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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
 

       I have been involved in Chinese American History for the past fifteen years.  First, as a 

member of the Chinese Historical Society of San Diego, and later, as the Curator for Chinese 

American History at the San Diego Historical Museum.  In order to understand the total picture of 

Chinese immigration to America and the impact of the Chinese Exclusion Laws on their lives, I 

researched and wrote about this subject before I looked into the local San Diego history.  I created 

an exhibit titled “In Search of Gold Mountain, A Photographic History of the Chinese in San 

Diego.” This was a large exhibit mounted on foam board of at least 16 sections.  I used to take this 

in the back of a member’s station wagon all over San Diego County giving presentations to 

schools and organizations.  Eventually converting this to 35 mm slides made the logistics of these 

presentations much easier.  With additional research this topic also led to writing and publishing of 

a book with the same title in 2011.  After the Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District was 

founded, I also began to give tours of historic Chinatown and lobby for improvements. 

     Because there were few historic buildings or Chinese residents remaining in the area, 

while leading tours I related the stories told to me by former residents of their lives in the restricted 

Chinatown space.  After the tours people would ask, “Why is there no longer a Chinatown in San 

Diego?”  “There are Chinatowns in San Francisco and Los Angeles.”  Others, including Chinese 

living in San Diego, would exclaim: “I didn’t know San Diego had a Chinatown.” 

 This thesis will look into all of the unique geographic factors that affected the growth of 

San Diego’s Chinatown relative to Los Angeles and San Francisco.  It will analyze these factors 

which impacted the evolution of Chinatown and its near-erasure from the city’s downtown most of 

which were beyond the control of the Chinese. 

   I had spent my pre-teen years living near Washington, D.C.’s Chinatown, where my 

father was active in the Lee Family Association.  In my late teens and early twenties, I visited 
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Chinatowns in Baltimore, MD where my grandfather was one of the first Chinese to raise a family 

in their Chinatown.  While training for the Merchant Marine in Brooklyn, NY, during World War 

II, I visited New York City’s Chinatown where my brother worked.  After I moved to California, I 

visited most of the Chinatowns or former Chinatowns from Vancouver, Canada to Mexicali, 

Mexico.  In my travels, because of Chinese diaspora, I had an opportunity to visit Chinatowns in 

Brisbane and Sydney, Australia; London, England; Sao Paulo, Brazil; Lima, Peru; Yokohama, 

Japan; Bangkok, Thailand; and Saigon (Cholon district), Vietnam.  Since I became actively 

involved in Chinese American history through regularly attending Chinese American conferences 

in San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, Honolulu, Seattle, and our own conference in San 

Diego, I became acquainted with many historians who have researched and written about the 

Chinese in America.  I attended the dedication of the Chinese American Museum in Los Angeles 

and had many visits to San Francisco and Oakland’s Chinatown, China Camp, and Angel Island 

Immigration Station.  I also visited the former Chinatown sites in Oroville, Marysville, Truckee, 

and the Chinese rural town of Locke in the Sacramento Delta   With my background in geography 

and history I hope I can enlighten people on the development of San Diego’s Chinatown and the 

reasons for its decline.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

 
The Chinese and the United States:  Laws and their impacts on immigration and settlement 

This chapter is a review of the literature that is relevant to the immigration of the Chinese to 

America in particular to western North America from the U.S.-Canadian border to the U.S.- 

Mexican border.  The earliest migration of Chinese to America was the result of the discovery of 

gold in California in 1849.  The Chinese immigrants came from a few districts in the area of 

Guangdong Province near Canton.  Those that became miners were the first to feel the impact of 

the anti-Chinese feelings throughout the goldfields of California and the western states.  

Eventually, Chinese railroad workers were recruited for the building of the Transcontinental and 

other railroads.  As these pursuits were limited or completed, the Chinese turned to other activities, 

such as laundries, domestic work, and farming.  Since San Francisco was the port of entry for most 

Chinese, they turned first to that city and the Chinatown for a variety of work and settled there.  

California became the stage for a clash of two very different cultures and America was not 

prepared for it.  Anti-Chinese activity by Euroamerican immigrants from the East led to the 

passing of Chinese Exclusion Laws.  Understanding the beginnings of Chinese immigration to 

America and the laws which defined the rights of the Chinese, the Anti-Chinese Movement, and 

enactment of Exclusion Laws are necessary to understand the development of Chinese and Asian 

Communities throughout America. 

            The immigration of Chinese to the U.S. was part of a worldwide Chinese migration pattern, 

which included immigration to Southeast Asia and Latin America.  Of the 13 million Chinese 

living overseas today, about 10 million live in Southeast Asia.  Between 1848 and 1882 ninety-five 

percent of the over 300,000 Chinese who came to America were Cantonese.  Hong Kong was the 

principal port of embarkation and San Francisco was the principal port of entry.  (Daniels 1989) 
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            The Anti-Chinese Movement began in earnest during the depression of the 1870s when 

Dennis Kearney, an Irish immigrant, formed the Workingman’s Party and used “the Chinese 

must go” as his rallying cry.  Most of this activity occurred in places of large concentrations of 

Chinese, but spread throughout smaller California towns and other Western States. (Daniels 

1989, Pfaelzer 2008)   In 1877, San Diego’s Chinatown was threatened, but violence was 

avoided by quick action by the sheriff.  In the 1879 version of the State of California 

Constitution, Chinese were barred from employment on any state, county, municipal, or other 

public works projects.  No Chinese could be employed in any corporation chartered under the 

laws of the state. Cities were delegated to prescribe the place where the Chinese could live. 

(McClain 1994) 

               In a chronology of treaties and major federal laws affecting Chinese immigration to the 

United States, The Prohibition of the Coolie Trade of 1862 leads the list.  This is followed by the 

Burlingame Treaty of 1868 between the U.S. and China, which recognized in broad terms the 

rights of citizens of both countries to migrate, and guaranteed the protection of the respective 

nations to citizens of the other, with regard to trade, travel, and residence.  The Act of March 3, 

1875 (18 Stat. 477) prohibits the importation of women for the purposes of prostitution.  In 

November of 1880, a modification of the Burlingame Treaty was signed, which permitted the U.S. 

to “regulate, limit, or suspend, such coming or residence, but may not absolutely prohibit it” 

(McClain 1994) 

On May 6, 1882, the U.S. Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act.   This Act 

suspended the coming of Chinese laborers to the United States.  The Act also marked a watershed 

in United States immigration policy.  Prior to 1882 no one had been barred from immigration, but 

after the Act’s passage immigration became increasingly restrictive and complex.  Historically, 

this date marks the separation of “old immigration” from “new immigration” in the U.S. 

(Daniels1990, Bouvier 1988) 

The Chinese Exclusion Act had a profound impact and consequences for the Chinese for 
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sixty years (1883 to 1943).  It guaranteed that the Chinese in America would not be assimilated, be 

forced to live in their Chinatown enclaves, have limited job opportunities, and be excluded from 

the “American Dream.” The Act even fueled more anti- Chinese agitation, causing many Chinese 

to be driven from their homes and occupations throughout the West. (Lee 2011, Pfaelzer 2008) 

In October of 1888 the Scott Act prohibited the return of any Chinese laborers to the 

United States, even if they had re-entry permits, which resulted in the stranding of 20,000 laborers 

in China.  In 1892 the Geary Act renewed exclusion for another ten years and required certificates 

of residence.  The McCreary Amendment to the Geary Act defined a laborer to include skilled and 

unskilled and those employed in mining, fishing, huckstering, peddling, laundrymen, or those 

engaged in taking, drying, or otherwise preserving shell or other fish for home consumption.   It 

also defined a merchant as “a person engaged in buying and selling merchandise, at a fixed place 

of business, which business is conducted in his name, and who… does not engage in the 

performance of any manual labor, except such as is necessary in the conduct of his business as 

such merchant.” (McClain 1994, Gold 2012) 

In 1904 the Chinese Exclusion Law was made indefinite, and the Immigration Act of 1924 

was made to apply to virtually all Asians. In 1943 the Chinese Exclusion laws were repealed and 

the right to naturalization was approved, but only to an annual quota of 105, irrespective of country 

of birth. The Immigration Act of 1965 also known as the Hart-Celler Act that “national origins” as 

a basis for allocating quotas was abolished. (Daniels 1989) 

The Exclusion Laws resulted in the development of an illegal smuggling industry and 

Chinese claiming citizenship through birth with false family names, which became known as the 

“slot system.” Chinese Americans returning from China would report the birth of children, mostly 

sons, and these “slots” as the result of derivative citizenship (foreign-born children), would be sold 

or given to emigrants, who would be “paper” sons or daughters. This system was made easy by the 

destruction of many records in the San Francisco earthquake of 1906. (Lee 2011) 

 Prior to 1910, the Chinese immigrants were processed in a dilapidated building on the 
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waterfront of San Francisco.  From 1910 to 1940, Angel Island in San Francisco Bay was set up as 

a U.S. Immigration Station.  Every Chinese immigrant landing in America (over 175,000) was 

detained for interrogation and processing on Angel Island. Their stay at the station varied from two 

weeks to six months and in some cases as long as three to four years.  Unlike Ellis Island in New 

York Harbor, Angel Island is a painful reminder of a shameful period in immigration to America. 

(E. Lee 2005, Lee &Yung 2010) 

 In 1943, during the Roosevelt administration, the Chinese Exclusion Law became an 

embarrassment to the United States, since China was a World War II ally.  The repeal turned out to 

be merely a symbolic gesture, since only 105 immigrants a year were allowed under the quota 

system.  Unfortunately, charged to this quota were ethnic Chinese entering from other countries. 

Of greater significance was lifting of the citizenship barrier. Chinese could now become 

naturalized American citizens. (Daniels 1990) 

The Immigration Act of 1965 was signed by President Johnson in a ceremony at Ellis 

Island where he said: “This bill that we sign today is not a revolutionary bill.  It does not affect the 

lives of millions. It will not reshape the structure of our daily lives, or really add importantly to our 

wealth and power.” (Daniels 1990:-340) 

 On the contrary, this law turned out to be one of the most sweeping changes in 

immigration laws ever enacted, changed the course of immigration history, facilitated a great  

increase in volume, and affected many lives, especially those of Asians and Latin Americans.  A 

growing number of Asians had been coming to the United States and many well-trained Asians 

qualified under the preference provisions of the law.  Once an immigrant became a permanent 

resident alien, other family members qualified as third-preference immigrants.  After five years, 

the immigrant could become a citizen, and more persons became eligible as second-preference 

immigrants, while others could come exempt from numerical requirements. The same procedures 

could start over, creating a chain migration of relatives. (Daniels 1990) 

The Chinese American population (not only from China, but also from Hong Kong, 
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Taiwan, Southeast Asia, and Latin America), nearly doubled between 1960 and 1970 due to the 

new law,.  This post-1965 Chinese immigration brought considerable diversification to the Chinese 

American population in the United States.  Heretofore, the early immigrants’ origins had been 

primarily from a few districts of Guangdong Province.  The recent arrivals came from all parts of 

China, and many ethnic Chinese came from other countries, especially those in Southeast Asia. 

