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"Leaving their homes and villages, they crossed the ocean
Only to endure confinement in these barracks.
Conquering frontiers and barriers, they pioneered
A new life by the Golden Gate”
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

by Connie Young Yu
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[-or many Asian immigrants who came to America. the first stop was the
dreary North Garrison on a small island in San Francisco Bay. Between 910 and
1940, tens of thousands of Chinese. Japanese and Koreans were questioned,
processed. quarantined and frequently held for long periods of time in detention
barracks at the Angel Island Immigration Station. Their confinement on the
island might last from three weeks to more than a vear

Beginning in the 19th century, resistance to Chinese immigration attec:
Asian immigrants. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 forbid the HMIgration ol
Chinese laborers or the naturalization of Chinese to U.S. citizenship. Twenty-five
vears later. the Root-Takahira Treaty of 1907 (also called the “Gentlemen's
Agreement ) further restricted Asian immigration when o apan agreed not to issue
passports to laborers.

That same year President Theodore Roosevelt issued an executive order
prohibiting Japanese and Korean laborers —whose passports had been is<i !
to destinations other than the U.S. — to enter the country through Americarn
territories, Canada or Mexico.

“"Picture Brides”

Many Japanese women came as “picture brides. married by proxy to
Japanese men in America, and they were held in the Administration Building
of the Immigration Station until their papers were processed. In 1920 Congres-
sional hearings aimed at further restricting Japanese immigration were actually
held on Angel Island. The resulting Immigration Bill of 1924 prohibited the
immigration of Japanese “picture brides” and excluded Japanese from naturali-
zation to U.S. citizenship. Under this law all aliens “ineligible for citizenship”
were forbidden to enter the United States. This ruling also caused great hardship
tor the Chinese, as China-born wives of American citizens were not permitted
to join their husbands already here.

“Paper Sons”

Struggling to reunite their families. or simply seeking a future in America,
many Asians tried to contravene what they regarded as unjust laws by using
false papers. which gave rise to the term “paper sons’ — immigrants trying to
enter the country posing as the offspring of American-born Asians.

To thwart this growing practice, immigration and naturalization authoritics
evolved a method of intensive Interrogation that usually lasted two to three day’s.
An inspector would ask a father or another relative to recite a greatly detailed
tamily history. He would then question the detainee separately. | ypical questions
later asked of the detainee were: “Where was the village school located? Who

lived on the right side of you? Who on the left? Did they have a cat? What
color was it?"



One interpreter recalls: 1 had a case where the kid was 12 years old. and the
hearings took 87 pages of testimony. Finally the child was denied entry. T he
decision of the appeals court, however. was that anyone could make a mistake
in 87 pages of testimony, and it admitted the boy.

It was the long, arduous wait for appeal decision that caused considerable
hardship for the would-be immigrants. [n 1924 the widow of an American citizen
waited at the Angel Island Immigration Station barracks for nearly a year-and-a-
half for an appeal decision which finally admitted her. Those less fortunate were
deported, and there are a few documented cases of frustrated and discouraged
Asians who took their own lives. Some detainees had borrowed money for their
passage, and the hopes of their families rested upon them. For them. deportation

was the ultimate humiliation.

The “Chinese Detention Barracks”

Building =317 (which is due to be restored) became known as the "Chinese
Detention Barracks” Hundreds of poems. carved in beautiful calligraphy remain
visible on the walls, eloguent testimony to the trials of the hopetul. On the second
floor of the barracks an immigrant from Canton carved this poem several
decades ago:

“I have always admired America as a land of promise
Immediately | raised money and set out on my journey

| endured rough winds and waves for more than a month
Now | am trapped in this prison place

[ look out and see Oakland so close, yet

| cannot go there

| wish | could go home and be a farmer again

My heart is filled with sorrow and | cannot sleep

| write these words to express my sadness

Substandard conditions and other inequities grew so intolerable that
detainees organized protests, some of which ended in mess hall riots.

