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Chinatown Squad: Policing the Dragon From the Gold Rush to the 21st Century
Foreword

San Francisco’s Chinatown has fascinated Americans since the days of such storytellers as Jack London and Frank Norris; journalist-artists like Maynard Dixon; and photographers of the caliber of Arnold Genthe and Louis J. Stellman.

From its Gold Rush beginnings, San Francisco’s Chinatown has been the most colorful, mysterious, and, alas, violent of the city’s ethnic neighborhoods. Until recent years completely reversed the statistics, Stockton Street, Dupont Gai (Grant Avenue) and their tributary alleyways endured a higher homicide rate than anywhere else in San Francisco. This was because of the dominance of the tongs, descendents of China’s deadly Triad societies, over the Asian quarter. Early on, gambling, prostitution, “protection” (extortion), robbery, assault and murder became big business in Chinatown’s underworld.

The Police Department’s answer was the formation of the Chinatown Squad in 1878, the first-ever specialized force created to combat ethnic crime in any American city. Not until now has its full story been told. It took a veteran of many years in the San Francisco Police Department, Kevin Mullen, to do the job. 

The Squad’s members were not uniformed officers, but plainclothes policemen, like detectives. This was because, from the start, the Department learned that the isolated Chinese residents, made wary and suspicious by racial discrimination, saw uniformed officers as being inferior to officials in mufti. They were more likely to defer to the latter, however reluctantly. 

Increasingly over the years, the Chinatown Squad’s attack shifted from  so-called victimless crimes, gambling and prostitution, plus opium smoking, to the murders committed by the boo how doy of the fighting tongs. These so-called hatchet men or highbinders were not just Oriental hoodlums, but salaried soldiers of the rival tongs, enforcers and paid assassins.  

The tools of the trade for the Chinatown Squad, which tended to ignore writs and warrants, were sledgehammers and firemen’s axes, to break down the reinforced doors of tong headquarters where the criminals holed up. The Squad, under such hard-nosed sergeants as Jesse Cook or the ruthless Bill Price, became notorious for extra-legal, brutal methods, fighting fire with fire. Not untill a later day, the heyday of Sergeant Jack Manion, did the Squad modify, soften, its tactics. So much so that Manion finally won the confidence of the Chinese community at the same time he pioneered the concept of community policing. On his beat, always on foot patrol, he got to know merchants, families, and children.

Manion had an unusual ally in Donaldina Cameron, who brought social work to the ghetto. With Manion’s help, Ms. Cameron and her Presbyterian Mission rescued sing-song girls from unwilling prostitution in local brothels.

Ironically, for years, the “punitive” Chinatown Squad was the main connection between the city and its isolated Cantonese quarter.  City Hall, even when it was not corrupt, practiced a general hands-off policy of conscious neglect toward Chinatown, letting the unwelcome minority “stew in its own juice.” 

Finally as the Twentieth Century opened, City Hall–mayors–and William Randolph Hearst of The Examiner began to meddle in Chinatown, drawing it and the Squad into politics. As early as 1912, with Dr. Sun Yat Sen’s (well-known locally) founding the Republic of China, Chinatown began to change, to become more law-abiding. The men’s queue was lopped off; western dress (and some customs) were adopted; and Asian residents became bilingual in English (if only of the pidgin variety, at first) as well as Cantonese.  

Eventually, with Chinatown’s underworld “tamed,” the Squad was disbanded (1970). But it was resurrected when increased immigration from Hong Kong brought new criminals. This time it was called the Gang Task Force. 

Mullen’s zeal for research is like that of a detective hot on a case. He digs up “clues,” telling details from crumbling old newspapers and dusty document files. He combines the research diligence with insight and a positive gift for narrative. He is a natural story-teller. Kevin Mullen brings to life the best (and some of the worst) of the chiefs of police and Chinatown Squad sergeants, and also clues to their heretofore anonymous adversaries–gunmen like Ah Soo, Little Pete, Ah Chuck and Hong Kay. 

In his digging, Mullen has turned up much“new” history of the ethnic underworld of Stockton Street and Grant Avenue. He found, for example, that the root cause of the horrible mass lynching of Chinese in the Los Angeles race riot of 1871 was a tong war in San Francisco’s Chinatown, over a woman.  He also discovered that not only did the city’s Chinese Consul General intervene, at times, in local disorders, but so, too, did the Chinese Minister to the United States from far-off Washington. 

Cliché or not, truth is, indeed, stranger than fiction when the subject is the dark side of Chinatown, and when our “tour guide” is Kevin Mullen.







            Richard H. Dillon
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                                                                                    March 2008

“Forget it Jake. It’s Chinatown.”
                                                       —Fellow detective to Jake Gittes 

                                                           in Chinatown, 1974

Introduction 

In the early 1970s I was a night watch commander in the in the Central Police District, which included Chinatown within its jurisdiction. One night, as I toured the district with the patrol sergeant, an armed robbery call came over the radio for an address on Grant Avenue. The Chinese population of San Francisco had grown rapidly following changes in the immigration laws in the mid-1960s, and crime in the area was on the increase.  
We hastened to the scene of the reported robbery to support the patrol officers. As things turned out, we arrived on the scene first to find that there had in fact been no robbery. The proprietor of the store—a Mrs. Lim—told us that she was concerned about some now-departed “bad boys,” who had been loitering across the street from her store. I tried to explain to her that officers put themselves at risk by responding quickly to emergency alarms, and that such calls should not be placed for lesser matters.  To justify her actions, Mrs. Lim told me that these were the same “bad boys” she had seen on the Van Ness Avenue bus some days earlier, slitting passengers’ rear pants pockets and extracting their wallets. 

Mrs. Lim and I were facing each other as we talked, with her back to the street entrance door. When the regular sector car showed up in response to the call, the first to enter the store was Officer Adrian Lim. I took the opportunity, because of the similarity of their names, to say― perhaps a bit grandly—“Mrs. Lim, I would like you to meet Officer Lim.” 

Mrs. Lim turned to look at Officer Lim, then turned back to me quickly with a look of absolute terror on her face. “Don’t tell him about what I told you,” she said to me; “he will 
tell those bad boys.” Now I knew Officer Lim pretty well, and I also knew that there was little chance he was consorting with any “bad boys,” that bunch or any other. 

 I learned later—and perhaps Mrs. Lim knew at the time—that the police in Hong Kong, from where many recent immigrants had come, had been thoroughly infiltrated by Triad gangsters. Any crime reported to the police was sure to have been reported back to the mobsters, resulting in predictable consequences. So the people learned not report crimes to the police. 

That, I finally concluded, is why Mrs. Lim was willing to talk to me, a white police officer, but was horrified at the prospect of a Chinese-American officer learning her secrets. We have heard for decades about the Chinese “wall of silence” that descends when non-Chinese police officers try to interest themselves in Chinatown underworld affairs. In fact, as will be shown in any number of investigations, relationships are much more nuanced than that, and white officers over the years have had a very good handle on what was going on in the quarter.
There are a number of such legends and beliefs which have insinuated themselves into our understanding of the relationship between the police and the Chinese in San Francisco’s Chinatown. This book examines that relationship and the legends that have accrued to it over more than a century-and-a-half.  It is the first book length attempt to tell the story of the San Francisco Police Department’s fabled Chinatown Squad—the first specialized ethnically oriented anti-crime unit in any American city. 
Many books have been written about the city’s Chinatown over recent years, detailing the discrimination the community suffered, and celebrating its triumph over adversity. This book, however, describes how a small specialized unit of plain-clothes police officers has dealt with crime and vice in Chinatown for more than a century, and come to understand the district in ways not familiar to the public at large. It shouldn’t be necessary–but it is–to point out that the vast majority of every ethnic and immigrant group is made up of law-abiding people whose only interest is to make a good life for themselves and their children. Books can be, and have been, written extolling the accomplishments of these groups and their contributions to American society. But this is not that kind of book. This is a book about ethnic criminality, and thus must focus on the negative contributions of a numerical minority of the group.

By any measure, San Francisco’s Chinese community is now the least criminally violent group in the city. That was not always the case. As will be shown, the Chinese once had a higher homicide rate than any other group in the city, before or since. 
From its Gold Rush establishment, vice and crime in San Francisco’s Chinatown have held a special place in the American imagination. From the Nineteenth-Century tong wars, to the 1977 Golden Dragon Massacre and beyond, Americans have puzzled over—and been fascinated by—what goes on there.  
Sensationalized Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century accounts are filled with stories of tong wars; rescued slave girls; secret underground passages; and opium dens into which white women were lured to their doom. Frank Norris starts his The Third Circle with an account of a young upper-class white woman who disappeared from a See Yup restaurant on Waverly Place when her escort stepped away for a moment. She was next seen again twenty years later, a broken, opium-addled hag.
Tabloid accounts aside, the tong wars were indeed fought; the slave girls were exchanged— sometimes very violently—and Chinatown did host opium dens in which respectable white women were sometimes found. (Accounts of secret underground passages, however, were wildly exaggerated.) Stories of more recent criminal activities run to youth gangs and the China-based criminal Triads, which quite recently tried to murder their way into control of Chinatown rackets. 

Even today, the veil of mystery surrounding Chinatown is occasionally pulled back to reveal a world of which the rest of society is largely unaware. In February 2006, Allen Leung, a prominent Chinatown business and community leader, was boldly murdered in what, at first, appeared to be a daylight commercial robbery. Only later was it revealed that the victim had leadership positions in organizations with criminal connections dating back to the Nineteenth Century, and that the killing might well have been tied to those associations. 

The story thus begins with the arrival of the Triad gangsters in the very early days of the city’s settlement.  “There seems to be some secret societies among this [Chinese] people,”  the contemporary Annals of San Francisco declared  in 1854, “by means of which a few of their number grossly oppress their brethren. The police have attempted to interfere and protect the injured, though seldom with much effect.”  

From the start, there was a unique relationship between the police and the Chinese community. As visible outsiders, the Chinese could not participate fully in the social, economic and financial life of the city. By default, it fell to the Police Department to be the chief point of contact between the larger community and the Chinese. That special relationship was to persist over the next century-and-a-half as the Chinese evolved from a group of despised outsiders to full membership in the governmental, social, and economic establishment. Unhappily, that evolution was attended by much crime, vice and disorder.

By the early 1870s, as a result of the 1868 Burlingame Treaty that permitted unrestricted immigration from China, San Francisco’s Chinese population swelled, even as the national economy went into a tailspin.  The result was a period of tumult and disorder. By the end of the decade the city was in disarray. White Hoodlum gangs plagued the population, particularly the Chinese. 

In July 1877, the gangs, abetted by disgruntled workingmen, mounted a weeklong anti-Chinese riot that sorely tested the ability of the regular authorities to restrain them. Peace was restored only after San Franciscans formed a 5000 man “Pick Handle” brigade to beat back the rioters. Thereafter, unemployed workingmen and their supporters staged weekly demonstrations, threatening to ethnically cleanse Chinatown, and to hang the Nob Hill plutocrats who hired Chinese over white workers.  All the while, Chinese gangsters fought it out in deadly internecine street warfare for the control of Chinatown vice.

Recognizing that the city’s regular Police Department was woefully understaffed, the state legislature passed the 1878 McCoppin Act, which trebled the size of the Department and established district stations in the outlying sections of the city to combat the hoodlum gangs. One provision of that legislation established the unit that came to be called the Chinatown Squad.  The violence persisted, nevertheless, as Chinese gangsters fought it out in a series of murderous “tong wars,” and the police resorted to what would now be considered grossly unconstitutional activities to bring them to book. 

In 1894, the Police Department was shaken by a major graft scandal involving the Chinatown Squad. At the turn of the Twentieth Century, Chinatown affairs played a large part in the city’s electoral politics. The gangland disorders continued until the 1920s when they were finally brought under control on Sergeant Jack Manion’s watch. 

After a period of relative quiet, during which the Chinatown Squad was formally disbanded, things became active again in the late 1960s, following changes in immigration laws.  Many young Hong Kong gangsters came during this period among the more law-abiding immigrants. Gang disputes culminated in the 1977 Golden Dragon Massacre in which five people were killed and 11 wounded in one of the worst mass shootings in the city’s recent history.
Consequently, the Chinatown Squad was revived, and renamed—in this more ethnically sensitive time—the Gang Task Force. The Golden Dragon killers were arrested and convicted, and again things seemed to calm down. But during the 1990s, as the time for the reversion of Britain’s Crown Colony to the People’s Republic of China approached, Hong Kong gangsters again made their way to San Francisco, where they tried to wrest control of the Chinatown rackets from their homegrown counterparts. Again, the police were successful in bringing the gangs to book.  
Things seem relatively peaceful enough in Chinatown today for a number of reasons. Not since 2002 has there been an open street killing between the gangs such as characterized earlier periods. Then, in 2006, Allen Leung was murdered under circumstances which conjured up dark images of Chinatown’s past. The story goes on. 