These new immigrants could find no space in San Diego’s Chinatown and settled elsewhere. (Lee 

2011) 

The Refugee Act of 1980, enacted March 17, 1980 was a major amendment to the basic 

immigration laws.  It was an attempt to solve the problem of refugee admissions, once and for all, 

and avoid the ad hoc approach to the problem characteristic of policy since World War II.  The 

seventh preference provision of the 1965 Act, allowing 6% for refugees, proved inadequate to 

accommodate the Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian refugees between 1975 and 1979.  The 

use of ten makeshift parole programs to bring in 400,000 of these refugees was an indication of the 

gap between what was authorized and what was actually being done.  The 1980 Act broadened the 

definition of “refugee” to conform to that of the United Nations.  It also recognized the right of 

asylum, creating a new “asylee” category.   An asylee must meet all the criteria of a refugee, but 

unlike a refugee, an asylee is a person who applies for entry to the United States after already 

entering the country illegally; or is here legally, such as a student or visitor, and applies.  An 

annual limit of 5000 asylees was set, but this was exceeded, and in 1984 more than doubled.   The 

granting of asylum legalized a certain kind of unauthorized entry, making the matter of 

immigration to the United States a complex judgment call. (Daniels 1990) 

The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA) came after years of study and 

debate in Congress.  IRCA left the basic structure of immigration untouched, but tried to bring 

illegal immigration under control.  It provided the opportunity for amnesty and permanent 

residence status to aliens who had lived illegally in the United States prior to January 1, 1982.  It 

made it illegal for an employer to hire workers who lacked proof of eligibility to work in the 
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United States and provided sanctions and the threat of prison for employers who violated the law; 

but it made it easier for growers, mainly in Texas and California, to import foreign agricultural 

workers.  The amnesty provisions proved to be very complex with many hurdles to overcome 

before citizenship status could be achieved.  Over 3 million were accepted into the program. 

(Daniels 1990) The law was modified again a few years later with the passage of the Immigration 

Act of 1990.  Numerical limits and the preference system were revised.  Total immigration was 

increased, and a provision made for the admission of persons from countries that, in the last few 

years, only had a few immigrants. (Daniels 1990) 

 

Evolving Chinatowns and the competition for space  

The number of Chinese in the United States and Canada and the growth of Chinatowns in 

these countries were greatly affected by the immigration and exclusion laws that they enacted.  

Cities such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, Vancouver and Victoria, Canada allowed Chinese to 

reside in ethnic enclaves usually near the ports or the railroads separated from the white residential 

areas.  Because of the limited space and no room to expand the Chinatowns became overcrowded 

and acquired a “ghetto” image.  On the positive side, Chinatowns had many of the things that 

made its residents feel comfortable a common language, clan or district members, familiar food, 

medicine, help in contacting home, a temple, and burial services.  “In the first two decades of their 

coming to America, the Chinese built over 30 Chinatowns.” (B. Tom & L. Tom 2008: 9). This was 

a sign that they were not just sojourners, but wanted to establish roots.  After the Exclusion Laws 

were repealed, Chinatowns began to decline and efforts to preserve their buildings and heritage 

emerged. 

San Francisco was the primary port of entry for most of the early Chinese who came to 

“Gold Mountain (Gum Saan)” the name by which they referred to the United States. When the 

Chinese joined the white miners in their search for gold, they became competitive with the whites 

rather than complementary.  The white miners began to protest the presence of foreigners who 

8 
 



 

brought Asian servants into the mines. The state of California levied a tax on foreign miners, 

largely directed at the Mexican and Chinese.  Chinese miners continued to work abandoned mines, 

but as they were robbed, brutally attacked and killed, they started to leave the mines and seek other 

work. Many of them began looking for work in and around San Francisco’s Chinatown. (Nee and 

Nee 1986) 

By the 1870s San Francisco had an increasing underclass, a larger slum area, and 

mounting sanitation problems. This became worse as the railroads brought more people from the 

depressed areas in the East Coast.  The rising migrant population, California drought and the fall in 

the output of gold and silver led to the increase of poverty, squalor and crowding. The wealthy 

moved to outlying areas and the poor, (including the poor in the Chinatown area), were 

concentrated in downtown.  

 Kay Anderson writing about the Chinese in Vancouver, British Columbia, argues that 

“‘Chinatown’” was a social construct that belonged to Vancouver’s white European society, who 

like their contemporaries throughout North America, perceived the district of Chinese settlement 

according to an influential culture of race.”(Anderson 1987: 594)  The Chinese looked different, 

were not Christian, used opium, were addicted to gambling, had strange habits, and odd burial 

practices.  The difference between Chinese immigrants and Europeans was emblematic of the 

difference of the East and the West.  While Chinatown as a concept and space stood for the “other” 

in the minds of white citizens and settlers, it was also simultaneously a demarcated space, and its 

residents were denied many of the rights and privileges accorded other city dwellers.  

“Public health sanctions combined with legal restrictions on external employment or housing built 

a white space around the district, delimiting how Chinese could behave, where they could go, and 

how they could support themselves.” To make matters worse these were the areas that had the 

highest mortality rates of consumption (tuberculosis).  Chinatown became isolated and the 

scapegoat for tuberculosis, smallpox, and plague, a metaphor for unhealthy living and practices. 

(Craddock 2000: 247)   
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Craddock’s book City of Plagues, Disease, Poverty and Deviance in San Francisco could 

use some personal testimony from Chinese who lived in San Francisco Chinatown during the 1906 

earthquake.  I have a copy of the manuscript of the life story of Hugh Liang titled “The Sign of the 

Times.”  Hugh was 15 years old at the time and was left on his own to escape the fires that 

followed the earthquake.  His recollections of discrimination, which caused his mother and the 

younger children to return to China, his fights with American boys in the public schools, the 

efforts to force the Chinese to move and their false claims of disease and plague are revealed in his 

story.  I remember him when he worked for my father in a night club/restaurant in Washington, 

D.C. in the 1930s. 

San Francisco’s growth accelerated after the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad 

in 1869.  Thousands of Chinese released from railroad work were recruited in reclaiming the tule 

(low swampy land) of the Sacramento River Delta, work that was shunned by white labor. They 

were employed by farmers and fruit growers prior to the passage of the Exclusion Laws. In fact 

75% of the seasonal farm workers in California were Chinese.  In San Francisco the Chinese 

workers were also employed in sewing, the manufacture of shoes, cigars, slippers, and woolens.  

The panic in unemployed white workers intensified and led to violence against the Chinese.  On 

the night of July 24, 1877, the frustration of white labor climaxed with men rampaging in the 

streets attacking any Chinese in sight.  Stores and laundries were vandalized, fires were set on the 

decks of Pacific Mail Steamship Co. ships, and riots continued even after the National Guard and 

voluntary militia had been called. Shortly thereafter, Dennis Kearney formed the Workingmen’s 

Party, which operated under the motto “The Chinese Must Go.” Between 1890 and 1900, there 

was a drop in the Chinese population of California.  Some who could afford it returned to China, 

some resettled in less anti-Chinese areas of the East Coast, and others sought the safety of numbers 

in San Francisco’s Chinatown. (Nee & Nee 1986) 

In the early years of San Diego the area occupied by the Chinese was not called 

“Chinatown” by the white establishment. The term “Chinese Quarter” or “Oriental Settlement” 
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was used, but as the cleanup campaign preceding the 1915-1916 Panama-California Exposition 

began, the term Stingaree, the name for the redlight district, became the name of the targeted area.  

The Chinese and Japanese were considered part of the Stingaree and were not clearly defined.  In 

later years as the redlight district was closed down “Chinatown” became accepted and the Japanese 

called their place at the intersection of Fifth and Island Avenues by the name “Fifth and Island.”  

David Chuenyan Lai has written two books that deal with Chinatown in Victoria, British 

Columbia.  In Chinatown: Towns within Cities in Canada, he divides the Canadian immigration 

policy into several periods 1858-1884 (free entry), 1885-1923 (restricted entry), 1924-1947 

(exclusion), and 1948- present (selected entry).     He posits that the fear of white racism resulted 

in Chinese voluntarily remaining together as they saw Chinatown as a safe haven.  The 

immigration periods and the feeling that Chinatown was a safe haven were similar for Chinese 

immigrants in San Diego and other California cities. (Lai 1988)  In The Forbidden City within 

Victoria Lai describes the traditional culture of Canadian Chinatowns, through a focus on Victoria, 

B. C.  A Chinese immigrant himself, Lai identified many the elements and features that 

characterize Chinatowns in North America.   Many of the elements that he describes also appear in 

San Diego and other California cities.  The Chinese gate in Victoria is an impressive entryway, and 

a similar one was planned but never built in San Diego. (Lai 1991) 

 In Yi-Fu Tuan’s Space and Place, The Perspective of Experience he suggests “that place 

is security and space is freedom: we are attached to one and long for the other.”  Can this 

philosophy be used to understand the Chinese living in an urban Chinatown enclave?  The Chinese 

bachelor immigrant probably had a feeling of greater security while living in a place where he was 

surrounded by countrymen and clan members, where he had food, medicine, and clothing that he 

was used to, and a place to seek refuge should he be attacked when outside of Chinatown.  Is the 

longing for a secure space emblematic of his goal of returning to his homeland or is it the dream to 

become accepted in an adopted country to which he can bring his wife and be recognized for his 

contribution to the greater society and his children can succeed without prejudice? (Tuan 2001) 
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In her study of the Chinatown Portland, Oregon, Wong developed the term “non-clave” to 

describe the physical presence of an ethnic community that does not occupy contiguous sites 

within a geographically contained area. She described the San Francisco and Seattle Chinatowns as 

enclaves, but pointed out that from 1851 for at least 100 years, the Chinese in Portland exemplified 

the non-clave pattern as they occupied blocks throughout downtown and along the waterfront of 

the Willamette River. (Wong 1999)  In June 2013, I visited the new Lan Su Chinese Garden next 

to Portland’s New Chinatown/Japantown Historic District and found only a few restaurants, a 

Chung-Hwa Hui-Guan building, and a gate over the street remaining.  Non-claves seem to be still 

the pattern with many Chinese and Vietnamese restaurants along SE 82nd Avenue, but there are 

otherwise few signifiers in the built environment. 

In a self-published book titled Earth Tales, H. T. Conserva provides a list of worldwide 

geographic factors..  He gave examples of natural features and events in nature that affect areas.  

