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The study of the cultural landscape serves 
several different ends simultaneously and inseparably. 
Apart from its function of systematic description, 
it provides for regional dlassification, affords an 
insight into the role of man in geographic transforma
tions, and throws light upon certain aspects of culture 
and cultural communities in themselves. It looks for 
differences in landscape that can be attributed to 

·differences of human conduct under different cultures, 
and it looks for departures, caused by man, from 
expected 'natural' conditions 

(Wagner and Mikesell, 1962: 10). 

xi 



INTRODUCTION 

Focus and orientation 

The focus of this study is the unincorporated town 

of Locke, California. Locke is a small Chinese community in 

Sacramento County, approximately sixty-five miles northeast 

of Oakland and twenty-five miles southwest of Sacramento. 

The town occupies a one-half square mile area adjacent to 

and below a stretch of levee ~long the Sacramento River. 

According to census data determined in the field in April 

of 1974, the total town population is eighty-five. 

The town was founded in 1915 by a group of Chungshan 

Chinese who were left homeless after a fire devastated the 

1 
Chinese quarter of nearby Walnut Grove. The town was built 

on the property of George Locke and the land is still leased 

from the Locke Estate by town residents. 

Background information 

The decline of gold mining in California in the 

1860's left a great number of Chinese laborers in search of 

1chungshan refers to the district in K-v;angtung, 
China from which the Chinese emigrated. The original name 
of the district was Heungshan and was changed to Chungshan 
by the Chinese of the area in memory of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, 
who was born in the district. Hereafter, the name Chungshan 
will be used to refer to the Chinese from Heungshan district. 

1 



alternate futures. Between 1863 and 1867, the Central 

Pacific Railroad absorbed ~ large portion of this labor 

2 

force (Chiu, 1967: 9). After 1867, reclamation and irri

gation projects were undertaken primarily with Chinese labor. 

In addition, the Chinese began to provide California farmers 

with manual labor for a variety of agricultural crops. 

These activities, particularly land reclamation 

and agricultural labor, brought the Chinese into various 

areas of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta (Chu, 1970: 23-25). 

By 1882, however, the Chinese Exclusion Act combined with 

increased anti-Chinese sentiment in California had initiated 

a decline in the Chinese population throughout the state 

(Loosley, 1927: 19-20). The decrease in the hiring of the 

Chinese caused a movement of Chinese from the small agri

cultural communities in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

to larger cities in Central California (Chu, 1970: 21). 

While many Chinese fled to the shelter of the city, small 

concentrations persisted in a number of Delta communities. 

The history of Locke is but a part of the greater 

history of the Chinese in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

(Chu, 1970). However, its particular history is yet a 

series of fragmented pieces which has received little atten

tion as a link in the evolving cultural landscape of the 

Delta region. 



Brief review of supporting literature 

While most of the literature on overseas Chinese 

research has been focused on areas of Southeast Asia, I 

have not attempted to deal with that mass of information 

here. This review is restricted to.those works which have 

supported my investigation of Chinese settlement history 

in California and includes the more important inquiries 

relevant to this study. 

A substantive general history of the Chinese in 

California is very much lacking. Barth (1964) has offered 

a substantial contribution to the early history of Chinese 

in California, but does not deal with the period after 

3 

1870. Although Coolidge's (1909) book on Chinese immigra

tion provides an attempt to deal with the history of Chinese 

immigration up to 1909, it does not cover much of the 

Chinese history in California. 

Perhaps the most comprehensive history of the 

Chinese in California is Chinn's (1969) volume which 

explores the vast range of Chinese involvement in the 

state. Although the volume does not examine extensively 

any single aspect of the Chinese history in California, the 

syllabus offers a wide range of topical considerations and 

provides an excellent list of supporting references. 

Additional works that have been found most informa

tive for the present study include those of Chiu (1967), 

Chu (1970) and Nee and Nee (1972). Chiu's study documents 



the range of Chinese involvement in labor in 'california 

between 1850 and 1880. This is a detailed investigation 

providing a valuable reference for most considerations of 

the Chinese experience in California. Nee and Nee have 

provided an extensive commentary on the Chinese in Cali

fornia based heavily on personal interviews conducted over 

a two-year period. While the focus of the study is ,San 

Francisco's Chinatown, the concepts discussed throughout 

the book lend valuable insight to the whole of the Chinese 

history in the state. Finilly, bibliographic materials 

compiled by Ng (1939), Hanson and Heintz (1970) , and Lum 

(1970) have also directed attention to the important role 

of the Chinese in the history of California. 

4 

The extent of substantive written documentation 

dealing with the history of Locke has been very meager. 

Most of the literature on the town has appeared in various 

newspaper and periodical publications in which town history 

has been related via oral reports elicited from local 

residents (Thomas, 1934; Cook, 1959; Pollard, 1962a, 1962b; 

Harvey, 1963; Jones, 1964; Augusta, 1970; Dungan, 1970; 

Campbell, 1971; Hillinger, 1971; Oglesby, 1971; and Horton, 

197 3) . 

The most informative source regarding Locke's place 

in the history of the Delta has been Chu's (1970) article 

dealing with the Chinese in the Delta. Chu advances social 

and economic explanations as to why once flourishing Delta 
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Chinatowns in Courtland, Walnut Grove and Isleton have since 

become communities of old men. However, he has left open 

for further analysis the explanation of Locke's persistence 

as a Delta Chinatown. 

Research on the Chinese in California has, in the 

past, been conducted primarily by historians and sociolo

gists. Geographers on the whole, and cultural geographers 

in particular, have contributed little to this field of 

study. Friedrich Ratzel's 1876 volume on Chinese emigration 

to various areas of the world, including California, was one 

of the first geographic works labelled a cultural geography. 

However, in a survey of the major North American geographic 

periodicals, I was only able to uncover a single substantive 

contribution which dealt with a Chinese community in the 

United States (Murphey, 1952). The greatest number of 

cultural-geographic studies compiled by geographers which 

focus on the Chinese in California have been primarily 

unpublished theses (Salter, 1967; McDannold, 1973; Nash, 

19 7 0 and 19 7 3 ) . 

Purpose of study 

The purpose of this study is twofold: first, to 

provide an in-depth cultural-historical geography of the 

Chinese community of Locke, and second, to focus on the 

theme of cultural landscape persistence and change. My 

initial interest in Locke stemmed from a desire to know why 

this community has persisted while other Chinese communities 



in the Delta have declined. In addition, I was curious to 

know how the Locke cultural landscape resembles or reflects 

the traditional cultural landscape of the area in Southeast 

China from which the Chinese had emigrated in the middle of 

the nineteenth century. 
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It has been generally recognized by various scholars 

that it was not the intention of the Chinese immigrant in 

California to transplant Chinese society in the host envi

ronment. The sojourner's roots were in China, and his aim 

in the new environment was to acquire money and return to 

his family in China. However, social and economic circum

stances in California usually bound the immigrant to his 

new environment and eventually erased his original intention 

of returning to China. "Chinatown" became the nucleus of 

the immigrant's world. Although it functioned primarily to 

meet his needs, "Chinatown" became a binding social and 

economic milieu which tied the immigrant to its particular 

patterns of life. 

Today, virtually all Chinese communities in the 

United States are urban enclaves. Locke, however, has been 

an unincorporated .rural community from its founding. In 

this context, Locke offers a prime example of a cultural 

landscape conceived, constructed and maintained indepen

dently of an existing urban community. Given this rural 

conditiqn and communal autonomy, how did the cultural land

scape of Locke resemble the village landscape so familiar 



to the Chinese in the Pearl River Delta from which they 

emigrated? 
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Wagner and Mikesell (1962: 13) have commented that 

the understanding of the formative processes of a given 

cultural landscape may provide a basis for understanding how 

a similar cultural landscape would develop elsewhere under 

similar natural and cultural circumstances. A correlation 

established between a given culture and its landscape thus 

serves well for predicting the character of a given land

scape where cultural and natural determinants are known. 

In light of this hypothesis, I have tried to observe 

and analyze the extent to which certain elements in the 

cultural landscape of Locke are reflections of traditional 

elements found in a village in Southeast China. In so 

doing, I have been unable to find any study conducted in the 

home village district of Chungshan in the Pearl River Delta 

that would provide direct comparative analysis. Rather, I 

have been forced to rely heavily on other village studies 

done in Southeast China, and the information gleaned from 

these works (Kulp, 1925~ Yang, 1959~ Baker, 1968~ and 

Potter, 1968a). 

Definition of terms 

The term cultural landscape refers to that landscape 

formed by human action. The cultural landscape is often used 

to distinguish it from the term natural landscape, or that 

landscape considered fre~ of man's imprint. In a more 
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specific sense, the cultural landscape in this study refers 

to the town of Locke itself and the immediate surroundings 

modified by the Locke Chinese. The various elements 

analyzed in Chapter 4, such as buildings, gardens and 

Chinese ideographs, are components of the cultural landscape 

and together with all other man-made and man-modifi~d 

features .comprise the cultural landscape of Locke. 

The term Delta is used to refer to the Sacramento

San Joaquin Delta. In previous studies of this region 

(Cosby, 1935; Weir, 1950; HcClain, 1954; and Thompson, 

1957), the term Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta has been 

employed. I have chosen to use the term Delta for conven

ience and will use it as being synonymous with the above. 

The term traditional refers to the cultural land

scape of the Pearl River Delta in Southeast China before · 

1949. The term specifically refers to that cultural land

scape which was characterized as a rural village, or what 

Skinner (1964a: 6-7) has termed a nuclear village. While 

the traditional nuclear village was not the only mode of 

settlement in the Pearl River Delta (villages were often 

linked to market towns which were in turn linked to regional 

trade centers.), its significance for this study lies in the 

similarity of settlement mode as it appeared in the 

Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, where rural "Chinatowns" or 

Chinese villages were established. 



Finally, the use of Chinese terms often introduces 

orthographic problems. Chinese Romanized place names used 

in the text follow spellings as presented in the Chiao-min 

Hsieh Atlas of China (1973). An exception is made in the 

case of common English renditions, such as Sze Yup, Chung

shan, Heungshan and other district names. These terms will 

be used as presented in sources consulted. Also, the use 
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of Chinese terms, such as hui kuan and feng-shui, follow the 

more familiar forms as presented in the sources consulted. 

Data collection 

Research began in the spring of 1973 and continued 

through the spring of 1974. Library research was conducted 

at Bancroft and Doe Libraries, University of California, 

Berkeley; Stanford University Library; California State 

University, Hayward Library; California Room of the Oakland 

Public Library; California Room and Government Documents 

Room of the State Library, Sacramento; and the Solano County 

Public Library. 

Field research began with early visits to Locke in 

the spring and summer of 1973. Fieldwork culminated with 

an extended stay in the town in April, 1974, and occasional 

visits in May and June of 1974. During my stays in the 

town, no formal questionnaires were administered to town 

residents. Rather, the information gathered was derived 

from field observation and mapping, and informal conversa

tions with town and local residents. 
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Organization of thesis 

The first chapter sets the stage by describing the 

physical environments of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

and the Pearl River Delta. The emphasis in this chapter is 

on creating an awareness of the physical roots of the 

Chinese who settled in Locke by juxtaposing the descriptions 

of two delta landscapes which acted as stages onto which the 

lives of the Chinese were cast. 

Chapter 2 centers on the introduction of the Chinese 

to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. From a background 

discussion of Chinese emigration from Southeast China and 

immigration to California, the chapter proceeds to an exami

nation of the Chinese role in the reclamation of Delta lands 

and their extensive employment in Delta agriculture. ' These 

activities became the basis for the establishment of river 

"Chinatowns" and guaranteed the Chinese presence in the 

Delta. 

In Chapter 3, the pivot of the discussion turns to 

Locke and its historical-geographic development. This 

chapter focuses on an examination of tmvn history and high

lights significant periods in that process as they relate to 

the making of the cultural landscape of Locke. 

Chapter 4 consists of an analysis of the cultural 

landscape of Locke. The chapter considers elements in the 

cultural landscape of the town that reflect a persistence and 

change of traditional Chinese landscape patterns. 
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Finally, the last section of the thesis concludes 

with a summary and reexamination of the questions raised at 

the opening of the study concerning Locke's persistence as 

a Delta Chinatown and its reflection of a traditional 

village landscape in Southeast China. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE SACRAMENTO-SAN JOAQUIN 

AND PEARL RIVER DELTAS 

Introduction 

Two delta environments were significant to the 

lives of the Chinese who settled in Locke. Many Chinese 

immigrants, born and raised in the Pearl River Delta, 

found themselves working and residing in the Sacramento

San Joaquin Delta upon arriving in California. 

Understanding the physical-biotic landscape of the 

Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta is crucial to the understanding 

of the Locke cultural landscape and the attendant activities 

of the Chinese who settled in the area. The need to reclaim 

the Delta prompted the introduction of the Chinese to the 

region as laborers and, later, the reclaimed landscape 

served to perpetuate their existence in agricultural activ

ities. In most ways, this landscape and the activities 

associated with its human use and occupance were not new to 

the Chinese. Although the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta was 

a different environment than that which had been known in 

Southeast China, the human activities that characterized its 

use and occupance, principally reclamation and agriculture, 

paralleled the home environment. 

12 
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The following discussion briefly examines the 

physical-biotic characteristics of the two delta environ

ments. The description of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

will be considered first, followed by a general appraisal 

of the physical-biotic character of the Pearl River Delta. 

Finally, a brief comparative comment will highlight the 

importance of the delta landscapes with regard to the 

present study. 

The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta is the sea level 

region that discharges the drainage of the Sacramento and 

San Joaquin · Rivers. The Delta occupies an area of approxi

mately 500-600 square miles, extending 50 miles north-south 

and 20 miles east-west (McClain, 1954: 1), and includes 

parts of Sacramento, San Joaquin, Contra Costa and Solano 

Counties. The physical boundaries of the Delta resemble a 

triangle cornered by Sacramento to the north, Stockton to 

the south and Antioch to the west (Figure 1.1). This 

deltoid outline. differs· markedly from the common conception 

of an estuarine delta. Rather than broadening seaward, the 

Delta narrows from a broad base to a single outlet at 

Carquinez Strait. This single exit funnels the Delta's 

drainage into Suisun, San Pablo and San Francisco Bays, and 

out the Golden Gate to the Pacific Ocean. 
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Source: Thompson, 11) 57. 
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Physiography and soils 

Physiographically, the area represents part of the 

Central Valley structural depression, the formation of which 

has been the result of faulting and geosynclinal sag 

(Thompson, 1957: 7-12). The topography of the Delta has 

been the result of physical aggradation and cultural distur-

bance. Prior to reclamation, local relief was slight and 

natural levees were the prominent features which rose above 
I 

the sea level swamp. Artificial levees became the most 

pronounced features after reclamation. They topped, and in 

many cases virtually concealed, the original natural levees~ 

_The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta contains many of 

the common features associated with deltas developed by low 

gradient rivers which enter tidal water. Distribut~ry 

channels, natural levees, tracts of tidal marshland and 

. islands are present. There is, however, according to 

Thompson (1957: 12), little suggestion of the presence of 

top-:set, fore-set and bottom-set beds which are commonly 

identified with deltaic deposits. Rather, a large volume 

of indigenous organic material, peat, occupies much of the 

area. 