I have patrolled the streets of Chinatown myself and, over a working lifetime, I have listened to, and internalized, departmental lore about the Chinatown Squad. I have also explored available written records which discuss the activities of the Squad and the criminal context in which they operated. Most of the first-hand accounts about modern times, however, I have acquired from police officers who have done extensive duty in Chinatown, past and present, notably: Ed Nevin; Ron Schneider; John McKenna; Terry Sullivan; Tim Simmons; Diarmuid Philpott; Dan Murphy; Dan Foley; and Ernie Ferrando. I also owe a debt of thanks to the usual suspects: Archivist Susan Goldstein and her staff at the San Francisco History Center of the Main San Francisco Library, most particularly Tom Carey; and Gary Kurutz and his staff at the California State Library. And, to be sure, all my “history” and “literary” friends: Richard Dillon; John Boessenecker; Bob Burger; Bob Chandler; Malcolm Barker; Russ Pearce; and Bill Secrest. I want to add a special note of thanks to my sister, Sheila Mullen, whose ability as a copy editor demonstrates that she paid more attention to the nuns when these matters were being discussed than I did. All opinions rendered and conclusions drawn in the book are, of course, my responsibility alone.
Prologue

February 2006

Shortly before 4 p.m. on Monday, February 27, 2006, a young, masked Asian male gained entry to the Wonkow International Enterprises Company at 603 Jackson Street, just above Kearny. He produced a handgun and demanded money from Allen Leung, 56, the owner of the import-export company. Before Leung could comply with his demand, the young man shot him and departed into the rainy Chinatown streets. Leung was pronounced dead at the scene.

As is normal in homicide cases, primary investigative responsibility was assigned to the Homicide Section of the Investigations Division. As is also customary in major cases involving the Chinese community, the Asian Section of the Gang Task Force was tasked to assist the homicide detectives.

Any commercial robbery/killing is bound to attract attention. Robbery homicides are not as frequent as is sometimes supposed, particularly in Chinatown. Despite its sometimes sensationalized history, Chinatown is one of the safest neighborhoods in the city. The case drew even higher levels of interest because of Leung’s status in the community. In addition to running his thriving import-export business, Leung was a prominent member of the Chinese Six Companies, board member of the Chinese Central High School, and director of the Chinese Hospital. 

Speculative eyebrows were raised when it became generally known that Leung also held leadership positions in organizations having long associations with organized crime in Chinatown. He was President of the Chee Kung Tong, which now bills itself as sort of a Chinese Freemason lodge providing social services to the Chinese community, but which, in fact, was heavily involved in organized crime in San Francisco from its mid-Nineteenth Century arrival in San Francisco. 

Leung was also president of the Hop Sing Tong, an organization dating from at least the 1870s and prominent in the deadly “tong wars” of the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries.  Some of its members were also intimately involved in the youth gang wars which plagued San Francisco in the late Twentieth Century.

Why was a pillar of the community involved with groups associated with gangsters? That is a question which has intrigued the city’s law enforcement officials since their first contact with Chinese immigrants in the Gold Rush era.

Chap01
"Yesterday afternoon,” reported the San Francisco Daily Alta California on January 4, 1854, “Marshal Seguine received information that something was going on among the Chinese.” Assembling as many of his little 30-man police force as he could muster, the Marshal went to a house on Jackson Street shortly after 10 p.m. where he brushed aside the "look see" men and forced entry into the building. There, according to the press account, he found 400 Chinese men. 

It was apparent that the men were engaged in some kind of ceremonial activity. The large room was festooned with ornate decorations, including twenty inscribed flags stuck into a tub of rice. Many of the assemblage were armed with swords and pistols, and the leader, who was armed to the teeth, was dressed in gorgeous robes. When the police entered, the crowd tried to scatter, some escaping onto nearby roofs. In the end, the Marshal's men rounded up 159 suspects, and, "As a means to bring them quietly to the Station House, they were tied together by the tails of their heads, in half dozens, and in this manner marched to the Station House. . . ."  P01-01 Sequine goes about here
The next day, one witness testified in the Recorder’s Court about the existence of a protection racket among the Chinese, according to the Alta. "Some of the Chinese have reported to me" he swore, "there was a large company of robbers who were trying to get from the Chinese prostitutes ten dollars a month from each one. I have since heard" he continued, "the same party had demanded $100 each from Chinese merchants in Sacramento Street." 

Tong R. Achick, leader of the Young Wo District Association, testified that he too had heard of the existence of a secret society which was collecting taxes from Chinese brothels and that the flags and insignia found in the room were the same as those used by illegal societies in China. 

Over the objections of the defense, which characterized the defendants as members of a benevolent association, the court ordered that the provisions of the constitution seized at the time of the arrest be read. The preamble announced that the purpose of the members of this "Hung" society was to take care of each other, to advance the cause of the emperor of the old dynasty, and to protect the old and weak.  There followed a recitation of the 36 oaths required of members joining the society that vowed absolute loyalty to fellow members under pain of death by “five thunderbolts” or “myriads of swords” for any deviation from the conditions agreed to. 
A number of other Chinese merchants were then introduced, all of whom testified that they had heard about a society which was levying taxes, but had no first-hand knowledge about the group. The Recorder's Court judge found that, though there may indeed have been a group of extortionists, nothing was given in evidence to connect the arrestees with that group. So all were discharged, except one man who had been found to have a receipt for money said to have been extorted from a Chinese woman. 

“It is still the opinion of Tong R. Achick and other prominent Chinese," continued the news account, "that the object of the society is to extort money and that the constitution and ceremonies are mere cloaks for this purpose." We now know that what Marshal Sequine and his officers stumbled into in 1854 was the first certain manifestation of the arrival of criminal Triad gangs in the United States. But the officers had no real way to know that at the time.            P01-02  Chinatown raid goes about here.                     

Conditions were bad in China’s Guangdong Province in the mid-Nineteenth Century. Wars, economic collapse, and natural disasters had devastated the region, and agricultural workers had begun to emigrate to better their economic lot. Too poor to pay for their own passages, they would hire themselves out to labor contractors who transported them to work sites in the "Southern Seas" in return for a share of the proceeds of their labor. The idea was to make enough money to support their families in China and to eventually return home to a life of leisure.  

When news of the great California gold strike spread outward in 1848, gold-seekers streamed in from all over the world. Among those who came were impoverished residents of South China. By the end of 1849, about 800 had arrived in Gum San, “the City of the Golden Hills.” A year later, after news of the richness of the find arrived back in China, the flow of immigrants increased. By the end of 1850 their population had increased to 4,000, and by 1852 there were 18,000 Chinese in the state. As did other Gold Rush arrivals, most headed for the mining regions, where they worked in gangs to extract gold from the placers. But some settled in “Chinatown,” at first centered at Sacramento and Dupont (Grant Avenue) streets.

Because of the unfamiliarity of the mostly agrarian newcomers with the economic cultures and customs of the overseas settlements, a number of societies—some of them indigenous to the old country—emerged to facilitate their survival in the alien world. Governmental mandarins did not accompany the migrants because the Manchu rulers of China discouraged emigration. In their place—in addition to family associations, which admitted to membership all having the same surname—merchant companies called huiguans rose to prominence. The first such huiguan organized in San Francisco in 1850 was the Kong Chow Company. In 1851, the Sam Yup Company was formed out of three of the districts not covered by the Kong Chow Company. And later the Sze Yup Company split off from Kong Chow. By 1854, there were four companies, known as the Four Great Houses and by the 1860s there were six major mercantile huiguans.

The huiguans smoothed the way of their immigrants members by organizing sea passages from China and home again, negotiating with contractors to supply gangs of laborers, and looking out for the interests of their members generally. They are the direct linear antecedents of today’s Chinese Benevolent Association, better known as the Six Companies. 

Also among the newcomers were Triad (“Hung”) societies, members of which were rounded up in Marshal Sequine’s raid.  The Triads can be traced to Seventeenth Century China, when groups of patriotic Han Chinese were formed to fight Manchu conquerors and restore the Ming Dynasty. Their origins were political, but by the mid-Nienteenth Century, many Triads had moved away from their idealistic political origins and evolved into highly organized crime syndicates. 

Then there were the tongs, reputed by some to have been first organized in California to protect the Chinese newcomers from abuse by white miners. In fact, some, like the Chee Kung Tong (the same group of which Allen Leung was president in 2006) were transpacific incarnations of criminal Triad gangs originating in China. Other tongs were less ominous, organized as they were among smaller family groups to defend themselves against the oppression of the larger family groups. Still other tongs were largely trade associations or workers’ guilds organized to look out for workers’ rights or apportion business among members. 

There has been much puzzlement over the years about the exact nature of and the relationships between the various associations in Chinatown. On the one hand there are those who claim that they are all strictly benevolent societies sometimes having a few criminal members. Others assert that many of the associations are essentially criminal enterprises with a gloss of respectability.  From the start, as evidenced by the testimony of Tong R. Achick at the trial in 1854, many of the members of the district associations opposed the criminal gangs. But it was also evident from the start there was much common membership in the Triads. 
Norman Assing (Yueng Sheng) perhaps best personifies the associational schizophrenia. Assing departed from China—according to one account—sometime in 1847 following the defeat of the Red Turban Uprising against the Imperial Manchu regime, in which he took part on the losing side.  He arrived in San Francisco before the Gold Rush and assumed a prominent place in the emerging Chinese community. He established a mercantile store on Montgomery Street and also started a restaurant at Commercial and Kearny streets, named— perhaps prophetically—The Golden Dragon. But in addition to his more legitimate businesses he also ran a brothel on Jackson Street with prostitutes imported from China, and was, according to historian Benson Tong, both a member of a huiguan and of a Triad gang. Cross-membership in criminal/non-criminal associations were, and are, quite common.
Assing also retained good relations with the police. On February 1, 1851, according to a contemporary news account, he “gave a grand feast at his private home in San Francisco,” attended by, among others, “a number of policemen.” That, on its face, was innocent enough. One of the functions of the merchant leaders of the huiguans was to represent their membership to the larger society. The principal point of contact in San Francisco between the Chinese and the majority society over the following decades would be the San Francisco Police Department.  

In August 1849, following—and in consequence of—a murderous riot by a group of thugs called the Hounds, who made a business of shaking down Latino newcomers on Telegraph Hill, 
 San Francisco formed its first Police Department, consisting of  30 men and three sergeants under Chief Malachi Fallon. At first, the contacts between the police and the Chinese were mundane enough. At the funeral ceremonies for President Taylor on August 29, 1850, a group of self-described “China Boys” followed the police contingent in the line of march. It was Norman Assing who presented Mayor John Geary with a proclamation on behalf of the “China Boys,” thanking him for including the Chinese newcomers in the procession.

The Chinese appeared in the criminal records of the time almost exclusively as victims. There were more than a few instances in which lone Chinese were set upon and beaten up by white thugs. The only homicide of a Chinese in the murderous first half-decade of the 1850s was that of a laundryman on the Jackson Street Wharf in October 1853 at the hands of a white man who was upset that he could not get his laundry back without a ticket.  

But there was also a darker undercurrent in Chinese affairs. As early as 1851, the Alta noticed that some of the new arrivals were extorting money from their fellow travelers. And Francis Marryat, in his 1851 description of life in Gold Rush San Francisco, remarked that a clique had been discovered in San Francisco "of the wealthiest Chinese who subjected people to fines and bastinado” and who shipped some back to the old country. When police discovered it, they put to an end to it, he said, "as these punishments were applied only for the purposes of extortion."

In 1853, the Alta commented on a Chinese "gang of rascals," two of whom were in court for compelling Chinese women to pay $20 a month under the threat of being murdered or having their houses burned down. The Marshal was at last on the scent of these rascals, who had been at it for some time, the paper said. Summing up at the end of the year, the paper commented that the Chinese who had previously been celebrated for peacefulness were losing that reputation. More and more, they were appearing at the Recorder’s Court in the morning on charges from rowdiness to burglary. Many of the problems, the article claimed, originated in the “infamous houses.”  P01-03  Tunnel Burglars goes about here.
It would be impossible at the remove of 150 years to sort out all the complex criminal relationships, but there is some evidence to strongly suggest that there were cross-memberships between the ostensibly respectable merchant companies and the Triad criminals, even then. In its May 1853 report, the county Grand Jury wrote, “We find the existence in this community of a society of Chinese called the Four Great Houses,” organized, said the paper, for forcing trade to their establishments and fining all who transgress their laws. The jurors probably misread the purposes of the huiguans, which had clearly legitimate purposes. As a factual matter, however, the Grand Jury also reported that the meetings of the society “were presided over by the heads of the Four great Houses (sic) Sam Wo, Ah Ti, and the two Ah Chings.”  Interestingly, among those arrested later at Marshal Sequine’s Jackson Street raid of the Triad initiation ceremony was “Ah-Ching, a leader among the Chinese, one of the heads of the large mercantile companies.”
In the early 1850s, in the general climate of boomtown craziness that characterized San Francisco, much of this illegality commanded only cursory notice. By the mid-1850s, however, the city had begun to cast off some of its “anything goes” wildness. Argonauts, who had come originally only to make a pile of gold and return home, took a look around and—like many later visitors—liked what they saw. They decided to stay. Many of them sent for their wives or returned to the eastern states to marry their girls, who came back with them. The rude shacks of the Gold Rush gave way to substantial brick construction and the town took on a more settled look.