Examples include landforms in Africa that made much of the continent difficult to reach.  This 

would also apply to San Diego with the mountain barriers to the east that made it difficult to 

compete with Los Angeles and San Francisco.  The Cumberland Gap allowed a way through the 

Appalachian Mountains to settle the western United States.  A great bay in San Francisco allowed 

it to become a successful Pacific Coast port for commerce with Asia and connections via the 

transcontinental railroad.  This also applies to San Diego, which has become the main base for the 

U.S. Navy’s Pacific fleet.  Good harbors in South China allowed early migration of Chinese to all 

parts of the world.  The search for a northwest passage led to many discoveries.  Conserva also 

included the influence of weather on the world’s wartime events such as the Russian winter, the 

Spanish Armada, and the Mongol attempted invasion of Japan. (Conserva 2001) 

The first Chinese arrived in Los Angeles’ Chinatown in 1852.  The beginnings of 

settlement in 1857 led to the first identifiable Chinatown of around 200 people located on Calle de 

Los Negros Street. But by 1910 Chinatown began to decline.  In May of 1931, Old Chinatown was 

demolished to make room for Union Station.  In 1935, China City was developed along the lines of 
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an exotic attraction. Two major fires affected the area and by the 1950s even China City was gone.  

It was left up to leadership in the Chinese community to decide what needed to be done to preserve 

the heritage of Chinese immigrants and their impact on Los Angeles.  

The concept of a Central Plaza took shape and the grand opening was on June 26, 1938. 

This would be New Chinatown.  In 1984, a Museum committee was formed which led to the grand 

opening on December 18, 2003 of the Chinese American Museum (CAM) in the historic Garnier 

building at the El Pueblo Monument, the birthplace of Los Angeles and the site of Old Chinatown. 

However, in recent decades Los Angeles’ New Chinatown is declining due to the development of 

ethnoburbs in Monterey Park and the San Gabriel Valley where the majority of the Chinese 

immigrants now live. (Cheng and Kwok 1988, Chinese American Museum, www.camla.org, Li 

1998) 

 From its early origins as a base for Chinese fishermen and shipbuilders San Diego 

developed a community along San Diego Bay with a site limited in growth by the Bay on the south 

and west, a warehouse district on the east and the “white” downtown area north of Market Street.  

Chinatown had to share this waterfront area with the redlight Stingaree District, much like the 

Barbary Coast in San Francisco. The Stingaree got its name from the stingray, a flat fish that 

occupied the shallow waters of the bay.  If you stepped on it, it would whip its tail around and 

sting your leg.  You were encouraged to shuffle your feet to scare it away.  In the stingaree redlight 

district you could be stung in another way.  

The elimination of the fishing industry by the Chinese Exclusion Laws and the negative 

impact of the Chinese and the cleanup campaign in 1912 prior to the Panama California-

Exposition almost wiped out Chinatown.  With the growth of the merchant population and their 

families, Chinatown continued to exist during the Depression years of the late 1920s and 1930s 

and into World War II; the repeal of the Exclusion Laws and more recent redevelopments.  (Lee 

2011)   
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Besides the large city Chinatowns there were many small Chinatowns or settlements 

throughout the West.  In northern California: Weaverville, Oroville, Marysville, and Truckee.  In 

the Bay Area: Oakland, Sacramento, Stockton, Monterey Bay, San Jose, and Locke.  In central 

California: Fresno, Hanford, Bakersfield, and San Luis Obispo.  In southern California: 

Buenaventura and Oxnard.  In western states: Seattle and Takoma Washington, Boise in Idaho, 

Virginia City in Nevada, and Phoenix and Tucson in Arizona.     

Northern California: Weaverville, Oroville, and Marysville all had Chinese populations of 

gold miners, who built temples.  Although the Chinese left, the temples have been preserved.  

Marysville still holds a “Bomb Day” festival in honor of the temple deity Bok Kai.   Truckee on 

the California-Nevada border near Donner Pass had a Chinatown, which was the second largest 

Chinatown for a short time during the railroad-building period.  It was burned in 1875, rebuilt 

later, but in 1885 a movement was started to starve out the Chinese. At present there is an excellent 

museum about railroad building by the Chinese.  

Bay Area: Oakland’s Chinatown began at 8th and Webster and is not touristy like San 

Francisco. Recently, as Chinese businesses decline, they have been replaced by other Asian 

businesses. Sacramento, which was called Yee Fow (Second Port City) has remnants of Chinatown 

that exist today, but the younger generation feels no need to restore old Chinatown.  Stockton has a 

small Chinatown on Chung Wah Lane. It used to be large, but was affected by the development of 

a crosstown freeway and old buildings were demolished. Monterey has a Chinatown, which is 

primarily a fishing village on Monterey Bay. San Jose has no Chinatown, but has a population of 

around 64,000 Chinese.  It had several Chinatowns in the 1870s that were burned by arsonists.  

Dating from 1915, Locke in the Sacramento Delta is the only rural town built by the Chinese.  

Most of the early residents have left or passed away, but the town continues to be a tourist 

attraction and has the Dai Loi Museum, a replica of a gambling house, and the elementary school 

that has been renovated, courtesy of Joe Soong, founder of the Dollar Stores.   

 Central California: Fresno’s Chinatown was founded in 1885 at F Street.  It is undergoing 
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renewal by Chinatown Revitalization, Inc.  It still holds an annual Chinese New Year celebration.  

Hanford has a ramshackle 19th century Chinatown at a block called “China Alley.” They have a 

Taoist Temple and museum. Bakersfield had two Chinatowns, which grew because of the railroad, 

gold and tungsten mining, and agriculture.  These Chinatowns were rivals due to differing dialects.  

San Luis Obispo had a Chinatown dating from the 1870s and has a Railroad Square with a statute 

honoring Chinese railroad laborers.  

Southern California: Riverside’s Chinatown was founded in 1885, but was razed in 1978. 

There is a campaign by the “Save Our Chinatown Committee” to create a heritage park on the site.  

Ventura County had two historic Chinatowns in the late 19th to the early 20th century at San 

Buenaventura and Oxnard.        

 Western states outside of California: In 1910 Seattle, Washington’s former Chinatown 

along Washington Street was condemned for street construction. Currently it is part of the 

International District. “Little Saigon” and the Japanese-American Nihonmachi are also in the 

District. Tacoma’s Chinese were driven out in 1885 and Chinatown was burned down.   Recently, 

a special remembrance garden was built and called Chinese Reconciliation Park.  Boise, Idaho had 

a Chinatown between 1866 and 1972.  In 1862, 28 percent of Idaho’s population was Chinese.  In 

Nevada there were a number of towns involved in mining, Virginia City had a Chinatown of 

almost 2,000 and has a monument which recognizes the role played by the Chinese in its history 

from 1864 to 1964. In Arizona, Phoenix had a Chinatown established by railroad workers.  All of 

the buildings have been demolished except Sun Mercantile Building.  An historic exhibit is in the 

U.S. Airway Arena.  In Tucson all Chinese structures were demolished in 1968.  There remains a 

component of the Ying On, which consists of elderly men, who retain ties to other Ying On 

Associations, including San Diego’s. (Wong  2004, Choy 2007, Lai 1980, Chase 1990, Bentz 

2012, Chin 2013) 
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Chapter 3:  San Diego’s Chinese Fishing and Shipbuilding Industry 
 

Chinatown’s location in San Diego was determined by the first Chinese immigrants, who 

were most likely fishermen.  The earliest immigrants from China came from Guangdong Province 

of China and many were involved in the fishing and shipbuilding industry along the coastal waters 

of China.  Rather than miners or railroad workers, fishermen were known to have sailed directly in 

their junks from China to the coast of California with their families.  Many ended up in the fishing 

colonies of Monterey Bay.  In an effort to expand their fishing activities they sailed into San Diego 

Bay.  In September of 1542, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo sailed into San Diego Bay and anchored his 

ship the San Salvador in the vicinity of Ballast Point.  He only remained for seven days and it was 

two centuries before another Spanish ship would arrive.  It was on the tip of Ballast Point that 

there was a Chinese fishing settlement going back to the late 1850s. (See Figure 3.1)  In  

1991 excavation at Ballast Point to build a building for the United States Army uncovered a 

considerable number of artifacts which included cattle and fish bones, pismo clam shells, a  

variety of porcelain bowls, cups, and other typical Chinese kitchenware.  The 1870 census shows a 

Figure 3.1. Point Loma and San Diego Bay. 1850 
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Chinese by the name of Ah Low, who was listed as a cook.  Archaeologists led by Ron May 

believe he came in 1863 and evidence has shown that Chinese fishermen began to work along with 

the whalers at Ballast Point in the 1860s. The Chinese also saw-cut abalone shells and because 

human hair was found at the site they may even have had a hair cutting operation here.  Fishing 

lures carved from abalone shells were also found at the site.  In 1873, as the United States Army 

began to occupy these sites, the fishermen moved further inland to the area around La Playa and 

Roseville on Point Loma. (May 2007)  This was a more suitable place to construct their junks and 

this village thrived.  The fishing village at this site had ten shanties, drying racks, and salting tanks.  

Along the shore was a shipbuilding facility where the Chinese junks were built after traditional 

designs from China. (Lee 2011) 

When Alonso Horton (father of San Diego) established “New Town” (See Figure 3.1) and 

built a pier in 1869, this area became a small nucleus of a Chinatown and another  

 

 

village was established at the foot of Chinatown next to this pier.  Shacks were built on stilts along 

Figure 3.2. Chinatown, Chinese fishing village, and 
junk anchorage, 1880s 
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the shore and Chinese junks were anchored nearby. The Pacific Mail and Steamship Wharf at the 

foot of Fifth Street became the entrance to San Diego. Due to lack of a good land transportation 

system most of the people and goods came in through this pier.  By 1869, there were two Chinese 

fishing villages, one on Pt. Loma and a second along the waterfront of New Town. (McEvoy 1977)  

Securing a place along the harbor allowed the fishing industry to have the financial backing of the 

merchants, and Chinatown now had a profitable industry to ensure its growth.  In February 1880 

the Union reported that, “The Orizaba on Tuesday will probably take away the largest shipment of 

shells and abalone meat ever forwarded from this port.  This branch of commerce is rapidly 

developing into a trade of considerable importance.” (Lee 2011:42)  Railroad construction along 

the waterfront in 1881 forced this village to relocate to La Playa in Pt. Loma.  Chinese abalone 

junks remained anchored near Chinatown and the Pacific Mail Steamship Wharf as evidenced by 

photos of the fleet visible in the late 1880s. 