Cosby (1935: 16) differentiates forty-one soil 

groups in the Delta and distinguishes chiefly between min-

eral and organic soils. The Sacramento and Columbia series 

soils are th~ prominent mineral soils of the area. Sacra-

menta soils are dark, fine-textured alluvial sediments 



deposited by floodwaters in backwater overflow areas, 

whereas Columbia soils are lighter-colored materials 

recently accumulated on natural levees or ridges that are 

slightly higher and better drained than the surrounding 

land. 
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A large part of the mineral soil deposited in areas 

of the Delta, particularly in the northern Delta along the 

Sacramento River, antedates reclamation. While much of the 

material was the result of natural river flooding, part of 

it has been attributed to the intensive development of 

hydraulic mining in the Sierra Nevada drainage of the 

Sacramento River during the mid-nineteenth century (McClain, 

1954: 5). Today, although some silt and clay are present in 

Delta soils, much of the sedimentary load still carried in 

Delta waterways is not deposited within the Delta proper. 

Enormous·quantities of these materials are continually being 

deposited in the bays, Suisun, San Pablo and San Francisco, 

west of the Delta (McClain, 1954: 8). This condition has 

been greatly influenced by the Delta's effective artificial 

levee system and the nature of its low gradient waterways. 

Thus, the Delta area does not act as a depositional zone for 

more than a fraction of the load of finer sediments carried 

through it by its various river channels. 

The origin of the Delta's organic soils is not com

pletely clear (McClain, 1954: 15-22). Shlemon (1971: 440) 

concludes that tules, reeds and other fibrous aquatic plants 
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growing at water level were preserved as peat beds when 

post-glacial sea levels rose and inundated the present 

Delta. Present concentrations of surface peat are generally 

less than three feet thick and derived from tules, whereas 

underlying organic matter was produced by reeds. Since 

reclamation, the local subsidence of peat beds has resulted 

in island surfaces shrinking from sea level to minus five, 

ten and fifteen feet (Thompson, 1957: 13). Neir (1950: 54) 

found that the average rate of subsidence in the tracts he 

studied \vas three inches a year. As a result of subsidence 

and wind erosion, islands are becoming saucer shaped, or 

lower at the center where peat is concentrated and higher 

around the edges near artificial levees where mineral 

content of the soil is greater. 

Vegetation and climate 

The Delta's slight relief and perennially high water 

table influenced the development of hydrophytic and water

tolerant vegetation. Prior to reclamation, vast stands of 

tule ( Scirpus lacustris >. covered the Delta, with taller and 

more luxuriant stands along the northern margins of the 

Sacramento River than in the south of the Delta. The tule 

is a fresh-water marsh plant that develops dense stands of 

erect stalks which may average six to eight feet in height. 

In addition to tules, reeds (chiefly Phragmites comn1unis 

Trin.) were prominent plants in the pre-reclamation biotic 

landscape. Along natural levees, cover consisted of coarse 
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bunch grasses, willows, blackberry and wild rose thickets, 

and galleries of oak, sycamore, alder, walnut and cottonwood 

(Thompson, 1957: 52). Since reclamation, the areal extent 

of all types of natural vegetatibn has been steadily reduced 

and cultivated fields now dominate the biotic landscape. 

The remaining stands of tule are chiefly confined to water

way margins, overflowed tracts, unreclaimed islets and 

sloughs, and drainage ditches within leveed areas. Woody 

and hydrophytic vegetation along stream margins is slowly 

being removed as maintenance projects continue to replace 

riparian vegetation with riprap and mud to stabilize levees 

against erosion. 

Climatic conditions in the Delta approximate the 

cool winter and dry summer Mediterranean (Csb) of the · 

Koeppen classification. Temperature extremes are amelio

rated by cool ocean breezes blowing inland through Carquinez 

Strait, Pacific Ocean fogs during summer, and local radia

tion (tule) fog in winter. Annual mean temperatures 

approximate 60° F. with the winter months (December

February) averaging between 45-50° F., and summer months 

(June-August) 70-75° F. (Cosby, 1935: 4). The average 

length of the frost-free season is nearly ten months. 

Annual precipitation reaches a maximum of 18 inches in the 

north, central and eastern Delta, with a minimum of 10-12 

inches in the southern Delta. More than 50 percent of the 

annual precipitation falls in winter and only 5 percent 



of the annual precipitation drops during the summer 

(McClain, 1954: 12). 

The Pearl River Delta 

19 

The Pearl River is the deltaic mouth of three 

rivers in Kwangtung province: the Hsi (west), the Pei 

(north) and the Tung (east). The delta measures approxi

mately 70 miles north-south and 50 miles east-west, and 

consists of a network of distributaries on the west and · 

north, and a wide main channel, the Pearl River, on the 

east. The Pearl River empties into the South China Sea 

between the island of Macao on the west and the islands of 

Hong Kong and the New Territories on the east (Figure 1.2). 

Physiography and soils 

Tuan (1969: 160) has described the essential 

character of the coastal landscape of Southeast China as 

lying "in the juxtaposition of mountains and narrow ribbons 

of alluvium that reach up winding streams into the inte~ 

rior." Similarly, Trewartha (1939: 2) characterized the 

Pearl River Delta as ''an estuarine delta on a submerging 

coast, archipelagic in character, above whose shallow river 

sediments rise above the drowned hills." 

Topographically, the Pearl River Delta can be 

divided into three distinct levels. The first and largest 

level is composed of alluvium. The areas of deposition 

appear as very thin veneers laid over a hard rock surface 
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and the depth of this alluvial layer increases seaward. 

Etched into this plain is a complex network of streams 

restrained between natural and artificial levees. Owing 
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to the sedimentation. of river channels, waterways are often 

above the adjacent countryside, so that floods are wide

spread and drainage poor. Soils in this area are dark gray 

in color and contain moderately high amounts of organic 

matter, nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium. 

The second level consists of low hills rarely 

exceeding 160 feet in elevation and composed of younger and 

less resistent sedimentary formations known as the "red 

beds." Shale, sandstone and conglomerate prevail at this 

level and the hills are rounded in profile, deeply weathered 

and covered by a purplish regolith which conceals their 

structure. The soils at this level are lateritic in 

character and low in nitrogen, potassium and organic matter. 

However, .on the lower foothills, sufficient soil depth and 

organic-mineral material is deposited to compose a fertile 

soil medium. 

The third level is a series of higher, steeper hills 

composed of older, more resistent formations such as 

quartzite and granite which rise above the sea of alluvium 

(Trewartha, 1939: 3-4). 

Vegetation and climate 

The Pearl River Delta has long been denuded of most 

of its indigenous vegetative cover. In travelling through 
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the area during the early twentieth century, King (1926: 

83~84) noticed that the most persistent human features of 

the landscape were stacks of brushwood and firewood located 

along the river banks. However, all of this wood, which 

was used as fuel by delta farmers, was transported down 

river from inland forested areas. Cultivated fields have 

long been the prominent features of the biotic landscape. 

Today, the land is almost wholly devoted to double-cropped, 

irrigated rice. Levee and foothill areas where sufficient 

fertile material has accumulated are given to the cultiva-

tion of fields of vegetables and orchards of fruit and nut 

trees. 

The climate of the Pearl River Delta is essentially 

tropical, experiencing three marked seasons. From October 

to January the weather is warm and dry; mid-January to 

mid-March is cold; and mid-March to October is a long, wet 

season with high temperatures and relative humidity. Annual 

rainfall measures between 60 and 80 inches, three-quarters 

of which falls in surrnner (Tregear, 1965: 256-257). 

Finally, Barth (1964: 20-21) has captured the 

essence of the physical-biotic character of the Pearl River 

Delta in the following passage: 

Fruit trees lined the fields and separated the 
windswept barren plateaus from the level plains, 
partially covered with yellow flood water at high 
tide. The rich green of the growing rice enlivened 
the gray monotony of the bizarre sandstone formations. 
The grain rose and fell with the wind like billows 



in a sea of verdure. Misty valleys led up to hold 
hills crowned with white clouds towering over dusky 
mud flats and brown, marshy lowlands, the blurred 
mountain ranges that formed a delta of contrasts. 

Cultural Significance of the Delta Environments 

Hydraulic engineering involving reclamation and 

levee construction has been a persistent theme throughout 

Chinese history. Whether on the Ch'eng-tu Plain of the 

Szechwan Basin or along the banks of the Huang Ho (Yellow 

River) on the North China Plain, the Chinese have labored 
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incessantly to control the waters which bring life to their 

fields. So it has been for centuries in the Pearl River 

Delta of Southeast China. The relationship between man and 

land has been highly influenced by the seasonal flow of the 

waters and the necessity to reclaim overflowed areas, -build 

levees and maintain a network of water control facilities. 

This investment in time and labor has served to provide land 

for agriculture and water for irrigation. 

Similarly, in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

during the mid-nineteenth century, reclamation and levee 

construction were carried out to yield an agricultural land-

scape from which vested interests could derive profit. The 

common bond that links the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta 

reclamation experience with that of the Pearl River Delta 

is the Chinese laborer. In both instances, it was his toil 

in the water and mud that brought the fruits of the harvest. 

It is this persistent theme of labor and agriculture that 



becomes the focus of Chapter 2 as attention is drawn to 

the Chinese involvement in the . Delta. 

Summary 
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The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta and the Pearl River 

Delta are both deltaic landscapes, but a closer inspection 

of the physical-biotic character of these regions reveals 

striking differences. Whereas the Pearl River Delta is 

located in the tropics, is composed of various depositional 

areas and elevated zones of outcropping rocks, and is open 

to the sea, the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta is situated in 

a temperate zone, is relatively uniform in elevation, and 

is blocked from direct access to the sea. Both delta 

environments have essentially been stripped of natural 

vegetation and sown to varieties of agricultural cr.ops. 

Understanding the two physical,-biotic landscapes, 

with their differences and similarities, is seen as 

necessary to understanding how both environments functioned 

as stages for relatively similar cultural activities, · 

principally reclamation and agriculture. 

From this brief examination of the two environments, 

the discussion turns to the history of Chinese migration to 

and occupance of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE CHINESE IN THE SACRAMENTO-SAN JOAQUIN DELTA 

Introduction 

The Chinese movement to and occupance of the Delta 

is in many ways reflective of the greater history of the 

' Chinese in California. The hearth area in Southeast China 

from which most Chinese emigrated was principally a rural 

landscape. In most cases, however, Chinese immigrants 

arriving in the host environment settled in the urban 

centers of the Pacific west coast · (Chang, 1968: 102). For 

many, the urban center acted as a home base from which they 

departed to participate in rural labor projects, returning 

to the city at the close of a particular job (Nee and Nee, 

1972: 22; Loomis, 1869a: 231). Between 1850 and 1882, the 

Chinese were seen throughout California, working in the 

countryside in small migrant camps (Kirchhoff, 1886: 

336-376) . Many of the Chinese bonded into local concentra

tions and eventually occupied distinct quarters in various 

California rural communities (Book Club of California, 

19 72) • 

Many of the rural "Chinatowns" which dotted the 

California landscape between the 1850's and 1880's- were 

short-lived. By 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act and 
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widespread anti-Chinese sentiment effected a decline in 

Chinese rural communities throughout the state. Neverthe

less, the activities that surrounded the reclamation of the 

Delta ,drew many Chinese into the tule lands where rural 

"Chinatowns" began to flourish during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. 

This chapter examines the aspects of this process 

of emigration, inwigration and settlement as they relate to 

the movement of Chungshan Chinese from the Pearl River 

Delta to the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta. The chapter will 

include a discussion of emigration and immigration in the 

Chinese context, and also an examination of reclamation and 

agriculture, the principal activities that prompted the 

Chinese occupance of the Delta. 

Emigration 

The process of Chinese emigration from China to 

California was characteristic of much of the Chinese out

migration that affected the coastal areas of Kwangtung and 

Fukien provinces during the mid-nineteenth century. Ratzel 

(1876: 230) noted that the transport of Chinese to Califor-

nia, and later Australia, was in the beginning a speculation 

of \vestern shipowners who were looking for passengers to 

complete their cargoes. With the discovery of gold in 

California in 1848, favorable reports of the opportunities 

to make money in the distant environment filtered back to 



the rural villages of Southeastern China, and "highly 

colored accounts of the golden hills of California were 

given on placards, maps and pamphlets by vessel masters 

(Ng, 1939: 2)." 

One morning there was a great deal of commotion 
and excitement on the wharves. Elbmving his way to 
the center of the crowd, Fatt Hing caught snatches 
of the cause of the commotion amidst the shouting 
and the pushing. By putting together a word here 
and a word there, he surmised that there were moun
tains of gold for the picking, somewhere beyond the 
oceans. . • • In the gray dawn of early mornings 
following, Fatt Ring's ears strained to catch every 
word pertaining to the Mountain of Gold. • • • His 
mind was already made up. How to get there was the 
que~tion he sought to answer (Sung, 1967: 22). 
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Park and Miller (1921: 46-47) have pointed out how 

migrant feedback bears on the continuation of the migration 

process. They have stressed that the "acculturation" of 

new migrants actually begins before they depart, for they 

receive letters, visits, money and an interpretation of 

the new land from others of the village who have gone 

before. 

Myth and migrant feedback influenced the individual 

Chinese decision to migrate. Many Chinese sojourners who 

returned to China were looked upon with high esteem, 

especially if they returned with some degree of accumulated 

wealth. The returned migrant enjoyed the prestigious label 

of "Gum Shan Hak" (Guest from the Golden Mountain) (Choy, 

1970: 271). This newly acquired social status inspired 

others to venture abroad. 



Gold in California was not the only motivating 

force that pulled the Chinese away from Southeast China. 

Conditions in the homeland since the Opium War of 1840 had 

resulted in a general increase in the land tax rate, and a 
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.dissatisfaction of the laboring classes (Loosely, 1927: 3). 

In addition, social disorder in the wake of local and 

regional military conflicts perpetuated a condition of 

economic hardship in Kwangtung (Wakeman, 1966). Given the 

opportunity to gain a more prosperous living in a foreign 

land, many Chinese ventured to distant shores. 

Emigration from Southeast China had not been unique 

to the mid-nineteenth century. Migration to areas of South

east Asia can be traced to much earlier times (Purcell, 

1951: 31-38). This long history of emigration from South

eastern China led Chen (1939: 16) to conclude that the 

experience of emigration itself and the channels which it 

creates for a continuous contact with other areas, can be 

considered one of the most potent influences on the contin

uation of that outward movement of population. 

Immigration 

Early immigration to California was predominantly 

composed of male Chinese. This was consistent with the 

sojourning attitude that allowed the male to work overseas 

and accumulate money to be sent back to the home village. 

Ratzel (1376: 231) and Loomis (1869b: 345) have commented 
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on the temporary nature of the Chinese immigrant to 

California and pointed out that the migrant's primary goal 

was to make money and return to China as soon as possible. 

In studying the history of the Chinese in the Mississippi 

Delta, Loewen also found sojourning, rather than permanent 

residence, a strongly held attitude. "He clings to the 

culture of his own ethnic group. • Psychologically, he 

is unwilling to organize himself as a permanent resident in 

the country of his sojourn (Loewen, · 1971: 30) ." 