But the question of Chinese criminality—its nature and what to do about it—remained unresolved. Conditions would get a lot worse before they got better.     
Chap02:  Martin Burke

In February 1859 Police Chief Martin Burke, in company with four police officers and an interpreter, “made an attack . . . upon a Chinese gambling house on the east side of Dupont, between Washington and Clay streets, and arrested sixty-seven Chinese gamblers.” The February 25, 1859 San Francisco Bulletin, which carried the story, described how the gamblers had nailed up the usual entrance after a previous raid, to give the appearance that the rooms were unoccupied. They had created another ingress at the rear of the building, ostensibly to a tailor shop, where two “tailors” sat sewing continuously. “There were three doors in this house,” the report continued, so arranged to slip readily on rollers, so as to shut up in a moment, and at each of these doors was a guard . . . .”  On the night of February 24, Chief Burke and his posse entered through the rear alley, rushed the tailor shop, beat down the doors that had been bolted against them, and forced their way into the game room. There they found four fan tan tables in play. (In later years Chinese gamblers would improve their defenses by studding the heavy oak doors with metal spikes, making them impervious to blows from police axes.) All 67 of the arrestees were marched a block to the City Hall Police Station at Kearny and Washington streets. The next day, charges against all but five were dismissed. 02-01 Chief Burke goes about here.
Numerous descriptions can be found of similar police raids of Chinese brothels about the same time.  Chinese prostitution and gambling, and, to a lesser extent, opium use, were then, and throughout the Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries, major challenges to the San Francisco Police Department.  
When news of the California gold discovery of 1848 spread outward in ever-widening circles, gold-seekers flooded in from all corners of the globe. First to arrive were those from Oregon and the Pacific ports of Mexico and South America. By the time news arrived and was verified in “the States” on the eastern seaboard, the word had also made its way to Europe and the Far East. By far most of those who came to seek gold were men. Of the 10,000 seaborne gold-seekers who arrived in San Francisco in the first six months of 1849, “The vast majority,” reports the Annals of San Francisco, “were adult males, in the early prime of manhood.” Two hundred of the newcomers were women. “This circumstance” observed the Annals, “naturally tended to give a peculiar character to the aspect of the place and habits of the people.” That is the Victorian Era way of saying that the extreme gender imbalance resulted in a thriving prostitution industry. “There were also some honest women in San Francisco,” wrote French visitor Benard de Russaihl in 1851, “but not very many.” 

The first prostitutes to arrive in the very early months originated in the ports of Mexico and South America. Next came American women from eastern and southern cities, and later the demimonde of Paris. Chinese prostitutes came as well. In the early years, gambling and prostitution by any of the groups was openly tolerated. When future Chief of Police Malachi Fallon stepped ashore from the steamer California in February 1849, Portsmouth Plaza was ringed with gambling dens and saloons. Prostitution was practiced openly in the tents of Chiletown on the southeastern slopes of Telegraph Hill. 
In 1851, the town council passed an ordinance licensing gambling as a revenue source. A similar measure was considered for prostitution, but not followed up. From the early 1850s, the principal gambling house in the city, the Eldorado, was immediately adjacent to City Hall Police Headquarters. 

If other women were scarce in Gold Rush California, Chinese women were even more so. By Chinese custom and law, women were discouraged from accompanying their men to overseas work sites. By one account, there were only five Chinese women in San Francisco in 1850, and, of the 18,000 Chinese who had arrived by August 1852, only 14 were women. As the white gender imbalance began to even itself out a bit by the late 1850s with the arrival of miners’ wives, the disparity between the number of Chinese men and women would remain pronounced. As late as 1870, Chinese men outnumbered women by 20 to one. 

Some modern feminist writers have tended to sentimentalize Gold Rush prostitution, casting the women as entrepreneurial equivalents of male “boomers.” That may be true in some cases, but the fact is that there is an element of involuntary servitude in the sex worker business, even today. It is not for nothing that prostitution was called “white slavery” in earlier times. Accounts exist of Australian women being auctioned off the decks of arriving ships in San Francisco harbor to brothel keepers in the early 1850s to pay for their passage. Mexican women were spirited off ships as well, to shore side cantinas, where they were sold for a term of servitude in brothels. Young teenaged German females were rented out by their families as hurdy-gurdy girls in the city’s dancehalls. Even today, as we all know too well, young women from Mexico, Eastern Europe, and Asia are kidnapped or deceived into involuntary prostitution.

But nothing begins to approach the level of sex slavery that persisted in the Chinatowns of America well into the Twentieth Century.  The very first Chinese prostitutes to arrive in San Francisco, though limited in number, were independent contractors. Notable among them was Atoy, a young woman who set up business in an alley off Clay Street opposite Portsmouth Square, where she entertained miners who lined up noisily on the street outside. Atoy earned a measure of local fame in the early 1850s from her frequent press-reported forays into court in her efforts to gain recompense from patrons who had bilked her by substituting brass filings for gold dust. But Atoy’s independence was to be the exception. Economic conditions were hard overall in mid-Nineteenth Century Guangdong Province, but they were particularly harsh on girl children. Boys were prized over girls, in the first place, in the Confucian scheme of things, and when the economy soured the girls were expendable. Many were abandoned to starve on the roadside or were sold into what was supposedly a life of indentured servitude. 

Out of this trauma grew an industry run by the Triads/tongs to feed the brothels of America’s Chinatowns. Triad gangsters would scour the Chinese countryside to buy or kidnap young women whom they would transport on American steamers to San Francisco. There they would be introduced into brothels serving Chinese and American men. Nominally, their term of indenture would be for from four to six years, but, as a practical matter, few lived long enough to earn their freedom. It has been estimated that 90 percent of the Chinese women in California in the 1860s and 1870s were prostitutes, a stark contrast with the three to five percent of white and African American women who were engaged in prostitution at the time. 

Much of the murderous violence that would plague Chinatown in the coming decades can be traced to the competition among the fighting tongs over ownership of sex slaves. We can mark the conversion from independent to tong-run prostitution at about 1851. It was then that notices of extortion attempts of Chinese brothels first began to appear in the press, and in March of that year, Norman Assing, the prominent merchant and Triad affiliated brothel keeper–the same who had presented mayor Geary with the testimonial a year earlier– tried to get the courts to deport Atoy back to China on the grounds that she was some kind of a moral menace. Assing was unsuccessful in his effort to deport her, but the handwriting was on the wall for independent contractors. Indeed, Assing himself was soon put into the shade as other, more violent, operators moved into the prostitution racket. 

By the mid-1850s, with the arrival of increasing numbers of white women, “God’s own policemen” in the usage of the time, attitudes toward vice began to shift. The frat-house civic attitude was one thing when San Francisco was a men’s club, but when respectable women began to show up, they took decided exception to having to share the streets and shops with prostitutes. And they let their men know about it.

 An ordinance nominally prohibiting prostitution had been passed earlier at the urging of William Taylor, a popular street preacher, who nagged the police to enforce the law without much success. Legislation prohibiting gambling was enacted in 1854, but enforcement was spotty. The Eldorado Gambling Hall continued in operation next to the City Hall Police Station until 1856. The state legislature passed a stronger law against prostitution in 1854, as well. A few months later, a committee of the city council counted 100 brothels within three blocks of City Hall. 

Gradually though, even if not completely extirpated, gambling and prostitution were at least driven from the main thoroughfares into the alleys and behind closed doors. In the early years, Chinese vice was seen as just another exotic manifestation of the general social climate. But, as vice by other groups declined, and as the evidence about extortion of the brothels accumulated, it became clear that Chinese vice was a matter apart. 

It was only at Chief Martin Burke’s ascension to office in 1858 that the authorities–or at least Chief Burke–got serious about vice control, Chinese or otherwise. It was shortly after his election that Burke made his February 1859 raid on the Dupont Street gambling house. And, in his first annual report that month, Chief Burke reported that when he took office there were 520 Chinese prostitutes in the city and 631 of other races. “It is impossible to suppress (prostitution) altogether,” he wrote, “yet it can and ought to be regulated to limit the injury done by it to society as much as possible.”  Burke, like other enlightened thinkers of the time, subscribed to what has been call the “Victorian Compromise,” by means of which vice was tolerated as long as it did not impinge on regular family life. Of the more than 1,100 prostitutes, Burke continued, “many have removed from the city and a number have been removed from Clay, Washington, Stockton, California, Bush, and other streets, where families reside.”

For all his recognition of the inevitability of prostitution, Burke drew a distinction between Chinese and mainstream vice. “With regard to Chinese prostitutes,” he wrote, “common humanity dictates that the law should be made to minister to the protection of these miserable beings—who, whether sick or well, willing or unwilling, are compelled by their degraded owners to submit to every pollution dictated by corrupt minds and sanctioned by the avarice of these unfortunates.”  Some have criticized Burke for assigning a double standard to Chinese vice; in fact, as we look at the totality of the vice industry at the time, he comes across as a bright spot in comparison to contemporary law enforcement.  02-02 Captain Douglass goes about here.
Chief Burke kept it up. In 1864, we find Police Captain William Y. Douglass, under Burke’s instructions and with a the support of the heads of the Chinese Six Companies, seizing 19 Chinese slave girls and placing them aboard ship for return to China. Whatever their previous association with criminal gangs, by the mid-1860s the Six companies were foursquare in support of suppressing prostitution. 
In 1865, Burke asked that the Board of Health be authorized to devise a plan to remove the Chinese prostitutes from Jackson and Dupont streets “to some locality where they may herd themselves and not offend public decency.” The same year, he importuned the property owners in the area to place visual barriers at the mouths of the alleys “which should hide the vice and degradations of those localities from the view of women and children who patronize the street cars, and of the multitudes who daily pass through our public thoroughfares.” It was not just the vice that offended public sensibilities—it was that it was occurring in the rapidly gentrifying downtown. 

The San Francisco Board of Supervisors passed an ordinance that year to remove the Chinese brothels from downtown, and “persons interested for the Chinese women” (read tong gangsters) were informed of what was coming. About the same, time the state legislature began to entertain a bill for the “Suppression of Chinese houses of ill-fame.” The legislation foundered on the legal point that the law could not be enforced against one ethnic group alone. And the white owners of the highly profitable properties on which the brothels were located, who would be subject to penalties for violating the provisions of the law, opposed it as well. Earlier, Burke had proceeded with the prosecution of a brothel keeper on Jackson  Street, according to one press account, “though a number of property owners seem to be averse to it, having their own gain more at heart than any consideration of decency or the common good.”

After the removal legislation failed, Burke began to arrest the women as common prostitutes. It was then that the Board of Supervisors intervened and placed the subject of prostitution under the entire control of a panel of doctors. The 1865-66 annual report was to be Burke’s last; in 1867 he was replaced as the candidate of the dominant People’s Party by Patrick Crowley, who went on to electoral victory. Burke’s hard-nosed enforcement posture in a climate ambivalent about vice no doubt contributed to his departure from office. In the closing sentence of his report on Chinese prostitution, Burke reminded the Board of Supervisors that they had handed the problem to two doctors, “who have not as yet advised me of what plans they intend to adopt.” As it was, there was no plan, and in Chief Crowley’s report the following year there was no mention of Chinese prostitution.

By 1869, the climate had definitely changed. Captain Douglass, who in 1864 had escorted the prostitutes outbound, was now escorting them into town. On February 23, 1869, according to an account in the San Francisco Examiner, the Pacific Mail Steamer China arrived, carrying 396 Chinese women. Police Chief Patrick Crowley detailed Captain Douglass with 18 regular police officers and a number of special officers to meet them at the dock at First and Brannan streets. There, the officers searched the women for contraband and placed them aboard a line of hacks and express wagons. In the meantime, a large number of Chinese men had gathered at the wharf, and it required, according to the Examiner account, “the united strength of the whole police force to prevent them from getting hold of the women.” Then the officers mounted the wagons and proceeded with them up Second Street and on to Chinatown “until the load of human freight was delivered at the destination fixed by the Companies.” 02.03  Women in wagon. Goes about here
A few months later, the scene repeated itself. On October 20, 1869, the Pacific Mail Steamer America arrived, this time with a cargo of 246 women. Again there was a rush of Chinese to the wharf, and again Captain Douglass showed up with a posse of police officers to search for contraband, to protect the women from kidnappers, and to escort them to the companies “to which they had been consigned.”

A couple of days later, the Examiner revisited the story, editorializing that there had, of late, been a large and unwanted increase in the importation of Chinese prostitutes. And why, the editor wondered, “no matter when a steamer arrives from China there is a certain Captain of the Police Department always in attendance.” “Whether on duty or off at the time makes no difference,” the paper continued, “his duty appears to be to be on hand at the arrival of each steamer, and assisted by a posse of ‘picked’ men, see that these Celestial Cyprians are safely handed over to the keeping of their proprietors.”

“We are not prepared to make any specific charge,” continued the paper, “but we aver that this is a matter for investigation by the Police Commissioners and should be attended to at once.” 

The next day, the competing and more police-friendly Chronicle entered the lists with a mocking rejoinder, which replayed the Examiner’s assertions. Summing up, the Chronicle editor wrote, “The Examiner seems to insinuate that the Captain gets a liberal honorarium for these services to the Chinese parties concerned in the importation of the Celestial frail ones, and suggests that the Police Commission should ‘at once’ investigate the matter.” 

In the end, the Chronicle editor concluded, “we shall unite with Captain Douglass (of the police force) in deliberately and boldly protesting against any such investigation as that called for by our termagant contemporary.” And there the matter rested for the time.