 

      

 

 

 

 

  

 

The village on Point Loma continued to build and launch many junks.  Most were two-

masted abalone junks, but the finest junk built in 1884 was the Sun Yun Lee, a three-masted junk, 

52 feet in length, with a beam of 16 feet, and a hold depth of four feet. The junks were built of 

California redwood with mast and rudders made of ironwood imported from China. (Lee 2011)  In 

1971 Robert Nash gave the following description of a San Diego Chinese junk: 

Figure 3.3. Chinese junks anchored off Chinatown, c. 1887 
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Four recognition characteristics generally serve to indicate the provenience of a junk type: 
sail, bow, stern, and rudder.  Most of the California junks displayed one or more of the 
following characteristics.  The sail had a hemped leech (after edge) and a nearly vertical 
luff (fore edge).  There were a small number of battens, usually five, secured to the side of 
the sail next to the mast.  The bow was sharp, or nearly so.  The stern was rounded.  The 
rudder was fenestrated, having lozenge-shaped holes, and was made to be lowered deep in 
the water when the junk was under sail and raised for anchoring.  All the foregoing 
characteristics are typical of junk types from the Hong Kong-Kwangtung [Guangdong] 
region of the China coast.  With due allowance for construction features peculiar to the 
vessels built in California, fairly close identifications with specific Chinese coastal junk 
types can be made.  The San Diego junks bore remarkable resemblance to the Hung-hsien-
t’o of Hong Kong…(Lee  2011:45) 
 

The demise of the Chinese fishing industry was the result of the Chinese Exclusion Laws. 

At the peak of the industry there were 52 Chinese fishermen living and working in 22 shacks along 

the banks of Pt. Loma.  They sailed as many as 28 junks out of San Diego Bay. By 1893 there was 

only one junk remaining.  The passage of the Scott Act in 1888, one of the many discriminatory 

laws aimed at the Chinese, was the beginning of the end for the Chinese fishing industry in the 

United States. The Scott Act canceled all outstanding certificates that had allowed reentry of 

Chinese who had temporarily left the United States. Twenty thousand Chinese, who were visiting 

their families in China, were caught in these circumstances and not allowed to reenter the country.  

At first the fishermen were not affected because they were not classified as laborers, but the 1892 

Geary Act and the McCreary Amendment explicitly redefined “laborer” to include anyone “taking, 

drying, or otherwise preserving shell or other fish for home consumption or exportation,” and 

barred Chinese fishermen from reentering the country, once their boats had gone beyond the three-

mile territorial limit.  Eliminating any industry in which the Chinese were successful was the target 

of those who wanted to see the Chinese leave.  Junks based in San Diego dropped from 13 to six in 

1890.  Faced with extinction of their livelihood, most of the fishermen departed, and the industry 

soon stagnated.  This had a very negative impact on San Diego’s Chinatown. (Lee 2011) 
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Chapter 4: Evolving San Diego Chinatown 

 

 In the 1850s, the Chinese fishermen were most likely the first Chinese enter San Diego 

Bay. They started at Ballast Point and at the whaling station and eventually moved along the coast 

to La Playa and Roseville.  This area provided them with the space to create a village to process 

their catch and shipbuilding facility to maintain existing junks, and build many new ones as their 

industry expanded.  In 1869 they had two villages, besides the one on Pt. Loma at Roseville, they 

established a second village near Chinatown and the Pacific Mail Steamship Wharf.  The pier 

offered them the opportunity to ship their products north to San Francisco and overseas to China.  

It also gave them access to merchants who could help them finance their industry.  When the 

railroad was built along the harbor they had to return to Pt. Loma, but kept many of their abalone 

junks anchored next to Chinatown and the pier. (See Figure 3.3)  

When the Chinese Exclusion Laws were passed in 1882, the fishermen were able  

to stay on.  But when the laws of 1888, 1892, and 1893 were passed, they put an end to the 

Chinese fishing industry and had a very negative impact on San Diego’s Chinese.  Chinatown 

struggled until the 1880s when San Diego began a building boom that saw the development of 

Coronado Island, the building of the California Southern Railroad, the San Diego Flume, and other 

labor-intensive projects.  When San Diego decided to hold the Panama-California Exposition of 

1915 in Balboa Park, the city launched a cleanup campaign of its Stingaree redlight district and 

adjacent Chinatown.  The result of this campaign was that the Chinese living quarters, which were 

owned by uptown slumlords were almost totally wiped out. 

 

 

 



 

 

 Figure 4.1.Third Street (Ave,) San Diego Chinatown, 1912 

Most of the merchants survived because they were members of the exempt class and they 

used this to their advantage by creating partnerships in which all their staff became partners.  All 

merchants sold Chinese lottery tickets to supplement their income.  They also were able to bring 

their wives from China, which led to the development of families.  In the 1930s the Chinese and 

the Japanese in the Asian district were the only ones who had children.  The second generation 

Chinese, although living in a restricted space while growing up, felt secure and comfortable within 

it.  They would walk about eight blocks to elementary school together.  Some of the boys would 

become crossing guards because they were considered “reliable and good citizens.”  The boys 

played football and basketball on Third Avenue in front of the Quin home, where there was a large 

eucalyptus tree for a net.  

The girls played hopscotch and jump-rope.  It was the Depression Era years so they had 

very few toys.  They made forts from cardboard boxes and used the crushed ice from a nearby ice 

plant to make snowballs to throw at each other.  They all went to Chinese language school taught 
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by the Chinese Community Church minister at the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association 

(CCBA) building.  They would play with fireworks on holidays “it was a world in itself and once 

you leave Chinatown it was a foreign area.” (Lee 2011) 

 

Figure 4,2. Students at the Chinese Language School (Chung Hwa), 1938  
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 Figure. 4.3 San Diego Boy Scout Troop 101, 1940 

  

 

In 1940, the first Chinese Boy Scout Troop was formed.  The acquired skills later proved 

useful as they entered the service during World War II.  When they returned the Exclusion laws 

were repealed and they were able to eventually buy houses out of the area and get jobs in defense 

industries.  Chinatown gradually lost population, but the former residents still had strong memories 

and cultural ties to the area and fought for its historic preservation when the city through Centre 

City Development Corporation (CCDC) launched a redevelopment plan. However, the state 

abolishment of redevelopment agencies in 2012 may finally lead to suburban ethnic enclaves and 

leave the city’s ethnic core to wither. (Lee 2011) 
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Chapter 5: The impact of the eastern mountain barrier and  
the railroads on San Diego development 

 
California Southern Railroad  
 

For years San Diego had been trying to get a railroad connection to the East and become a 

transcontinental terminal and compete with Los Angeles and San Francisco.  San Diego had a 

natural harbor, much like San Francisco, but did not have the links to the hinterland, which were 

necessary to develop as a major port.  Frank Kimball, National City founder, was instrumental in 

convincing the directors of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad to put the terminal in 

National City.  On October 12, 1880, after much negotiation they chartered the California 

Southern Railroad with Benjamin Kimball as president. The line would run through San Diego 

following the coast north through Rose Canyon to San Luis Rey River, then inland along the Santa 

Margarita River via Temecula Canyon to San Bernardino, a distance of 116 miles.  In 1881, an 

additional eight miles was chartered to link up with the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad near Barstow.  

The goal of completing the railroad by the summer of 1862 depended upon finding sufficient 

labor. (Pourade 1964) 

Ah Quin, who had immigrated to America from China in 1868 as a young man. He was 

educated in an American mission in Canton had spent years in California seeking work 

commensurate with his education and bilingual ability. The only type of work that he was able to 

get was as a houseboy or cook.  He visited San Diego in 1878 and while there he met George 

Marston and Rev. William Pond, who were very impressed with him. Therefore when the 

construction of the railroad in San Diego was anticipated there was no hesitation in seeking 

Chinese labor because their reputation had been established building the Transcontinental 

Railroad.  George Marston and Rev. Camp sent letters to Ah Quin, who was working in the 

Presidio of San Francisco as cook and servant for two army officers, asking him to come to San 

Diego and be the broker for Chinese labor.  Ah Quin had been writing a diary, in English, in which 

he recorded details of the construction of the railroad. (Lee 2011) 
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Figure 5.1. Chinese working on the California Southern Railroad, Mission Bay  c. 1881 

 In March of 1881, the roadbed had been graded between National City and San Diego.  A 

beehive of activity began along the waterfront with ships arriving with railroad ties, iron rails, 

locomotives, and flat cars. Ah Quin was also bringing Chinese laborers by ship from San 

Francisco and other northern California cities with Chinatowns.  The various contractors divided 

the line into sections and in May of 1882 there were six contractors supervising a total of fourteen 

gangs of Chinese and white workers.  The wages were $1.75 per day. (Griego 1979)  Ah Quin was 

kept busy dividing his time between the construction sites and his Chinatown store. He shipped 

large quantities of food and supplies up the line to the work gangs.  The Chinese diet included rice, 

potatoes, and fish; and the laborers undoubtedly consumed many gallons of tea.  The Chinese 

fishermen were capable of supplying a steady diet of seafood products.  Tents and makeshift huts 

were the principal living quarters, which had to be relocated periodically as the construction 

progressed. (Lee 2011) 

In the summer of 1881, construction began in the Temecula Canyon area, the toughest 

stretch of terrain along the route. This was the site of a large Chinese camp housing over 2,000 
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laborers, who were cutting and blasting a right-of-way through the Canyon.  The cuts were not 

sloped but dug vertically as much as forty or fifty feet deep and 200 feet long.  Conditions became 

unhealthy due to the construction dust and many Chinese refused to work.  Work on the railroad 

was also dangerous; injuries and a fatality occurred due to falling rocks.  After passing through the 

Canyon the pace picked up with over a mile of track laid daily. Trains began to run to Encinitas in 

the spring of 1882 and by late summer all the way to San Bernardino, although the railroad was 

not officially declared completed until September 13, 1883.  Ah Quin was one of those who 

celebrated with an excursion on the train to San Bernardino in October 1882. (Lee 2011) 

In early 1884 heavy rains began to weaken and undermine the new railroad bed. When the 

railroad owners became aware of this threat they called on Ah Quin to recruit new railroad workers 

and he went to Riverside and Los Angeles in search of men, since most of the original workers had 

returned to San Francisco. While away, the rains reached their peak and the Santa Margarita River 

became a deluge, washing away many portions of track and forcing Ah Quin to return by 

steamship rather than by rail.  The engineers who had planned the route hadn’t take into 

consideration the potential for flooding of this ordinarily placid river and had the railroad cross it 

many times.  Locals had warned that occasionally there were heavy winter rains and it wasn’t long 

before this was to be the case.  Thirty miles of track had been washed out, especially in the 

Temecula Canyon area, and it was reported that railroad ties could be seen far out to sea. (Griego 

1979) 

Ah Quin spent a considerable amount of time recruiting labor for the railroad repairs. He 

had to compete with the demand for Chinese labor in agriculture in the California 
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Figure 5.2. Temecula Canyon along California Southern Railroad 

Central Valley.  No labor could be obtained directly from China after the Exclusion Act of 1882, 

but due to his efforts, the railroad was able to get most of the men it needed. By the end of 1894, 

most of the repairs were completed and the men could be transferred to the extension beyond San 

Bernardino.  During this same period in letters from Charles Crocker to Huntington who were still 

working on building railroads made this observation in June 8, 1883.  Note: Charles Crocker and 

Colis Huntington were two members of the “Big Four,” who created the Central Pacific to build 

the western portion of the Transcontinental Railroad.  Crocker was still supervising railroad 

construction and Huntington was based in New York where he contracted for supplies and was 

close to Washington, D.C., where he could lobby Congress against the Chinese Exclusion Laws. 