Finally: by the mid-1950's, government officials decided to relocate the
Immigration Station to the mainland. recognizing it as both a fire hazard and an
inconvenience. Betore this could be accomplished. a fire in 1940 gutted the
Administration Building and destroved thousands of immigration records. The
Station was transferred to San Francisco and the old North Garrison of Ancel
Island was returned to the U.S. Army: During World War 1 the buildings b
prisoners of war

T'he history of the Angel Island Immigration Station became a bur e
chapter. until in the carly seventies a new generation of Asian-Amer:cans began
to probe their heritage. Many learned that their roots in America becan on Angel
Island. And older Asians. many of them still fearful of the immigration authorities
and reluctant to discuss the humiliation endured on the island. were now encour-
aged to talk about their experiences.

State~Aided Restoration

In 1974 the Angel Island Immigration Station Historical Advisory Coriaittee
(AHSHAC was formed to make recommendations to the Department of Parks
and Recreation on the restoration of Building =317 as a memorial to those Asians
who had been detained there In 1976 a bill was introduced by California State
Senator John B Foran tthen Assemblyiman for the 16th District) and signed by
the State's Governor Edmund G Brown. Jr. which initially appropriated $250.000
tor the restoration project.

AITSHAC researched the history of the Immigration Station and launched
a program to conduct tours of the facilities for student and community groups.
[ts ultimate goal is to make the site into a national historical monument.

In 1978 Victor "Trader Ve Bergeron. internationally famous restaurateur
and artist who has employed a great many Asians (some of whom underwent
the Angel Island experiencel. conceived and donated a magnificent. eight-foot.
6.000-pound black granite monument which will be dedicated April 28. 1979 in
tribute to those who were detained at the Angel Island lmmigration Station

The inscription on the monument was chosen from among many entries in
a San Francisco Chinese community competition sponsored by the Chinese
Times newspaper. The final choice was made by the AIISHAC group. Translate:.
the couplet reads.

“Leaving themr homes and villages. they crossed the ocean
“Only to endure confinement in these barracks
“Conquering frontiers and barriers. they pioneered
A new life by the Golden Gate!

The commemorative ceremony of April 28. 1979 honors not only the \sian
immigrants who were detained on Angel Island. but also memorializes those who
suffered and died in their quest for a better life in America.
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Reproduced below are translations of a few of the“poignant
writings found on the walls of Barracks #3317, the | Chmesg
Detention Barracks” of the Angel Island Immigration Station.

The authors remain unknown.
S ———————— e e

The small building with o beams
is just sufficient to shelter the
bodyv:

It would be unbearable to tell the
truth about the happenings on
these slopes.

Wait until the day | am successtul
and can fulfill my wish:

| will not be benevolent and will
level and uproot the station.

(The first four characters of the poem
form a title: " The Island Awaits

Leveling )

Why do | have to sit in Jail?

[t is only because my country is
weak and my family is poor.

My parents wait at the door in
vain for news:

My wife and child wrap themselves
in their quilt. sighing with
loneliness.

E.ven should | be allowed to enter
this country;

When can | make enough to return
to China with wealth?

Since the ancient days. most of
those who leave home become
worthless;

Heretofore, how many had ever
returned from the wars?

— SRR

My family is poor and suffers from
shortages of firewood and rice.

So I borrowed money to come to
the Golden Mountains.

But it is difficult to escape from
the interrogation of the immi-
gration ofticer.

And | was sent to the Island like
a prisoner.

Arriving here, | sighed deeply in a
dark room.

When a country is weak. others often
treat it with contempit.

She is like a domesticated animal
passively awaiting destruction.

Detained in this wooden house for
several tens of days

Because of the Mexican exclusion laws.

It's a pity heroes have no place
to exercise their prowess.

Waiting for news of my release.
| am ready to snap my whip
and gallop.

All my kinsmen and housemates
will be happy for me.

But don't deny this Western grandeur.
this imposing tacade

I-or behind the jade carvings.
there lies a cage.
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