In their study of San Francisco's Chinatown~ Nee 

and Nee (1972: 13-124) have noted that the sojourning 

process spawned a distinct bachelor society in nineteenth 

century California. While the male decision to sojourn was 

prominent in the earliest years of immigration, family 

pressure, lack of funds and the harsh immigration laws 

passed after 1882 dictated that the Chinese continue to come 

alone. Under this arrangement, men returned to China every 

decade or two, bore sons, and eventually brought them to 

California where they lived and worked in the male society. 

The few Chinese who brought wives to California were excep-

tions and during the early years of immigration only about 

2 
150 Chinese women a year entered. 

2women were allowed into California legally only as 
wives of merchants vlho were exempt from restriction. How
ever, many women were brought in on false papers purchased 
at high cost by big gamblers (Nee and Nee, 1972: 24). 
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For many immigrant Chinese, the initial goal of 

making money and departing to China was never reached. Cast 

onto the social, economic and political stage of nineteenth 

century California, the Chinese immigrant became bound to a 

system of labor, livelihood and racial prejudice. 

Most never earned enough and continued to depend 
on wages earned in America to ensure the survival of 
their families (in China). Too poor to stay in China 
and not rich enough to leave America, they lived in 
California for the duration of their working lives 
(Nee and Nee, 1972: 17). 

In time, some Chinese brought wives to California 

or married women who had entered illegally. These people 

and their descendants began the slow evolution of a family 

society in the new environment. 

District associations 

The immigration of Chinese to California was closely 

· associated with district ties in hearth areas of Southeast 

China. Lyman (1961: 41) has characterized this process as 

"group immigration," that is, Chinese immigrants arriving in 

California were representative of particular village 

districts in I(wangtung province. 'l'hese district groups were 

outgrowths of Chinese associations in Southeastern China. 

Lyman (1970: 16) has outlined ·two basic types of associa-

tions which were established in American Chinatowns: clan 

and hui kuan. The clan had its origins in the lineage 

communities of the homeland where all members of a given 

village claimed descent from a common ancestor. In America, 
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however, the clan (a voluntary association) referred not 

only to those Chinese from the original geographical area of 

th~ lineage village, but included all those bearing the same 

surname. Distinct from the clan in structure was the 

hui kuan. This organization united all Chinese who spoke a 

common dialect, hailed from the same district of origin in 

Southeast China, or belonged to the same tribal or ethnic 

group. In the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, hui kuan have 

been more significant than clan associations in distin

guishing between Chinese groups. 

The two districts in Kwangtung from which most of 

the Chinese in the Delta emigrated were Sze Yup and Chung

shan (Chu, 1970: 27) (Figure 2.1). Sze Yup refers to the 

people of the "four districts" of Sunwui, Sunning (Toishan), 

Hoiping and Yanping who are bound by a link of · common 

dialect (Chinn, 1969: 3). Chungshan refers to the people of 

Chungshan district who speak a dialect which closely 

resembles standard Cantonese, but which is practically 

unintelligible to the Sze Yup. In California, the majority 

of Chinese immigrants have always been Sze Yup (Table 2.1). 

In 1852, there were sufficient people in California 

from Chungshan district to justify the organization of a 

hui kuan for its members (Hoy, 1942: 4). The Chungshan 

-organized the Yeong Wo association as part of the Chinese 

Six Companies. The Six Companies were reflective of 

district areas in Southeast China. They served all Chinese 
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in Cali£ornia and acted as a go-between for newly arriving 

immigrants (Loomis, 1868b: 222). 

TABLE 2.1 

SZE YUP AND CHUNGSHAN CHINESE IN CALIFORNIA, 
1876 N~D 1926-1928 

1876 1926-1928 

Number Percentage1 Number Percentage 

Sze Yup 124,000 82.0 23,000 82.5 

Chungshan 12,000 7.9 2,500 9.5 

1Percentages for all years reflect the portion of 
the total Chinese population in California represented by 
each group. 

Source: Chinn, 1969: 20. 

The Chungshan Chinese became employed in various 

activities in and around the San Francisco Bay area. They 

w~re particularly prominent in fish markets, the ladies' 

garment factories and the chrysanthemum and aster farms 

along the California coast (Chinn, 1969: 61). With the 

decision to reclaim the swamplands of the Delta during the 

1850's and 1860's, Chinese, both Sze Yup and Chungshan, were 

attracted to the area as laborers. 

Reclamation 

The first recorded efforts at reclamation of the 

Delta were in 1851 when individual settlers attempted small-

scale projects in selected areas (Thompson, 1957: 187~ 
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Roberts, 1951: 31). In 1852, California Governor McDougal 

requested that settlers be given the opportunity to secure 

land on the condition that they reclaim it within a certain 

period (Eldredge, 1915(4): 307-308). A new policy of 

reclamation was embarked upon in 1861, and for the first 

time, the state became responsible for reclamation which had 

previously been conducted by individual landowners. During 

the period of state control, reclaimed areas were designated 

reclamation districts and an acreage limit (first 320 acres, 

later 640 acres) was imposed on individual ownership of 

reclaimed lands. In 1868, however, the responsibility of 

handling reclamation matters was transferred to county 

governments an~ the acreage limits set down earlier by the 

state were then dropped (Thompson, 1957: 196-198). 

The removal of acreage limits in 1868 prompted a 

new period in the reclamation process. Large tracts of 

swampland rapidly came under the control of land agents and 

corporations. The Tide Land Reclamation Company, under the 

direction of George D. Roberts, for example, acquired 

250,000 acres between 1868 and 1871 (Thompson, 1957: 226). 

Reclamation became the primary concern of the corporations 

whose existence depended on the availability of laborers 

willing to work in the. swamps for small wages. The Chinese 

met these requirements. 
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Chinese laborers 

As regards the people who protect and manage the 
dyke.s and channels of the nine rivers and four lakes, 
they are the same in all ages; they did not learn 
their business from Yu the Great, they learnt it from 
the waters. 

--Shen Tzu 
circa fourth century 
(Needham, 1971) 

While some East Indian and Hawaiian labor was used 

in Delta reclamation, the majority of the labor used in 

early work was Chinese (Dana, 1939: 162; Nordhoff, 1874: 

130). Reclamation and levee construction had long been 

common practice to the Chinese in the Pearl River Delta 

(King, 1926: 93). During the mid-nineteenth century, in a 

delta miles from their homeland, many Chinese became engaged 

in this familiar activity. 

Driven from the gold mines of the Hother Lode and 

attracted by the prospect of work, Chinese began to move 

into the Delta as laborers in reclamation projects (Taylor, 

1945: 206). During the 1870's, Ratzel (1893: 246) noted 

that Chinese were widely employed in the reclamation of the 

tule lands of the Delta. In 1876, Brooks commented on the 

role of the Chinese in such reclamation projects. 

Chinamen reclaim these lands; they build levees; 
they patiently work in the mud and water where white
men will not, and as a rule it may be said they 
'create' wealth for they do that work which but for 
them would not be done at all (Brooks, 1876: 11-12). 

Besides being numerous, the Chinese offered an added 

advantage in that they worked under a contract system for 



Chinese bosses (Nordhoff, 1874: 130, 143-144). Recruiting 

of individuals by the reclamation corporations was unnec-

essary since the employer negotiated directly with the 

bosses who did all of the hiring, paying and firing (Chu, 

1970: 24; Seward, 1881: 32). Labor gangs of up to a 

thousand men were distributed throughout the Delta, using 

shovels and wheelbarrows provided by employers to dam 

sloughs, cut drainage ditches, build floodgates and pile 

levees. Rates paid to the Chinese bosses ranged from $.09 

to $.25 per cubic yard of material emplaced in levee con-

struction (Thompson, 1957: 212, 260-261, 490). This 
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amounted to a daily wage of approximately $1, or $25-30 per 

month for the Chinese laborers (Chiu, 1963: 72). Finally, 

the Chinese gathered in their own makeshift camps to eat 

and sleep, further reducing the contractors' expenses (Nee 

and Nee, 1972: 20). 

Levee construction and land preparation 

Artificial levees were superimposed on the outer 

edges of the natural levees (Atherton, 1931: 129-130). 

Eariy construction relied on island tule sod which was 

highly organic and shrank when dried and s~t into blocks for 

fill. 

The sod was removed from the ditch with a great 
spade, locally a 'tule cutter' or 'tule knife,' and 
used to face one or both sides of the proposed levee. 
The material underlying the ditch was tramped into 
place between the sod block rows or on the inside of 
the single sod wall. Sometimes the sod blocks were 



placed in the levees as soon as cut and at other 
times the blocks were permitted to dry on the ground 
first. In either case, they were forked into wheel
barrows and taken along planked paths to the levee, 
where they were fitted or tramped into a firm embank
ment (Thompson, 1957: 240). 

Cracks and surface irregularities developed on the early 

levees, and wave erosion eventually discouraged the use of 
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this material. Later, mixtures of mineral and organic soils 

were used. A typical finished levee measured thirteen feet 

at the base, five feet at the crown and three feet in height 

(Chu, 1970: 25). 

By the late 1870's, manual and horse power were 

nearing the limit of practicable employment and alternate 

means of construction were sought. One continual problem 

had been the small structure of the early levees. Owing to 

the methods of construction, early levees were little more 

than fragile retaining walls which often gave way during the 

season's first flood. Dredges were introduced in 1870, but 

were not put to general use until 1876. The clamshell 

dredger, devis'ed in the early twentieth century, proved the 

ultimate in levee construction and was capable of moving 

fill at a cost of $.03 per cubic yard, or one-third to one-

eighth the cost of earlier methods (Thompson, 1957: 272). 

Nith the use of dredges, river bottom clay became popular 

as a surface material on levees. Sand was also combined 

with clay to give a more protective surface which did not 

crack or leak like clay or peat, and it retarded rodent 
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penetration. Dredging also allowed for the construction 

of massive levees which measured as much as 200 feet at the 

base and 30 feet high, and which functioned more effectively 

than earlier works. 

Once the land had been reclaimed, the costly and 

troublesome clearing of tules and breaking of virgin organic 

or mineral-organic soils was necessary. Here again, Chinese 

labor gained widespread use. Fire was considered the 

cheapest method of removing tule and was often utilized in 

the fall after the tules had dried through the summer. 

Chinese laborers were also used to set fire to peat soil by 

digging holes in the turf and dropping straw in the holes 

which was then ignited (Nordhoff, 1874: 130-131). Usually 

a soil depth of three to five inches at a time was fired. 

This not only helped. to clear tule and kill pests, but it 

also liberated potash, adding to the fertility of the soil 

(Weir, 1950: 51). Burning of the peat, like burning tule, 

was a common practice and was justified as a necessary step 

in bringing the land to cultivation. 

Between 1860 and 1920, fully ninety percent of the 

Delta had been reclaimed (Thompson, 1957: 219). The Chinese 

had been instrumental in the early reclamation and con-

struction efforts, but by the 1880's they had been replaced 

by mechanical operations which were cheaper and more 

efficient (Bulletin of the Chinese Historical Society of 

America, 1971). While Chinese had been used to remove weed 
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and tule from irrigation ditches up to 1890, even this form 

of manual labor was soon replaced by machines. However, 

reclamation had been undertaken with the intention of 

leasing reclaimed land. From the earliest days of recla-

mation, tenant farming developed, and later this was 

accompanied by crop specialization. The Chinese became very 

active in the farming process. In addition, the Chinese 

contract labor system shifted into agriculture and thus 

ensur~d the continued presence of the Chinese in the Delta. 

Agriculture 

The role of the Chinese in early California 

agriculture is a story of migrant labor and farm tenancy. 

Brace, in travelling California in 1867, frequently saw 

Chinese laborers working fruit orchards (McWilliams, 1939: 

66), and Loomis (1869a: 233-235) similarly observed Chinese 

harvesting hops, strawberries and small fruit. Bowen 

(1966: 168) has noted that during the feverish growth of 

the Vacaville district in the 1880's and 1890's, gangs of 

Chinese laborers excavated extensive orchard terraces 

throughout the English Hills. Coolidge has also remarked 

that 

. . . many immigrants who came directly from farms 
in China and were not skilled in handicrafts, went 
directly to the country to engage in vegetable raising, 
orchard work and general farm work (Coolidge, 1909: 
39 0) . 
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Chinese workers began to drift into agricultural 

districts throughout California at a time when growers were 

beginning to demand a large supply of cheap labor to work 

in . fields and harvest crops. By 1886, the Chinese comprised 

over seventy-five percent of the state's agricultural 

laborers (McWilliams, 1939: 67; Renner, 1930~ 365). 

Chinese agriculturalists in the Delta 

Of those Chinese who lingered in the Delta after 

reclamation, some were farmers who came with the intention 

of buying and tilling small tracts of land such as they had 

known at home (Roberts, 1951: 51; Sung, 1967: 40). However, 

there had never been any widespread interest on the part of 

Delta landowners in subdividing and selling. Rather, owners 

chose to rent, le~se on shares, or assign the land to man

agers (Thompson, 1957: 301). ·This proved more convenient 

and profitable for the landowners~ who had no desire to live 

in the Delta (Cox, 1916: 444). 

Land tenancy on a sharecropping basis became an 

institution in the Delta. At the turn of the century, 

seventy-five percent of the farmed land in the Delta was 

tenant farmed and seventy-five percent of the tenant farmers 

were Orientals (California Legislature, 1916: 43-44). Most 

of the Chinese who leased land were sharecroppers. Aside 

from attending · the gardens or orchards, the Delta Chinese 

cut and stored hay, drained water, made boxes or baskets for 

fruit and performed numerous other services and duties 6n 
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the farm. The Chinese tenants usually received one-half 

of the proceeds of the vegetables and two-fifths of the 

return on the fruit harvested on the leased land (Chiu, 

1963: 78) . . This practice was not new to the Chinese. In 

the Pearl River Delta, farmers who owned land constituted 

only thirty-three percent of the total number of farmers 

(Much of the land rented to tenants belonged to village 

temples or family lineages.) (Buck, 1937: 85). Sharecropper 

tenancy was very common and usually from two-fifths to 

one~half of the harvested crop went to the landm,_rner (Chen, 

1939: 68). 

Small-scale farming and vegetable gardening 

Delta agriculture prior to 1900 was considered 

primarily small-scale farming and vegetable gardening, and 

not until the twentieth century did it become large-scale, 

specialized field agriculture (Thompson, 1957: 312). The 

Chinese were an important part of the farming and gardening 

process as it evolved in the Delta (Tables 2.2 and 2.3). 

George D. Roberts commented, in 1881, on Chinese farming 

in the Delta: 

There is a disposition among them (Chinese) to 
turn their attention to farming. They think it is 
a more quiet life; they get out of the excitement 

.of the city. Many of them have rented patches and 
are paying $25 and $30 a year per acre for lands 
(Seward, 1881: 60). 

In the 1880's, there were sixty-four Chinese-

operated farms in Sacramento County, forty-eight of which 



TABLE 2.2 

CHINESE FARMERS IN SACRAMENTO COUNTY, 
1860-1880 

Year 

1860 

1870 

1880 1 

Number 

3 

37 

558 

1The figure for 1880 includes farm 
laborers who worked on farms operated by the 
Chinese. 

Source: Chiu, 1963: 76. 