“Dear Sir:  We are straining every point to get men on the California and Oregon Branch.  
I am hoping when the Southern Pacific is finished there will be a great influx of Chinamen 
into the region.  But unless there is, we cannot hope to increase our force much beyond 
what it is now except we offer much higher wages.  The fact is that labor is scarce in 
California, and the action of our new Constitution makers has prevented many from 
coming.  It is impossible to build a railroad in this country with white labor entirely. Very 
truly yours, Chas Crocker.” (Huntington  1883) 

 

 In 1882, after reaching Colton (south of San Bernardino) where a connection was made 
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with the Southern Pacific and finally Barstow in 1885 where the California Southern from San 

Diego met the Atlantic & Pacific from everywhere east, the long desired connection was made.  

This resulted in a great population boom for San Diego.  The expansion was not based on 

attracting industry, shipping, or agriculture, but purely land speculation and this soon ran its 

course.   

 The Santa Fe Railroad’s goal was to get to San Francisco and connecting Los Angeles 

with a branch was a blow to San Diego.  The owners also recognized that the route through 

Temecula Canyon was a mistake and after the extensive flood damage to the railroad gave it up in 

1889.  The Santa Fe created the Los Angeles to San Diego coastal route called the “Surf Line.”  

This resulted in San Diego not having a link to the East, but a branch to Los Angeles. 

 In 1900, George Marston, a local San Diego merchant, formed the San Diego & Eastern 

Railroad Co. to build a link with the SP at Yuma, Arizona.  Money was raised, but not a single rail 

was laid.  Fortunately, John D. Spreckels, came in his yacht, the Lurline, in 1887 the arrival to  San 

Diego. He would be the savior for the city. Spreckels was the son of sugar tycoon Claus Spreckels. 

He and his brother A.B. formed the Spreckels Securities Company to hold their many interests.  

John Spreckels modernized San Diego’s fragmented and inefficient transportation system before 

taking over Marston’s railroad Company.  He took over three short suburban railroads the National 

City & Otay, the Coronado Railroad, and the San Diego, Cuyamaca Eastern. (Hanft 1984) 

“The Impossible Railroad” 

 The San Diego Union of December 14, 1906 assured the city that the railroad to the East 

was a fact, because John D. Spreckels, the owner of the paper said he would build it. The name 

would be the San Diego and Arizona (SD&A).  From San Diego it would head south, then east to 

connect with the Southern Pacific at El Centro 150 mile away. The route would follow earlier 

surveys and would go by way of Tijuana in Mexico going through northern Baja California and 

returning to the U.S. at Tecate, instead of going directly east.   San Diegans believed that there 

could be a route directly east entirely within U.S. territory, but surveys deemed such a route 
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impractical. Groundbreaking ceremonies took place at the foot of 28th Street on September 7, 1907 

in front of a very large crowd many in their horse and buggies. Mayor John F. Forward wielded the 

first shovel in place of Spreckels, and one of San Diego’s founding fathers, Alonzo Horton, was 

present. (Deutsch 2011)   

 

 Figure 5.3. San Diego and Arizona Railway, 1919 

 Spreckels already had a railroad going south toward the Mexican border, but Spreckels 

didn’t reveal that Harriman of the Southern Pacific (SP) was going to build the railroad.  

Negotiations with Mexico were necessary for the section south of the border.  High grade redwood 

ties from Northern California and rails of new 75 pound steel began to pile up along the right of 

way.  These were constructed of SP heavy-duty standards.  The goal of the SD&A was El Centro 

in the Imperial Valley, but the SP was not on their transcontinental route and the east bound traffic 

would have to go 31 miles north to connect at Niland.  SP to remedy this was building tracks from 

El Centro to Calexico-Mexicali border crossing, then east to Algadones, cross the border again to 

Cantu and Araz outside of Yuma, Arizona. SP was involved in the development of the Imperial 

Valley and built several branch lines from El Centro. (Hanft 1984) 

In September 1909, Harriman died unexpectedly.  Although the San Diego public was 

unaware of his connection to the SD&E, they were soon to feel the impact.   The successors to 
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Harriman decided cut off funds for the railroad project.  Spreckels was shocked and had to figure a 

way out of this dilemma.  He announced that he would finance the construction himself. The 

Harriman empire came to the attention of federal anti-trust scrutiny and this disconnect with the SP 

relieved Spreckels of the funds problem. 

The remarks of Governor Stanford, a former member of the “Big Four” on the occasion of 

an earlier visit to San Diego is one example of the negative feeling toward the city.  San Diegans in 

urging the SP to come to town proclaimed the virtues of their great harbor, but Stanford’s response 

was to appropriate a considerable sum to the development of Los Angeles Wilmington harbor 

shoals instead. Note: This became the Port of Los Angeles with a Southern Pacific wharf built in 

1912. (Hanft 1984) 

Construction progress went on in spite of the problems and on March 1, 1911 the line was 

decreed to be an operating railroad, although seven months earlier passenger specials went two 

miles across the border to Agua Caliente, a Mexican spa.  On July 29, 1910, a Chamber of 

Commerce excursion went to Tijuana Hot Springs with a second train to accommodate an 

overflow of 2,000 passengers. Passengers then were allowed to view the construction of tunnel 

number 1.(Hanft 1984, Duetsch 2011)  The Mexican route was selected because the terrain was 

physically less demanding than the northern route. Of course, Mexico stipulated that it had to meet 

their requirements and established a company called Tijuana & Tecate (T&T).   

In May of 1910, the Mexicans launched a revolution and although the railroad declared to 

remain neutral, the uprising began to have an adverse impact on construction.  The entire Mexican 

workforce fled and trains remained operational but guarded.  The railroad losses were confined 

primarily to the looting of supplies, but there was no damage to railroad property. (Hanft 1984)  

The next Crisis that the railroad faced was flood.  This was the famous flood of the winter 

of 1915-1916.  After years of drought the famous rainmaker Charles Hatfield on December 1916 

claimed he could fill the Morena Reservoir to overflowing.  On January 14, a steady rain began to 

fall. Two days later it reached torrential proportions and by the 17th the situation was dire, with 

30 
 



 

bridges being washed out, cattle drowned, wires downed, and roads became impassable.  One 

resident of Mission Valley said “let’s pay Hatfield $100,000 to quit.” In four days the rainfall 

totaled 12.73 inches, more than San Diego receives on average in one year.(Pourade 1965)  On 

January 24 another storm caused a breach in the Sweetwater Dam flooding all the farms including 

Chinese vegetable gardens along the Sweetwater Valley. And when the Lower Otay Dam failed, 

many lives were lost and the entire SD&A 3,000 foot embankment gave way.  The 1916 storm 

total exceeded 35 inches at Morena Dam.  The railroad and road bridge over the San Diego River 

both collapsed. The SD&A suffered major damage.  In Mexico where railroad construction was 

underway, damage was not as severe.  A washout east of Tunnel No, 2 required a temporary 

bypass.  After being assessed of all the losses, Spreckels comment was “Put it Back.” (Hanft 1984) 

In 1917 SD&SE merged into SD&A.  This was mostly a financial maneuver by Spreckels 

and would make equipment surplus to the SD&SE for use on the SD&A.  The line was back in the 

U.S. at Campo at this time and some of the toughest and most challenging construction remained.  

He made an agreement with the SP to share ownership equally and to finish the railroad from 

milepost 68.3 onwards.  

This was not the major obstacle to complete the “Impossible Railroad,” because war was 

brewing in Europe and the U.S. had entered the war.   Rail traffic everywhere was affected and the 

US Government seized all railroads.  All new construction was halted.  Spreckels couldn’t accept 

this and he went to Washington and argued that San Diego had become so strategic with its harbor 

and extensive naval facilities that completion of the railroad was imperative and necessary to the 

war effort. He prevailed and Federal control was relinquished on May 10, 1918 and permission to 

resume construction was granted. (Hanft 1984) 

Finally the railroad was to confront Carizzo Gorge.  The railroad used “Carisso”, but the 

gorge derived its name its from the Spanish for the reeds that grew at its base, which Indians used 

for basket weaving.  The 11-mile gorge is surrounded by a rocky arid desert landscape between 

two mountain ranges.  It is the scenic highlight of the railroad, but offered the most challenging of 
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mountain terrain anywhere in the world for railroad construction.  The war and scarcity of 

materials were the reason to abandon the original plans that had called for three long straight line 

tunnels.   From the summit at Hipass it is down hill to El Centro, but from Hipass to Coyote Wells, 

(38 miles), 3,340 feet of elevation must be lost, or hurdled westbound with tonnage, an average of 

89 feet per mile, with an impressive proportion at 2.2 percent, considered the maximum feasible 

for main lines (Hanft 1984) 

 

Figure 5.4. Spreckels driving the golden spike on November 15, 1919 

 On Saturday, November 15, 1919, Spreckels drove the symbolic golden spike that marked 

the completion of the “Impossible Railroad.”  It was in Carrizo Gorge between Tunnels No.10 and 

No.11 in front of city officials, Mexican delegates, railroad employees, reporters, and 

photographers. It had taken 12 years and 18 million dollars.  The Gorge section alone had cost 4 

million.  On 1 December, after a week-long celebration, the first train arrived in San Diego with 

Spreckels and passengers from El Centro.  Spreckels, who declared, “This is the happiest day of 

my life,” was cheered by crowds lining the streets to the Santa Fe Station, which now would be 
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used by both lines and renamed the Union Depot. At a banquet at the Hotel Del Coronado, which 

he owned, Spreckels said: “It is fortunate in undertakings of this kind men do not see all the 

difficulties and obstacles that will arise when they begin enterprises of such magnitude 

 

Figure 5.5. Repair of collapsed bridge over Carizzo Gorge, 1932 

as the San Diego & Arizona Railway.  If we could see all the obstacles we had to surmount before 

we could reach the completion of the enterprise, then surely there would be many undertakings 

that would never begin.”(Pourade 1965) 

Once the line opened passenger service followed immediately.  The day train provided 

views of Baja California, the spectacular Carrizo Gorge and the Imperial Valley and then 

continued to Yuma Arizona where connections were made with the Southern Pacific’s “Golden 

State,” the train to Chicago.  A Pullman sleeper also ran from San Diego to Chicago. 

The SD&A continued to operate in the red after Spreckels passed away in 1926.  

Landslides would destroy tracks and tunnels and fires would destroy wooden supports in tunnels 

causing roofs to collapse.  The railroad was shut down off and on for costly repairs.  See figure 5.5 

for collapsed bridge over Carizzo Gorge in 1932. The railroad was out of service until January 
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1933. (Deutsch 2011)       

 Spreckel’s heirs had the SD&E transferred to the Southern Pacific who were already half 

owners and the railroad became the San Diego & Eastern Railway (SD&AE). The passengers 

riding the railroad in the 1930s declined until the outbreak of World War II when revenue 

increased due to wartime manufacturing and freight transport.  

