
Chinese History Silver Reef blurb

The only ethnic group in United States history to have been specifically denied entrance to the 
country, the Chinese were prohibited by law to testify in court, to own property, to vote, to have 
families join them, to marry non-Chinese and to work in many ordinary jobs. Silver Reef’s 
celestials faced slightly different challenges than they had in other western mining camps.  

April 4, 1860  Deseret News

Chinese immigrants began to appear in 
California during the Gold Rush, more 
than a decade before they were conscripted 
for work on the Central Pacific railroad. 
They were very different from other 
immigrant groups. Those differences are 
contrasted in this 1860 Deseret News 
publication. 

In 1862, when the Civil War was raging, 
the Republican-controlled Congress 
passed legislation to prevent southern 
plantation owners from replacing their 
slaves with Chinese “coolies”, unfree 
indentured laborers. 

An Act to Prohibit the Coolie Trade in 
American Vessels (1862) 
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April 15, 1870,  Deseret News

Despite the inhuman mistreatment the 
Chinese were subjected to, some felt they 
enjoyed more tolerance in the practice of their 
idolatrous religion, than Utah’s Mormons had 
received for their practice of polygamy. 

January 24, 1877  Salt Lake Herald 
Republican

In 1877, there were about fifty Chinese in 
Silver Reef and another forty or so in 
Bonanza City. Each had it’s own chinatown. 
Some work done by “celestials” in other 
mining camps was not available to them here. 
Mormon girls waited on tables. Mormon 
farmers raised vegetables, fruit, wine, poultry, 
eggs and other foodstuffs. The Chinese could 
not work in the mines, mills or prospecting.

Chinatowns were crowded with wooden 
shanties laundries, opium dens, rooming 
houses for bachelors (ratio of men to women 
was 20 to 1), brightly colored lanterns, silk 
pennants and frequent firework displays.  

January 25, 1878  Salt Lake Herald 
Republican
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October 19, 1878  Salt Lake Herald 
Republican

In 1878, a Silver Reef justice fined a Chinese 
woman ten dollars for killing her newborn 
baby girl. The crime was forgiven because 
she was a heathen of a hated race, and didn’t 
know any better. 

July 12, 1879  Ogden Junction   
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December 16, 1881
The (San Francisco) Wasp

Many newspapers of the period 
published cartoons that grouped 
childlike caricatures of the Chinese 
question, the Indian question and the 
Mormon question in Columbia’s lap. 
Three troublesome children that couldn’t 
or wouldn’t behave for their mother 
country. 

Harsh political remedies were proposed 
to resolve each question. In 1876, the 
national platforms of Republicans and 
Democrats singled out “Mongolian” 
immigration as a problem. In 1879, 
California revised its constitution to 
limit the ownership of land to aliens of 
“the white race or of African descent.”

United States President Ulysses S. Grant 
visited China in 1879. Grant 
acknowledged that he was “ready to admit 
that the Chinese have been of great service to 
our country. I do not know what thePacific 
coast would be without them. They came to 
our aid at the time when their aid was 
invaluable” in building the West’s 
infrastructure. He also expressed skepticism 
about anti-immigrant workers who claimed 
California was “overstocked” with Chinese 
labor, Grant remarked that “I rather suspect 
that many generations must pass before so 
great an empire as California would have too 
much labor.”

Grant’s biggest concern was that the Chinese 
came to America under circumstances which 
made them slaves, and not of their own free 
will. They didn’t come with their wives and 
children. They didn’t come to stay. The labor 
wasn’t their own, but the property of 
capitalists. 

President Grant told the Chinese emperor, 
“We had slavery some years since, and we 
only freed ourselves from slavery at the cost 
of a dreadful war. Having made those 
sacrifices to suppress slavery in one form, we 
do not feel like encouraging it in another.” 

Chinese Exhibit at the Philadelphia 
Centennial Exposition 1876
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The Chinese Question: Thomas 
Nast, 1881

Thomas Nast’s political  cartoon 
summarizes the justifications used 
to dehumanize Chinese labor. 
Columbia (the US government) is 
his only protector. 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 
1882 was the first significant law 
restricting immigration into the 
United States. It also prevented 
those already here from becoming 
citizens. 

Also in 1882, the Edmunds Act 
became law. Polygamy became a 
felony in all federal territories and 
unlawful cohabitation was a 
misdemeanor. Mormons who 
believed in plural marriage were 
prohibited from voting, holding 
public office, serving on juries or 
becoming citizens. 

Vermont’s Senator Edmunds was 
heavily involved with both pieces 
of legislation, as well as the 
impeachment of President 
Andrew Johnson.  

May 6, 1882  Silver Reef Miner

The general feeling in Silver Reef in 1882 
was that the heathen Chinese, the savage 
Indians (and also the barbaric Mormons) were 
threats to civilization and prosperity.    
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