TABLE 2.3 

CHINESE VEGETABLE GARDENERS IN 
SACRA}lliNTO COUNTY, 1860-1880 

Year Number 

1860 120 

1870 72 

1880 184 

Source: Chiu, . 1963: 76. 
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were owned and operated on a partnership basis, with two 

to thirteen partners each (Chiu, 1963: 73). Many other 

Chinese were involved in vegetable gardening. Smaller in 

size than Chinese-operated farms, Chinese vegetable gardens, 

between 1850 and 1860, lined the east bank of the Sacramento 

River from the city of Sacramento to opposite Rio Vista 

(Thompson and West, 1880: 190). Crops grown included sweet . 

potatoes, maize, melons, squash, peanuts and celery 

(Thompson, 1957: 320). In addition, Chinese vegetables · 

such as tubers, greens, beans, bean sprouts and water 

chestnuts were cultivated (Blasdale, 1899: 9-38). Vegetable 

gardens were considerably smaller than farms with only one 

to five persons working each garden. Gardeners maintained 

outlets for their produce in San Francisco and Sacramento, 

which were reached by rivercraft that moved along the 

Sacramento River daily. Annual incomes from these plots 

were small and most were valued at $500 or less (Chiu, 

1963: 75) . 

Orchard .work 

In the 1870's, the 9,000-acre Pierson district 

between Walnut Grove and Courtland was one of the only 

tracts in the Delta which was completely reclaimed and 

farmed (Reed, 1923: 121). Tree crops were .the principal 

land use along the river, with stone fruit such as peaches, 

apricots, cherries, figs, nectarines, grapes and apples cov

ering the landscape near the levees (Thompson, 1957: 359). 
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The Chinese operated some of these fruit orchards 

along the Sacramento River, the land being rented from 

Caucasian landowners. Mo~t of the Chinese orchards were 

valued at less than $800, but four, owned in partnership, 

were assessed at over $1,000. Usually from fifteen to 

twenty workers labored in each orchard, with each laborer 

receiving $10-16 per month plus board (Chiu, 1963: 77). 

Also, in the 1870's, Cone (1876: 140) found Chinese employed 

·extensively on Caucasian-owned fruit ranches along the 

Sacramento River (Plate 2.1). Ranches employed six to ten 

Chinese year-around, and twice that labor force during the 

harvest. In winter, the Chinese plowed, pruned, grafted 

and transplanted. The workers were organized under a 

Chinese foreman and each worker received $28-30 a month 

without board. 

In the 1880's, stone fruit orchards along the 

Sacramento River declined as a result of water seepage 

through the levees. Pears (Bartlett variety) quickly 

assumed importance since they were better adapted to exist

ing edaphic conditions than other deciduous fruits. Also, 

a prime market for pears began to develop on the East Coast. 

Returns on pear orchards in the vicinity of Courtland and 

Walnut Grove were $200 per acre in the 1890's, $350 in 1906 

$500-1,000 in the 1920's (Thompson, 1957: 359-362). The 

·Chinese also worked these fruit orchards, and again under 



PLATE 2.1 

A fruit ranch along Steamboat Slough 
near the Sacramento River. - Note 
Chinese laborers hoeing field in the 
background (Thompson and West, 1880). 
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the contract labor system, provided orchard operators with 

the majority of the labor necessary to prune and harvest 

( Ch u , 19 7 0 : 3 2) . 

Ethnic specialization and 
population concentration 
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Delta agriculture was charac~erized from its begin-

nings by ethnic groups who were identified with particular 

types of husbandry. Thu~, Chinese, Italians and Portuguese 

were vegetable gardeners, whereas American-born settlers 

were involved in grain, orchard and livestock activities 

(Thompson, 1957: 309). The Chinese took this specialization 

one .step further: Chungshan Chinese specialized in orchard 

work, whereas Sze Yup concentrated on potato and onion 

farming (Chu, 1970: 27). This ethnic crop association had 

its antecedents in Southeastern China where Sze Yup had 

previously been engaged in potato farming (Sung, 1967: 19), 

and Chungshan had been occupied predominantly with mulberry 

and other orchard work (Trewartha, 1939: 8). 

This tendency toward crop specialization was, in 

turn, reflected in the local concentrations of Chinese in 

the Delta. By the 1880's, the Chungshan Chinese were 

localized up the Sacramento River in the fruit district with 

Courtland at its center. Further downstream, near Rio 

Vista, the Sze Yup maintained potato patches (Ch~, 1970: 

28). Between these two concentrations were the towns of 

t. 
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Isleton and Walnut Grove, each of which contained mixed 

Chinese populations. 

Chinese Exclusion 

Between 1850 and 1880, the Chinese were scattered 

up and down the Sacramento River, laboring in reclamation 

cre\vS, working vegetable gardens and fruit orchards, and 

residing in Chinese quarters in various small river commu-

nities. However, an economic depression which hit 

California during the 1870's fostered a sense of discontent 

with Chinese agricultural labor (Brooks, 1869: 407-419; 

Dodge, 1870: 574; Taylor, 1945: 207). Unemployment among 

the general population and the Chinese presence as cheap 

laborers aggravated the problem and soon resentment against 

the Chinese turned to terrorism and violence. 

The growing fear among the Chinese was reflected 

in the drop in the Chinese population in the state between 

1890 and 1900 (Table 2.4). Those who could afford to, 

returned to Chin~, many others departed for the East Coast, 

while still others sought refuge in the crowded settlements 

of the large cities of Central California (Nee and Nee, 

1972: 55). In Sacramento County, the Chinese population of 

the time mirrored this statewide decline (Table 2.5). With 

the increase in anti-Chinese attitudes and the passage of 

the Exclusion Act of 1882, Chinese farm laborers in 



Year 

1850 
1860 
1870 
1880 
1890 
1900 
1910 
1920 

TABLE 2.4 

CHINESE POPULATION OF CALIFORNIA, 
1850-1920 

Number 

660 
34,935 
48,790 
74,584 
71,066 
40,262 
36,248 
28,812 

Percentage of total 
state population 

0.71 
9.37 
8.71 
8.60 
5.88 
2.72 
1. 52 
0.83 

Source: Loosley, 1927: 34. 

TABLE 2. 5 

CHINESE POPULATION OF SACRAMENTO COUNTY, 
1852-1920 

Year 

1852 
1860 
1870 
1880 
1890 
1900 
1910 
1920 

Number 

804 
1,731 
3,596 
4,892 
4,371 
3,254 
2,143 
1,954 

Percentage of total 
Chinese population 

in California 

3.2 
5.0 
7.3 
6.5 
6.0 
7.1 
5.9 
6.8 

Sources: Coolidge, 1909: 503; Mears, 1927: 413. 
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Sacramento County fell from 668 in 1870 to 218 by 1880 

(Chiu, 1963: 82) . . 
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Although the number of Chinese immigrants allowed 

into California had dropped and many of those who had lived 

and worked in the Delta began to move away from the area, a 

small number of Delta Chinese persisted (Chu, 1970: 28). 

They began to concentrate in the small, river communities 

about halfway between Sacramento and Antioch. Principal 

among these river "Chinatowns" were Walnut Grove and the 

small town which it spawned after the turn of the century, 

Locke. 

Summary 

Pushed from their home in the Pearl River Delta by 

economic and social circumstances and pulled to California 

by myth, gold and the quest for economic improvement, many 

Chinese immigrants found work as laborers in the reclamation 

of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta during the mid

nineteenth century. Between 1850 and 1880, the Chinese, 

as laborers and tenant farmers, were primary agents in the 

molding of the early cultural landscape of the Delta. 

Although Chinese exclusion in the 1880's forced 

many Delta Chinese from the region, some persisted and 

collected in a number of small Sacramento River communities. 

In Chapter 3, the focus of the thesis turns to Locke, a 
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unique Delta Chinatown founded and maintained independently · 

of other existing river towns. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE 

CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF LOCKE 

Introduction 

In the 1870's, waterside "Chinatowns" were scattered 

along the levees of the Sacramento River (Figure 3.1). 

Courtland, founded in 1870, contained a Chinese quarter 

which burned in 1879 just before the Chinese had intended to 

open a clothing factory in the area (Thompson and West, 1880: 

220; Thompson, 1957: 429; Hayden, 1973: 60). After the 

fire, a new quarter was rebuilt. Also, in 1885, Elliott 

village, a "Chinatown" which had been located on the Sacra

mento River just north of Courtland was completely burned. 

Many of the Chinese from Elliott village reestablished them

selves in villages on the Deming Ranch near Courtland and 

at Paintersville between Courtland and Walnut Grove (Stories 

of the Sacramento River Delta, n.d.: 14). Rio Vista, 

settled in 1857, had Chinese as early as the 1880's (Chinn, 

1969: 59), and Isleton, founded in 1874, contained concen

trations of Chinese during the 1890's (Thompson and West, 

1880: 221; Chu, 1970: 27-31). 

One of the first "Chinatowns" in the Delta had been 

established on the North Fork of the Mokelumne River at a 

52 
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point about six miles south of Walnut Grove. This village 

was also destroyed by fire in 1885, and the Chinese from 

this area then located in Walnut Grove (Stories of the 

Sacramento River Delta, n.d.: 14). 

Shortly after the turn of the century, Locke, a 

new and independent Chinese town, was founded and built just 

north of Walnut Grove along the Sacramento River. This 

chapter traces the historical-geographic development of the 

Chinese community of Locke from its founding through signif-

icant periods of its growth. 

Founding of the Town 

The founding of Locke was closely tied to conditions 

·in the Chinese community of Walnut Grove and to activity 

that existed at the site of Lockeport, one mile north of 

Walnut Grove, prior to 1915. 

Chungshan Chinese in Walnut Grove 

Walnut Grove was settled in 1851, near the junction 

of Georgiana Slough and the Sacramento River (Willis, 1913: 

330). The founder, John W. Sharp, became involved in river 

transport, operating a ferry in 1857 (Smith, 1943: 13). 

The town was strung along the levee and grew slowly during 

its first two decades. In the late 1870's, the town devel-

oped as a shipping point for the irrunediate parts of Tyler 

and Andrus Islands. It boasted such permanent improvements 

I 

I 
I 



as a hotel, schoolhouse, meeting hall, and covered wharf 

and warehouses (Thompson, 1957: 427}. 
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The first recorded Chinese occupance of Walnut Grove 

was in 1885. This followed the destruction of a Chinese 

village south of Walnut Grove and the transfer of people 

from that site to the town. In 1897, a Chungshan Chinese 

named Lee Bing came to Walnut Grove to work in the town's 

hotel. Lee Bing was born in the Chungshan district of the 

Pearl River Delta and came to America under an agreement to 

work in the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. 

From Chicago, Lee Bing came to the Delta and began work on 

a ranch along the Sacramento River near Walnut Grove. He 

moved to vJalnut Grove to work as a dishwasher in a hotel 

owned by Alex Brown, and through this arrangement met · a 

Chinese cook in the hotel who taught Lee Bing his trade. 

A·l though his original intention ,.,as to make money 

and return to China, Lee Bing accumulated sufficient capital 

as a cook to open several small businesses in the community 

catering to Chinese. After the turn of the century, Lee 

Bing became a prosperous Walnut Grove merchant. He owned a 

dry goods store, herb store, restaurant, boarding house and 

gambling hall. 

Activity at Lockeport 

In 1910, the Southern Pacific Railroad constructed 

the Sacramento Southern Railroad, a branch line extending 

into the Walnut Grove area from Sacramento (Reed, 1923: 245}. 
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The line included stops at Freeport, Hood and Walnut Grove. 

In 1912, a spur line was extended from this branch line to 

a point approximately one mile north of Halnut Grove along 

the east bank of the Sacramento River. This area had been 

designated as Lockeport and had consisted of a dock from 

which fruit and produce were loaded onto rivercraft for 

transport to San Francisco and Sacramento (Chu, 1970: 31). 

The Southern Pacific Company also built a river 

warehouse in conjunction with the spur line to Lockeport 

(Figure 3.2). Fruit and produce from the surrounding area 

were loaded onto freight cars and moved to Sacramento. 

These transport improvements appeared on the property of 

George W. Locke. In the same year, transport improvements 

were accompanied by the construction of three buildings 

occupied by Chungshan Chinese who mov~d into the area from 

Varden to work near the warehouse. The Chinese, Tin Sin 

Chan, liiJing Chong Owyang and Yuen Lai Sing, occupied and 

operated the three buildings which became a saloon, boarding 

house and gambling hall, respectively. The buildings and 

their associated activity catered to dock and warehouse 

workers who were employed to crate and load fruit and 

produce. 

Fire in Walnut Grove Chinatown 

On October 7, 1915, a fire swept through the Chinese 

quarter of ~·Jalnut Grove (Sacramento Bee, 1915a: 1) . Con

flicting stories arose as to the origin of the fire. While 
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one report linked the fire to a lighted cigarette in a 

cleaning establishment, another source reported the cause 

as the result of a kitchen stove fire in a Japanese home. 

Damages were quite extensive and only a wind shift in late 

afternoon saved the whole town from destruction. On the 

following day, it was concluded that 85 structures had been 

burned, and losses were estimated at $100,000 (Sacramento 

Bee, 1915b: 8; Sacramento Union, 1915: 1). 

The Chinese quarter of Walnut Grove was a total 

loss. Lee Bing had lost everything he owned and despite 

efforts by others to reconstruct the Chinese section of the 

town, Lee Bing decided to move out of Walnut Grove. He 

organized six Chungshan Chinese families and in the same 

year moved to the area of Lockeport after a verbal agreement 

was reached with George Locke, the property owner. The 

Chinese who moved were dissatisfied with the policies of the 

owners of the land on which Walnut Grove's Chinatown stood, 

but in addition, district (hui kuan) differences were 

involve~. Before the fire, both Sze Yup and Chungshan 

Chines~ lived in Walnut Grove. After the fire, only Chung-

shan Chinese moved to Lockeport (Chu, 1970: 31). The 

Chinese who made the decision to move were all Chungshan 

members of the Yeong Ho hui kuan (Jones, 1964: 34). 

On the Locke property, Lee Bing financed the con-

struction of six buildings erected by an outside contractor 

at a cost of $1,200 for each two-story structure .. The 

---------- .. ·· 
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buildings were positioned directly against the land side of 

the levee, and fronted a road on top of the levee and a main 

street below the levee. All buildings were two-story porti-

coed, wooden clapboard structures, and stood on blocks one 

to two feet above ground level. . 

Founded as a docking point and first occupied by 

Chungshan Chinese in 1912, Lockeport acquired its first 
I 

community character with the movement .of Chungshan Chinese 

from \valnut Grove in 1915. Lockeport, or Locke, as it came 

to be called, received little attention during the early 

stages of its growth, being overshadowed in the local press 

by the rebuilding of the Chinese quarter in Walnut Grove 

(River News, 1916a: 1). However, in the years that followed, 

Locke expanded and gained increasing attention as a river 

"Chinatown." 

Early Activity 

Behveen 1915 and 1920, Locke expanded slowly from 

its original nucleus of nine buildings. As other Chungshan 

Chinese residents moved into the town from San Francisco 

(Nee and Nee, 1972: 78), additional buildings sprang up 

along the main levee, main street and the cross levee that 

intersected the main levee on a perpendicular line. Again, 

construction followed the .same pattern as the initially-

built structures. 