The development of a national highway system threatened the profitability of railroads and 

once again the rivalry with Los Angeles had the advantage of an easier development of a 

continental highway to its harbor, whereas San Diego still had to face the same mountain barrier 

that confronted the railroad for its connection to the East. (Pourade 1965)  In the 1950s the railroad 

couldn’t compete with the new highway system and direct passenger service was terminated 

in1951, although service to Mexico continued until 1963. 

In 1976, tropical storm Kathleen caused widespread damage totaling $160 million.  

Interstate 8 received State and Federal money for immediate repairs, but no such help came to the 

rescue of the railroad.  After the high estimate for repairs the Southern Pacific wanted to abandon 

the railroad.  In 1979, the newly formed Metropolitan Transit Development Board (MTDB) 

wanted the right-of-way and the SP negotiated to keep some of the profitable sections. The San 

Diego Trolley, Inc. was to operate and maintain a new transportation system. Different 

organizations attempted to provide freight operations, but more losses due to heavy rains and fire 

caused them to abandon the effort. Carrizo Gorge Railway was formed to take advantage of the 

attraction that the Gorge offered to tourists, but his effort soon failed due to safety concerns  and 

reliability of upgrades.  

In 1961 the Pacific Southwest Railway Museum Association (PSRMA) was created as a 

nonprofit volunteer organization that is preserving the history, traditions, and experience of 

railroading. From Campo they feature weekend train rides to Miller Creek, a 16-mile round trip 

through rugged backcountry.  Excursions can be arranged to Tecate, Mexico, and Jacumba, 

California. 
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In December of 2012, the Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) awarded a 99-year lease to 

the Pacific Imperial Railroad (PIR).  It was to operate the 70-mile section from Campo to Plaster 

City, which runs through Carizzo Gorge and is in bad need of repair. (See figure 5.3)  They 

envision that connections with Mexico would have imports flowing north and exports going south.  

Questions have been raised concerning PIR’s ability to raise the necessary funds to complete the 

required repairs on both sides of the border.  A newspaper article and a 3-part television special 

(KUSI) has explored both sides of the story and on television dubbed the project “A Railroad to 

Nowhere.” UT San Diego (Mar. 3, 2014) 

San Diego possessed one of the finest natural harbors on the Pacific Coast, but this was 

only one aspect of its geography, the other was the rugged mountain barrier and desert to the east.  

No one contemplated the engineering obstacles and financial backing that such a venture would 

take.  No one except John D. Spreckels had the means and the will to tackle such a venture.  To 

complete the railroad of 148 miles from San Diego to El Centro it would take over 12 years and 

practically all of Spreckels’ family fortune.  In spite of every possible obstacle that occurred 

throughout the years from 1917 to 1919, he remained resolute and focused on the effort to make 

the “Impossible Railroad” possible.  It remains to be seen if the new efforts will succeed and fulfill 

Spreckels’ dream.      
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Chapter 6: The cleanup campaign and San Diego’s Chinatown 
 

In anticipation of the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914, San Diego decided that it 

needed to compete for maritime trade, which would result from the newly opened canal.  In 1910 

the city leaders created the Panama-California Exposition Company to hold an exposition in 1915.  

The census of 1910 convinced the San Diego leaders that they were losing the population race with 

their rivals to the north.  The city had only 39,578, far below estimates.  Although it had doubled 

in ten years it was still not as large as it was in the 1880s. Sacramento was larger and San 

Francisco had grown to 416,000 and Los Angeles had tripled in the same time to 319,000. 

(Pourade 1965).  Whenever a city holds an international event such as an Exposition or an 

Olympics, it launches a cleanup campaign.  This would have a negative impact on Chinatown.   

The 1900 census showed the service industry continuing to be dominant with a large 

number of laundries.  There were many Chinese laborers without work in the aftermath of the 

1880s construction boom.  Many left town and those that remained lived in Chinatown tenements 

and listed their occupation as day laborers.  Many of these men would find work in the service 

industry with jobs in laundries, restaurants, hotels, brickyards, and farms.  The goal of many 

workers was to become a partner in a business thereby entering the merchant class and having an 

exemption under the exclusion laws.  This led to the creation of large merchant partnerships, 

which came under the scrutiny of the Collector of Customs, later the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service.  

 As in all early Chinese settlements throughout California, men predominated, with sex 

ratios of 15 to 1 and 20 to 1.  Women were few, only merchants would be allowed to bring wives. 

Because Chinatown was formed in the area adjacent to the harbor where the Chinese fishermen 

had a village and anchored their junks, and used the wharf from which they shipped their seafood 

products, they were co-located with the Stingaree.  This District, south of Market or “H” Street at 

that time, was the redlight or “restricted” district of San Diego.  In the early years there were some 
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Chinese women employed in brothels.  In October 1871 a Grand Jury reported a morals problem in 

the area near the wharf because Chinese women occupied seven brothels around Fourth and I 

Streets.  

These women most likely were brought to San Diego by Chinese from the north, who 

were trying to expand their traffic in slave girls and gambling.  After the cleanup campaigns 

commenced, very few, if any, Chinese women were in the brothels.  

                            Figure 6.1. The Stingaree District and Chinatown, early 1900 

 

 Activities in the Stingaree District and Chinatown periodically came to the attention of 

the uptown citizens and the city authorities.  The police had recognized for some time that to 

eliminate vice in the Stingaree was beyond their control and they tried to keep it within 

boundaries.  Candidates for office always promised to clean up the area, but the gamblers, saloons, 

prostitutes, and dope peddlers continued to flourish.  In 1888 the area was described as having 100 

houses of ill fame, with 350 inmates.  There were at least 50 women who occupied furnished 

rooms at hotels and lodging houses.  Lots of money was being made and some uptown men were 
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profiting from the activity.  Occasionally raids would have to be made to keep things under 

control.  Brothel madams and their girls were arrested and soon bailed out.  Chinese lottery players 

and opium smokers were raided at a house on I Street between Third and Fourth.  Highbinders 

would occasionally plague the Chinese businesses and shake down some of the residents.  There 

was a case of a notorious highbinder, who came to San Diego from the north to ferret out the 

person who informed on a fan tan game causing the place to be raided.  He had been known in 

California to have kidnapped Chinese women, employed hatchet men and opium smugglers, was a 

murderer, and was involved in numerous illegal activities.  San Diego’s Chinese leaders evidently 

had no use for him and held a meeting in the Joss house (428 Third St.).  Nothing resulted from 

that meeting, but the next year he was captured in Chinatown and arrested by a U.S. Marshall, who 

came down from Los Angeles.   

Periodically Stingaree establishments were closed for a variety of reasons in order to keep 

offenders on their toes and to demonstrate that law enforcement remained a presence.  The “Silver 

Moon” was closed in the summer of 1893, because it had no license to sell liquor. The “Tub of 

Blood” at Third and I was considered an infamous dive and the  “Weeping Willow” and the 

“Casino Hall” were described as “hell holes” and they were Hung Far and Co., a general 

merchandising firm in Chinatown at 1135 J Street, was raided for other reasons by the U.S. 

Customs, because they were hiring illegal aliens and showing them as partners in the firm where 

they were employed as vegetable peddlers and laundrymen. (Lee 2011)  In 1912, the campaign to 

clean up the Stingaree began in earnest.  The Panama-California Exposition was coming to San 

Diego and the town wanted it to be attractive for the tourists. Walter Bellon who was the Plumbing 

Inspector for the Health Department accepted the job to clean up the Stingaree and the waterfront.  

Before any action was taken Bellon spent a considerable amount of time in the Stingaree.  He 

compiled a map of the area showing all the buildings and described their use.  He identified all the 

parlor houses, the cribs, the saloons, and dance halls.  Bellon paid particular attention to the 

plumbing and the health conditions of the structures. The Health Department’s approach was to 
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establish a health hazard as a more effective way to close these structures down than to emphasize 

the illegal activities that took place inside, a tactic that had already been tried unsuccessfully.  At 

first when Bellon walked into Chinatown, everyone on the street suddenly disappeared. When the 

purpose of his approach became understood, fewer of the residents objected. He even gained 

access to the living quarters, gambling halls, and opium dens.  Walter Bellon tried to suggest 

improvements to the living quarters of the Chinese men, whose quarters he called “rat holes” 

because they were small and without light or ventilation.  Beds were made of a few planks with a  

thin layer of matting and a wooden pillow.  After giving notice to add light and ventilation, he 

returned sometime later to find the skylight painted black and vents covered with canvas, just like 

they were before.  That’s the way they liked it (MacPhail 1974).    

Bellon liked many of the Chinese, especially Ah Quin, who was considered the unofficial  

   Figure 6.2 Walter Bellon, health Inspector, 1912 

mayor of Chinatown.  When Ah Quin learned of Bellon’s mission to improve the conditions of 

Chinatown he offered to help him.  According to Bellon, “Ah Quin was a living example of good 

citizenship, thrift and integrity, and did not indulge in the accepted traffic of his community.”  

Even Chief of Police Keno Wilson said, “He was without exception the finest Chinaman I have 

ever known.”  
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 In October of 1912 the campaign against the Stingaree was coming to a head. The Vice 

Suppression Committee was putting pressure on the authorities to close down the Stingaree.   

Figure 6.3. Third and J Streets with former cribs,1924 

Wilson felt that he had control over the situation and was convinced that if the district were closed 

the women would go elsewhere.  How was the committee going to handle the women  

who had no other means of support?  The committee came back with the offer of the “Door of 

Hope,” which would be offered to those who chose to reform.  Of course, no neighborhood wanted 

to have the Door of Hope.  In spite of the opposition the committee with the backing of leading 

citizens influenced the Superintendent of Police to issue the order to close the redlight district. 

(Lee 2011)       

On Sunday, November 10, 1912, warnings went out that a raid was coming.  Some women 

heeded the warning and headed for the train station, other stayed put, because they thought it just  
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.   

Figure 6.4 Substandard housing in Chinatown 

another scare tactic.  Chief Wilson, thirty policemen, and a full force of detectives descended on 

the district.  They surrounded it and blocked all the crib yards to prevent anyone from leaving or  

entering.  The women were told that they would have to come to the police station under guard in 

the patrol wagon.  The first place raided was the Oasis, which was at 416 Fourth Street 

The northern building was the Anita with 20 rooms on the upper two floors with a restaurant on 

the ground floor.  The southern building was the Regal with 12 rooms and commercial space on 

the ground floor. Because of the raids these hotels were later nicknamed the “Raid Hotels.” In 

1ater years below the Anita was the Asia Restaurant and below the Regal was Yick Yuen Hong 

Merchandise and Herbs owned by the Quon family. The upper rooms of these buildings continued 

to be involved in prostitution until the late 1940s.  

