
1 

The Chinese Exclusion Act (Modified) 

Source: The National Archives wrote a summary of the cause and effects of the Chinese 
Exclusion Act, which was enacted in the late 1800s.  

The Chinese Exclusion Act was approved on May 6, 1882. It was the first significant law that 
stopped people from another country from moving into the United States. The act completely 
stopped any Chinese workers from moving to the United States for 10 years. This was the first 
time that federal law stopped the entry of an entire ethnic group, and they did this out of fear that 
Chinese immigration was bad for American citizens. The only way Chinese could immigrate to 
the United States during this time was if they were not a worker, but this was a difficult condition 
to prove, since everyone had to work for a living in the United States. The Chinese Exclusion 
Act also made life hard for the Chinese who were already living in the United States. They 
couldn’t leave and re-enter the country, making it almost impossible for them to visit their 
families in China. They also could not become citizens of the United States, and could be sent 
back to China at a moment’s notice if U.S. courts thought it was appropriate. 

 

Source: The first paragraph of the Chinese Exclusion Act, modified for easier reading. 

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America, That 
starting from ninety days after the passage of this act, and until ten years from now, the coming 
of Chinese laborers to the United States be suspended; and during such suspension it shall not be 
lawful for any Chinese laborer to come, or, if they have come after the ninety days have passed, 
for them to remain within the United States. 

 

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act#:~:text=It%20was%20the
%20first%20significant,immigrating%20to%20the%20United%20States. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act#:~:text=It%20was%20the%20first%20significant,immigrating%20to%20the%20United%20States.
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/chinese-exclusion-act#:~:text=It%20was%20the%20first%20significant,immigrating%20to%20the%20United%20States.
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Photo of Chinese Railroad Workers 

Source: This photo was taken in the 1860s-70s when the transcontinental railroad was being 
built. It was taken most likely with the intent to send back to the workers’ families in China so the 
families could see that their husbands and fathers were doing well. 

 

 

Image courtesy of: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chinese_work_crew_VPL_66958_(10985351363).jpg  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chinese_work_crew_VPL_66958_(10985351363).jpg
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Leland Stanford’s Statement to the President (Modified) 
 

Source: a statement made by Leland Stanford, President of the Central Pacific Railroad 
Company, to the President of the United States on the progress of the transcontinental railroad, 
October 10, 1865.  
 

Most white laborers on the Pacific Coast prefer the more profitable mining and agricultural jobs 
over railroad work. The majority of the laborers employed by us are Chinese, who are a large 
part of the population of California. Without them it would be impossible to complete the 
western portion of this great national railroad within the time frame required by Congress. 

As a class, the Chinese laborers are quiet, peaceable, patient, industrious and economical—ready 
to learn all the different kinds of work required in railroad building. They soon become as 
efficient as white laborers. More practical and economical, they are content with lower wages. 
They are organized into societies that help to assist each other. These societies, thousands of 
people strong, are led by intelligent businessmen, who point the other Chinese toward the best 
employment opportunities… 

 

 
Leland Stanford’s Statement to the President (Original) 

 

A large majority of the white laboring class on the Pacific Coast find more profitable and congenial 
employment in mining and agricultural pursuits, than in railroad work. The greater portion of the laborers 
employed by us are Chinese, who constitute a large element in the population of California. Without them 
it would be impossible to complete the western portion of this great national enterprise, within the time 
required by the Acts of Congress. 

As a class they are quiet, peaceable, patient, industrious and economical—ready and apt to learn all the 
different kinds of work required in railroad building, they soon become as efficient as white laborers. 
More prudent and economical, they are contented with less wages. We find them organized into societies 
for mutual aid and assistance. These societies, that count their numbers by thousands, are conducted by 
shrewd, intelligent business men, who promptly advise their subordinates where employment can be 
found on the most favorable terms. [...] 

We have assurances from leading Chinese merchants, that under the just and liberal policy pursued by the 
Company, it will be able to procure during the next year, not less than 15,000 laborers. With this large 
force, the Company will be able to push on the work so as not only to complete it far within the time 
required by the Acts of Congress, but so as to meet the public impatience. 

