Sacramento Chinese People’s Hundred Year Life History
Special Feature by Vicki Beaton
The translation to Chinese of California’s capital, Sacramento, had
several versions, mainly depending on the area you came from. The most
common is probably "Sha Jia Men Du". The source of this transliteration is
difficult to validate, perhaps it was the early immigrants’ rendition. Another
translation, “Yee Fow” (meaning “Second City”), was commonly used
among the early immigrants. But in China, the most commonly used translation is “Sac Carla Men Du”.

Yee Fow, Holy City, Sacramento
It would seem that so many translations are not necessary but I have
seen people refer to the California capital as “the holy city”. For those that
use this name, the reason for this translation is because “sacrament”
connotes a sense of sacredness, thus, referring it as “the holy city” seems
sensible.
San Francisco's Chinatown is indeed well-known around the world, but
how many people know the capital, Sacramento, and the adjacent areas
have a rich history of Chinese Americans? Speaking of the Chinese contributions to American history, to say boldly, there is not another American
city or area that is comparable with Sacramento.
Yet, such an important city has not captured the attention of the Chinese,
and careful examination reveals the following factors: It seems to have been
overshadowed by the illustrious reputation of San Francisco’s “Da Fow”
(Literally meaning “First City”, common name for San Francisco’s
Chinatown.), resulting in difficulty rising above the “Second City” ranking;
Yee Fow’s scenery is limited, lacking popular sightseeing attractions such
as the Golden Gate Bridge and Fisherman’s Wharf; and Yee Fow for many
years has been conservative and modest.
The majority of new Chinese immigrants have a higher education level
and better financial circumstances. Those that come to the capital, aside
from businessmen or entrepreneurs, are able to find an ideal stable job in the
various state agencies and settle down with peace of mind. As to the name
of their new hometown, little concern or significance is placed on it.

Gold Fever--Swarm of Chinese Flooded In
Sacramento’s geographical location is central. Regardless of whether you
are heading toward Southern or Northern California on Highway 5 or
Eastern or Western California on Highway 80, Sacramento is a definite pass
through city. Highway 5 reaches Mexico in the South and Canada in the
North; Highway 80 reaches the New York harbor of the Atlantic Ocean in
the East and the San Francisco harbor of the Pacific Ocean in the West. No
matter if you are coming from the South or heading to the North, or traveling
East or West, Sacramento is a necessary transverse route.
In 1848, the gold fever news quickly spread to China, carrying the
message that California state has gold for the digging, resulting in an influx
of tens of thousands of Chinese from Guangdong Province (Canton). Like a
swarm of bees, many Chinese came in groups to settle in the foothills of
Sacramento, from Placerville all the way to the High Sierra.
The miners from China and those gold rush immigrants from all other
parts of the country all shared the same gold dream. They left behind their
homeland all in hope of digging gold and returning home with riches and
honors. In just a few short months, Sacramento’s serene and green valley
transformed into a landscape of erected tents everywhere as temporary
dwelling for the gold miners.
In 1849, the gold rush was at its most prosperous year. At the time,
California became the focus of the country and the most appealing place to
be. As a result, California was praised with the reputation of the Golden
State; the Chinese call it “Gum San” (meaning “Gold Mountain”) and this
glorious nickname is still active. In honor of that fruitful year, the “49er”
label was visible throughout Northern California regions, with the most wellknown being San Francisco 49ers American football team.
Within several years, the number of Chinese immigrating to America
increased leaps and bounds. By 1855, the Chinese population in the United
States had surpassed 20,000 people.
The prosperous time did not last long; amidst the madness of the gold
rush, soon there was not any gold left to be dug. By 1860, sights of the
dismal conditions of the gold miners were presented. The overseas Chinese
miners’ dream of panning gold was shattered, picking up their bags once
again, they moved elsewhere to seek a new beginning.