There were so any women arrested in the district that there were not enough “paddy” 

wagons to transport them to Police Headquarters at 732 Second Street; therefore many of them 

walked.  They presented quite a sight dressed in their gowns of the period, some wearing hats 

adorned with ostrich plumes.  They seemed to be in good spirits, laughing and joking as if on a 

Sunday picnic.  When they were all rounded up they totaled 138.  They listened to the a member of 

the Vice Suppression Committee who told them that they did not want to coerce them, but to offer 
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them help in reforming, thereby bringing some happiness into their lives.  After listening 

respectively they returned to laughing, joking, and even smoking.  They did make one request and 

that was for breakfast.  The police then provided them with coffee and sandwiches.  Then each 

woman was questioned by Wilson, other officers, and an immigration officer.  Many refused to 

give their former addresses or their real names.  They were all told to go back to their rooms and 

pack their belongings and be ready to leave the next day.  Among those arrested were four 

Japanese women, who were held for deportation, one Chinese who said she would leave, and a 

number of “negro” women who said they would leave town, except for one who agreed to reform.  

She and one white woman were the only ones to agree to reform.  The sanity of the white woman 

was in doubt because she was recently released from an asylum. (San Diego Union 1912). 

The women were charged with vagrancy and each fined $100 by the judge, who 

suspended the fine if they left town immediately.  Most of the women bought tickets for Los 

Angeles and almost without exception they were round trip tickets.  Los Angeles had recently 

closed its redlight district and was alerted to the trainload of women to arrive from San Diego.  

The Los Angeles police chief would allow them to stay as long as they behaved.  Wilson had 

predicted that if the Stingaree was closed, the women would relocate to other parts of town as long 

as the demand remained.  

 Not everyone in San Diego was happy with the closing, because a lot of businesses were 

negatively affected and money lost.  For example, San Diego became unpopular as a liberty port 

for the Navy and in May of 1913, men on several ships voted for San Francisco as their liberty 

port.  Ladies of the Purity League said that if they were notified when ships would be arriving, 

they would arrange a dance in a public hall with young ladies and chaperones provided.  It is 

doubtful if this offer was ever accepted. 

How was Chinatown impacted by the cleanup campaign?  Since at that time the Chinese 

were not involved in the parlor houses or cribs, but continued their gambling businesses, they 

faced police pressure.  On August 15, 1915 one of the largest gambling raids in Chinatown took 
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place.  “With search warrants in hand, the police assembled at Third and J, and before the lookouts 

in front of the gambling establishments knew what was happening, their ropes were grabbed from 

their hands and the doors shattered with axes.  Police then surrounded the surprised players, while  

others covered the alleys, barring exits.  As police closed in, the Chinese started running in every 

direction.  Although the officers thought they had barricaded every door, the Chinese, as if by a 

miracle, disappeared into the secret doors.  About fifty escaped, but 49 were carted off in the 

paddy wagon to the city jail.  Within minutes, Tom Kay, then ‘Mayor’ of Chinatown, arrived and 

bailed out all his countrymen.  At $10 a head, the cost was $490.  Most of the places raided were  

Fan Tan houses located on J St. between Second and Third.  (S D Union 1915, MacPhail 1974). 

  The 1912 closing of the Stingaree and the following demolition of many buildings in the 

area had the greatest single impact on Chinatown.  The Chinese Exclusion Laws continued to have 

a negative influence on the Chinese, but the tearing down of so many of the substandard housing in 

which the Chinese had to live was sudden and unjust, since most of these properties were owned 

by outsiders or what would be called slumlords today.  Bellon in an interview with a reporter 

expressed his concern for those being displaced.  “Many of these families are very good Chinese, 

and we don’t know what to do with them.  We now have sixty buildings in all that should be torn 

down, but I think on account of their families, we can’t destroy more than forty at present…. 

However, when the health Department has finished, old Chinatown will be a vacant field, and the 

accumulation of years will be wiped out.” (MacPhail 1974).  One of the options for the Chinese 

was to move in with other families and into the remaining vacated parlor houses. 

Early San Diego leaders wanted to compete with Los Angeles by developing industry, but 

others felt this was not practical and the city should place its emphasis on attracting people who 

were looking for a place with a temperate climate and a healthy living environment without 

factories. The controversy became known as “smokestacks vs geraniums.”  After the opening of 

the Panama Canal in 1914 San Diego was not only celebrating with an Exposition, but renewing 

its debate on railroad building and “smokestacks vs geraniums.”  
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 General A.E. Greeley of the U.S. Weather Service wrote: “The American Public is 

familiar on all sides with elaborate and detailed statements of the weather at a thousand and one 

resorts.  If we believe all we read in such reports, the temperature never reaches the eighties, the 

sky is flecked with just enough of cloud to perfect the landscape, the breezes are always balmy, 

and the night ever cool.  There is possibly one place in the United States where such conditions 

obtain—a bit of country about forty miles square, at the extreme southwestern part of the United 

States, in which San Diego California, is located.” The mayor and the Chamber of Commerce also 

promoted the city in equally glowing terms, yet there were those that felt that railroads and 

smokestacks were necessary to compete with Los Angeles.     

In early 1900, John Nolen had a vision of San Diego that would have “a large central plaza 

surrounded by graceful public buildings; a tree-lined avenue leaded to another wide plaza on the 

bay front, and then a broad prado along Date Street connecting Balboa Park with an esplanade 

which would be an art and recreation center.” The most serious mistake had been the attempt to 

implant a rectangular system, almost unrelieved by diagonals, on irregular topography. (Pourade 

1965) 

In 1913, backers of the Nolan plan induced George Marston to run for mayor against 

Charles O’Neall, who favored more commerce and industrial development while George Marston 

favored environmental concerns.  Marston said “I have been criticized for advocating the ‘city 

beautiful’ idea and I hereby plead guilty to the indictment, if indictment it be.  I am for the city 

beautiful.”   Marston lost the election by a few votes, but remained resolute and continued to make 

positive contributions toward his philosophy, which eventually prevailed. (Pourade 1965).  In 2013 

the “smokestacks vs. geraniums” issue was still being referred to by San Diegans when discussing 

city development. (Showley 2013) 
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Chapter 7: The Centre City Development Corporation (CCDC) 

and the Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District 
 
 

       The Centre City Development Corporation (CCDC) is the public, non-profit 

corporation the City of San Diego created in 1975 to plan, implement and manage downtown’s 

redevelopment program.   San Diego’s location on a harbor with access to the Pacific Rim 

countries determined that the city’s downtown would become the urban heart of the region.  Fifth 

Avenue and its pier was the entrance to San Diego and the city would be part of two wars, the 

opening of the Panama Canal, and two major international expositions. However, by mid-century, 

downtown began to decline as the growing population began a move to the expanding suburbs.  In 

1972 Mayor Wilson outlined a five-point program for revitalizing the decaying and economically 

blighted downtown, which included drawing retail business and residents to the area, creating a 

strong job base and regional government center, and developing an effective public transportation 

system. (CCDC 1996)  Because of its waterfront location, Chinatown had to compete for space 

with the Stingaree redlight district and was heavily impacted by two expositions and the resulting 

campaigns to remove sub-standard housing. The loss of population and the removal of housing and 

historic buildings spurred an effort to preserve Chinatown’s remaining cultural heritage. 

“Redevelopment threatens all historic structures, regardless of their relation to any racial 

group.  Racial minorities are at a disadvantage for two reasons. First, traditional historic 

preservation favors buildings that are aesthetically exceptional, designed by famous architects, or 

connected to events of national importance---criteria that often do not apply to buildings connected 

to racial minority communities. Second, the shift in historic preservation policies brought about by 

the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 resulted in the inclusion of social history, 

representing important aspects of everyday lives of residents and local events. This opened up the 

possibility of preserving structures related to racial minorities but also the major challenge of 

convincing city officials of the importance of the social history of minorities.” (Saito 2009-23) 
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The Ah Quin family home at 445 Third Avenue was reported in Walter Bellon’s Memoirs 

as being built by Ah Quin in the late 1880s to house his large family.  After his passing in 1914 

members of Ah Quin’s family continued to reside there until it was razed in 1961.  Since Ah Quin 

was one of the most prominent of San Diego’s early Chinese residents and the first unofficial 

mayor of Chinatown, his house should have been preserved and would have been if San Diego’s 

redevelopment program had existed. (Lee 2011) 

 

Figure 7.1. Bing Kong Tong Lodge on Island Avenue, 1986 

In 1985 while San Diego’s Gaslamp Quarter was being developed, there were two historic 

hotels located in the area where a unique shopping mall named “Horton Plaza” was to be built.  

CCDC chose a site in Chinatown along Island Avenue to which they moved the two buildings 

brick-by-brick and renamed it Horton Grand Hotel. This would mark the end of the last remaining 

Chinatown residences and the headquarters of the Bing Kong Tong.  The San Diego Union 

Tribune of 1985 recorded the event under the headline ‘“Exotic Chinatown Building to Go.” 

(Weisberg 1985).  The building had been called the “Stingaree Bordello,” but this was a misnomer 

because the site prior to the construction of the building originally was a female rooming house.  

46 
 



 

Because there was no strong push by the Chinese to preserve or relocate the building, demolition 

proceeded. Tom Hom’s late wife Dorothy, a member of the Chinese Historical Society and an 

advocate of preserving historic Chinatown hated to see it come down, but was heartened by the 

hotel’s owner’s decision to allow a Chinese tea room to be in the lobby. This tearoom later became 

the temporary home of the Chinese Historical Museum. (Lee 2011) 

In the years just prior to the creation of the Asian Pacific Historic Thematic District, a lot 

of local press reports brought attention to the need for historic preservation of Chinatown.  Joe 

Quin was one of the few Chinese who remained in Chinatown with his family and were featured in 

several articles in San Diego as well as Los Angeles papers. Joe said that he had a lot of fond 

memories of the area. (Kenyon 1986)  A grandson of the legendary Ah Quin, Joe was born at 429-

431 Third Ave.  This was the Quin family produce building that has a very unusual history.  It 

used to be an empty small grocery store and was moved, using four horses, from 13 blocks away 

into Chinatown.  Why would anyone want to move this building from outside an ethnic enclave 

into Chinatown?  The reason might be that it could become the Greenlight Bordello, which was 

closed down during the Panama-California cleanup campaign, and later purchased by the Quin 

family. (Lee 2011)  
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Figure 7.2. Moving building into Chinatown with four horses, c.1893 

 

 In 1986 the Chinese Historical Society of San Diego and Baja California was formed and 

became active in the preservation of local Chinese American history and culture.  When Dorothy 

Hom heard that the old Chinese Mission building was going to be demolished, she alerted the 

Chinese community and alarms went off in the community.  This led to a drive to mobilize the 

community and save the building that was considered sacred to San Diego’s early Chinese.  CCDC 

had commissioned a study by Professor Ray Brandes to look at buildings associated with the 

Chinese community and evaluate their historic significance. His conclusions: “The Mission was 

closed some years ago and when no longer used, was sold and rehabbed.  The current condition is 

not good; it does not fit within that architectural category of an Oriental structure.” (Krey 1986) 

This evaluation of nine buildings in the old Chinatown area resulted in a number of 

Chinese community protests. A letter was sent by CCBA citing the long history of the Chinese and 
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other Asians in the area and the need to preserve the buildings in recognition of that history. 