Source: http://www.cprr.org/Museum/Chinese_Laborers.html 

http://www.cprr.org/Museum/Chinese_Laborers.html
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Chinese Railroad Workers in North America Project 
 

Source: Stanford University led a project from 2012-2020 to recover Chinese railroad history 
from the 1800s. A professor from the University of Irvine, California named Yong Chen wrote an 
article synthesizing his research for the project. An excerpt from that article is provided below. 
 

The conditions under which Chinese laborers worked could sometimes be fatal. At the end of 
1866 an entire “gang” of Chinese laborers on the Central Pacific Railroad were buried by a snow 
slide, and five of them died before they could be exhumed. An accident on the Western Pacific 
Railroad in November 1869 killed five Chinese workers and injured another. In addition to fatal 
accidents in the winter, in the summer of 1868, for example, several Chinese men were killed by 
falling rocks near the CPRR Summit Tunnel. According to a newspaper account, the explosives 
that they used to make the tunnels sometimes ignited before they could get to safe shelter. The 
exact number of workers who lost their lives building the first Transcontinental Railroad is not 
known because records were not kept. 

 

https://web.stanford.edu/group/chineserailroad/cgi-bin/website/uncovering-and-understanding-th
e-experiences-of-chinese-railroad-workers-in-broader-socioeconomic-context/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://web.stanford.edu/group/chineserailroad/cgi-bin/website/uncovering-and-understanding-the-experiences-of-chinese-railroad-workers-in-broader-socioeconomic-context/
https://web.stanford.edu/group/chineserailroad/cgi-bin/website/uncovering-and-understanding-the-experiences-of-chinese-railroad-workers-in-broader-socioeconomic-context/
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Ah Sing’s Murder (Modified) 
 

Source: A Chinese man named Ah Sing was suspected of committing a murder in Corinne, Utah, 
where many Chinese workers chose to live after the completion of the railroad. In his trial, Ah 
Sing said that he did not commit the murder, but the court translator misunderstood him and 
announced that he confessed to the crime. A newspaper called the Utah Mining Gazette 
published the following article in their newspaper on April 18, 1874, about the trial and the 
events that followed. 

The Chinese man who was arrested on Monday in Corinne, upon suspicion of having been 
involved in the murder of Bornstein the day before, was proven beyond all doubt to have killed 
him unaided and alone. When the officers were taking the prisoner to Bingham City for safe 
keeping, many citizens joined together and took the prisoner from the police, marched him down 
to the railroad bridge, and hung him to death from the bridge. The detective who was brought 
from Denver to be the Chinese interpreter encouraged this lynching to happen, and it was a great 
outcome for himself [the detective] and the community. Public anger is satisfied, quietness 
prevails again and the people are happy to feel that they have saved the city from a murderer. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ah Sing’s Murder (Original)  

The Chinaman arrested on Monday, the 6th instant, at Corinne, upon suspicion of having been 
implicated in the murder of Bornstein, which occurred on the 5th instant was proven beyond all 
doubt to have committed the deed unaided and alone. At two o'clock on Tuesday while the 
officers were endeavoring to take the prisoner to Bingham City for safe keeping, the citizens en 
masse took him from them and marched him down to the railroad bridge one mile east of town 
and hung him from the trestle work. Thayer, a detective and Chinese interpreter who was called 
from Denver especially to work the case up brought about this end with great credit to himself 
and the community. Public wrath is appeased, quietness prevails again and the people are happy 
to feel they have rid the city of a murderer who has killed two or three men before and is now 
known to have been one of the worst Chinese characters in this country. 

https://newspapers.lib.utah.edu/details?id=31063190 

https://newspapers.lib.utah.edu/details?id=31063190
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Charles Crocker (Modified) 

Source: Charles Crocker was the chief of construction for the Central Pacific Railroad. He was 
largely the reason that the railroad started hiring Chinese workers because he believed in their 
work capacity. In the excerpt below, he explains to one of the railroad’s investors how the 
Chinese labor was working. Written in February, 1867. 