Gold Mines Exhausted, Farming Upsurged
Some of the unsuccessful gold miners settled in Yee Fow, seeking other
living means. Back in those days, agriculture was the economic backbone of
China and many Chinese were equipped with farming knowledge, which
contributed to the later development of California’s and the whole of
America’s agriculture development and agriculture achievement. Presently,
many of the various nut products in California and across the country
nearly all come from Chinese-owned farms.
The 19th century road surface and streets with their water potholes,
swamps, and low-lying regions were far from today’s wide flat pavements.
To improve this situation, the government began the Levee Project construction. During that time, the Chinese heard about the many job opportunities around the Delta areas in Yee Fow and within days, a large group of
Chinese arrived from San Francisco, taking part in the embankment project.
Today, the dikes in Northern California nearly all carried the blood and
sweat of the Chinese that left them behind. Furthermore, the Chinese
contribution to the construction of the railroad made another epic chapter in
the American history.

Pacific Railroad: Chinese Blood and Sweat
About 1862, four of Sacramento’s respected family (known as the Big
Four), which included: sundry shop owner, Leland Stanford; two hardware
businessmen, C.P. Huntington and Mark Hopkins; and grocery businessman, Charles Crocker came together in a joint effort. They established the
Central Pacific Railroad Company, with Stanford as President, Huntington as
Vice President, Hopkins as Treasurer, and Crocker as the Chief Executive
Officer.
Early in 1863, Stanford drove a shovel into the undeveloped land on K
Street in Sacramento, dug up the first scoop of soil, and officially announced the initiation of the Central Pacific Railroad project. After the
development of the Irish engineers’ blueprints, immediate recruitment was
underway to employ railroad construction workers.
This most historic engineering project in American history revolutionized
the whole country’s economy and transportation system. Back in those
days, the railway was not yet widespread. Common means of transportation
included waterway vessels and wagon trains. This Transcontinental
Railroad project, that united the whole country, not only captured the
attention of every citizen, but also gained President Lincoln’s strong
support and the federal government provided much support and subsidy.
The construction of the railroad was a monumental task, requiring
financial resources, material resources, and especially a large force of
manpower. Railroad construction work was labor-intensive and the hours
were long, thus, not many Caucasians were willing to do this type of work.
Additionally, they requested higher wages. Crocker was actively seeking
railway workers. From San Francisco, he found about 2,000 candidates and
provided them training immediately in hope that they could start work in a
short period of time. Unexpectedly, in less than a few days of work, almost
all the workers left, with only less than 100 people remained.
Crocker then learned about the large group of Chinese who stepped
down from gold mining in recent years and were actively seeking a way out
of their desperate situation. Making a calling on his own, Crocker employed
50 Chinese laborers. However, other people disagreed with Crocker’s
decision in employing what seemed to be a group of short, frail, Oriental
individuals with long braided pigtail, and expressed doubts of their capabil-

ity and whether they could undertake the intensive labor of railroad
construction.
Crocker, guided by his keen mind, quickly confronted the protestors and
stated: “These Chinese people were those that build the world’s most
challenging engineering project, the Great Wall, so how are they not capable
of building the railroad?”
And so the 50 Chinese laborers (referred to as coolies by the Americans)
did not disappoint their boss and completed their assigned task within a
week. Upon inspection, the higher authority was very satisfied with the
speed and quality of the Chinese’s performance, and instantly notified the
foreman to quickly send more coolies to Sacramento.
The naturally diligent Chinese people started work early in the
morning and labored through late in the evening. Despite their measly wage,
they worked silently and never complained. They lived in their tents, had a
simple diet--eating only rice, vegetables, fish, and shrimp—and drinking tea.
The population of Chinese railroad workers at its highest was approximated from ten to twenty thousands. The facts had proved that Chinese are
industrious and efficient workers. But despite their dedication to their work
and demonstration of their positive performance, the Chinese laborers did
not receive fair treatment that construction workers were entitled to. Under
the white supremacy regime of the time, more than 20,000 railroad construction laborers were never mentioned in the railroad history. All had become
unsung heroes, and one can only heave a sigh.