~~ ! 
!' 
! 
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Most of the Locke population was engaged in small 

merchant activity. Produce and wholesale goods were brought 

in from Sacramento and the town merchants catered almost 

exclusively to Chinese field workers in the area. 

In addition to merchant establishments, some Locke 

residents continued to work on fruit ranches in the vicinity 

of the town. The pear orchard north of the town was owned 

and operated by the sons of George Locke, and some Chinese 

from the town \.vere employed on the ranch. 

Asparagus boom 

At the turn of the century, asparagus became the 

boom crop along the Sacramento River. The acreage given to 

asparagus increased yearly from 1900 through the 1920's 

(Figures 3.3 and 3.4). The remarkable concentration on the 

specialty ctop asparagus (Asparagus officinalis var. 

altilus) was attributed to a combination of practically 

ideal conditions of soil and climate, historical accident, 

existing labor conditions and developments in processing 

and transportation in the Delta. 

A climate of hot, rainless summers and cool, moist 

winters provided an ideal asparagus growing season with the 

north Delta ieceiving from seventeen to eighteen inches of 

rainfall a year (McClain, 1954: 12, 30). In addition, peat 

soils in the northern Delta provided an excellent asparagus I ; 

grmving medium (Thompson, 1957: 67; r-tcClain, 1954: 15A). 
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The historical accident carne in the form of an 

asparagus-rust epidemic in the Eastern United States which 

cut eastern cannery production. This provided a well-

established and ~eady-rnade market for western canned 

asparagus from the Delta. 

The presence of an adequate labor supply for field 

and cannery work augmented the boom in the Delta. Many 

Chinese who had worked in the Delta in the 1880's, and 

subsequently migrated to the cities, now returned to work 

in the asparagus fields and canneries (Chu, 1970: 28-29). 

Once again, Chinese labor was organized through a contract 

syst_em headed by Chinese bosses. A typical advertisement 

appearing in a local newspaper in 1915, read: 

. All kinds of Chinese help for farm work can 
be secured on short notice by applying to or 
addressing Toy Goon, Hop Lee Jan, Front Street, 
Rio Vista, Cal. (River News, 1915: 3). 
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During the harvest, February through June, the work-

ing hours were often irregular. Laborers harvested all day 

for wages ranging between $.75 and $1.25 per hundred pounds 

of asparagus cut. Canning began about noon and continued 

until the day's cut was canned. While labor requirements 

were highest during the cutting season, there was consid-

erable work to be done during the rest of the year. Hoeing 

of weeds, cultivating, cutting and destroying the fern in 

fall, all required manual labor (McClain, 1954: 37). 



Oriental workers, not orily Chin~se, but also 

Japanese, Filipino and Hindu, swelled the housing quarters 
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of Walnut Grove and Isleton (Chu, 1970: 29). In .Locke, the 

town population rose and fell according to the season and 

the influx of transient laborers. Many laborers lived in 

field camps or near canneries and only resided in boarding 

houses in town during the off season. 

The establishment of processing canneries provided 

the commercial outlet for asparagus (McGowan, 1961(2): 10). 

The Delta asparagus industry began on Bouldin Island in 

1892, with the Hickmott Asparagus Canning Company. In 1899, 

the Golden State Cannery ~egan operation on Grand Island 

opposite Walnut Grove (McClain, 1954: 36). In 1916, Libby 

McNeil and Libby opened an asparagus cannery on the Sacra-

menta River north of Locke on the property of George Locke 

(River News, 1916b: 5). In 1902, there were six canneries 

in the Delta, and ten by 1929. Most of the canneries were 

located along the Sacramento River at Rio Vista, Isleton, 

Ryde and in the vicinity of Walnut Grove, Locke and Vorden 

(Chu, 1970: 33). 

The increase in asparagus production prompted the 

improvement of existing and expansion of new transport 

facilities in the Delta to move the produce to market. 

Canneries were located along the Sacramento River where an 

adequate source of water for cleaning and packing was avail-

able. Railroad spurs often complemented canning facilities. 

; li.l I .. 
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In 1925, the Southern Pacific warehouse, first built in 

front of Locke in 1912, was extended to increase the capa-

city of the docking and loading area for rail traffic. This 

warehouse was operated in conjunction with the Libby McNeil 

and Libby cannery located just north of Locke and atigmented 

activity in and around the town. 

In 1919, the levee road in front of Locke was oiled 

and paved (River News, 1919:1). This same road was repaved 

by the county from Courtland to Walnut Grove in 1924, and 

by 1927, the levee road was linked to the San Francisco Bay 

area, giving road access to nearly all Delta communities 

along the Sacramento River (River News, 1924h: 1; Ri~er 

News, 1927: 1). This increased access to the Delta ushered 

in a new dimension to Locke's early growth with the onset 

of Prohibition. 

Prohibition 

Not much difference now since they closed down 
the gambling houses--stayed the same way. But when 
they had the gambling houses open--oh boy! Towns 
like I~leton, Walnut Grove and Locke were like big 
city (Minick, 1969). 

In 1920, the passage of the Volstead Act gave rise 

to widespread illegal activity in Locke. An unincorporated 

town, without local law enforcement, Locke proved a mecca 

for prostitution, gambling and alcohol (Augusta, 1970: 1-5). 

According to local residents, outsiders bearing alcohol and 

prostitutes moved in from Sacramento and San Francisco 

(Jones, 1964: 35). 



66 

During the 1920's, according to one source, the 

one-half square mile town included sixty-five houses, eight 

of which were brothels with white prostitutes (Thomas, 1934: 

407). The brothels were organized by Caucasians from the 

outside, who rented the buildings from the Chinese. Prosti

tution catered largely to the transient labor traffic that 

frequented the town with the coincident asparagus boom. 

Gambling flourished throughout the decade of the 

twenties. All activity was promoted and sponsored by the 

Chinese. Ganmling halls were maintained on a share owner

ship system where collective funds financed the operation 

and contributors received dividends from the profits. Raids 

on gambling establishments were quite common and often 

resulted in the arrests of Caucasian and Chinese gamblers 

(River News, 1920c: 1; River News, l92lc: 2; River News, 

1924b: 5; River News, 1924i: 1; River News, 1924j: 1). 

Despite these raids, gambling persisted without decline 

through the decade, suggesting some graft between local 

officials who came down river from Sacramento and the 

Chinese gambling hall proprietors. 

Various illegal activities accompanied prostitution 

and gambling. Some arrests of Caucasians for violation of 

liquor laws were made in the town, and raids on Chinese 

opium dens resulted in the confiscation of narcotics by 

arresting officers (River News, 1924d: 4; River News, 

1924f: 1; River News, 1924c: 1; River News, 1924e: 1). 



Earlier in the nineteenth century, the Bing Kong Tong, a 

Chinese secret society, had established itself in Isleton 

and Walnut Grove.3 The Bing Kong Tong's connection with 

narcotics in the area appeared likely, since it was then 

engaged in similar activities in San Francisco and Sacra-

mento (Chu, 1970: 31; River News, 192la: 2}. On occasion, 
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raids and arrests resulted in violence, and shootings ensued 

between officers and the various parties involved (River 

News, 192lb: 1; River News, 1924a: 1}. 

Chinese merchants and building owners in the town 

pro~pered with the variety of activities. Boarding house 

owners and owners who leased buildings to outside interests ·., 

each collected their share of the money to be made. Gam-

bling hall operators profited handsomely from the widespread 

illegal activity. Town merchants also benefited from the 

flurry of activity. Two of the larger grocery stores in 

the town, Yuen Chong and Foon Hop, each maintained a small 

slaughterhouse in the rear of the town which supplied 

poultry and pork. 

During the peak of activities in .the 1920's, Locke 

contained a theater, hotel, bakery, lodge, nine grocery 

3
The tong was a secret organization based on the 

secret societies that had served as agencies for protest, 
rebellion and banditry in Southeast Chin~ (Lyman, 1970: 17}. 
The California tongs differed from the societies of South
east China in that they did not maintain an international 
outlook, but rather were formed for local purposes. 

I . 
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stores, six restaurants, one flour mill, two slaughter-

houses, eight brothels, and numerous gambling halls, 

boarding houses and permanent residences (Oglesby, 1971: f9). 

Many of the houses constructed during this time occupied 

parallel rows in back of the two-story buildings first 

erected with the founding of the town. These buildings were 

similar in architecture and materials to earlier structures, 

but most of the new buildings were single-story dwellings 

built at a cost of approximately $800 apiece~ 

It is difficult to ascribe precise function to many 

of the buildings during this period. Along Main Street, 

most ground level units were merchant shops with upper 

levels serving as residences (Figure 3.5). Some of the 

units behind Main Street which served as single level -resi-

dences were partitioned to provide multiple occupancy. 

Those buildings designated as social in function include a 

merchant association hall, a community lodge and a Christian 

center. 

The resident population of Locke during this period 

never exceeded 250. The quotes of high population ranging 

from 500 to 1,500 were not accurate permanent resident 

totals (Sacramento Union, 1971: a3; Billinger, 1971: 2; 

Horton, 1973: cS). Most were transient laborers, chiefly 

Chinese, Filipino and Hindu, that temporarily resid~d in the 

town during the asparagus boom. 
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Nevertheless, the composition of town population 

began to change during the height of activity. In 1922, 

there were two Japanese residents in Locke, one a baker, 

the other a barber. There were also several Caucasian 

residents during the twenties (River News, 1920b: 1; River 

News, 1924a: 1; River News, 1924i: 1). Al Adami, an Italian 

entrepreneur from · san Francisco's North Beach, moyed to 

Locke in 1924 and established a restaurant which pecame very 

popular with the local Caucasian clientele (Cook, 1959: 4). 

Also during this period, a flour mill was established in the 

rear of the town. The mill was operated by a Hindu merchant 

and catered to the sizeable Hindu population working as 

laborers in the asparagus fields of the area. 

Missionary period 

Paralleling the activities of the asparagus boom and 

Prohibition in Locke were the efforts of outside mission-

aries who brought Christian influence to the community. 

Prior to 1920, a missionary from Hong Kong came to 

Locke and opened a Christian service center (Thomas, 1934: 

407). · In 1919, Dr. Charles Shepherd, a Baptist missionary 

who had spent years in China, visited Locke (Augusta, 1970: 

3). Impressed with the efforts of the Christian center, 

Dr. Shepherd arranged for the establishment of more suitable 

quarters. In 1922~ the Locke Christian Center was erected 

in the rear of the town and a missionary appointed to super-

intend the center's work (Thomas, 1934: 408; River News, 
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1924g: 1; Tow, 1923: 167). The cost of construction for the 

center was met by solicited funds from the gambling halls of 

the town (Augusta, 1970: 3). The center not only provided 

Christian religious services, but also recreation for chil-

dren, classes in English for adults and holiday celebrations 

(River News, l920a: 6). 

Instability and Decline 

The early history of Locke was closely tied to 

factors that combin.ed to create an environment which was 

conducive to its growth. The organization of the Chungshan 

Chinese in Walnut Grove played a strategic role in the 

founding of the town. The agricultural economy of the 

Delta provided a demand for labor which the Chinese 

partially filled. The onset of Prohibition brought 

increased activity to the town through illegal operations 

and expanded merchant activity. 

Within twenty years of the founding of the town, 

however, some of the same factors that had contributed to 

Locke's early growth began to work against continued growth. 

The influences of a shift in asparagus production in the 

Delta, the repeal of Prohibition and a shift in Delta labor 

initiated a period of instability in Locke. This instabil-

ity turned to decline by the 1940's, when the growing second 

generation of Chinese in Locke moved out of the town to seek 

opportunities in the larger cities of Central California. 
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Asparagus shift 

The first Delta crop survey by the California Divi

sion of Water Resources in 1924 showed that more than half 

of the acreage of the peat lands of the north Delta was 

devoted to asparagus. In the late 1920's and early 1930's, 

however, asparagus production on Grand Island, west of 

Locke, had diminished in importance. By 1935, asparagus 

acreage in the northern Delta was in general decline. 

Evidence showed that both the drop in production in old 

beds, and the poor growth of immediately replanted beds were 

closely related to the infestation of parasites destructive 

to young plants (McClain, 1954: 52). 

The exhaustion of beds in the north Delta forced 

asparagus production south to the islands of the San Joaquin 

River area. During the 1940's~ old'er producing areas in the 

Sacramento River area of the Delta were giving up asparagus, 

and by 1952, it all but disappeared (Thompson, 1957: 344) 

(Figure 3. 6). 

Additional contributing factors 

In 1933, Prohibition was repealed and much of the 

illegality that had been so widespread in Locke during the 

twenties disappeared. At the same time, the Depression of 

the thirties slowed agricultural production in the Delta as 

markets for products diminished (McGowan, 1961(2): 255). 

Shifts in the labor used in the Delta reduced 

opportunities for many Chinese in the area. Laborers in the 
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asparagus fields prior to 1920 had been principally Chinese, 

Japanese and Hindu. After the twenties, Filipino and 

Mexican labor performed much of the arduous task of cutting 

and maintaining the fields (Thompson, 1957: 347; Chu, 1g7o: 

32). Also, the improvement in transportation had an effect 

· on agricultural labor in the Delta. The increased use of 

trucks to transport products resulted in the shift of 

processing industries. Canneries along the Sacramento 

River near Rio Vista, Isleton, Ryde, Walnut Grove, Locke and 

Varden had numbered ten in 1929. This figure dropped to 

three in 1950, and zero by 1955, as canneries began to 

locate outside of the immediate area with the shift in 

asparagus production (Thompson, 1957: 344). 

Effects on town activity 

All of these factors worked against the continued 

growth of Locke. Rose Lee (1949: 430-432) has pointed out 

that "institutional invasion," or the intrusion of an out

side force into the community to disrupt its social cohesion 

or geographic boundaries, may be one factor influencing the 

decline of a "Chinatown" in the United States. In Locke, 

this took the form of an institutional exit or ecological 

shift, rather than an invasion. The shift in asparagus 

production from the northern Delta to the San Joaquin River 

area . of the Delta disrupted the activity on which Locke had 

thrived. This was compounded by the repeal of Prohibition 

and the reduction of illegal activities, which also fostered 
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the onset of instability. Without asparagus and the pro-

cessing facilities that provided Chinese laborers a means 

of livelihood, without migrant workers to patronize the 

institutions which Locke promoted, town activity was reduced 

significantly. vJhile nearly twenty Chinese commercial 

establishments had existed in the town during the . 1920's, 

by 1946, less than ten were still in operation (People's 

Foreign Relations Association of China, 1946: 439). 

Institutional exit, however, was not enough in 

itself to bring life and livelihood in Locke to a point of 

decline. The lure of urban amenities became an influential 

determinant in the reduction of the town population. 

It was not until the 1920's that a visible second 

generation of Chinese in Locke began to emerge • . In the 

course of their years, it was the influence of American 

social practices and patterns which affected the second 

generation, pulling them toward the cities where oppor-

tunities beckoned (Suyama, 1970: 46). This movement out 

of the home community reduced the population base of the 

town and facilitated the onset of community decline. 

By the 1940's the second generation of Chinese in 

Locke began a gradual outmigration to larger cities such as 

Sacramento, San Francisco and Stockton. Many were drawn 

away to attend college, secure jobs and find mates in the 

larger cities. Most never returned to reside in the commu-

nity of their birth. To a certain extent, the outmigration 
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of the second generation can be seen as a cultural extension 

of the group's historical migrating character. The movement 

out of Locke represented a second generation migration. 