CCBA pointed out that developers were only interested in the financial aspect of the area without 

regard to the local community. The organization asked to be included in the decision-making and 

stated that members would be happy to meet and be a part of any public hearings.  David Seid, 

president of the House of China, noted that the study was done over a short period of time and only 

one Chinese was listed as being interviewed.  He felt that there were flaws in the evaluation 

criteria, such as “not considering the human loves, joys, tragedies of the people who lived in the 

buildings.” (Lee 2011) 

The campaign to save the building commenced in full force with all the Chinese 

community involved.  Whether to transform the building into a museum on sight at First Avenue 

or to relocate it to Chinatown was resolved when CCDC acquired a lot at the corner of Third Ave. 

and J St..  On March 7, 1995 the building was moved to its new site. (Lee 2011)   In the 1990 plans 

could proceed to try to complete the Master Plan for the Asian Pacific Historic Thematic District. 

The Union-Tribune ran an article titled: “San Diego Asians plan revival of historic Chinatown.”  It 

contains a map and photos of some of the historic buildings. With help from the CCDC, local 

Asians are bent of reviving the eight-block area in the Gaslamp Quarter and Marina District.  At 

that time there were 22 buildings designated as historic buildings that involved Chinese, Japanese 

or Filipinos.  Architect Michael LaBarre stated: “San Diego is the only large city in the Western 

United States that has no gathering place for Asians. Other big cities like Vancouver, Seattle, San 

Francisco, Los Angeles, Honolulu, and Orange County all have really identifiable Asian areas. 

They all have a hub.  It’s time that San Diego develops its own,” (Lau 1994).  
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Figure 7.3. CCBA Senior Garden on Third Avenue, 2007 

 Chinese residents, who prefer to stay in nearby high-rise buildings just outside of 

Chinatown are now being drawn back to Chinatown because of the CCBA Senior Garden and the 

adjacent CCBA historic building.   

In the May 5, 1997 San Diego Union Tribune, under the title, “Senior-Housing project 

designed with Chinese style, downtown building to blend with historic Third Avenue district.” 

tells of the construction of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association’s (CCBA) Senior 

Garden. The $3.6 million building will provide 3 studios and 42 one-bedroom rental units for low-

income seniors of all races. (Lau 1997)  This building is not what historic preservationist would 

call “authentic” but it did end up with seniors who live just outside of Chinatown to come back to 

use the community room and the restored historic CCBA building to enjoy CCBA sponsored 

dinners and events and the scheduled use of the historic building for playing mah jong and having 

karaoke and dancing parties. (Lee 2011). 
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    Figure 7.4. Historic buildings in the Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District, 2009 

 In 2002, the Asian Pacific Historic Collaborative was formed by organizations and 

concerned individuals to build on two prior waves of community support.  In the late 1980s after 

the Chinese Historical Society was formed, effort to save historic Asian buildings were begun and 

also later in 1995 after the Master Plan was created.  A walking guide map and brochure were 

printed and an exhibit of all the historic buildings was designed by Murray Lee and displayed on 

one of the walls in the Horton Grand Hotel.  The exhibit remained for seven years and was used by 
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both Gaslamp and Collaborative walking tours of the District. (Yee, Navarro 2003) 

On May 13, 2006, an event in celebration of Asian Pacific American Heritage Month was 

celebrated at the Chinese Historical Museum.   U.S. Representative Susan Davis and City 

Councilman Kevin Faulconer were at the presentation by Bennett Peji on “Branding Districts.”  

The event was co-sponsored by the San Diego Alliance for Asian Pacific Islander Americans, the 

Asian Pacific Historic Collaborative, and the Chinese Historical Museum. A walk through the 

District was conducted by Murray Lee, who related stories behind the historic buildings and 

Bennett Peji pointed out future improvements planned. This is one of the first presentations by Peji 

that revealed the new plans for which CCDC was contracting for the District. (Tu  2006). 

Finally in 2009, CCDC announced that construction would begin in June of 2010 on the 

new design for improvements to the Asian district.  “The master plan is intended to create a district 

identity for that area that celebrates and recognizes the Asian heritage that’s so prominent in the 

area,” said Derek Danzinger, the CCDC’s director of communications.  Improvements would 

include an Asian district gateway at Market and J Street, guarding lions at the Third Avenue. and J 

Street intersection, Asian style street lights, Chinese flame trees, distinctive brick paving, banners 

on the light poles, and a symbolic circular Asian-style yin yang design in the middle of the 

intersection of Island and J Street.  Putting kiosks on the sidewalk with stories of the early 

residents of the area was another suggestion. (Strouse, Lee 2009) 

Some work had been started in the execution of the revitalized Master Plan before the 

California Governor announced that he was going to take all the money planned for use of 

redevelopment agencies from cities throughout the State and use it for other purposes.  The street 

corner of Market and J Street was redesigned and constructed to allow for space to anchor the 

Asian gate. Guard lions had been purchased by the Director of the Chinese Historical Museum and 

were in storage awaiting the platforms to be constructed at Third Ave, and J Street.  The mayor of 

San Diego protested and threatened legal action, but, to no avail.  The State Assembly passed a bill 

dissolving the Redevelopment Agencies on February 1, 2012, (Oversight Board 2013). 
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 San Diego has a few ethnoburbs, similar to those identified in Los Angeles (Li, 1998) but 

they are not solely Chinese, and include immigrants from other Asian countries. There are small 

commercial Asian ethnic neighborhoods with Asian restaurants and retailers along several blocks 

of Convoy Street and a concentration of Asian businesses and organizations on El Cajon Blvd. and 

University Ave. in City Heights of East San Diego. The newly created “Little Saigon” is on El 

Cajon Blvd. between Highland and Euclid Avenues. (Poythress  2013) There are concentrations of 

Filipinos in National City and Mira Mesa. On June 29, 2013, the opening of the large Zion Market 

at Convoy Street and Clairemont Mesa Blvd. by the Korean community was celebrated. The 

adjoining vast parking area has led to a new proposal for its use. The project will be the “San 

Diego Night Market” and will not only be a gathering place for thousands of local people for an 

afternoon and evening of great food and celebration, but also bring greater awareness to the 

Convoy area as a San Diego destination.  An editorial in the San Diego Union was headlined 

“Asian Night Market Deserves an Encore.” ( www.sdnightmarket.com 2013, UT 2013) 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 
 

 Fishermen were the first of the Chinese immigrants to find a place to establish a village 

and a place to build their junks on Point Loma in San Diego Bay.  They eventually had a second 

village close to San Diego’s “New Town” where they could use the pier to ship out tons of abalone 

and abalone shells to San Francisco and China.  It was a lucrative industry that was entirely 

eliminated by Chinese Exclusion Laws.  The demise of these trades and the departure of the people 

who plied them was the first of a number of negative impacts on San Diego’s Chinatown.  

The anti-Chinese campaign and the Exclusion Laws continued to have a negative impact 

on all Chinese living in San Diego.  During the 1870s there was an attempt to burn down 

Chinatown, which fortunately was thwarted by the efforts of the sheriff.  San Diego Chinese like 

many cities in the West had problems in acquiring jobs and were prevented from buying property 

and faced miscegenation laws when trying to marry Caucasians. 

       In the campaign to clean up the city prior to the Panama-California Exposition, Chinatown 

along with the Stingaree redlight district got caught in the middle of the health inspector’s efforts 

to close down the bordellos, saloons, opium dens and gambling halls.  By 1915 when the 

Exposition opened in Balboa Park, little was left of Chinatown.  Although Inspector Beldon felt 

sorry for the Chinese who had their homes torn down, nothing was done to replace them and 

Chinatown received a mortal blow.   

        As San Francisco and Los Angeles acquired railroad connections to the East, San  

Diego was blocked by the mountains and deserts to its east.  San Diego’s first railroad, the  

California Southern, was severely hampered by flooding and eventually was closed down and part 

of the route was taken over by the Santa Fe.  The Southern Pacific bypassed San Diego and 

connected to El Centro.  As far as local San Diego newspapers were concerned San Diego was the 

capital of the Southwest, but political power was held by the Southern Pacific Railroad and as 

Charles Crocker said “they had their foot on the neck of San Diego and intended to keep it there.” 
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(Pourade 1965-9)    

         Interviews with many of San Diego Chinatown’s former residents at a reunion in 2000 

indicated that their family had to leave San Diego for Los Angeles because of lack of work 

opportunities in San Diego. The Southern Pacific had recruited most of the available Chinese 

labor. 

       “Impossible Railroad” was completed in 1919 and San Diego hoped that it would no longer be 

under the thumb of big business based at Los Angeles and San Francisco, but due to many 

problems along its route the railroad is currently not operating except for a few weekend tourist 

trips from the San Diego Railroad Museum at Campo.  This monumental effort by John Spreckels 

was a temporary savior for San Diego, but the development of interstate highways resulted in the 

greater use of roads over railways and effectively put a damper on the development of railway 

traffic to and from San Diego 

The debate in San Diego called “smokestacks vs geraniums” has always surfaced when 

leaders want to compete with Los Angeles for heavy industry (or smokestacks), but others argue 

that San Diego is better served by advertising its healthy environment and mild climate, and light 

industry such as bioengineering development. 

 As Chinatown’s population declined and Chinese were able to move into better areas, 

they still wanted to retain remnants of their historical and cultural heritage.  As pressure from 

developers to replace historic Asian buildings mounted, the redevelopment effort of the Centre 

City Development Corporation (CCDC) offered a way to preserve some of the vestiges of the 

community.  The CCDC created the Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District and with input from 

the Asian community developed a master plan for the District.  After the plan began to falter due 

to pressures from downtown developers, it was revised and implementation began, only to be 

suddenly halted as the Governor of California dissolved the redevelopment agencies effective 

February 1, 2012. This action provided further impetus for the rise to “ethnoburbs” due to both a 

lack of affordable real estate in the downtown’s Asian district and the desire to have a unique 

55 
 



 

space of their own, especially among non-Chinese Asians. 

 I hope to have answered the question: “Why is there no longer a Chinatown in San Diego?  

There was once an active Chinatown in San Diego, but today there is nothing left but a few 

historic building such as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA), the Ying On 

Labor and Merchants Association, Quin’s produce building, and the Chinese Historical Museum’s 

old Mission building, now the historical and cultural center of the area.  Due to the loss of the 

Centre City Development Corporation, the plans for giving the area a facelift and for providing an 

attractive tourist venue adjacent to the Gaslamp Quarter and Convention Center looks dismal.  
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