Chap03: Troubled Times

At 4 a.m. on the morning of Saturday, February 19, 1876, Officer Edward “Ned” Byram was walking his beat on Jackson Street (from Montgomery Street to Stockton). There he came upon a Chinese man named Ah Soo walking down the south side of Jackson from Dupont (Grant) carrying a large bundle in each hand. On investigation, it turned out that the bundles contained tea lead used in lining tea chests. Suspecting that the lead was stolen, Byram arrested the man and started for the City Hall Police Station with his prisoner in tow. 03.01 Byram goes about here. They had just crossed Washington Alley (Wentworth Place), according to Byram’s report, when the man “dropped the sack of lead and dealt me a heavy blow on the left side of my face, knocking me backwards and I fell out into the gutter, nearly senseless.” Byram did not realize it at the time but he had been badly cut by the suspect’s knife. 

Byram quickly got to his feet and started after the man, who had dropped his plunder and run through Washington Alley towards Washington Street. “I fell again just as I started,” the officer reported, “against an iron railing, but got up again and kept on, I got my whistle out and blew it in hopes that Harry Gardineir on Washington might hear it and intercept him.”  Byram chased his man across Washington Street and into Brenham Place (now Walter Lum Place) where he caught up with him. “I overtook him and hit him hard as I could on the side of his head, with my club, he fell like an ox, I went at him with my club, breaking it into [sic] after three or four blows, but I still kept clubbing him with the piece left in my hand until my strength was completely exhausted, he lay still and I thought I finished him.” 
It was only then that Byram noticed that he had been cut, and cut badly. “The whole side of my cheek was hanging down, besides another cut almost on top of my head above my left ear. . . . The cut in my head was an inch long upwards and backward from above my ear. The other a very serious one, was from the corner of my left eye to my ear, then down to my neck close to my jugular vein, back of my jaw bone close to my ear. Veins and muscles were severed between my ear and eye, cut clean to the bone.”  03-02  Ah Soo goes about here.
Nonetheless, the officer returned to the scene at Jackson Street to retrieve his hat and the evidence before walking down to the receiving hospital for treatment. Byram was off duty for 17 days, but was back on his Jackson Street beat by the time Ah Soo was convicted of attempted murder and sentenced on May 20 to only two years in San Quentin.

It was in the 1870s that Chinatown violence grew to a fever pitch. Officer Byram just missed joining two other police officers killed by Chinese criminals in Nineteenth Century San Francisco. Homicide rates are generally considered a good general index of criminal violence in a community, particularly for earlier times when data about other types of crimes were not preserved. The Chinese homicide rate in San Francisco in the 1870s was 37.6 per 100,000 population, more than 14 times the current rate and even four times that of the Chinese rate during the 1970s of recent memory, when young Chinatown gangsters were doing their best to exterminate each other.  Sidebar 03-01 goes here. Cops killed 
Several forces came together to assure that the 1870s would be a turbulent decade in police/Chinese affairs. In 1868, the United States had entered into the Burlingame treaty with China, which, in return for trade concessions, permitted unlimited immigration to the United States. San Francisco’s Chinese population almost doubled from 12,000 to 21,000 between 1870 and 1880. At the same time, thousands of Chinese laborers, hired in the 1860s to build the transcontinental railroad, were turned loose on the economy after the completion of the massive project in 1869. Many made their way to the already glutted labor market in San Francisco, where they competed for employment with out-of-work white men. By 1870, one out of four factory workers in San Francisco was Chinese.

The Chinese "keep wages high enough to secure the most money," reported the Pacific Tourist magazine at the time, "and low enough to sicken the Irishman that competes with them." This at a time when the nation was headed into the severe economic depression of 1873.  It was the perfect prescription for trouble. Economic conditions worsened as more and more Chinese arrived to take the low-paying jobs. Groups of young out-of-work white men and boys gathered in hoodlum gangs whose chief occupation (when they were not fighting among themselves) was harassing Chinese found alone on the streets. 
 P03-03 hoodlums beating Chinese Against this backdrop, the criminal population of Chinatown grew and vice conditions deepened. 

Among the more “respectable” newcomers who arrived in the late 1860s were Triad gangsters, refugees of the Taiping Rebellion. They had taken an active role against the Manchu regime, and, at the conflict’s end, they fled, fearing the wrath of their victorious enemies. Many of them arrived in San Francisco and stayed. In sorting out criminal turf boundaries with already-present tong gangsters, they raised the violence to new levels. 

The police were not up to the task of policing this volatile situation. Mid-Nineteenth Century urban Americans, remembering the time, just a few decades earlier, when they had effectively gotten by without municipal police departments, were reluctant to tax themselves to hire police officers. As a result, San Francisco was badly under-policed. In 1875 San Francisco had one officer for 1300 residents, compared to one for 400 today. As we have seen, Ned Byram was pretty much on his own when he ran into difficulty on Jackson Street that night in 1876.
To address this understaffing, special police officers were appointed to take up the slack. The Police Commission would appoint a man as a special officer to patrol a specified beat. The “special” was paid by the business owners on the beat while remaining nominally under the supervision of the chief of police. On its face, it was a win-win situation. The city got the benefit of the supplementary police service and the business owners paid for it directly. 
But there was an inherent contradiction in the practice. Though supposedly subject to departmental discipline, many of the officers’ major accounts— particularly in Chinatown— were the vice operators with which the area abounded. The principal street population was comprised of young men looking for excitement who tended toward rowdiness when drunk. As a result, the special police were little more than adjuncts to the vice operations, keeping order in the lines waiting to get into the brothels. In the end, the institution of special police worked against the interest of sound law enforcement.

 “The Chinese specials work in harmony with each other,” reported the Chronicle on August 10, 1874, “although it oftentimes happens that they conflict seriously with the regular officers on their beats who evince too great activity in the suppression of Chinese prostitution, gambling, and other vices practiced therein. The controversy, owing to the great influence of the specials, invariably terminates in the utter discomfiture of the regular officer, who is forthwith either transferred to a different portion of the city or removed from the force on some trivial pretext.” 

In 1876, the California State Senate convened a subcommittee in San Francisco on “Chinese Immigration: its Social, Moral, and Political Effect.” Some of the testimony taken at the meetings highlighted the problem with the special police in Chinatown. Testimony was taken from Special Officer George Duffield, who characterized the Chinese as almost universally criminal. When asked about allegations of police corruption, he stated that the men making the allegations were some of the criminals he was talking about. 

Won Ben, a Chinese interpreter for the Police Court, cast things in a different light. He testified that he and two boys had tried a year earlier to get the regular police to break up gambling and prostitution in Chinatown. “We tried to have the policemen arrest the keepers,” said Won Ben, “but Charley Duffield kicked the boy in the head and told him to go away.” When asked by a committee member how many houses of prostitution and gambling houses there were in Chinatown, Wong Ben said that, a year earlier, he had counted 82 gambling houses in the city, but at that point “Duffield said if we didn’t stop he would break our heads.”

In 1877, the various components of the “Chinese problem”—rampant vice, labor strife, and inadequate policing—metastasized into violence. At 7 p.m. on Monday, July 23, 1877, several thousand people gathered in the sand lots to the south of the New City Hall at Market Street between 7th and 8th streets to voice their support for eastern railroad strikers in Pittsburgh and Baltimore whose wages had been cut. In anticipation of trouble from anti-Chinese forces, the entire 150-man Police Department had been assembled for duty at City Hall, and the National Guard was told to assemble in its armories. P 03-04  1877 riot
At first, the meeting, at which the main speakers called for calm and emphatically disavowed any anti-Chinese intentions, was generally peaceable.   At 8 p.m., a drunken man fired into the crowd from a rooming house at 40 McAllister Street, striking three of its members. He was promptly arrested, but tensions were running high. About 9 p.m., just as the larger meeting was breaking up, an anti-coolie group of 50 marched up Market Street, accompanied by a band. Some of its members made inflammatory speeches to the dispersing crowd, and the crowd responded.

More than 500 of them headed for Chinatown, where they were confronted by a double line of police across Dupont Street (at California) under the command of Captain William Douglass. When the mob tried to enter Chinatown, the police charged, driving them down to Kearny. A similar police line, under Captain Isaiah Lees at Broadway and Dupont, prevented another mob from entering the Chinese Quarter from the north.

With most of the officers tied up on fixed details, roving bands of hoodlums began to attack isolated Chinese wash houses away from the concentrations of officers. In some cases, individual officers were able to fend them off, but when they were not, the Chinese were forced to flee for their lives. 

The anger of legitimate workingmen was defused the next day when the Superintendent of the Central Pacific Railroad hurriedly announced that a local wage cut was rescinded. But tensions remained high. The entire Police Department was on duty and additional specials were sworn in. Gangs of hoodlums loitered in the streets South of Market. It was clear that the trouble was not over. The police were equipped with riot batons twice as long and twice as heavy as their regular sticks. A 30-man mounted platoon was organized to be sent to the scene of local disorders. 

The militia remained in their armories and federal help was requested. Still the hoodlums assembled on street corners as evening fell, and a large mob assembled near City Hall. Police patrolled Chinatown in heavy numbers and Chinese wash houses wisely refrained from opening for business that day. Sporadic violence broke out in the evening, mainly South of Market and in the Mission. Platoons of mounted dragoons under Captain Douglass and Captain Lees engaged groups of rioters as they attacked washhouses. Sporadic violence persisted throughout the evening. 

It soon became apparent that the little 150-man Police Department, as valiantly as the officers might try, was no match for the widely dispersed gangs of thugs who could strike at will throughout the city. The next day, 200 prominent merchants and property owners met at the Chamber of Commerce to establish a Committee of Public Safety reminiscent of the Vigilance Committee of the 1850s. The Committee of Safety was led by some of the leaders of the earlier group, former Police Chief Martin Burke among them. The Committee of Public Safety would later be criticized for the violent actions of some of its members on riot duty. But, to their credit, they no doubt prevented a lethal conflagration. 
The anger of workers in the East had been fueled by the use of military troops, who had fired on the strikers, killing dozens. In San Francisco the National Guard was on call in the armories, but was never put into play. It was feared that the military, equipped as they were exclusively with firearms, would resort to their use and kill members of the mob. Instead, the leaders of the Committee of Public Safety equipped their men with shortened pick handles, thus earning them the sobriquet "the Pick Handle Brigade."  There were fatalities in the riot, but nothing like what would have occurred if armed troops had been sent against the mob.

On Wednesday, however, the signs grew more ominous. It was noted that the more activist members among the radical community did not show up for work that day. And rumor had it that the Pacific Mail Steamer City of Tokio was to arrive with a full load of Chinese. Word spread that an attempt would be made to prevent the steamer from landing. During the day, members of the Pick Handle Brigade were organized into military units, and large furniture wagons were fitted out with benches to transport police officers and committee men quickly to trouble spots. A large mounted force was on duty to render service at remote locations or act as couriers. Naval and Marine forces were positioned off South Beach in the USS Pensacola to come ashore, if needed. 

As dusk descended, the swearing-in and arming of special police continued. The Pacific Mail Dock at First and Brannan streets, where the City of Tokio was scheduled to land, loomed as the coming battleground. Yet, some street ruffians roamed the neighborhoods to hoot police as they went by on their way to the trouble spot. At 7 p.m. a fire was set at lumber piles on the Beale Street Wharf, a block from the Pacific Mail dock, in attempt to draw the forces of order away.  As firefighters fought the blaze, a group of 1500 rioters rained down stones on them from a bluff on Rincon Hill. One rioter was shot dead trying to cut a fire hose.  A joint force of police and committee men then charged the hill. When police were fired upon from the crowd they returned fire, killing four and wounding 18.

In the meantime, about 200 ruffians took advantage of the chaos on the docks and marched throughout the South of Market district with a battering ram, destroying every Chinese wash house on their route. Many of the rioters, it was noted, were from 12 to 16 years old. 

But the worst was over. On Thursday, the rioters had worn themselves out. The Pick Handle Brigade, now numbering 5,000 members, patrolled the streets and restored calm. By July 30, conditions had returned enough to normal that the body could be disbanded.

But several things were evident. First, it was clear that the trouble between white workmen and the Chinese was not going to end here. Second, from a strictly law enforcement point of view, it was also evident that the little force of 150 officers was totally inadequate to keep peace in the city. The state legislature—the body then governing changes in municipal charters—took the matter in hand at its next session. 

In April 1878, the McCoppin Act ordered several major changes in the Police Department. Most significantly, the Department was trebled in size. District stations were established in the outlying districts, the better to deal with hoodlums on their own turf. The special police system in Chinatown was abolished, and a provision was made for the ultimate establishment of a special unit of police officers, reporting directly to the chief of police who would be charged with enforcing the law and keeping the peace in Chinatown: The Chinatown Squad.