Without economic opportunities to hold them to their home 

community, second generation Chinese sought opportunities 

available in larger cities. 

Locke Today 

Despite the shift of asparagus production, the 

demise of the illegal institutions that stimulated early 

growth and the outmigration of the second generation, Locke 

persists as a business and residential community today. 

While the measure of population and merchant activity in 

the town does not approach that of earlier periods, the 

remaining residents find comfort and quiet in the reduced 

tempo of community life. 

Town population 

The town population (April, 1974) of eighty-five 

consists of sixty-four Chinese, twelve Caucasians, eight 

Filipinos and one Black. Numbers of households in the 

community are dominated by the Chinese with twenty-eight, 

followed · by five Caucasian households, four Filipino house

holds and one Black household (Figure 3.7) . 4 Households 

4Four additional houses are rented by Caucasians who 
reside outside the community and only use their buildings on 
selected occasions. These people have not been included in 
the total count of Caucasians permanently residing in Locke. 
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can be further defined according to resident composition. 

Only four of the bventy-eight Chinese households have chil-

dren residing. Four of the Caucasian households are without 

residing children. The Filipino households are divided at 

two with children and two without, while the sole Black 

household contains a single female adult. 

Town functions 

Locke maintains both residential and commercial 

functions. Hhile the residential community occupies the 

greatest amount of building space, the few commercial estab-

lishments attract most of the outside activity to the town. 

The residential community is essentially self-

contained. Although residences exist along Main Street, 

there is a stronger sense of residential community in- the 

single-s tory dwellings behind the main avenue.. While a 

small ($10 per month) ground rent is still paid by Chinese 

residents, most own their own buildings. 

Only eight Chinese residents are gainfully employed, 

all other Chinese derive income from Social Security bene-

fits and personal savings. Three of the total of eight 

employed Chinese work in the community, all others are 

employed outside of the town. Those employed in the town .1 
' :.I 
' all work in a Chinese-owned and operated store. 

The unemployed Chinese, who make up the majority of 

the residential community, confine their activities to the 

town locale. Daily activities include fishing in the slough 
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behind the town, working vegetable gardens dispersed 

within the community and gathering for informal porch gossip 

sessions at specific locations within the town. 

The commercial community, as distinct from the 

residential community, is dependent on outside activity and 

is confined geographically to Levee Road and Main Street. 

Business establishments consist of three restaurant-bars, 

three art shops, one grocery store and one service station. 

All businesses except the grocery store are run by Cauca-

sians and cater to outside clientele, primarily weekend and 

summer tourist trade. 

Summary 

The historical-geographic development of Locke spans 

a period of fifty-nine years. The town grew slowly from the 

first Chinese occupance of the site in 1912, to the founding 

of the community in 1915, and during the initial years of 

activity. Hith the boom of asparagus in the Delta and the 

period of .Prohibition during the twenties, Locke expanded 

rapidly through the support of both legitimate and illegal 

con~unity activities. 

Both a shift in asparagus production in the Delta 

and the repeal o~ Prohibition initiated a period of insta-

bility in town growth during the late twenties and early 

thirties. By the forties, instability had turned to decline 

with the outmigration of many second generation Chinese 



members of the community. Despite this decline, Locke 

persists as a residential and business community today. 
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A closer inspection is given to an analysis of 

persistence and change in the Chinese cultural landscape of 

Locke in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER 4 

PERSISTENCE AND CHANGE IN THE 

CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF LOCKE 

Introduction 

The preceding chapter traced the historical-

geographic development of the cultural landscape of Locke. 

In this chapter, attention is focused on an analysis of the 

Chinese character of that landscape. ~raditionally, the 

Chinese hold certain basic cultural values regarding their 

spatial organization, human organization and resource utili-

zation. Given the rural condition and communal autonomy of 

Locke, how has the Chinese cultural landscape of Locke 

reflected the traditional Chinese cultural landscape of a 

village in Southeastern China? 

The following analysis will examine specific 

elements of the Locke cultural landscape as indicators of 

traditional ethnicity. These elements include town organi-

zation, town function and the human environment. The 

intention will be to determine the general degree of 

persistence or change attached to each element considered 

in the respective sections. 
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Town Organization 

The four significant aspects of town organization 

considered in this section are site selection, building 

layout, architectural style and signboard calligraphy. 

Site selection 

In traditional China, the arrangement of space was 

highly governed by laws. The concepts of order and harmony 

in the universe were reflected in the many complex rules 

that controlled the siting of a town or building on earth 

(Pirazzoli-T'Serstevens, 1971: 11). While this quest for 

order in the environment was perhaps most dramatic in early 

Chinese walled cities, the rural world was also influenced 

by a desire for order in the village landscape. 

The geomantic system of feng-shui (wind and water) 

was an important consideration in virtually all traditional 

site selection (Kulp, 1925: 284-285; Baker, 1968: 19; 

Potter, 1968a: 28). A geomancer was often consulted to 

determine a favorable location, one to which the beneficent 

influences of the landscape would have the freest possible 

access and from which evil influences would be effectively 

excluded (Fischer, 1955: 26). 

When site was determined, a plan was drawn in 

accordance with a main south-north axis. For the Chinese, 

north represented the rigors of winter and the threat of 

barbarian invasion, or what were considered evil influences. 

Hence, all important buildings, public or private, opened 
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towards the south, while to the north there was, ideally, 

a hill or grove of trees for protection. More subtle cal-

culations even accounted for the influences of nearby 

watercourses which were considered favorable (Pirazzoli-

T'Serstevens, 1971:11; Fischer, 1955: 26). 

At first glance, the siting of Locke seems to have 

adhered to some of the fundamental prerequisites of a favor-

able location (Figure 3.2, p. 57). Situated along a levee 

near a flowing body of water, and with an orchard to the 

immediate north, Locke appears to satisfy certain feng-shui 

characteristics. However, closer inspection reveals an 

eastern building orientation which does not conform to the 

traditional south-facing position. Furthermore, conversa-

tions with town residents revealed no consideration or 

application of feng-shui prior to the founding of the town. 

The decision of the Chinese to locate at Lockeport 

seems to ' have been governed by more immediate economic and 

. l 'd . 5 soc1a cons1 erat1ons. The initial occupance of the site by 

Chinese from Vorden was predicated on securing a livelihood 

by locating near a docking point which maintained a steady 

flow of activity. The decision of Chinese from Walnut Grove 

to settle at the site \vas rooted in hui kuan differences as 

5In San Francisco's Chinatown, Salter (1967: 18) 
also found considerations of feng~shui to be of less 
consequence than other locational factors. 

i! 

!l . 

I) 

tl 



well as the need to establish new residences after a fire 

in the former Chinese quarter. 
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In addition, the lack of attention given to 

feng-shui in Locke was probably further explained by the 

Chinese sojourning attitude. The initial intention of 

temporary residence probably operated against the psychology 

of permanent establishment. This likely resulted in the 

failure to apply feng-shui in the host environment, since 

the immigrant's intention was to secure money and return to 

China. 

Building layout 

In the Pearl River Delta, villages were the charac

teristic mode of settlement (Tuan, 19 69·: 16 2) . As a result 

of extreme flooding and conditions of feng-shui, villages 

tended to seek the protection of levees or the lowest slopes 

of hills (Trewartha, 1939: 5-6). In other areas of South

east China, villages tended to evolve along lines of 

communication (Needham, 1971: 71). 

As in the traditional village in the Pearl River 

Delta, the Chinese of Locke followed the common practice of 

building along the land-side slope of the levee (Figure 3.5, 

p. 69). However, this was also a common practice in other 

communities along the Sacramento River. It afforded a point 

of high ground and close proximity to immediate transporta

tion on the river and levee. The desire to seek high ground 

and locate along the levee for transportation access seemed 

. i 
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more a reflection of local conditions in the Delta than 

a persistence of traditional ways. 

Architectural style 

House type construction in Southeast China usually 

reflected the availability of local construction materials 

(Cutshall, 1947: 296). Although local variations existed, 

aesthetic preference commonly yielded to economy and 

simplicity. The most densely settled areas of Southeast 

China had long been denuded of original vegetation, thus, 

wood was not a common construction medium (Spencer, 1947: 

263). Buildings were usually composed of walls, mostly 

made of bamboo-mesh plastered with lime and mud, and roofs 

of clay-brick tile (Buck, 1937: 443-444~ Cutshall, 1947: 

297~ Su, 1964: 232) (Plate 4.1). The use of rice straw for 

roofing or thatching on the sides of homes was also popular 

throughout the rice-growing areas of the Pearl River Delta 

(King, 1926: 142). 

In Locke, building construction more closely 

resembled local conditions in the Delta than traditional 

ways of the home environment. The initial buildings were 

two-story porticoed, wooden clapboard structures (Plate 4.2). 

Although the Chinese worked on their own buildings, an out-

side contractor was employed to design and. supervise the 

construction. 

As a result, traditional motifs or Oriental 

designs played very little part in the original building 

ill 
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PLATE 4.1 

Traditional dwellings in the Pearl River Delta. 
B~ildings constructed of bamboo-mesh plastered 
with mud or lime and topped by clay-tile roofs 
line either side of a small canal. Note ideo
graphs painted on building walls in background 
center (King, 1926: 36). 

PLATE 4.2 

Dwellings along Main Street in Locke. Two
story porticoed, wooden clapboard structures 
line both sides of the street. Dwellings to 
the left are situated along the land side of 
the levee. Roofs are galvanized iron. 
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construction, most of which still stands today. Along Hain 

Street, overhanging balconies line the second story of the 

two-story structures, and side-to-side building separation 

is so slight that it gives the effect of an upper corridor. 

Bancroft's comment relating to San Francisco's Chinatown 

, during the late nineteenth century seems to capture much of 

the architectural flavor of Main Street in Locke. 

A visitor feels as if he had been suddenly 
transferred to another land. Yet he finds no 
pagodas with carved eaves and numberless stories, 
no oriental palaces with gardens and cooling foun
tains, no picturesque bamboo huts with trailing 
vines, but only a series of ••• buildings in 
American style. • • • Balconies abound, running 
either the whole length of the house, or appearing 
in detached fragments at windows on different 
stories (Bancroft, 1890(38): 318-319). 

Buildings located behind Main Street are predominantly 

single-story structures that reflect a design similar to 

the earlier constructed dwellings. 

Signboard calligraphy 

While building layout, construction an'd archi tee-

tural style were closely linked to existing conditions in 

the Delta, the Chinese supplemented their structures with 

Chinese id~ographs. Signboard calligraphy not only repre-

sented a need to communicate information, but reflected a 

significant tradition of Chines~ ~rban and village life. 

In traditional China, inscribed signs or signboards 

appeared on posts and pillars, and in shops, homes, temples 

and public gathering places. The signs were replete with 

I' 
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mystical significance (Crane, 1936: 6). The ideographs 

themselves were attributed powers of attraction and not 

merely considered visible expressions of thoughts. Ideo-

graphs signifying "longevity," "happiness," "prosperity" 

and other ideal states played .an important part in tradi-

tional Chinese design. Furthermore, a merchant was often 

known, outside his circle of friends, by his shop sign, 

rather than his given name (Crane, 1936: 7~8). 

In surveying various establishments in San 

Francisco's Chinatown in 1868, Loomis (1868a: 152) noted 
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that signboards did not always contain the names of parties 

composing the firm, nor the trade which was pursued or the 

:types of goods found within. Rather, examples such as 

"everlasting harmony, producing wealth," "extensive peace 

and affluence," "unitedly prospering," "sincerity and faith" 

and "ten thousand profits" were more common inscriptions. 

In Locke, Chinese signboards abounded throughout the 

mercantile strips of Levee Road and Main Street. Signs were 

usually of two types: hanging and permanently affixed ideo-

graphs on building walls (Plates 4.3 and 4.4). Today, 

remnant ideographs are barely decipherable on buildings 

along the two streets, most having weathered and faded over 

the years. Table 4.1 shows the ideographs that are still 

distinguishable on buildings in the town, and their trans-

lations. 
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PLATE 4.3 

Hanging signboard on Jin Yang Association 
h a ll on Main Street. Ideographs read 
from right to left, "Jin Yang (handsome, 
brave ) industrial, commercial association." 
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PLATE 4. 4 

Painted ideographs on an abandoned 
gambling hall on Main Street. 
Ide ographs read from right to l e ft, 
"Triumph Profit Hall." 
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Location 

Happy Cafe 
Main Street 

Yuen Chong Market 
Levee Road 

Tules Cafe 
Levee Road 

Foon Hop Market 
Main Street 

Star Theater 
Levee Road 

Jin Yang 
Association 
Nain Street 

TABLE 4.1 

SIGNBOARD CALLIGRAPHY 

Ideographsl 

B '/i. CJ \ . a ,/ )jt 

01<:1 Gambling Hall ~tJ....!-, _i J fJ ~ 
Ma1n Street ~ ~g /rl Jii\.. 

Translation 

fling Family 

Flourishing 
Source 
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Transliteration 
of Du Li 

Flowering 
Profit Company 

. Established 
Cooperative 
Public Company 

Star Theater 

Jin Yang 
(Handsome, Brave) 
Industrial 
Commercial 
Association 

Triumph 
Profit Hall 

1Ideographs read from right to left. 

Source: . Data collected by author, 1974. 
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Town Function 

Four aspects of Locke's past and present function 

as a community deserve consideration in light of traditional 

Chinese persistence and change. These elements include its 

single dialect group population, merchant nucleated settle-

ment, gambling activity and vegetable garden landscapes. 

Dialect group population 

In Southeastern China, lineages were the dominant 

social structures in most villages (Freedman, 1958: 1). A 

lineage referred to a group which claimed descent from a 

common ancestor. This pattern of descent passed through 

the male line and was often associated with a group bearing 

a common surname. Many villages in Southeastern China were 

characterized by a dominant single lineage or geographically 

distinct lineages within a sin.gle village (Kulp, 1925: 80; 

Baker, 1968: 24; Potter, 1968a: 14; Yang, 1959: 11). 

In the Pearl River Delta and its hinterland, 

numerous village communities were isolated from one another 

by mountain barriers that divided the various alluvial low-

lands (Yang, 1959: 5). As a result of physical barriers 

and the concentrated lineage settlements which developed in 

local areas, numerous linguistic communities were forged, 

resulting in readily distinguishable dialect units (Wakeman, 

1966: 58). 
1':': 

Locke has been and remains a single dialect group 

Chinese community. Chungshan Chinese first occupied the 
li 
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site at Lockeport in 1912, and Chungshan Chinese established 

the town of Locke at the same location in 1915. No other 

Chinese dialect group has ever occupied Locke. Although 

two Chinese groups, Sze Yup and Chungshan, occupied Walnut 

Grove prior to the 1915 fire in the Chinese quarter, after 

the fire, only Chungshan Chinese moved to Lockeport and the 

Sze Yup Chinese remained in Walnut Grove. 