Skeleton Accumulated Everywhere, Yet Discrimination
Continues
The historical record of the United States transcontinental railroad
project documented the most dangerous and arduous part of the project,
where no one was willing to participate, was in the construction section that
stretched from the Sacramento foothills, across the Sierra Nevada mountains, and several hundreds miles into Nevada.
Few people would be willing to risk their life to undertake such a terrorstricken and heart-chilling job, drilling holes in the rock face of the mountain
cliffs and tunneling through mountain summits. Even generous compensation might not be able to attract any brave soul. But at a time when the
Chinese were adrift in a foreign land, with a boundless future in front, and
no road to turn back, they could only hurtle forward. They formed into
groups, always carried out the most dangerous tasks, and wrote down the
most precious chapter of the American railroad construction history.
Those extremely hazardous and hair-rising work conditions are hard to
imagine today. They used wood, bamboo and rattan to construct baskets
that could accommodate three to four people inside, which would be
attached to rope that suspended from the edge of the cliff. The workers at
the top would follow signals from the laborers in the basket and pull them
up and down along the cliff that was thousands of feet above the abyss,
supporting them and their lives while they bored holes in the granite rocks
with their bare hands and simple tools. Added to their already risky working
condition was the use of explosives. They would position the explosive
inside the hole along the cliff, ignite it and quickly signal the workers at the
top to pull them up to avoid death by explosion. Exactly how many people
could safely leave the danger zone in time, how many people accidentally
fell into the abyss, there is no way to find out and no one is willing to
investigate.
According to historic record, someone kept track of Irish workers’
injuries and fatalities. Yet, of the total railroad workers, 90% of them are
Chinese and their casualties, as if not worthy of mentioning, no records
were kept.
The Central Pacific Railroad Project planned route crossed through the
mountains, stretched through the cliffs, passed through Sierra Mountain
and extended all the way to Nevada, then wound through Utah, and joined
with the rails that started from the east (Union Pacific Railroad), thus,
completing the American Transcontinental Railroad.
In just a few years, with the Chinese workers’ struggling effort and hard
work, they completed the Sierra Mountain range, the most challenging feat
of the whole project.
What remained to tackle was relatively flat land. The year 1868 marked a
productive year, completely laying down 364 miles of tracks in a year,
setting a railway track laying record of a mile per day.
In the beginning of 1869, when the linking of the East-West railway
reached its critical moment of closing in, both sides put in extra effort to
accelerate their speed, hoping to surpass the other team’s track laying
record.
The Central Pacific railway workforce, aside from a few Irish
foremen and engineers, consisted mostly of Chinese. Both railroad companies tenaciously strived to be the number one enterprise by increasing
overtime work. When the Union Pacific Railroad workers lay down 6 miles of
railway tracks, the Central Pacific Railroad workers would answer with 7 1/2
miles.
In the early few years, Crocker realized the Chinese’s infinite potential
and was satisfied with their performance. With complete confidence in them,
Crocker decided to challenge the Union Pacific enterprise and laid down a
bet. Crocker broasted that his laborers would be able to accomplish 10 miles
of track in a day, and that the losing team would give the other $10,000. Back
in those days, $10,000 was an astronomical figure. This straightaway
captured the attention of Thomas C. Durant, Vice President of the Union
Pacific company, who accepted the wager resolutely.
With the bet on, Central Pacific doubled its effort. Beside from adding
5,000 more workers, they exerted all their effort to speed up the transport of
railway materials and tools. The workers began work early in the morning
when the sky was still dark and labored through late in the evening, and
even gave up their break time to continue working diligently. At 7:00pm on
April 28, 1869, when the workers put down their hoes, shovels, hammer, and
other tools at the end of their day of work, they set a record of laying down
10 miles and 200 feet of tracks.
The amount of work that they achieved in this year was equivalent to
half of the previous three years work combined.
When the railroad construction project ended in 1869, people from all
over the country including media, citizens, tourists, and government
officials came to witness the joining of the Central Pacific Railroad and
Union Pacific Railroad in Utah, finally completing the massive engineering
venture, the United States Transcontinental Railroad.
But, at Promontory, Utah, where the convergence of the railroads took
place in a historic ceremony (“Golden Spike”), and those Chinese laborers
who had paved the tracks with their sweat, tears, and blood, and even
sacrificed their lives, none were invited to participate in the grand celebration. Under each rail track, how many heart-broken foreign Chinese bones
were left behind.