Chap04: The Squad
According to some accounts, the Chinatown Squad was established just after—and in response to—a deadly 1875 “tong war.” The midnight battle on Waverly Place between the Suey Sing and Kwong Duck tongs is supposed to have left four men dead and 12 wounded. It is a good story, which provides a convenient hook to account for the founding of the Squad. But things did not happen exactly that way.  When the State Senate committee to inquire into Chinese immigration met in San Francisco in 1876, a year after the tong battle, extensive testimony was taken about police operations in Chinatown and there was no mention of anything like a specialized police unit in the district. P04-01  James Rogers goes about here.
The 1878 McCoppin Act provided the mechanism which governed the Squad but it is difficult to pin down the exact date of the unit’s original formation because it doubtless evolved over time and out of different enforcement strategies. There had been some form of policing in the area that became Chinatown since the Police Department’s establishment in 1849. At that time, the area that is now Chinatown constituted the city’s central downtown district. The city’s first police station was on Portsmouth Square, and even earlier the town’s first newspaper had been located at the later site of the ornate Chinatown Telephone Exchange on Washington Street above Portsmouth Square. 
When the first few Chinese settled in San Francisco in 1849 on Sacramento Street at Dupont, and down along Dupont toward Clay, much of the rest of the eight square blocks that would form the traditional heart of Chinatown was given over to low-end white saloons and brothels. Until well into the Twentieth Century, Chinatown was much more ethnically diverse than it is today.

As the central vice area of the city, the quarter was given as much police attention as could be afforded at the time. There are frequent contemporary press accounts of police activities in the area. By the mid-1870s the area was covered by eight patrol beats staffed by regular officers, in addition to a like number of patrol special officers paid by the businesses in the area. Special duty men working out of the City Hall Police Office down at Kearny and Washington were assigned from time to time to enforce the vice laws, and one detective was assigned to the district to investigate and follow up on criminal cases.

Revelations made in the 1876 State Senate hearings demonstrated that the police system in Chinatown was not working. The special officer system was particularly undesirable. The insufficiency of the police was highlighted the following year when the Police Department was found to be numerically inadequate to the task of policing the week-long anti-Chinese riot. Thereafter, the city was subjected to a weekly series of monster anti-Chinese demonstrations in the sand lots in front of City Hall, putting great demands on the Department.  The outrages being perpetrated by young white hoodlums continued against the Chinese, all over town. Like many groups of bullies, the hoodlums could not always stand up to their victims when the odds were one-on-one. Sidebar 04-01 McMann box goes about here..
The political and economic establishment soon realized that the radical anti-Chinese Workingmen’s Party was growing in political strength, and appeared to be on the brink of taking over the city government at the next election. That was enough to convince the feuding elements of the Democratic and Republican members of the state legislature to put aside their differences long enough to enact the McCoppin Act in early April, 1878, the purpose of which was to reorganize and strengthen the Police Department. 

Because of the fear that the Workingmen’s Party would prevail at the next municipal election —which in fact it did—one provision of the law removed direct control of the Police Department out of the hands of local authorities and placed it under a commission appointed by state courts. The San Francisco Police Department, then, was no longer directly responsible to municipal officials and would remain so until a new “home rule” charter went into effect in 1900. (This was a common Nineteenth Century measure to take control of police departments away from what were seen as corrupt urban governments by more conservative rurally dominated state legislatures. New York’s state legislature replaced the locally controlled Municipal Police Department with the state-appointed Metropolitan Police in 1857, occasioning a riot between the two forces in front of City Hall. Boston, Kansas City and San Francisco followed suit. Most ultimately reverted to municipal control, but Boston’s Police Department is still managed by state officials.)
Another provision of the 1878 law almost trebled the size of the Police Department. The new officers were added in yearly increments, reaching a strength of 400 men by fiscal year 1880-81. The city was divided into two divisions and broken down further into districts in which fully-staffed station houses were established, the better to deal with the hoodlum gangsters on their own turf.

With the findings about abuses by the special officers in the 1876 hearings fresh in mind, the legislators abolished special officer beats in Chinatown. “No special police are ever to be appointed in the Chinese quarter,” stated the law, “the boundaries of which are to be determined by the [police] Commission.”   Henceforth special officers would be appointed only for specific locations in Chinatown. No longer would they have beats. (In November 1878, the Police Commission published a map designating the boundaries of Chinatown as between Broadway, Kearny, California, and Stockton streets.)  P04-02  Chinatown vice map goes here.
As to the regular officers assigned to Chinatown, the legislative concern that they would be corrupted by continuing contact with the Chinese was reflected in the language of the law. “It shall be the duty of the Chief of Police,” read the act, “to change the police officers of the regular force stationed in the Chinese quarter, and to substitute others in their places, so that the whole force, in their turn, shall regularly be assigned for duty in said quarter in regular and continuous rotation.”  For the next 40 years, once the Squad was established, tours of duty in Chinatown, on average, were five months for sergeants and four months for patrolmen. Some favored sergeants, as we will see, served multiple tours. If the assignment plan was intended to stop corruption, that did not work very well either.  

The personnel changes seem to have been implemented gradually as the Department staffed up. As late as 1880, one radical newspaper reported that the specials were still operating in Chinatown. Indeed, even after the specials were abolished, we find the same men who had been specials before the enactment of the McCoppin Act working as “watchmen” and later as “Chinatown guides” in the Chinese Quarter. The services they provided were apparently just too lucrative to abandon, no matter what the legislature said.

In 1878, Officer Charles Armager is listed with duty to “patrol the Chinese quarter from noon to midnight daily.” In another listing of officers in October 1879, Corporal John Avan is shown performing special duty in Chinatown. But the Chinatown Squad, as a unit, seems to have been formed in late 1879. It was formed and put into service even before the formal unit nomenclature was assigned. 

In a later list prepared by the Department in the midst of an 1894 Chinatown graft scandal, Sergeant Fred E. Brown’s name appears first among those who headed the Chinatown Squad.  When Patrick Crowley was appointed chief of police in December 1879, he responded to complaints about lawlessness in Chinatown with a campaign against Chinese gamblers. P04-03  Crowley goes about here.. 
Leading that campaign, on December 17th 1879, was Sergeant Brown with a posse including officers Edwin Osgood, E. R.Eaton, and James Stanley—all junior officers recently hired in 1878. They raided a Chinese gambling den on Ross Alley, arresting 20 players and confiscating gambling tools. Brown and his officers were identified 14 years later as a Chinatown Squad, but at the actual time of the Ross Alley raid, Chief Crowley referred to the unit as “those members of the force whose duty is to correct the glaring evils long existing in Chinatown.” The iconic title would come later.

 By the mid-1880s, however, the term “Chinatown Squad” or “Chinatown Detail” was in common usage to describe the unit charged with enforcing the law in Chinatown. From the earliest days, the Squad consisted of a sergeant and from four to six patrolmen working as a team, first under the patrol captain and later under the supervision of the chief’s office. P04-05  4.4 Wittman Squad goes here. The basic function of the unit was to suppress vice in Chinatown by the vigorous enforcement of the law. In later years—in response to public pressure occasioned by extreme crime outbreaks in Chinatown—the Squad would sometimes be increased to as many as 25 officers, and its duties would be expanded to include the proactive suppression of the fighting tongs. 

Over the next 40 years, the unit would be at the center of departmental and city political affairs, as news headlines chronicled successive waves of scandal and reform while the Squad struggled with seemingly intractable crime conditions in the Chinese Quarter. City administrations would fall, and political hay would be made, against a backdrop of thrilling slave girl rescues, murderous “tong wars” and rampant extortion—official and otherwise.  

They are little remembered now but many past Department leaders, including several chiefs of police, received their first trial in the fiery crucible of duty in the Chinatown Squad. Chiefs George Wittman and John Martin both served tours of duty with Nineteenth-Century squads, and both of them, when later appointed as chief, suffered career-ending blows—in part from Chinatown scandals. Others, like Jesse Cook, Daniel O’Brien, and William Quinn also served on the Squad, but then went on to successful careers as chiefs. 
Chap05: Tong wars.

In 1875, Low Sing, a Suey Sing Tong member, had been courting “the Golden Peach,” a Ross Alley prostitute, with the intention of buying her freedom from the brothel operator who owned her contract. To facilitate the purchase, the Golden Peach had been accepting money from Kwong Duck Tong member Ming Long, cash which she passed along to her lover. When Ming Long got wind of the arrangement, he waited outside the brothel for Low Sing. When Low Sing emerged he attacked him with a knife, wounding him seriously.  Suey Sing tong elders gathered in their Waverly Place headquarters and, after consultation, decided that Low Sing had been wronged.  The elders then posted a Chun Hung (notice) on a Chinatown wall demanding that the Kwong Duck Tong apologize for the actions of their member and pay reparations—or suffer the consequences. P05-01 Wall Poster (Chun Hung) goes about here.
The Kwong Duck Tong refused the demands and the two groups met in Waverly place to resolve the issue by force of arms. Shortly after midnight on the agreed upon  day—as curious onlookers, mostly white, watched from nearby roofs and streets—22 Suey Sings met on opposite sides of the street from 25 Kwong Ducks.  At the given signal, the two forces rushed into the center of the street where they engaged each other with knives, hatchets and firearms. They fought for five minutes before a force of police arrived, blowing their whistles and firing in the air. 
The combatants retired from the field, reportedly leaving behind four dead and 12 wounded. When the casualties were tallied, one Suey Sing was dead ,as were three Kwong Ducks. According to the usual forms of such combat, the Suey Sings were proclaimed the victors. After several days of negotiations, the Kwong Ducks agreed to make a written apology and pay $10,000, half of which was to go to Low Sing, the original victim.

This engagement is sometimes billed as the first of the notorious “tong wars” which plagued San Francisco’s Chinatown for many decades. Actually the first tong wars can be traced to shortly after the arrival of the first Chinese during the Gold Rush era. “Associational Violence” may be a more accurate term to describe these conflicts, because not all Chinese violence involved tongs exclusively. Some, as we will see, involved family associations and, sometimes, mercantile huiguans. But for ease of understanding, and with the above caveat in mind, the term “tong war” will be used here to describe Chinese communal violence generally during the period.  
The 1875 Suey Sing/Kwong Duck conflict does serve as a useful introduction to a general discussion of tong wars, in that it contained many of the common elements found in the deadly group conflicts afflicting Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century Chinatown. As with many conflicts in the era, the disagreement started over women or money. As was often the case, it was a disagreement between individuals whose tongs sided with their respective members on opposite sides of an issue. Formal demands for reparations and apologies were announced. If an apology was not forthcoming, the war would ensue. Sometimes, tong conflicts spread to communities all across the state and ended only after dozens of deaths.  Conflicts were eventually resolved in favor of one party or the other, and once the reparations were paid, the peace would be celebrated by a common banquet.  

It is fashionable these days to look for structural explanations for ethnic violence. The idea is that underclass violence can be traced to the mistreatment of a minority society by the majority host society. Under that theory, Nineteenth-Century Chinese violence can be explained in terms of the marginalization of the newcomer group and their effective exclusion from the regular justice system. Thus, they were forced to resort to extralegal measures to secure justice.  An alternative and complementary view is that the seeds of violence lay in Chinese culture itself, brought to San Francisco by the immigrants. 

The first major Chinese “tong war” in Gold Rush California occurred not in San Francisco, but in Weaverville (1854). The event does not seem to have had anything to do with white oppression. By some accounts, the dispute originated over a 75-cent debt. Another version has it that one group tried to exclude the other from a favored saloon. Whatever the proximate cause of the conflict, the various descriptions of the combatants break along a political fault line originating in old China. On one side was the Hong Kong (or Yang Wah) Company, which opposed the ruling Ching (Manchu) regime in the old country. Arrayed against them was the larger Canton Company, which was more favorably disposed toward the Imperial regime. After demonstrating against each other for a week, 300 Hong Kongs (arrayed in red turbans) met in conflict with 600 Cantons (wearing black turbans) in the field of honor, armed with an assortment of  pikes and swords. Due to their tactical superiority, the outnumbered Hong Kongs prevailed, but not before 14 men were left dead on the field. P05-02 Weaverville riot goes about here.
The underlying reasons for the disagreements were not always obvious to white observers.  But what they did see was that most of the San Francisco tong wars originated in some variation of a dispute over money or women. In San Francisco in 1857, 50 members of the Yung Wo and See Yup companies engaged in a desperate fight on Sacramento Street between Kearny and Dupont streets in a dispute over the proper cost of a slave girl seized from a failed businessman. In keeping with the above observation that not all “tong wars” involved tongs exclusively, the adversaries in this conflict were identified by the mercantile huigans with which they were affiliated.

In 1862, two combatants were fatally wounded in San Francisco in a fight between the See Yup and Hip Wo companies. And, in May 1870, a major fight ensued when the member of one company opened a laundry in an area assigned by the guild (read tong) to another. When negotiations broke down, guns were put into play. In response to a whistled alarm from Officer John Meagher on the scene, a captain, four officers and five special officers responded. Shots were fired, but no one was struck. The riot was finally quelled when Chief Crowley showed up at the head of the detective force.

The tong conflict with the deadliest consequences ever—more than 20 Chinese men lynched in Los Angeles in 1871—started on Old Chinatown Lane in San Francisco, in the usual way. Yoke Yee, a prostitute working in the alley, had agreed to marry Chum Soon, a brothel steerer and member of the Hip Sing Tong, as soon as her contract was up in February 1871. In the meantime, Tom Quon, a successful 40-year old fisherman from China Camp in Marin County, headed home to China with $5,000 in his kick. On the way, he stopped at a banquet at the Blossoming Almond Restaurant on Washington Street in San Francisco, where he met Yoke Yee. Quon, who had recently joined the Sip Yee Tong, proposed marriage and Yoke Yee agreed. On the day she was freed from her contract the two were married in the Presbyterian Church on California Street.