While the Chinese situation in the Delta did not 

reflect the lineage character of villages as they existed in 

Southeastern China, there was a persistence of dialect group 

(hui kuan) differentiation. The relationship between 

Chinese members of the community has been what Weiss (1974: 

55) has called a "multiplex" relationship~ The multiplexity 

of roles meant that community members tended to have many 

relationships . in different spheres of social activity. When 

community members interacted, not only in business but also 

as members of the same hui. kuan, shared common dwellings, 

participated in similar activities, bought from the same 

merchants and sent money home to the same village district, 

their relationship was said to be "multiplex." 6 

6on the other hand, most Chinese dealings with the 
outside world were considered "simplex" relationships 
(Weiss, 1974: 56). While "multiplex" relationships promoted 

·group solidarity, "simplex" relationships tended to be divi
sive. Examples of "simplex" relationships might include 
encounters with outside authorities, employers or clientele. 
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This type of relationship has been constantly rein-

forced in Locke, binding residents together and strength-

ening their community solidarity and Chinese identity. The 

community has always functioned socially as a Chungshan 

Chinese village. A language barrier has served as an 

invisible boundary distinguishing the town from the Sze Yup 

Chinese community in Walnut Grove. This has given the Locke 

residents a shared identity within their separate environ-

ment. 

Merchant nucleus 

In Southeastern China, practically all economic 

activity was linked to the land. "Other things than land 

were ownable • • • but land represented one of the most 

important objects of possession (Schurmann, 1956: 508) ." 

In village studies conducted by Kulp (1925: 90), Baker 

(1968: 21-22), Potter (1968a: 44) and Yang (1959: 23), the 

traditionally dominant economic activity in each village was 

agriculture. 

Although merchant establishments were found in each 

village, their importance was secondary to farming (Yang, 

7 
1959: 63). In addition, merchant shops in most villages 

7This is not to suggest that all economic activity 
in traditional Southeast China was agrarian-oriented or 
preferred. The suggestion of predominantly agricultural 
activity in Southeast China is based on sources consulted, 
which indicated its prominence in specific village studies. 
The existence of a merchant economy based on periodic 
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were often unsuccessful business ventures (Kulp, 1925: 85; 

Potter, 1968a: 126). Those which existed usually offered 

only a small variety of goods that were not produced or 

obtainable by farmers in the communities. 

M.ore common than merchant shops were market towns 

where periodic gatherings from a lGcal area allowed mer-

chants and craftsmen to peddle their goods (Skinner, 1964a; 

Yang, 1959: 8; Baker, 1968: 190; Potter, 1968a: 130-132; 

Kulp, 1925: 13). During the late nineteenth century, the 

average number of nucleated villages served by a single 

market town in the Pearl River Delta was just under eighteen 

(Skinner, 1964b: 208). Although some market towns origi-

nated as periodic gathering places, many became permanent 

merchant nodes, usually located at a crossroads of traffic 

or along a frequented path. Most market towns had only one 

street which housed the majority of merchant functions. 

Although most sellers at a given market town were 

likely to be itinerants, the tm..rn normally contained a 

certain minimum of permanent establishments such as tea 

houses, wineshops, eating establishments, oil shops, incense 

and candle shops, and general goods shops. In addition, 

market towns often supported numerous craftsmen, blacksmiths, 

marketing and regional trade centers has a long history in 
Southeast China (Skinner, 1964a). However, none of the 
village studies consulted suggested the prominence of mer
chant activity in those villages. 



coffinmakers, carpenters and makers of paper products for 

religious burning. A few processing establishments were 

also located in a market town (Skinner, 1964a: 20). 
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In Locke, the merchant establishment was the nucleus 

of town activity. Shops lined both ~ides of Main Street 

during the bustling years of Locke's early growth (Fig-

ure 3.5, p. 69). Most establishments functioried as 

businesses on the ground level and as residences for shop 

proprietors on the upper floor. Although some community 

residents were laborers in the fields of the Delta, the town 

was centered on merchant shops and drew much of its income 

from the activities of these establishments. 

The prominence of merchant activity can be explained 

in light of economic circumstances and Chinese occupational 

preference. As discussed in Chapter 2, agriculture in the 

Delta did not become large-scale specialized farming until 

after the turn of the century·. The shift from small-scale 

farming and vegetable gardening forced many Chinese tenant 

farmers out of work. The alternative was to hire out as a 

laborer or establish an independent business. In Locke, 

some Chinese sought and achieved merchant ~tatus. Since 

many of the Chinese who lived and worked in the Delta were 

employed as agricultural laborers, they were, in most cases, 

without a plot of land from which they could gain their own 

sustenance. These workers were dependent on community 

merchants to supply them with many essential goods. 
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Similarly, town merchants catered to much of the additional 

foreign labor that entered the Delta during seasonal activ-

ities. 

In addition, previous studies of similar conditions 

by both Gallin (1967: 376-377) and Potter (1968a: 56) have 

concluded that. the Chinese roots in a farming tradition 

were often cast aside when an alternate means of earning a 

livelihood and accumulating wealth and status existed. 

Furthermore, Potter (1968a: 56) found that traditional 

values and cultural patterns did not impose obstacles to 

the change from an agricultural base to a merchant focus. 

Indeed, the merchant position was desired in most cases, 

since it afforded a means to greater wealth and status. 

It is difficult to arrive at precise conclusions 

about the nature of Locke's function as a traditional 

village. In certain respects, Locke resembled a market 

town since it served not only its own residents, but catered 

to the needs of laborers in the area. At the same time, 

Locke maintained certain traditional village functions of 

residence and social cohesion for community members who 

worked as lab6rers in the fields and canneries of the Delta, 

as well as for merchants. The town seems to have incorpo-

rated both traditional characteristics. 

Gambling activity 

According to Barnett (1962: 187), gambling has been 

a culture pattern long integrated into the social activities 
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of the Chinese. 8 Gambling has been closely interrelated 

with attitudes toward wealth and its ac~uisition. In 

traditional villages, Barnett (1962: 200) has noted that 

organized gambling involving gambling houses, tongs and 

political organizations were not considered prominent commu-

nity functions. However, occasional indulgence by residents 

was not considered socially degrading. Similarly, in one 

village study, Kulp (1925: 93, 325) found that two gambling 

houses existed and operated within the community. 

In Locke, gambling functioned as an important, 

although illegal, town activity. Prior to 1915, one 

Chinese-operated gambling hall existed at the site of Locke-

port. Between 1920 and 1933, gambling was a flourishing 

activity along Main Street. Chinese farmworkers and other 

laborers from all over the Delta would crowd into Locke on 

weekend nights to patronize the various gambling establish-

ments (Nee and Nee, 1972: 21). 

While profits from gambling houses were sometimes 

channeled back into the community to finance building 

construction, much of the revenue was sent overseas to 

China. Contributions went to home villages in Kwangtung 

or to support the Nationalist movement started by Sun 

Yat-sen. 

8culin (1891) gives a general account of common 
gambling games of the Chinese in America with some comment 
as to their origins. 
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Gambling had a: long tradition in villages in 

Southeast China. In Locke, as in other Delta Chinatowns, 

gambling became a primary community function, reflecting 

the persistence of traditional institutional ways in the 

new environment. 

Garden landscapes 

Vegetable and fruit gardens have been persistent 

expressions in the Chinese rural landscape. 

The word for 'garden' here does not suggest a 
lawn and geometric flowerbeds, but a patch of earth 
where one can plant vegetables and fruits and sit 
under the shade of trees (Lin, 1939: 329). 
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While many farmers of Southeastern China have been primarily 

engaged in the cultivation of rice or other specific crops, 

vegetqble and fruit gardening have supplemented their diets 

and in some cases their incomes. Both Kulp (1925: 89) and 

Potter (1968a: 58) found that despite a farmer's traditional 

concentration on other cash and subsistence crops, he still 

maintained a vegetable garden for personal consumption. In 

addition, Yang (1959: 28-29) found that Chinese farmers in 

the Pearl River Delta not only grew vegetables and fruit 

for personal consumption, but also marketed much of their 

production in nearby urban centers. 

The role of Chinese vegetable gardeners in the early 

settlement of the Delta has been pointed out in Chapter 2. 

However, Chinese vegetable gardening was minimal in Locke 

prior to 1930. It was not until the Depression and after 
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that vegetable gardens began to appear within the community. 
,-,1 

Circumstances in the town seem to account for the absence 

of this traditional activity prior to 1930, and its appear-

ance thereafter. 

Most of the - community residents prior to 1930 were 

either directly involved in merchant activity in the town 

or employed as laborers in the surrounding area. This 

situation left little time for gardening in the community 

proper. Most of the vegetables consumed by town residents 

between 1915 and 1930 were probably supplied by local 

vegetable peddlers or merchants who received supplies from 

wholesalers (Blasdale, 1899: 9-38; Scientific American, 

1900: 211). The appearance of vegetable gardens after 1930 

seemed to coincide with the decline experienced by the town 

with the shift in asparagus production. The slowed tempo 

of town activity and the onset of the Depression allowed 

for the pursuit of other activities, principally gardening. 

Today, vegetable gardening plays a significant role 

in town activity. Mixed vegetable and fruit plots are 

situated throughout the community, but are principally 

located in the rear of the town (Figure 3.7, p. 77). Indi-

vidual plots are small, generally less than 100 yards 

square, and are separated by makeshift wooden fences 

(Plates 4.5 and 4.6). 

Most plots are predominantly vegetables, but some 

contain an occasional fruit tree. Vegetables grown include 
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PLATE 4.5 

Vegetable gardens in the rear of the town, 
facing north. Plots include onions, asparagus 
and peas. Middle background is pear orchard 
and far background is riparian vegetation 
along Snodgrass Slough. 

PLATE 4. 6 

Vegetable gardens in the rear of the town, 
facing west. Crops include bok choy, onions, 
peas, and green beans. Flags on pea trellis 
are used to deter birds. Middle background 
is the residential community, with the river 
warehouse perched on the levee in the far 
background. 
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various Chinese cabbages, leeks, garlic, Chinese green 

beans and peas, tomatoes, · corn, carrots, celery, beets and 

squash. Fruit trees include peach, pear, loquat and apri-

cot. Cultivation follows a simple pattern of soil 

preparation, seeding, \vatering and weeding, all performed 

by hand and hoe. 9 Although "night soil" was used during 

the thirties, most fertilizing today includes only the 

10 sparse, periodic application of sulphur. Crops within 

each plot are neatly arranged in distinct sections or rmvs, 

and wooden planks are sometimes laid between sections to 

allow walking space between the rows (Plate 4.7). Bamboo 

which is collected from areas along the Sacramento River 

is used for plant support and pea trellis (Plate 4.8) ~ 

Vegetables are harvested year-around while fruit 

is distinctly a summer crop. Not all vegetables, however, 

are grown and harvested throughout the year. Bok choy 

(Chinese cabbage), for example, is harvested in spring 

9Loomis (1870) offers an interesting discussion 
of gardening -methods as practiced by Chinese in California 
during the nineteenth century, and comments on the persis
tence of traditional Chinese practices. 

10"Night soil" is a term applied to human excrement 
which is collected, diluted and applied as fertilizer 
throughout China (King, 1926: 171-178). Chinese gardeners 
were found to ha~e used ''night soil" in Auburn, California 
in 1865 (Spier, l958c: 104). In Locke, "night soil" was 
collected from a sewer drain situated behind the gardens 
at the rear of the town. 
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PLATE 4.7 

Plank walks between sections of vegetable plots 
allow passage when ground is muddy. Crops 
include bok choy and onions. Background is 
riparian vegetation along Snodgrass Slough. 

PLATE 4.8 

Bamboo stored in corner of dooryard vegetable 
garden on Key Street. Small loquat tree stands 
to the immediate right of the garden. Passage 
to the right of the center dwelling is a footpath 
which connects Main Street to the residential 
community. 



106 



107 

(Plate 4.9). Much of what is not readily consumed is pre-

served. Residents cut and boil bok choy in salt, hang it on 

lines to dry, and then store it for future use (Plate 4.10). 

This drying and preserving process for vegetables has been 

a traditional activity in China for centuries (Shih, 1962: 

52; Wilson, 1929: 339). 

On any given day, weather permitting, Chinese 

residents can be found ·working in the vegetable gardens. 

While individual plots are chiefly owned and operated by 

particular residents, many of the Chinese in the community 

may be found working a given plot. ThiS seems to reflect 

a simple reciprocity system, since none of the vegetables 

are sold or .marketed. Thus, Chinese residents who do not 

own or operate a given plot are provided fresh vegetables in 

exchange for occasional weeding or watering. 

In addition to the persistence of traditional 

gardening and vegetable preserving methods, the consumption 

of primarily Chinese vegetables reflects a persistence of 

traditional dietary habits. Since Chinese vegetables were 

readily available and traditional cooking utensils and 

ingredients were imported from China, eating habits were a 

persistent tradition from the earliest days of immigration 

(Spier, 1958a: 79-80; 1958b: 133). This condition still 

exists among many residents today. 

~I ;.:.; 
,.:i 
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PLATE 4.9 

Bok choy dooryard garden on Levee Street. Garden 
occup1es the site where the Canton Cafe stood 
prior to the fire in 1970. Bamboo is piled atop 
a small retaining wall in the right background. 
Exposed pipe on blocks is a sewer drain that para
llels dwellings behind Levee Street. 

PLATE 4.10 

Boiled bok choy hangs on line to dry in front 
of a residence on Key Street. The bok choy will 
hang on· the line for approximately two weeks 
before being transferred to baskets to sun dry 
an additional two weeks. 
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The Human Environment 

In this section the analysis turns to an examination 

of the human environment. Four themes provide a focus for 

this section: spatial mobility, positions of status within 

the community, non~Chinese occupance and the religious 

landscape. 

Spatial mobility 

According to Chen (1939: 251), Southeastern Chinese 

villagers had few contacts with persons outside of their 

community. They travelled little, and the range of their 

daily activity did not take them far beyond the fields and 

workshops of their horne villages. Skinner (1964a: 32) found, 

however, that mobility for members of nucleated villages 

varied with the density of population in the area and the 

proximity to market towns. In village studies in Southeast 

China, Skinner concluded that the mobility of most Chinese 

villagers encompassed the standard marketing community. · 

Sixty percent of the marketing communities studied ranged 

within an average of 11 and 35 square miles. 

In his village study in Kwangtung, Kulp (1925: 40) 

found that population mobility was confined to five spheres 

of increasingly larger range: the village; the immediate 

local environs; the market town; the regional metropolis; 

and overseas migration. He emphasized, however, that the 

focus of most mobility was restricted to the village and its 

local environs. Kulp later added that Chinese neighborhoods 
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and communities were chiefly characterized by primary 

contact and a limited geographic area. This limited the 

majority of a village population to the community and 

surrounding fields and made for a low rate of physical 

mobility (Kulp, 1930: 25). Studies conducted by Yang 

(1959: 7) and Potter (1968a: 32) have tended to confirm this 

pattern of limited physical mobility in traditional vil-

lages. ;~ 
') 

Although precise data regarding past spatial 

mobility in Locke were not available, it might be expected 

that daily travel was generally restricted to the community 

and the local environment. This was probably most true of 

town merchants who catered to the flows of activity within 

the area. Permanent resident laborers, on the other hand, 

tended to have a greater range of daily travel. But here 

again, the extent of this mobility \vas probably limited to 

the radius of agricultural activity that encompassed the 

fields and canneries of the Sacramento Delta area. 