Sacramento Railyards Project Begins
Once many Chinese participated in the work of the Sacramento railyard,
and after over a century of neglect, it suddenly draws interest from all
parties to develop into good use. Initially, the American basketball team
(Sacramento Kings) planned to convert this piece of treasured land into a
new sports stadium. But the team requested the reconstruction cost be
subsidized by tax dollars. This request was rejected by the voters.
In 2005, the city government and all parties concerned, once again,
planned to develop this piece of golden land. In response, different parties
participated in the bidding competition. A land development company from
Atlanta, Thomas Enterprise, won the tender. Soon afterward, representatives came to the state capital to set up a branch office, officially launching
the Railyards project.

Old Sacramento Built on Swamp
In the 19th Century, this location was known as Sutter Lake, and it was
also referred as China Slough. Back then, Caucasians paid no heed to the

marsh land because it was considered a health hazard. Since the Chinese
were willing to have it, they were allowed to inhabit and perish there. In no
time, the Chinese persevered and not only was their health not adversely
affected, but they managed to develop that region to be more and more
prosperous, puzzling the White folks.
The Chinese called that developed region Chinatown and the Cantonese
referred to it as Yee Fow, which was the central gathering place for the
Chinese back then. The main streets of that region included today’s I, J, and
K Street and 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th Street. At its heyday, there were over a
dozen grocery stores, pharmacies, cigar shops, and more than ten barber
shops, restaurants, and laundry shops.
When Chinese first started opening laundry shops, it sparked much
unexpected controversy. Issues included criticism of the Chinese’s less
attention to environmental sanitation, operation of a business in an untidy
and unventilated area, and utilization of a shocking ironing method in which
water was sprayed from the mouth on to the clothing to be ironed. After
repeated official stopovers this practice was abolished.
The Chinese population of Yee Fow grew rapidly, from more than 600 in
1852 to nearly 2,000 in a decade. Because of the needs at the time,
Chinatown rapidly expanded into various business types. In a radius of
several miles, in addition to those business entities mentioned above, there
was a theater that presented Canton opera, Canton music, and puppet
shadow show among others. Additionally, there were also gambling houses,
opium halls and brothels; all that one expected to find.
Over the years, after multiple natural disasters and man-made calamities,
including several large unknown fires, the Chinese had no choice but to
move out and seek a new environment. The once splendid Chinatown
gradually waned and vanished.
The Railyards development plan started in the beginning of 2007,
drawing attention from all quarters. Locally born Chinese Steve Yee barely
knew anything about the Chinese people’s history and had never felt he
should study it. But after the influence of Sam Ong, member of the Ong Ko
Met Association, Yee began to develop interest in this historic piece of land
that once was home to the Chinese ancestors, and began to explore and
investigate.