Unwisely, as things turned out, Quon left his bride alone when he returned to China for a six month visit “to sweep his parents’ graves.” Soon after Quon left, Chum Soon kidnapped and raped Yoke Yee. She went to her husband’s tong for relief, where she was told that it would be better to move away. (Insults to Chinese unprotected females do not seem to have mattered much under tong rules.) Yoke Yee moved to Los Angeles, where Tom Quon, hearing of his wife’s plight, asked his tong brother, Yo Hing, to offer her protection.  Chum Soon followed her to Los Angeles, and with some friends, members of the Chee Kung Tong, kidnapped Yoke Yee once more. Telling her that her husband had died in China, he took her to Santa Barbara where he was married to her by a priest at the Mission. 

To prevent her return to San Francisco, Yo Hing had Yoke Yee arrested on a perjury warrant. Such activities put the lie to the assertion that Chinese resorted to violence only because they felt excluded from the courts and that was the only course open to them. All sides in disputes over women used the courts freely, either like Yo Hing to prevent their abduction, or by vice operators who abused the habeas corpus process to recover women who had escaped from their toils. There is a very long historical court record of Chinese litigation against each other and to achieve their rights from the American government. The violence has been more correctly described by Chinese observers as emanating from the disinclination of plaintiffs to resort to time-consuming court processes to get satisfaction.

Yo Hing bailed out Yoke Yee, and, realizing that there was bound to be trouble with the other faction, sequestered her in a building in Calle de los Negros (or, in the indelicate American usage of the time, Nigger Alley). P05-03 Calle de los negros It was in an area of downtown Los Angeles given over largely to brothels and gambling parlors, many of them conducted by  Chinese on opposite sides of the Yoke Yee dispute.
As Yo Hing anticipated, opposition forces attacked, and in the ensuing gun battle an uninvolved white man was accidentally shot and killed. Outraged, the local white populace— largely comprised of denizens of the vice area—formed a mob and attacked the Chinese. The small, badly organized Los Angeles Police Department was either inept or complicit, and the County Sheriff, who responded to the scene and tried unsuccessfully to raise a posse to resist the mob, was powerless to intervene. In the end, 22 Chinese were lynched in what was the worst Chinese massacre in American history. 
For all of its problems at the time, the San Francisco Police Department was much better organized, disposed to, and able to respond to anti-Chinese violence. Just a year before, in 1870, a large group of hoodlums in San Francisco began to attack a Chinese wash house. Mounted officer David Supple held them at bay with his firearm long enough for the alarm to be raised, and Chief Patrick Crowley soon arrived at the head of the entire detective force to quell the riot. The same year, as has been mentioned above, the chief responded promptly and in force to Officer Meagher’s call for help in the midst of a tong conflict. And in 1877, of course, the Department fought off hundreds of rioters in the July anti-Chinese disorders. Indeed, notwithstanding widespread accounts casting whites as almost universally opposed to the Chinese, a goodly portion of the city’s white male population joined the “Pick Handle Brigade” for the express purpose of defending the Chinese.

Still, the tong wars continued. For the next several decades, San Franciscans were treated to a constant press diet of stories of tong wars. Large gun battles were continuously erupting in the streets of Chinatown, for reasons not always evident to the casual observer. Men were shot down in crowded streets and “nobody saw anything.” We face the same sort of situation in today’s African American inner cities. Young men are shot down mercilessly in crowded streets—and no witnesses come forward.  And in Nineteenth-Century Chinatown there was certainly nothing approaching a witness protection system.

Not all of the violence was fighting tong against fighting tong. The 1862 violence was between members of district huiguans, and in 1870 the conflict over the laundry opening was essentially a trade dispute. The family associations got into the act as well. In the late 1880s a group of Wong family members were carousing in a house on Ross Alley when they got into  a dispute with some Suey Sing Tong men. The Wong Family Association was the largest such group in California and the Suey Sing was the largest tong at the time. The dispute degenerated into a fist fight, and that seemed to be the end of it. Some time later, though, members of the two groups came together in Ross Alley and on Waverly Place, where they shot it out, with several non-fatal casualties. Councils of war were called and the gauntlet was thrown down. 

This was to be a war, says historian Eddie Gong, to determine whether the tongs were to survive or whether they were to be dominated by the large families. The Wongs were at a disadvantage because, as merchants, they had to man the counters of their stores, making them easy targets. The Suey Sing were not so constrained. According to Gong, one Suey Sing gunman killed seven Wongs in one month. The other prominent Wongs left town or went into hiding. The Wongs did bring the police into the case, however, and importuned them to arrest the chief Suey Sing killer, Hong Kay, who was duly arrested and sentenced to death. Though the two groups eventually made “peace,” the relationship between them remained antagonistic.
The tong wars were to continue, with variations on the same themes, into the 1920s, running hot and cold. Seemingly, there was nothing the authorities could do to bring them under control.  In the early 1890s, though, the police did try to do something dramatic about all the conflict, with mixed results.
Chap06: Due Process

William “Bill” Price—always a “Bill” never a “William,” even in that more formal time—  was among the officers hired in 1878 to beef up Department strength. The blonde, heavy- shouldered 33-year-old native of County Leitram, Ireland had been working as a special police officer. When he became a regular officer he made his record as a “street cop” in the 1880s in the then sparsely settled Mission District. With his partner, William Burke, Price took on the hoodlum gangs who had depended on their geographic isolation to terrorize the district. Price and Burke went after them where they lived and let them know that there was to be no sanctuary on their beat. 

Where Bill Price made his real record, though, was during his several tours as head of the Chinatown Squad. P06-01 Bill Pricegoes about here. He was first assigned there for a tour in 1888 as a patrolman. Made sergeant because of the good work he had done in the Mission District, he was placed at the head of the Chinatown Squad in January 1890 for the first of several tours. He was relieved, as was the custom of the time, in May of the same year and was returned to the Squad in December 1890. He remained at its head until May 1891. It was on this tour that he made his real record. Much of what he did would not stand constitutional scrutiny even at that time, and certainly not now.
 “The Chinese New Year will soon begin,” commented the Examiner at the end of January 1891, “and the danger of shooting scrapes will increase . . . .”  The editor was speaking from solid experience. The annual Chinese New Year season was a time of particular violence. Chinese visited from the countryside to celebrate the holidays, settle debts, and in some cases old scores. Tong gangsters were at the center of all the violence, much of it resulting from inter-gang conflicts over the extortion racket. The Chinatown Squad was originally founded to suppress gambling in the district but over the years it was highbinder violence that came to overshadow all else. P06-02  highbinder goes about here..
One day at the end of January 1891, Hop Sing Tong member Wong Ah Foo met Suey Sing 
member Chuck Ung Yip on Jackson Street,  near Stockton. An argument ensued over the payment of a small debt and, to emphasize his position, Yip and other Suey Sings pulled firearms and chased Wong down the street, firing wildly. Wong was struck three times and 26 bullet holes were later found in the walls of buildings along the route of pursuit. Wong’s wounds were not fatal, and he was able to slip through several alleys and into the hands of the police. 

There was nothing exceptional about the shooting, a quite common event in Chinatown at the time; nobody even died. But the police response was exceptional. Maybe that had something to do with the fact that William Taylor, a white man who was walking up Jackson Street at the time, was hit in the wrist by a spent bullet from the fusillade.  
According to his later account, Sergeant Price went to Chief Crowley and told him there was nothing he could do under the circumstances. There were no laws to cover such situations.  “When any of these Chinamen commit deeds of violence,” he reported, “they run into the numerous small alleys of Chinatown, and get beyond our reach. . . . .”   It would be necessary to “go beyond our present laws,” he continued, to deal with the situation. By that, he meant to mount a general raid on all highbinder tong headquarters to physically drive their members into the open, and out of the city—and the Constitution be damned. 

Price’s idea brought up an issue which had confronted the Department from its inception. When the nation’s municipal police departments were founded in the mid-Nineteenth Century, it was believed, at first, that uniformed patrols would be sufficient to suppress urban street crime. That was soon seen to be inadequate to the task, so detective forces were established to investigate crimes for which the perpetrators were not apprehended at the scene. Even at that, it was soon recognized that many malefactors slipped through the net for a variety of reasons. 

So, the police authorities began to stretch what were, even then, well known limitations on police practices. As a crime prevention measure in August 1857, Chief William Curtis decided to display the residents of the City Hall jail to the general population so that the public would know who to look out for. To do that, he collected all the prisoners in the jail— along with sundry street vagrants not in custody—handcuffed them, and tied them, two by two, to a thick rope at six-foot intervals. He then marched them into Portsmouth Square, where he tied one end of the rope to the “liberty” pole and the other to an iron fence so they could be viewed by an ever-changing crowd of onlookers. Civil libertarians were outraged at the chief’s actions, but, as a practical matter, the event produced results.  Within two days, one of the men paraded on Portsmouth Square was picked up as the perpetrator of a residential burglary after being identified by a man who had seen him there. A couple of days later, two others who had been put on display were picked up in the commission of a nighttime hot prowl burglary in a rooming house.

Chief Martin Burke, a beacon of rectitude compared to many of his contemporaries, was not averse to stretching the constitution himself. His very presence as a member of the 1856 Vigilance Committee attests to that. As to his tenure as chief of police, he was later to say, “I was rather autocratic in those days, and did not keep within the law.”  Bill Price followed that model of policing. 

At first the Chief Crowley demurred from Price’s suggestion, fearing that his bond would be voided if he were sued. But Price went to the Chinese consul general whose support he obtained. That swayed Crowley. The Consul General told the chief that the Chinese government would support him if he was sued. The consul posted notices on the walls of Chinatown that anyone who resisted the efforts of the police could not look to help from  his office. 

Crowley gave the go-ahead.  Price took seven or eight officers and carefully identified the highbinder societies. Then, he said, “I got sixteen men in uniform and a surgeon and supplied them all with axes. We marched from one to another of these societies and literally cut them to pieces; did not leave a bit of furniture five inches long in one of them. I suppose we broke up about $180,000 worth of property.”  P06-03 Raid cut goes about here.
The first to be hit was the Hop Sing headquarters (then on Spofford Alley), to forestall any reprisal for the Jackson Street shooting. There police confiscated a “miscellaneous collection of weapons, consisting of long keen-edged dirks, revolvers, and short iron bars, used as clubs . . . .” A heavy coat of mail was also found. In all, 20 tong headquarters were raided and broken up that first day.  The police then established a blockade on the wrecked premises and searched all who tried to enter or leave. 
“One cause of universal comment,” however, according to a contemporary news account, “was the fact that so far the Chee Kung Tong rooms on Spofford alley have escaped molestation. This ‘tong’ is said by all even the Chinese, to be the very worst of all the societies. It is, in fact, the root to all the highbinder’s evil, and the other societies are little more than offshoots.” On the face of it, the Chee Kung Tong, which billed itself—and still does—as something of a Chinese Masonic organization, did not seem to be directly involved in the violence. 

Not everyone was fooled. When interviewed in 1898 on the topic, then Chief of Police Isaiah Lees told how, following the defeat of the Taiping rebels in 1864, a number of Chee Kung  members fled China and sought refuge in San Francisco. (Actually, some had been here from the early 1850s.) In the 1860s, according to Lees, they were well received by local Chinese, who admired their opposition to the imperial regime and subscribed money for their support. When the support dried up, the Chee Kung members resorted to extortion, and when police moved against them the parent organization gave birth to rival bands that vied with each other in extorting blackmail. The basic organization, however, retained an outward patina of respectability.

The thinking in 1891 was that the Chee Kung Tong was too big, too rich, and too powerful for the police to confront. A lawyer representing the society visited Chief Crowley and warned him that the society was very wealthy and if Crowley moved against them his bondsman would be in trouble. If the premises were destroyed, the chief could expect suits in federal court. “It was supposed that the police would spare their house,” according to one news account, “but Chief of Police Crowley ordered a clean sweep.” At 7 p.m. on February 2, 1891, Sergeant Price showed up at Chee Kung headquarters on Spofford Alley, where an official there told him there were no highbinders allowed in there, and if they came in, they were thrown out.

Sergeant Price informed the Chee Kung leadership that he wanted everybody out of the premises in two hours or he would break up the place. When Price emerged with nothing broken, the assembled onlookers concluded that he had been bested by the Chee Kung Tong. One Chee Kung Tong leader was quoted as saying that he “would not move a punk stick for all the sergeants in the world.” Two hours later, Price and his men did return. They broke up the premises to the tune of $3,000 in 1891 dollars, and tossed the occupants down the stairs. To put the lie to Chee Kung’s claim that it was strictly a benevolent society, Chief Crowley released a confiscated document which contained orders from Chee Kung officials on Spofford Alley in San Francisco branches of the organization in the United States, Canada, Mexico and Cuba.  The proclamation, directed to a salaried soldier named Lum Hip, instructed him to obey orders of the Grand Master with regard to punctually assisting with the landing of prostitutes. It also laid out the benefits which would accrue to him if he was killed, injured, or jailed in the furtherance of the objects of the association. Hardly the instructions one would expect to find in a Masonic Lodge. Sidebar 06-01 instructions to Lum Hip goes here.
Sergeant Price then went to the stores, brothels and other places of business in Chinatown which had been victimized by the extortion gangs and told them that if they gave money to highbinders, he would come in and break up their places as well.  In the alternative, he said, he would furnish protection. In this way, according to his later account, several of the societies were driven out of town, with the worst characters moving to Chinese settlements in interior parts of the state. The Chinese consul was pleased with the results of the police raids, as were Chinatown merchants who would have to pay less extortion that season. P06-04 Price Squad 1891 goes about here. Need to separate it from Sidebar.
The promised litigation in the federal courts ensued. This might have had a dampening effect on some of the more extreme aspects of Chinatown enforcement. Still, two years later, in March 1893, in the face of eight lawsuits for damages pending in federal court, we find Sergeant James Gillen tearing down the signs on gambling houses all over Chinatown.

