In some 
descriptions these tongs were secret societies of 
“highbinders” who had broken away from the Six 
Companies to participate in gang 
warfare.29 Some claimed gang warfare 
was connected to the taxation and 
later national outlawing of opium, 
which moved sale and control of 
opium into black markets.30 If these 
claims are true, it could have been a 
cause that local tongs staged fights 
over in the months leading up to 
February 1885, although records of 
exactly why the tongs were hosting 
shootouts are not extant.31 

On February 6, 1885, one of 
these shootouts ended with the 
death of passerby and a popular 
city councilman, David Kendall.32 
Within an hour, hundreds had 
gathered to discuss what to do—

suggestions included massacring all the Chinese or 
burning Chinatown to the ground.33 Level-headed 
leaders moved the mob to nearby Centennial Hall and 
encouraged the election of a Committee of Fifteen 
made up of leading businessmen and citizens34 to 
notify the Chinese that they were no longer welcome 
and needed to leave Eureka within twenty-four hours.35

Remarkably, nobody else was killed in the next 
twenty-four hours, when the Chinese residents 
of Eureka were put on the ships City of Chester36 
and Humboldt37 for San Francisco.38 Some of these 
residents had lived in Eureka for ten to fourteen years.

On February 7, 1885, twenty-four hours after the 
expulsion ruling was laid out, the largest meeting 
in Humboldt County’s history up to that point, 

Sanborn Fire Insurance maps of Eureka from 1886 on the left and 1889 on the right. China Town is no longer there.

SS City of Chester The ship sank in 1888 near the Golden Gate.
K01.02571. CITY OF CHESTER. 

San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park, collections
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numbering about 600 people, convened and drafted a 
resolution to ban the sale or lease of land to Chinese 
people and to boycott anyone dealing with Chinese 
goods or services.39 After word came that a Chinese 
man tried to purchase land in Eureka through a white 
agent, the Committee of Fifteen met again and, led by 
attorney A.J. Bledsoe, encouraged every town in the 
county to expel their Chinese populations. With time, 
each town did and in February of 1886, Humboldt 
County proudly announced that it was the only county 
in California without a single Chinese person.40

Newspapers conceded that there was one Chinese 
man named Charlie Moon, who lived and worked in 
Tom Bair’s Ranch on Redwood Creek. Stories abound 
why Charlie was allowed to stay in the county—
oftentimes it was attributed to his “Americanization,” 

his marriage to a local native woman, and raising a 
family. A more pressing reason why Charlie was left 
alone was that Tom Bair threatened Charlie’s expulsion 
escorts with a gun.41 In reality, Charlie was not the only 
Chinese man who remained in the county.

The ‘clean’ expulsion was praised in local papers 
as “the Eureka Plan”. This “Plan” was the first time a 
Chinese expulsion had occurred under the eyes of a 
city government without adverse legal intervention 
against the perpetrators.42 After the Eureka expulsion, 
many of Eureka’s Chinese residents in San Francisco 
called a meeting to demand reparations for not only 
property left behind (and later taken by Eurekans, 
like the clay tea jar), but as victims of what could have 
become a massacre.43 Consul Bee, the Chinese consul 
in San Francisco argued that “all of the Chinese 
expelled are not criminals. Many of them are peaceable 
merchants, whose business has been broken up by 
their expulsion.”44 The consul built a case against the 
city’s actions and rightfully claimed that the outcome 
of his case Wing Hing v. Eureka, would set a precedent 
in future expulsion events—however the results were 
not in their favor.45 The case was dismissed under 
unclear circumstances, and other communities 
took note that expulsions could be repeated legally 
across the country without repercussions.46 With the 
combination of local, state, and national laws against 
the Chinese and the events in Eureka, expulsions 
occurred throughout California. Within the same 
year as Eureka’s expulsion, over one hundred towns 
on the west coast expelled their Chinese residents. 
Some, like Tacoma, WA, imitated Eureka down to the 
point of having a Committee of Fifteen delivering the 
expulsion ruling to their 350 Chinese residents.47 

In the hundreds of expulsions that happened across 
the state and the country, reparations were only paid 
out once in response to a deadly and destructive riot 
shortly after Eureka’s Chinese expulsion. President 
Grover Cleveland paid the Chinese government 
$147,748 for the damages and deaths of Chinese 
residents, some who were burned alive in their 
homes, but the money went to the government and 
not to the people affected. The intention helped 
protect good trade relations between the two 
countries rather than actually help the people who 
were victimized by the mob.48

In the void left behind by the expelled Chinese 
in Eureka, local workers prepared to see their lives 
improve, per the claims made by the Knights of Labor 
and Workingmen’s Party.49 Some individuals jumped 
at the opportunity to salvage what they could from 
Chinatown, including personal items left behind by 