Chinese Museum Commemorates Ancestors
Yee and Community Activist Vicki Beaton jointly wrote an article by
employing different perspectives on the Chinese participation in the history
of the Transcontinental Railroad and the unfair treatments upon them. They
presented powerful evidence and pictures along with their heart-touching
account of the Chinese laborers’ enduring life story in the history of railroad
construction to the public’s attention, hoping to elicit support in advocating
the need to build a Chinese museum on the ground where countless
Chinese sacrificed their lives, thus, to commemorate those Chinese ancestors.
On March 4, 2007, the Sacramento Bee printed Yee and Beaton’s article
titled, “Digging Up the Past,” in two full pages along with photos, detailing
Sacramento’s Chinese history.
The article was simultaneously published online and readers have
responded nationwide, including readers from Northern and Southern
California, Chicago, Atlanta, New York and Canada.
Yee, who works in the California Department of Education Curriculum
Frameworks and Instructional Resources Division, began to participate in
community meetings and spoke on behalf of the development of the
Chinese museum. He personally produced thousands of copies of relevant
reports containing texts and graphics to distribute freely to the public,
hoping to resonate understanding and support from all walks of life. This is
a neglected chapter but an important part of California history, which should
have been included in textbook, allowing the next generation to understand
the enormous contribution of Chinese to the railroad construction and their
history of struggles.
After months of persistent effort, the concept of a Chinese Museum as
part of the Railyards project received common support and encouragement.
Steve Yee along with another Chinese community activist, C.C. Yin, went to
the World Journal Headquarters to meet with Executive Director Ginny
Soong, and received Director Soong’s full support in assisting to promote
the development of such noteworthy and meaningful Chinese museum.
Upon listening to the stories of the Chinese struggling and contribution
to California, local community organizations along with elected city, county,
and state officials were all moved to help. The first Chinese State Senator,
Leland Yee, despite his busy agenda, hosted a public hearing at the State
Assembly on June 28, 2007 about the Chinese museum development plan.
At the public hearing, many California Asian history scholars appeared to
testify. The state press videotaped the whole hearing for record keeping.
Waves of enthusiastic support of the construction of the Chinese
museum spread from the U.S. borders and into Southeast Asia, China, and
Canada. In May of 2007, the Shandong Province Qilu TV Network personnel
came to America to report about the Chinese museum development plan and
interviewed the related participants. The entrepreneurs from Shanghai and
Chairman Zhenping Wang of a Shanghai based company, Faith International
Inc., upon listening to Steve Yee’s elaborate report, articulated the need to
intensify the planning effort of commemorating Chinese American history in
such an unprecedented project. After he returned to China, not only is he
actively promoting the museum project, but he also makes every effort to
raise funds to ease the smooth implementation of the project.
On top of that, Zhenping Wang introduced Canada’s Chinese filmmaker
Shui-Bo Wang to Yee and others. Shui-Bo Wang had worked on several
productions over the years. An experienced and distinguished filmmaker, as
well as an Oscar nominee, he won several awards for his documentary films.
He also expressed strong interest in the Chinese American history. Currently, Shui-Bo Wang is in Asia working on the production planning of the
tragic stories of military “Comfort Women” and at the same time maintaining
regular email communication with Yee to gather the Chinese railroad
workers’ descendents’ data, and to discuss production strategies of a
documentary film.
According to the latest news from China, Zhengping Wang, aside from
active involvement in fund-raising for this project, also contacts the
Shanghai CCTV to get this station interested in such significant Chinese
history. Shui-Bo Wang also hopes to come to California capital for field
visits and to discuss production details as soon as possible.
At present, as a result of Yee’s diligent effort and the assistance of all
parties, the Chinese museum has successfully obtained 501(C)(3) non-profit
status. The hope is that all interested individuals are willing to contribute
money or effort, and together take part in making history in honor of those
ancestors that contributed to the railroad construction. For more detailed
information about the construction of the museum, please visit the website:
www.yeefowmuseum.org.
If interested in sending a donation, please mail to: Gifts to Share/YFM
Gifts to Share, Inc. c/o Department of Parks and Recreation, 915 I Street, 5th
Floor, Sacramento, CA 95814. Non-profit tax ID #: 94-2985546.

Picture Captions: Top Left: 1857 Sutter Lake, also nicknamed “China Slough”
(Courtesy of City fire brigade data files) Top Right: 1850 Sacramento (Yee Fow)
(California National Museum of History) Middle Left: Back then, Chinese
ancestors participated in the construction of the Central Pacific Railroad, part of the
Transcontinental Railroad (Courtesy of California History Museum) Middle Right:
19th Century railway project starting point, today’s Old Sacramento (Courtesy of
California History Museum) Bottom Left: Sacramento Railway Plaza’s newly
constructed federal building hall exhibits artifacts of early Chinese immigrants’
struggling history. (Courtesy of Vicki Beaton) Bottom Right: The Chinese museum
development activist, Steve Yee (middle), and C.C. Yin (right) went to visit and
request the assistance of World Journal Executive Director Ginny Song (left)
(Courtesy of Vicki Beaton)