But it was Bill Price, “the mere mention of whose name chills the blood in highbinders’ veins,” according to one dramatic account, who provided the enforcement model. In July 1896, after the “hatchet men have been having their way for the past six months,” Sergeant Price again went to the Chinese Consul General, Fung Yung Heng, and, receiving his blessing, mounted another crusade in Chinatown. First he raided the Bo On Tong headquarters at 1014 Stockton Street. 

Then he moved on to the others: the Bo Leong at 742 Commercial Street; the On Yick at 1027 Stockton; the Hop Sing  and Suey Sing at 1031 and 1004 Dupont; the Quong Hik at 814 Washington; the Hip Ying at 805 Sacramento; the Bing Kong at 822 Jackson; the Hip Sing at 10 Ross Alley; the Chu Lum at 802 Sacramento; and eight more tong headquarters in the streets and alleys of Chinatown. It was a full day’s work. P06-05 Armed officer goes about here. 
At day’s end, reported one press account, “many a Chinese whose head had been 
bumped or who had enjoyed the pleasure of being booted down a flight of stairs, was sorry that he ever belonged to a highbinder tong association.” “The energetic methods of Sergeant Price and his Squad,” the report concluded, “thoroughly disquiet the hatchet-men, but nevertheless he will keep them up until all are anxious for peace.” The raids would continue, in one form or another, for another quarter of a century. 
There was, however, a certain hypocrisy to the whole process, because Chinese criminal contrariness was not the only reason for the perpetuation of vice and crime conditions in Chinatown, or even for the ascendance of the criminal gangs.
Chap07: The Sack 

George Burns, in Gracie— his tribute to his San Francisco-born wife, Gracie Allen— mentions that Gracie's uncle by marriage was "Papa [Martin] Burke. . . a very wealthy chief of police.”  "If I had ever asked Gracie,” Burns writes, “if that was redundant, she would have told me, ‘No, silly, that was his job’."  Burns makes his joke in a typical Burns and Allen exchange— and adds to the widespread stereotype of police officers, as somehow, inherently corrupt.


Actually, Burke was a bad choice for Burns' humor. Compared to the standards of the time, Burke seems to have been something of a bright spot in terms of professional propriety. And he had ample time to create a fortune by other means. Half of his life still lay ahead of him when he retired in 1866 and went into the real estate business, where he was a great success. He died in Los Gatos in 1906 at the age of 95. 

That said, it seems to be part of the human condition that governmental functionaries everywhere, if left to their own devices, will soon figure out a way to exact "contributions" from those under their regulation; to grease the wheels of government, as it were. In Mexico, it is mordida (the little bite); in Arabic countries it is baksheesh; and in Chinese treaty ports it was cumshaw. In Nineteenth-Century San Francisco it was "the sack," for the metaphorical receptacle into which graft collections were accumulated.

From very early on in the history of the Police Department, frequent rumors were heard about irregularities in the relationship between the police and Chinese vice operators. On the occasion of an 1856 raid on a gambling house, the San Francisco Bulletin offered an explanation of how the gamblers protected themselves from prosecution. “They [the gamblers] have one or more American citizens supposed to be acquainted with law and police matters who look out for them, and in consideration of services, receive a weekly stipend, which the Chinese gambling operators are very willing to pay. It seems to be a matter of mutual benefit, or value received on both sides.”

Twenty years later it was more or less an open secret that there was graft in Chinatown.  A testimonial from the Six Companies to President U. S. Grant in 1876, at the time of the congressional investigation into Chinatown, claimed: “If officers would refuse bribes, these unprincipled men [the vice operators] could no longer purchase immunity from the punishment of their crimes.” 
In its criticism of the special police system that same year, Thistleton’s muckraking Jolly Giant claimed that there had always been a secret understanding between the Chinese special police, the police chief, and the Police Court judge. If ever an officer made himself useful by raiding gamblers or prostitutes, said Thistleton, he would be moved to another beat.  One witness in 1876 testified that fan tan operators paid the police $5 a month, and lottery operators $8, for the privilege of keeping their businesses open.

That is what lay behind the provisions of the 1878 law reorganizing the Police Department. The Chinatown specials were abolished to get rid of their part of the problem. And to diminish the temptation for regular officers it was ordered that members of the Chinatown Squad be rotated every few months. It did not work. 

On April 16, 1894, seemingly out of nowhere, Chief Patrick Crowley recommended to the Police Commission that they summarily dismiss Chief Clerk William E. Hall and three patrolmen members of the Chinatown Squad. The Commission promptly complied. In response to press inquiries about the dismissal of his chief deputy, Chief Crowley said he did not have to give any reason beyond the fact that “we just don’t want him.” But the contemporaneous summary dismissal of members of the Chinatown Squad intimated strongly that things were not as they should be in Chinatown. (Chief Crowley was quoted as saying that he would rather fire a man incorrectly than permit an officer he believed to be dishonest to remain on the force.) P07-01 Hall goes about here. 

Because the chief and Commission were less than fully forthcoming about the specific charges against the officers, the press was left to speculate about exactly what had occurred. It soon came out that the investigation had been ongoing for some time. The Chronicle opined that the dismissals were the first step in breaking up a corrupt ring in the Police Department that had been operating for a long time. According to one account, the lid blew when “Big Jim,” a notorious Chinatown gambler, had gone to the chief openly, a few weeks earlier, figuring he was in on the deal, and tried to discuss graft with him. Another version had it that the chief had overheard “Big Jim” berating Detective Christopher Cox for not getting the exemptions from the vice enforcement that he had paid for.

The story inside the Department was that Henry Robinson, who had recently been appointed sergeant and assigned to head the Chinatown Squad, blew the whistle about what was going on there. By all reports, Chief Crowley was astounded by what he discovered. He said that he had thought the rotational system had been working just fine. When he got wind of the corruption, the chief contracted with the Pinkerton Detective Agency to have its operatives investigate and report; not just on Chinatown but on other vice districts in the city as well. The chief was so upset by the revelations that he became physically ill and was restricted to his home. The results of the Pinkerton investigation led to the dismissal of William Hall and the other officers.

On the theory that the best defense is a good offense, Hall said that he was fired because he had complained too much to the chief about corruption in Chinatown. He said that when Robinson had made sergeant a month earlier, he had been the one to approach Hall with an offer to make some money together. But Crowley was not buying that one.
It is difficult to see how the chief and the Commission did not have an inkling that something was going on. There had been some telltale incidents in the past which must have aroused suspicion. In 1889, Sergeant George Gano had been indicted by the Grand Jury and dismissed from the Department for taking bribes from Chinatown gamblers. Maybe the fact that other members of the Squad had denounced him as a “hog” had something to do with his downfall.

There were other suspicious incidents.  In 1892 Chief Crowley walked in on Corporal William Nelson, who, at the moment, was berating Chief Clerk Hall about Sergeant Price and Sergeant John Spillane taking money from Chinese gamblers. When Hall noticed the chief’s presence, he clammed up. An investigation was mounted with Commissioner Richard Hammond promising that the Commission would get to the bottom of the matter. But Nelson left town, and was formally dismissed from the Department the following year. 

When the scandal blew up in 1894, several officers and sergeants who had been dismissed from the Department in preceding months and years came forward and reported how their departures from office were engineered by Hall because they would not participate in the bribery scheme. One of the officers was William Donnelan, who had been dismissed the previous August. He said that he was “downed” because he would not cooperate with Hall. “Whenever a raid was ordered,” reported Donnelan, “Hall would delay the order until he could send word to the sergeant. . . .” If the sergeant could not be found, word would be given to Lee Yung at the tailor shop at 813 Washington Street.  Hall seems to have had inordinate control over who was fired and who was retained.   

The managerial climate in the Department at the time can perhaps best be viewed in the career of Arthur “Nobby” Clarke, Hall’s predecessor as chief clerk. No formal charges of Chinatown graft were ever lodged against Clarke, but it is clear from the events surrounding his tenure that, at the very least, he was pulling the wool over the chief’s eyes—and from the office right next door. Clarke was appointed to the Department in 1856. He studied law while he worked the streets, earning a law degree and the nickname “Counselor Clarke.” He was appointed chief’s dlerk in 1868 during Crowley’s first tour as chief. 
Clarke survived the departmental turnovers in the 1870s and was there waiting when Crowley returned in 1879. It was well known at the time that Clarke ran an extensive loan shark operation in the office next to the chief. He would loan officers money at 5 percent monthly interest and, each payday, his office was inundated with officers making their payments. The proximity of his operation to the chief’s office forces one to wonder what the chief knew and when he knew it. Clarke retired suddenly in 1887, due to some irregularities with the budget for the police telegraph system. His assistant, William Hall, was appointed to replace him at that time, and picked up the responsibility for assigning cases to detectives and ordering raids on vice operations.  P07-02  Nobby’s house goes about here. 
As the investigation proceeded, daily revelations showed how the long- suspected graft system worked in practice. There were three “sacks,” according to one report: one for white gambling; one for Chinese gambling; and one for the “fallen sisterhood.”  Chinatown was purportedly broken up into five divisions, headed by Chinese vice lords who would collect from prostitutes, gamblers and brothels according to a fixed schedule. The sack, amounting to $1000 weekly by some estimates, would be turned over to the Chinatown Squad sergeant; who would then dole it out: $50 to each of the patrolmen on the Squad; $300 to the sergeant, and $500 to Chief Clerk Hall, of which, it was rumored,  some portion supposedly went to someone higher up.

A week after Hall’s dismissal, the Police Commission met again and, this time, dismissed 14 more officers: three sergeants; two detectives;and nine patrolmen. Two of the sergeants (Josiah Johns and Charles Witham) had recently been in charge of the Chinatown Squad and one (William Coles) had been assigned South of Market, where gambling parlors had also been found to flourish.  Detective Christopher Cox, who had served continuously in Chinatown for 20 years, and Detective William Glennon were also dismissed,  not for any specific corruption, but for not noticing what was going on all around them. Several of the dismissed officers had been assigned to Sergeant Witham’s Squad in Chinatown and others had been on the bunco and faro details.

One name noticeably absent from those dismissed was that of Sergeant John Spillane. Spillane had been the Squad’s leader just before Sergeant Robinson took over and the scandal broke. Spillane’s patrolmen had all been dismissed in the first cut. There was widespread press speculation that Spillane was sure to be next. But that did not happen. It turned out that years earlier, while on duty with the army in the Presidio, Spillane had taken care of the horse of a relative for Police Commissioner William Alvord—and that is what saved him. Alvord importuned Commission President Richard Tobin, and Spillane was spared. There would be much press speculation over the next several weeks, but, as things turned out, that was the end of the formal disciplinary action.

Viewed from the remove of a century, the departmental response to the scandal appears to be more like damage control than an honest investigation to get at the truth. In light of all the press furor, the Grand Jury expressed interest in conducting an investigation of its own with a view to issuing indictments for criminal offenses. Chief Crowley was still too ill to appear, but Captain of Detectives Isaiah Lees went in his stead. Lees told the jurors that while there was enough evidence to indict Hall there was not enough to sustain convictions against the other officers. He told the jury further that to reveal the Department’s investigative methods at that time would jeopardize ongoing sensitive investigations. That ended the Grand Jury’s involvement in the affair. Similarly, a suggestion that the city empanel a Lexrow Committee, like the one that had famously uncovered widespread corruption in the New York Police Department the year before, was met with a stony silence.

The “investigation” continued, but everything thereafter went downhill. Sergeant Robinson asked to be relieved from Chinatown duty in May, after only one month in service there. Newly minted Sergeant Frederick Esola was assigned to replace him.  His tenure was to be short as well. With a Squad of “stout young native sons,” Esola set about wrecking the gambling halls in Chinatown. He added a new touch to the proceedings.  After making arrests, Esola would dismantle the heavy interior and exterior doors which impeded police access to the premises. The complaints—and $125,000 worth of lawsuits—soon came in, not from just the gamblers but from Chinese merchants as well. 

On Commissioner Tobin’s orders, Chief Crowley removed Esola from the Chinatown Squad within a few weeks of his appointment. When asked about the move, Commissioners Tobin and Alvord said that the purpose of gambling enforcement in Chinatown was not to completely extirpate it but to keep it from being open to everyone. There were also suggestions that Esola was altogether too close to the editor of the Examiner who often accompanied him on raids, bringing along an artist. 
In 1895—in part because of the revelations of the 1894 scandal—the Department was reorganized. The rank of lieutenant was created to place somebody between the captains and sergeants, presumably to provide a level of supervision closer to the level of execution. Captain Douglass, now 70 years of age and Captain John Short (89), two of the three patrol captains, were retired. No stigma had been attached to them in the scandal, although it does seem—by today’s standards at least—that they were both less than totally vigilant about what was going on in their districts.