Above is an enlargement 
of the promotional map 
at the right created by the 
Eureka & Klamath River 
Railroad Company in 1900 to bring businesses to 
Humboldt County. Take note of reason #9 to come to 
Humboldt County.
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former residents such as the tea jar donated to the 
museum. Others took over the laundries and supplies 
left behind when the Chinese were forced out, forming 
monopolies on the industry and raising prices.50 Ricks 
and Vance, landlords of Chinatown, “of course... 
agreed that the absence of the Chinese more [than] 
compensated for their losses [in rent money from the 
Chinese].”51 Newspapers outside of the area claimed 
that, a year after the expulsion happened “the town 
has done well, all business has been good, and there 
has been no mourning for the departed pagans.”52 

Homes and businesses on the old Chinatown plot 
were built, and the memory of Chinatown’s people 
began to fade.53 But the racist legacy continued proudly, 
attested to in many documents, such as promotional 
pamphlets [see article on Boosterism in this issue of the 
Historian-Ed.], tourist guides, and newspaper articles 
published every few years on the anniversary of the 
expulsion and stored in our historical archives.

Conclusion
The national Chinese Exclusion Act was finally 

repealed in 1943 when China and the U.S. became 
allies in World War II.54 The legacy of exclusion and 
expulsion still haunts us today. 2020 is the 135th 
anniversary of Eureka’s Chinese Expulsion. To this day, 
many residents and visitors to Eureka are unaware that 
Eureka had a Chinese community. This history has 
seen a recent revival, however, with the death of Ben 
Chin in May 2019. In 1954, sixty-eight years after the 
1885 expulsion, the Chinese-American Chin family 
settled and opened a restaurant locally. In the face of 
continuing racial mistrust and prejudice, Ben Chin, 
who was a military veteran, persisted and opened 
the door to welcoming other Asian-Americans back 
into Humboldt County. The legacy of the February 
1885 expulsion affects our community today, and it’s 
important that we acknowledge it. 
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Dear Fred,
Who knew? You have been one of my best friends 

since we were joined at the hip as undergraduate 
students at U.C. Berkeley. Turns out you had secrets. 
But, I suppose, they weren’t really secrets. Almost a 
thousand newspapers across the nation in February 
1952 knew your “secret”. But your best buds from the 
U.C. Berkeley dorms did not.

I guess you did. Several years 
ago, you tried to share your family 
history with me when you pulled 
out a yellowed and well-worn, front 
page article from the San Francisco 
Chronicle printed 67 years ago 
showing me your “claim to fame”. At 
that time, I was suitably horrified at 
what your family had faced, in liberal 
California, but the significance of it 
didn’t really register until, as editor, 
I began work on this issue of the 
Historian. Then I chased your story 
down a rabbit hole. Your rabbit hole.

The clarity of your family’s issue 
layered into the 1885 historical 
expulsion of the Chinese not only 
from Humboldt County but across 
our young nation in a racist tidal 
wave. In 2020, I’m not sure if that tidal 
wave has calmed, given the current 
views towards immigration and race.

As it was years ago that you showed me, I have only 
a vague recollection of the newspaper article. More 
than anything, I remembered being impressed that 
there was a photo of your mom and dad and Richard, 
your older brother, on the front page article. It had 
something to do with housing discrimination.

With my new favorite editor’s tool, newspapers.com, 
I was able to do a quick search to see if I could find 
that article from 1952 and if it would be relevant to the 
Expulsion article. The search result threw me deeper 
into the rabbit hole as I found more than 950 articles 
with your father’s name and I became obsessed with 
seeing whether all of those articles actually referred to 
your family. They did.

January 1, 2020 I spent a few days glued to my computer screen 
trying to understand how your family became known 
nationally in a few short weeks in February 1952 and 
why there were articles from 46 of the 48 states plus 
both of the soon-to-be states of Hawaii and Alaska.

Your story went out over the Associated Press 
and was picked up in such diverse spots as Florida, 
Oklahoma, South Dakota, New York City and Eureka, 
CA. Yes, even the Humboldt Times Standard on 
February 23, 1952 ran the article with the photo of 
your family on the front page, “above the fold.” As it 
turns out, follow up articles on your family’s case made 

it into the Humboldt Times Standard 
several times in the following month. 
One of the headlines was “Furore 
Renewed — Racial Issue.” Was the 
“furore renewed” referring to the 
multiple expulsions of Chinese from 
Humboldt county? That is a rabbit 
hole for another day. 