“We cannot tell Chinamen apart by names very well… we have to give them their pay through 
one head manager, because their names are in a different language. You understand the difficulty. 
It is not done in that way because they are slaves…Each white man costs us in board and wages 
$2.50 every 8 hours, but Chinamen cost us $1.19 every 8 hours, and they drill nearly as fast…we 
have had a chance to compare the skills of our Chinese laborers and Irish miners (who are 
deemed the best underground workers in the world), and the Chinese beat them completely, day 
in and day out. We have a large force of well-trained Chinese tunnel workers, and they can’t be 
beat. They cost only about half of what white men, such as the Irish, cost, and are more 
consistent in labor, and more peaceable. They do not get drunk and get into fights, but instead 
can be relied upon for steady work.” 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles Crocker (Original)  

We cannot distinguish Chinamen by names very well… we cannot keep their names in the usual 
way, because it is a different language. You understand the difficulty. It is not done in that way 
because they are slaves…Each white man costs us in board and wages $2 1/2 each 8 hours, but 
Chinamen cost us $1.19 each 8 hours, and they drill nearly as fast…we have had a chance to 
compass the merits of our Chinese laborers and Cornish miners, who are deemed the best 
underground workers in the world, and the Chinese beat them right straight all along, day in and 
day out. We have a large force of well trained Chinese tunnel workers, and they can’t be beat. 
They cost only about half what white men do, and are more regular in labor, and more peaceable. 
They are not men who get drunk and pick up rows, but can be relied upon for steady work.  

Source: Karuka, Manu. Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous Nations, Chinese Workers, and the 
Transcontinental Railroad. 1st ed., 90-93. University of California Press, 2019. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvd1c7m4 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvd1c7m4
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The Irish in Columbus 
 

Source: a historical marker in Ohio provides a summary of Irish history within the state, as well 
as their contribution to the Union Pacific railroad which was completed at Promontory Point in 
Utah. The marker gives insight into the historical treatment of Irish immigrants.  
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The Irish Emigrant’s Guide to the United States (Modified) 
 

Source: Reverend John O’Hanlon was an Irish Catholic priest and writer who was deeply 
affected by the struggles that Irish immigrants faced in the United States. He wrote The Irish 
Emigrant’s Guide to the United States in 1851 to help Irish immigrants know what to expect in 
the U.S. and not be fooled by false advertisements.  

Building and maintaining railroads in the United States includes great unfairness to the workers. 
Once the job has been announced, the workers (many of whom are Irish) are hired to work. The 
contractors send out advertisements to places where they know lots of Irishmen live and 
convince them to leave their well-paying jobs by promising them more money. However, once 
they travel to the construction site, they find that the pay is actually much lower than they were 
promised. They need to work since they already left their other job, so most of the workers end 
up working for lower wages than they were making before. The Irishmen who choose not to 
work for the low wages form groups and use violence toward those who are willing to work for 
low pay, resulting in bloodshed. The workers live in miserable wooden shacks with four or six 
men in each one. There is usually one woman per shack who does the laundry and cleaning. It is 
a terrible form of existence. 

 

The Irish Emigrant’s Guide to the United States (Original) 

The mode of carrying on public works in the United States is attended with many grievous injustices to the laborer. When 
an estimate for the construction of a canal o" railroad has been received, sections of the work are let out to different 
contractors under a superintendent-the lowest proposal with security for its fulfilment is usually taken by the company. No 
sooner have the contractors (many of whom are Irishmen) obtained the section proposed for, than a number of laborers and 
mechanics necessary to carry out the work must be engaged. The object will be to procure them at the lowest wages 
possible, and for this purpose emissaries will be despatched to the places most likely to furnish workmen, and 
representations of a higher rate of wages than can be obtained are given. Sometimes an advertisement appears in the public 
papers of the large cities, where numbers of Irish are known to congregate, requiring two or three thousand hands, and 
promising the highest rates for labor, at a particular point. The consequences are, numbers leave remunerative 
employments behind them, and after incurring expense in travelling, find when they arrive, that but few hands are wanted, 
whilst numbers are on the spot to supply the demand, and the rates of wages are thus reduced to a very low standard. These 
must be accepted or no employment can be obtained. Those disappointed in obtaining work, or unwilling to work for the 
remuneration given, form themselves into factions, driving off, and using violence towards such as are willing to take the 
wages offered. In many instances, the public authorities are called in to restore peace, and this is not always effected 
without bloodshed. Payment in many cases, has to be taken in part from a public store belonging to the contractor, and 
furnished by him with such necessaries as are required for the board and maintenance of his workmen. This store is 
nothing better than a temporary shed. Like the miserable wooden shanties in which the laborers lodge, it is movable at 
pleasure, along the work. One of these shanties will perhaps lodge some four or six men, who mess together; the wife of 
one of these, or some female relative perhaps, attends to the cookery and washing. A more demoralizing kind of life, in 
every sense of the word, can scarcely be imagined.  