Occasional long-range mobility probably increased 

during the late twenties when road cons~ruction linking the 

Delta with the San Francisco Bay area was completed. One 

source related that a ·private transportation service was 

once rendered by a Chinese outsider who would make rounds 

from one area to another, catering exclusively to Chinese. 

Also, Weiss (1974: 62-63) has noted that Chinese from the 
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areas surrounding Sacramento were occasionally attracted 

to traditional religious services in that city. 

Today, mobility is very much restricted to the 

community and the immediate locale for most of the Chinese 

population. Only a handful of second generation Chinese 

residents have cars. Most of the resident Chinese spend 

their days in the town and only on special occasions, as 

when their children or relatives visit on weekends, do they 

have an opportunity to venture outside of the community. 

On a pedestrian scale, mobility within the commu-

nity is channeled along various footpaths between buildings, 

and paths extending from Levee Road to the rear of the town 

(Figure 3.7, p. 77). Chinese residents frequently congre-

gate at strategic points within the community to participate 

in porch gossip s~ssions. A favorite spot for many of the 

older single men is a bench area located along the boardwalk 

that fronts Levee Road. Another location is a front porch 

on Key Street which appeals almost exclusively to Chinese 

residents of that street. Other bench locations are situ-

ated along ~1ain Street, but seem less popular than spots 

mentioned above. 

Similarly, a relative territori~lity exists along 

Snodgrass Slough behind the town where Chinese residents 

maintain particular fishing niches. These spots are fre-

quented regularly during the early morning hours, with most 

fishing ceasing by midday. 

. 
J 
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Status positions within the community 

In traditional villages of Southeastern China, 

community authority was rarely vested in a state-sanctioned 

governing body. Rather, each village maintained its own 

social structure which ascribed status and authority to 

particular positions within the community. Village leaders 

were often scholars or elders who could communicate and 

deal with the affairs of the village in the outside world 

(Baker, 1968: 135, 141~ Kulp, 1925: 110-117). 

In California "Chinatowns," the custom of employing 

only men of scholarly attainment to head community affairs 

was abandoned in favor of community merchants (Hoy, 1942: 

12) . Merchants easily assumed positions of dominance 

within communities in the absence of an upper class of 

gentry or scholar officials. During the early immigration 

period, merchant power emanated from their positions as 

brokers and contractors who extended credit and negotiated 

employment for peasants. As populations grew in size, 

merchants received additional status by assuming positions 

as spokesmen who represented the community to the outside 

world (Nee and Nee, 1972: 66). 

In Locke, as in other Delta Chinatowns, merchants 

became community spokesmen for the Chinese population since 

they alone were able to communicate with the non-Chinese 

population (Stories of the Sacramento River Delta, n.d.: 15). 

Lee Bing was the merchant spokesman for the Chungshan 
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Chinese population that resided in Walnut Grove prio~ to 

1915. He continued to function as a community leader in 

Locke until his death. Lee Bing's son later assumed his 

position as merchant and community spokesman and he contin-

ues to hold this post today. Virtually all inquiries 

regarding community history, the resident population or 

activity within the town are directed to this position. 

Other positions of status within the community are held by 

a few second generation residents who speak English and are 

able to communicate with outsiders. 

One former position, the town crier, deserves 

mention here, not because of its status vis-k-vis the commu-

nity, but because of its reflection of a persistent 

tradition. In many villages of Southeastern China, the 

night watch was an institution within the community (Baker, 

1968: 79-83). Men were hired or appointed to watch village 

crops at night to prevent theft or damage. In Locke, this 

position assumed a slightly different function in the form 

of a town crier who patrolled the streets of the town at 

night to warn of fire (Sacramento Bee, 1954: 22). Fire has 

been and continues to be a serious threat to the community. 

Old wooden structures which are tightly spaced in rows pose 

a severe fire hazard. Locke is the only Delta Chinatown 

which has not been completely burned down. However, fires 

did destroy the Canton Cafe on Levee Street in 1970, and two 

houses on the same street in 1973 (Lawrence, 1973: b3). 
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The crier was usually an elder town resident who was paid 

a small wage to sound off hourly on a bok-bok (hollow wooden 

instrument) signalling that all was well within the commu-

nity. This position was discontinued in 1954. 

Non-Chinese occupance 

In traditional villages in Southeast China, 

community populations were dominated by lineage members, and 

non-lineage or residents from the outside, were few in 

number (Baker, 1968: 161; Potter, 1968a: 19-20). Outsiders 

were very often Chinese agricultural laborers or merchant 

businessmen from outside of the town who were not members 

of the community lineage. They were not able to own land 

and were not considered of the same status as lineage mem-

bers (Yang, 1959: 11). Furthermore, outsiders were only 

considered temporary residents. Although they were liked 

and respected as individuals, as a group they were ignored. 

Finally, outsiders were not restricted to particular 

sections of the village, but were intermingled among the 

various lineage households (Baker, 1968: 162). 

In Locke, the majority of the town population has 

always been Chungshan Chinese. Nevertheless, outsiders or 

non-Chinese resident~ have also comprised a portion of 

the town population. In the past, many of these residents 

were eit?er agricultural workers who resided in the town, 

or merchants who operated businesses in the community. 
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Today, twenty-one of the eighty-five town residents 

are non-Chinese (Figure 3.7, p. 77). Most all rent their 

dwellings from Chinese owners. Unlike the traditional 

Chinese village, these outsiders are all non-Chinese. How-

ever, the resident positions they hold in the commpnity are 

similar to the positions held by resident outsiders in 
I 

traditional villages in Southeast China. Similarly, the 

attitude shown them by the Chinese residents strikingly 

resembles the situation as it existed in the home villages 

of Southeastern China. Although the individual outsiders 

are liked and respected, they are ignored as a group. They 

are not considered part of the community and are not even 

counted in the total population as given by the town spokes-

man. Furthermore, their geographical location within the 

community is not distinct or localized, but rather dispersed 

as was seen in traditional villages. 

Religious landscape 

Religion and rituals were important aspects of 

village life in traditional communities in Southeast China. 

Kulp has noted that animism and spiritism were widely held 

beliefs: 

Every tree, house, fence, door, field--natural 
objects of all sorts--are believed to be the 
dwelling place of a spirit (Kulp, 1925: 284). 

Baker (1968: 47-70), Potter (1968a: 171-172) and Kulp 

(1925: 284-310) have all pointed to the traditional signif-

icance attached to ancestor worship and ritual ceremonies. 
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Virtually all villages contained a ceremonial hall and many 

private services were carried out in homes and at grave 

sites. In addition, both Kulp (1925: 310) and Potter 

(l968b: 23-24) found that the introduction of Ch~istianity 

was unpopular in traditional villages since it tended to 

substitute individualism for familism, and looked down upon 

traditional folk beliefs. 

In Locke, evidence of folk religious practice in 

the exterior community landscape is practically non-

existent. While one missionary report from Locke claimed 

that a "joss house" had existed in the town (Thomas, 1934: 

408), all persons in the town with whom I spoke denied that 

a "joss house" had ever existed in Locke. 11 One "joss 

house" known to have existed in the Delta was the Isleton 

temple which burned down in the 1926 fire in that Chinese 

quarter (River News, 1926: l, 4). Also, a large scale map 

compiled by th~ u. S. Army Corps of Engineers in 1908 

showed a "joss house" in the Chinese quarter of Walnut Grove 

(U. S. House of Representatives, 1909: sheet 13). This 

temple, destroyed in the 1915 fire in Walnut Grove, was not 

llThe term "joss" is a corruption of the 
Portuguese word Deos, or God; hence a "joss house" was 
considered a houseof gods or idols (McLeod, 1948: 294). 
Chinese "joss houses" were built in California as folk 
religious temples and owed their existence to the many 
small donations from community members of a Chinese quar
ter. 



reconstructed. After 1926, there is no evidence of a 

Chinese "joss house" anywhere in the Delta. 

A Chungshan Chinese "joss house" did exist in San 

Francisco~ The house was dedicated to a titular deity of 

the Chungshan district in Kwangtung (McLeod, 1948: 301). 
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I was unable to determine if any Locke residents frequented 

this temple, but I would suspect that the intervening 

distance between Locke and San Francisco discouraged patron

izing on other than special occasions. There was a "joss 

house" in Sacramento, however, which attracted Chinese from 

the surrounding area to attend services (Weiss, 1974: 62-63). 

There is also a lack of evidence supporting the 

existence of a graveyard or grave site ceremonies among 

early Chinese residents. Rumor has it that a Chinese 

cemetery existed at one time in an abandoned pear orchard 

behind Walnut Grove (Minick, 1969). This was said to have 

been a temporary site, since graves were later e'xhumed and 

the bones shipped back to China. This cemetery was 

destroyed when the property owner on which the plots were 

located decided to make use of the land. According to 

another source, there was no recollection of this cemetery. 

Rather, bodies were transported to Sacramento or San 

Francisco for burial. 

Christianity, which was introduced to Locke during 

the 1920's by missionaries, apparently had some impact on 

the persistence of traditional folk beliefs. Although the 
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most recently recorded account of converts came in 1934 

when a total of thirty-one were claimed (Thomas, 1934: 407), 

Christian popularity was said to have gained a firm base 

that lasted until 1964 when the town Christian Center was 

dissolved due to a lack of support. This would tend to 

indicate that Christianity gained its support largely during 

the growth of the second generation and has had little con-

tinued appeal among residents. 

Summary 

While Locke is not a microcosm of Chinese village 

society in California, certain institutional ways have been 

recast in the new environment. This chapter has attempted 

to isolate, compare and contrast a selected number of these 

traditional Chinese elements as they have appeared, per-

sisted and changed in the cultural landscape of Locke. 

In the physical organization of the town, it appears 

that there has been more change to existing conditions than 

adherence to traditional ways. Site selection, building 

layout and architectural style followed local conditions as 

they were found in other Delta communities. Only Chinese 

signboard calligraphy on town buildings seemed to distin-

guish Locke from other structurally similar river towns. 

Although signboard calligraphy represented a persistence 

of traditional design in the past, today, Chinese ideographs 

on existing structures in the town are, for the most part, 

.·~ 
' j 

' '~. l •• , 
] 

J 



120 

remnants of a past era, and do not function as identifying 

symbols to either resident or outside Chinese. 

Town function, on the other hand, has reflected a 

persistence of traditional patterns. The single dialect 

group (hui kuan) population of Chungshan Chinese bears a 

similar relationship to the single lineage dominated 

structure of traditional villages in Southeastern China. 

Locke has always functioned as a Chungshan Chinese village 

community, giving a common identity and functional rela

tionship to its Chinese residents. The town has shown a 

persistence in economic functions by resembling a permanent 

market node, and also by providing permanent agricultural 

workers a traditional village atmosphere of residence and 

social cohesion. The prominence given gambling as a town 

function in the past reflects an ingrained cultural prac

tice, and traditional vegetable gardening has persisted as 

a community function providing sustenance and daily activity 

for many Chinese in the town. 

Finally, the human environment has shown a persis

tence of traditional institutions and ways. Spatial 

mobility, status positions within the community and non

Chinese occupance have tended to reflect conditions similar 

to a traditional village scene. Of the elements considered, 

only religious attitudes failed to show a persistence of 

folk tradition in the landscape. However, some data have 
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suggested partial adherence to traditional worship practices 

outside of the community proper. 



SUHMARY AND CONCLUSION 

The history of Locke has its roots in the rural 

landscape of the Pearl River Delta. Pushed from their home 

by economic and social conditions and pulled to California 

by myth, gold and the quest for economic improvement, many 

Chinese immigrants worked as laborers in the reclamation 

of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta during the mid

nineteenth century. Between 1850 and 1880, the Chinese, as 

laborers and tenant farmers, were primary agents in the 

molding of the early cultural landscape of the Delta. 

Although Chinese exclusion in the 1880's forced many 

Delta Chinese from the region, some persisted and concen

trated in a number of small Sacramento River communities. 

Founded as a docking point and first occupied by Chungshan 

Chinese in 1912, Locke acquired its first community char

acter with the movement of Chungshan Chinese from Walnut 

Grove in 1915. The town grew slowly during the initial 

years of activity. However, with the boom of asparagus in 

the Delta and the period of Prohibition during the twenties, 

Locke expanded rapidly into a bustling Delta Chinatown. 

Both a shift in asparagus production and the repeal 

of Prohibition initiated a period of instability in town 

growth during the late twenties and early thirties. By the 
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forties, instability turned to decline with the outmigration 

of many second generation Chinese members of the community. 

Despite this decline, Locke persists as a residential and 

business community today. 

One of the two basic concerns of the thesis has 

been Locke's persistence in light of the early decline of 

other Delta Chinatowns. While most of the Delta Chinatowns 

were founded between 1850 and 1890·, Locke was the last 

Chinatown to emerge in the Delta in 1915. Locke, however, 

was the only Delta Chinatown built independently of other 

Delta communities. This gave the residents a communal 

identity and a group cohesion. within their own social space. 

More significantly, perhaps, the community has always con-

sisted primarily of Chungshan Chinese; no other dialect 

group of Chinese has ever resided in Locke. Unlike enclave 

Chinatowns in Courtland, vlalnut Grove and Isleton which have 

seen the replacement of their Chinese populations with 

primarily Japanese and Filipino residents, Locke has 

remained a predominantly Chinese community. Despite the 

outmigration of many second generation residents, some have 

remained or have returned to reside in the community. 

Residents today find a certain appeal in the primary contact 

and inexpensive living style of the small town. 

A second concern of the thesis has been the extent 

to which the cultural landscape of Locke reflects the 

cultural landscape of a traditional village in Southeast 

' :I 
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China. In Chapter 4, it was concluded through an examina-

tion of selected elements that those traditional elements 

\vhich vvere more inclined toward a permanency in the 

landscape--site selection, building layout and architectural 

style--were not applied in the new environment. In Locke, 

as in most overseas Chinese conununities, the initial inten-

tion of residence was temporary. The migrant's journey from 

the home village was a sojourn, a means which ideally 

allowed for the accumulation of capital to be sent home to 

supplement family income, to be followed by the sojourner's 

return to his home village. Therefore, the employment of 

traditional methods of village founding, establishment and 

construction were not carried out in the new environment. 

Nevertheless, certain traditional elements were 

recast in the new environment. In the past, signboard 

calligraphy and gambling in Locke reflected a persistence of 

traditional ways in the new landscape. Also, the town's 

merchant focus provided a market function to Chinese and 

foreign laborers in the Delta reflecting a similarity to 

merchant nodes as they appeared in the home environment. In 

time, the Chinese migrant became uncertain about the termi-

nation of his sojourn. He made adjustments to his new 

environment, and a contradiction was built into the process 

itself. Success meant the establishment of an independent 

business to provide capital to be sent overseas, but as the 

sojourner accumulated some degree of wealth and a sizable 
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clientele, he became committed to a new social and economic 

situation in the new environment. As a result, those tradi-

tional elements which persist in the cultural landscape of 

Locke are those elements which evolved with the community's 

growth and remained as elements reinforcing group solidar-

ity, such as dialect group cohesion and vegetable gardening. 

In addition, the adherence to these traditional ways 

fostered a community consciousness which contributed to the 

persistence of limited spatial mobility, traditional status 

positions and attitudes toward non-Chinese occupants. 

. ' 
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