So, what was your story that caught 
the eye of the nation in 1952? To set 
the stage, it was 1952 on the eve of 
“National Brotherhood Week”.[see 
page 23 for more information] 

It started with you, or at least the 
anticipation of you. Your parents had 
graduated from Earlham College in 
Indiana and had made it to the west 
coast with your then three-year-old 
brother, Richard. Your dad, Sing, had 
chosen to become a U.S. citizen after 
college when the Chinese Revolution 
placed him at odds with his native 

country of China. Your mom, Grace, had been born 
in the U.S.A. 

You were less than a month away from being born. 
It was time to start the 1950s American dream…your 
parents decided to buy a house in the Southwood tract 
of South San Francisco. They made a deposit and were 
ready with their down payment when democracy 
took a detour through racism.

The all Caucasian Southwood residents objected to 
your parents being allowed to purchase and move in. 
Their fear was that if your dad and mom with their 
growing family (which included the anticipated you) 
were to move into their neighborhood, the property 
values would go down. Racism colluded with greed.

Grace (mom), Richard (older 
brother) and Sing (dad)
Associated Press photo that ran in 
hundreds of papers across the U.S. 
during the latter part of Feb. 1952

The Editor’s Rabbit Hole
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“I was sure everybody believed in 
democracy.”

~Your dad responding to reporters 
after the negative result of the vote.

Although the Supreme Court in 1917 had already 
ruled that your mom and dad had a legal right to 
purchase the house, when faced with some of the 
hostile Southwood residents, your parents decided let 
democracy rule. They asked the Southwood residents 
to vote on whether they should be allowed to buy their 
home. Grace and Sing agreed to abide by the majority 
vote, betting that democracy and the American dream 
would work to their advantage. Ballots were sent to 
all who lived in the Southwood tract. To their dismay, 
and it turns out the dismay of most of the nation, the 
Southwood residents resoundingly objected: 174 to 
24 with four having no opinion.

There were editorials; there 
were letters to the editor; 
there was shame. The City 
of San Francisco debated 
demanding that the separate 
City of South San Francisco 
could not use the words 
“San Francisco” in their 
city’s name. Some columnists pointed to the already 
growing fear of Communist propaganda which would 
use this case as proof that the United States did not 
support the truth of equality. Your family’s case had 
a global impact as editorials around the world were 
written about you and your family.

As I fell deeper into your rabbit hole, I remembered 
why I had even considered telling your story in this 
Historian. In 1885, the Caucasian citizens of Eureka 
gave the Chinese citizens 24 hours to get out of 
Humboldt county or face the gallows that had been 
erected at City Hall. With 135 years between that event 
and today, the horror has not diminished. But 67 years 
after the Eurekans completed the 1885 “Eureka Plan” 
to rid the county of Chinese, the Southwood residents 
in South San Francisco had found a far less dramatic, 
but just as effective way of keeping “different folks” 
out of their community. And here we are 67 years 
after the Southwood event, and we are still entangled 
in racism, discrimination, and greed.

Fred, how could this have happened? Or more 
importantly how could this still be happening? How 
can we still be looking at immigrants as anything but 
our future? Go back almost 400 years and some of my 
ancestors were trying to make a go of this new and 
radical country. What about my German ancestors 
who in the mid 1800s came blindly to find a new life, 
finding the American dream?

Then I remembered that this is YOUR rabbit hole 
I have fallen into. And here is where I can’t help but 

smile. About two weeks after the devastating news that 
Southwood had turned down your family, the media 
was filled with new information from the Sing and 
Grace Sheng family. First there was an outpouring of 
communities across the nation offering you a home. 
But more importantly, there was a new baby boy…
you were born in the beginning of March, a couple of 
weeks after myself. Your birth was covered in almost 
700 newspapers and, again, 46 of the 48 states plus 
Hawaii and Alaska (two different holdouts this time). 
Your photo made it across the country!

Your baby sister Michelle who was born many years 
later never made it into the L.A. Times. Your nieces 

and nephews will, hopefully, 
find their own paths that 
don’t require revisiting 
the systemic racism your 
mom and dad unexpectedly 
discovered.

What I don’t get, is that 
you were just Fred to me. You 

didn’t represent racism, discrimination, democracy, 
inequality, or fodder for Communist proganda. You 
were and are, just Fred. My best friend. The one who 
will always tell me the truth. The one I grew up with 
during our youthful college years. The one who sat 
with me late into the night, long enough to actually 
force me to understand Calculus well enough to 
receive an A from U.C. Berkeley. That is no small feat.

In retrospect, conversations with your parents and 
brother at family dinners, might have been different 
had I known your story. But as it was, we always found 
plenty of rabbit holes to disappear into.
Much love, 
~Wendy
Wendy Platt Hill
Editor

HH

From page 3 of the 
front section of L.A. 
Times on March 13, 
1952. The caption 
reads “His name’s 
Fred” shown here 
with your parents 
on your way home 
from the hospital. 