The Irish Emigrants Guide for the United States. Boston, MA: Donahoe (Publisher). 1851. 
https://search-alexanderstreet-com.byu.idm.oclc.org/view/work/bibliographic_entity|bibliographic_details|4176378. 

https://search-alexanderstreet-com.byu.idm.oclc.org/view/work/bibliographic_entity%7Cbibliographic_details%7C4176378
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James Silk Buckingham (Modified) 
 

Source: James Silk Buckingham was a British author and traveler who wrote about his 
experiences in various countries. He visited the site of an Irish work camp in 1840 and saw a 
lack of cleanliness, which formed his racist belief toward Irish immigrants. He wrote the 
following excerpt about his experience. 
 

The Irish only needed to put in a little effort to keep themselves clean, because water was close 
by and soap was cheaper than in England. It is no wonder that Americans have a very low 
opinion of the Irish people when the only Irishmen they see are filthy, crude, and drunken. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

James Silk Buckingham (Original)  
 

It required only a little industry to preserve both in a state of cleanliness, for water was . . . close 
at hand, and soap abundant and cheaper than in England. It is not to be wondered that Americans 
conceive a very low estimate of the Irish people generally, when they have such unfavorable 
specimens of the nation, as these almost constantly before their eyes.  

Source: The eastern and western states of America, Volume 3, James Silk Buckingham, 1842, as 
found in: Dearinger, Ryan. The Filth of Progress : Immigrants, Americans, and the Building of 
Canals and Railroads in the West, 62, University of California Press, 2015. ProQuest Ebook 
Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/byu/detail.action?docID=2025606.  

 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/byu/detail.action?docID=2025606
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Francis J. Grund (Modified) 

Source: Francis J. Grund was an Austrian-born American journalist who wrote a tract titled The 
Americans in their moral, social, and political relations in 1837. The following excerpt is from 
that tract, and describes his feelings toward the Irish immigrants living in America. 

The Irish are very generous people, but they are satisfied with having enough for the moment, 
which they are always willing to share with each other, instead of planning and preparing for the 
future. Since they live only for the present moment, they are happy to dig canals and build 
railroads, but don’t have enough intelligence to start farms. If they farmed, they would become 
independent and respectable people, which they are not right now.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Francis J. Grund (Original) 

Possessing naturally great generosity of character, they are satisfied with acquiring what is 
necessary for the present, which they are always ready to share with each other, without 
prudently heeding the future. While they are thus content to be hired in large bodies to dig canals 
or construct railroads, they neglect the more useful cultivation of the soil, which would, at once, 
make them independent and respectable.  

Grund, Francis J. , 1804 Or. The Americans in their moral, social, and political relations. 
London, Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, & Longman, 1837. Pdf. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/01026811/.  

https://www.loc.gov/item/01026811/
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1880 Utah Census Report 
 

Source: Every ten years, each state in the U.S. counts how many people are living there and 
includes certain demographic details like race and ethnicity. This table from the 1880 Census 
Report in Utah shows the number of Irish and Chinese immigrants in the state, as well as the 
counties they were living in.  
 

 
Irish living in Utah: 407 in total, all were evenly dispersed throughout every county  
 
Chinese living in Utah: 446 in total, 403 were living in Box Elder county, the other 43 lived in 3 
other counties, for a total of 4 counties. 
 
 
Source: The Peoples of Utah, a history book written to include the history of Utah’s major 
immigrant groups within the state. The following excerpt was from the chapter on the Pioneer 
Chinese of Utah, written by Don C. Conley.  

Promontory became the gateway for most Chinese coming into Utah in frontier times. Between 
1870 and 1880 the greatest population of Chinese in the state lived within the boundaries of Box 
Elder County, employed almost entirely as section hands on the railroad. 

https://issuu.com/utah10/docs/the_peoples_of_utah_1976 

https://issuu.com/utah10/docs/the_peoples_of_utah_1976