To replace them, the Police Commission promoted George Robinson, for his now-acknowledged efforts during the graft scandal. The other captaincy went to—of all people— John Spillane. In the end, the whistle-blower’s mantle did not rest easily on Captain Robinson. In 1898, after receiving part of an inheritance from his father, and but a few years short of his earliest retirement date, he resigned from the Department. He had been shunned by his former fellows, it was said.

As for William Hall, at the time of his dismissal he looked forward to a full hearing before the Commission at which, he promised, he would be totally vindicated. There was not to be any investigation of his claims and, in the end, he went quietly. He died in San Francisco in 1937 at the age 91, just as the Atherton Investigation, a major police corruption scandal of that era, was breaking in the press. There was no mention of Hall’s 1894 troubles in the glowing obituary published at his death.

Chap08: Little Pete.

Sergeant John Mooney got a tip one day about a recently opened fan tan game in Chinatown. It was a setup, for while the sergeant and his Squad were raiding the premises shortly after 9 p.m. on the night of January 23, 1897, two gunmen entered the barbershop at 819 Washington Street several blocks away and assassinated Fong Ching, aka “Little Pete,” thus ending the career of Chinatown’s most prominent gangster.

“Little Pete,” as he was commonly known in the press circles of his day, was born in the Kong Gow District of Canton in 1864. At the age of ten he came to the U.S. to join his merchant father. Here he attended the Methodist Mission Sunday School and became proficient in English. As a young man, and because of his family affiliation, Pete naturally became a member of the Sam Yup Company and took employment as an interpreter. In this capacity he became intimately involved in the workings of the justice system. His native intelligence brought him into useful contact with many police officers and Democratic Party boss “Blind” Chris Buckley. About this time he also organized the Gi Sin Seer Tong.  P08-01  Little Petegoes about here
 On July 28, 1886, Lee Chuck, a fellow tong member and  bodyguard of the 22-year-old tong leader,  shot and killed a member of the opposition Bo Sin Seer Tong on the 800 block of Washington Street. Officer John Martin, who heard the shots, rushed to the scene, and when he tried to arrest the assassin, Chuck tried to shoot him, but his pistol misfired.  When arrested, Chuck was found to be armed with four pistols concealed about his person, and equipped with a coat of mail. 
As Chuck’s case was about to come to trial, Little Pete approached Officer Martin and offered him $400 to forget what he knew. Martin responded by arresting Pete for attempted bribery. Chuck was convicted of the killing and sentenced to be hanged. (Later his sentence was commuted to 50 years in prison.  In 1892, he was transferred to Agnew State Mental Hospital, where he spent the remainder of his life.) 

Pete’s attempted bribery charge resulted (after three trials marred by several attempts of jury tampering) in a conviction and five-year sentence to San Quentin. After 18 months, Pete was released. When questioned by an Examiner reporter in 1891, Pete said that his involvement with the tongs was a youthful folly and that he had nothing to do with them anymore. Now, he said, he was a businessman. And indeed he was. With the loan of a few hundred dollars, Pete founded the F.C. Peters & Company, a shoe manufacturing company with 40 employees. 

Despite his protestations of rehabilitation, Pete was still very much involved with gang life.  In the course of Sergeant Price’s 1891 raids, at the same time that he was telling the Examiner that he was now clean, he approached Detective Christopher Cox on the street, after the police had demolished his Gi Sin Seer Headquarters. “What’s the matter with the Bo Sin Seer,” he asked Cox, “are they any better than us?” Unbeknownst to Pete, the police had just completed wrecking the Bo Sin Seer headquarters, and when he was informed of that outcome, Pete “wore a self-satisfied smile as he walked away.”

During the 1894 police graft scandal, it was revealed that Pete was one of the five vice overlords who had  put together the sack to give to the police.  In 1896 he was implicated in a counterfeiting scheme and the same year he was banned from the Ingleside and Bay District race tracks for conspiring with jockeys to fix races. At the same time, Pete was president of the Sam Yup District Company, a major component of the presumably respectable Six Companies.  

The infiltration of gangsters into leadership positions in the Six Companies in the 1890s can be traced to several factors. In the mid-1870s, in an attempt to staunch the inflow of prostitutes from China, the U.S. Congress passed the Page Act, which prohibited immigration of all women from China, with the exception of merchants’ wives. Several other restrictive immigration laws followed. In 1882, after a decade of anti-Chinese labor agitation, Congress passed the Alien Exclusion Act, which placed a ten-year moratorium on immigration of Chinese working men. The measure was intended to reduce what was seen as unfair labor competition. It was also thought that this restriction would reduce the pool of fighting men (boo how doy) who tended to come from among the laboring class. 

In reaction to successive immigration restrictions, Chinese wishing to come to the United States engaged in widespread immigration fraud, typified by the practice of “paper sons.” Young men wishing to emigrate from China— with the agreement of their sponsors and sometimes for a fee—would fabricate identities for them as the sons Chinese merchants in America, which would entitle them to join their “fathers” in the United States. For decades, many young Chinese men—and fewer women—came to America in this way.  (Many descendents today of old Chinatown families have relatives with very different surnames in China.) 

As a means of getting a handle on identity confusion among the Chinese, Congress in 1892 passed the Geary Act, which would have required all Chinese to register and to carry  photo identification cards to prove their right to be in the country. The Six Companies, as nominal leaders of the Chinese community, opposed the act, and litigated to have it overturned. They also encouraged their membership to refuse to register under its provisions pending the appeal. 

When the law was finally upheld, the members who had failed to register were in a legal lurch, placed there by their own leadership. The Six Companies suffered a corresponding decline in credibility with its own members. There had always been some crossover memberships between the respectable merchant companies and the criminal tongs, but, with the companies’ approval at a low ebb, the gangsters were able to insinuate themselves into leadership positions, Little Pete among them.

Another factor underlaid much of the Chinatown conflict of the 1890s as well. The longstanding tension between two of the Six Companies—the Sam Yups and See Yups— came to a boil. The Sam Yups (three district men) were fewer in number than the See Yups but those numbers were concentrated in the more prosperous merchant class. The more numerous See Yups (four district men) tended to be simple working men. 

As working class men, the See Yups were disproportionately affected by the exclusionary legislation, tipping the balance of power in Chinatown more toward the Sam Yups. See Yups came to believe they were being oppressed by the Sam Yups. (There was some legitimacy to this belief. It was from among the See Yups that most of the fighting tongs originated; organized, it was said, to protect their members from the suppression of the more powerful family and merchant societies.) In the late 1880s and 1890s the See Yups commenced a series of on-and-off economic boycotts of Sam Yup stores. The differences often degenerated into physical violence, and the heretofore less openly violent Sam Yups responded with violence of their own.

Annual New Year celebrations in Chinatown were always times of tension. The population of the district swelled as Chinese streamed into the city from around the state to join the celebration, often bringing old enmities with them. It was during the New Year period in 1891 that Sergeant Price had seen fit to make his controversial raids. And the 1894 police scandal resulted from circumstances during the annual festival. 

The San Francisco Call on January 16, 1897 reported that “Those most familiar with the inside workings of the local Chinese look for the Sam Yup and See Yup families (sic) to break out before long in one of the most bloody and murderous factional fights that this City has ever experienced.” For one thing, the See Yup delegates had walked out of a recent Chinese Merchant’s Exchange meeting and formed their own organization. There had been boycotts in the past but, always before, the leading merchants had stood together out of business considerations.
Furthermore, a See Yup man named Jew Sing had been murdered on December 28, 1896 shortly after he had a difficulty in a Sam Yup gambling house. Jew Sing refused to pay his losses and a Sam Yup man was said to have remarked that he would pay with his life. Four days later Jew Sing was murdered. “All of these things the police are not ignorant of,” the paper concluded, “and without doubt the first outbreak on the part of the Chinese mankillers will see a strong force of officers placed in the Chinese quarter and drastic measures will be taken to stop the threatened butchery.”

Little Pete would have been aware of the situation as much as anyone. There was a standing price of $2000 on his head offered by See Yup highbinders, and according to the rules of tong warfare, Jew Sing’s killing called for a reprisal in kind. 

It was not widely known at the time, but Pete for sure, and probably his competitors, knew that Pete was a police informer. Bill Price, by now a lieutenant, reported in 1898: “they accused him of informing the police, on account of raids made by them, which he did as a matter of fact.” The way it went was that Pete would tip off the police about a competing gambling operation, the police would raid the premises and shortly thereafter the place would reopen under Pete’s sponsorship. 

 So Pete was careful about where he went. His dwelling on the upper story of a building on Waverly Place and Washington Street was guarded a German Shepherd dog. When he left his building, he wore a coat of chain mail and was invariably accompanied by a white bodyguard, Ed Murray. (It was thought, and correctly so, that Chinese assassins would be disinclined to harm a white bodyguard for fear of bringing the wrath of the entire white community on them. It had happened before, notably in the 1871 massacre in Los Angeles.) 

On the evening of January 23, Pete went down through an interior stairway from his upstairs apartment to the ground floor barber shop at 819 Washington Street accompanied by his bodyguard. As Pete was being prepared for his Saturday shave, he sent Murray out to get a paper with the day’s horse race results.  It was to be a fatal mistake.  Two assassins, who had apparently been waiting for just such an opportunity, entered the barbershop and shot the 33- year-old gangster twice in the head. 

 The killers then ran out of the barbershop and around the corner to 123 Waverly Place, where they were seen to enter. A .45 caliber revolver with four empty chambers and a sawed-off shotgun were found in the street nearby. Police entered the Waverly Place premises and arrested two men they found there, Woon Sing and Ah Chuey. Two other Chinese men found to be armed nearby were also arrested. (Sing and Chuey were prosecuted but their trials came to nothing. Eng Ying Gong, a near contemporary Chinese writer, claims he later interviewed Pete’s real killer in China.) . P08-02 Pete arrestees goes about here.
If there had been concerns about violence before, Little Pete’s murder just about assured that there was more to come. According to the conventions of the world in which the tong men lived, retribution would require the killing of a See Yup in reprisal—and not just any See Yup would do. Because of Pete’s high station in the community and his company, it would have to be someone of equal status. The only one who met those qualifications was “Big Jim,” a prominent See Yup competitor in the gambling racket. 
Pete and Big Jim were business competitors, to be sure, but they had no personal animosity toward each other. In fact, Big Jim was one of the five overlords who put the graft sack together with Pete in 1894. But soon after Pete’s death, Big Jim announced that he was going to take a trip to the mining regions of Northern California. Once out of town he kept heading north to Canada, where he took ship to China. (He returned to the United States in 1903, where he liquidated his extensive assets, and returned again to China for good.) 

In the immediate aftermath of the shooting, Chung Wing Hang, the Chinese Consul General in San Francisco, charged that, in his opinion, Pete’s murder was a direct result of a lack of police vigilance in Chinatown. Sergeant Price’s continuous ruinous raids on highbinders’ headquarters several years earlier had been most effective, he said. But they had been discontinued. There had been mistakes, he admitted, and non-criminal premises had been raided, “but that was to be expected, all things considered, and the Chinese residents who believed in law and order made no complaint.”  He had been to see Chief Crowley recently, and asked that the raids be resumed. But the chief demurred, he said, because he was under bond and he wanted to protect his sureties. The only way to suppress the See Yup/ Sam Yup war, he said, is by “police interference.”

Almost on cue, the police entered Chinatown in force. On Saturday morning, January 30, at 7 a.m., Captain George Wittman marched 100 men out of the California Street Police Station (eight regular squads in all) and entered Chinatown. He posted four officers on each block with sergeants and corporals stationed at the corners.

Also present was Sergeant Mooney’s regular Chinatown Squad and an additional squad of plainclothesmen under Sergeant Price, who visited the highbinder headquarters to assure that no one was present. Most of the highbinders had fled to the outskirts of the city, Price said, biding their time. The squads broke down locked doors at two of the premises, but, at first, they caused no general destruction. Fifty arrests were made for minor violations. The next day, Price’s Squad visited 30 premises identified as highbinder headquarters, and this time they broke up the furniture and threw the Chinese found there down the stairs. On Sunday, the police stepped up the pressure. They visited over 30 highbinder locations and this time broke up the furniture and 30 times that number of Chinese were thrown down the stairs to the street. 

Two weeks later, 55 officers, under Captain George Wittman, raided 15 incorporated clubs and houses in Chinatown simultaneously and arrested more than 500 Chinese. Both Big Jim’s and Little Pete’s old places were included in the raids, but no evidence of recent activity was found. Subsequent news from Los Angeles reported that 150 San Francisco gamblers had relocated in that city, which looked forward to further trouble. 

The police activity following Little Pete’s death may or may not have averted the war, but it did bring the attention of the See Yup rivalry to the forefront of Chinese governmental consciousness. The See Yups had filed a number of lawsuits in the aftermath of the police raids, against both the police and the consul general. The Chinese government, at the urging of Thomas Riordan, Pete’s attorney, had imprisoned relatives of See Yups in China, threatening them with execution if another Sam Yup was killed.

On March 26, 1897 it was announced that the attorneys for the See Yups and the Chinese minister in Washington had agreed that the See Yups would call off the boycott and cancel the lawsuits in American courts. The Chinese minister said he would contact the Chinese government to suspend the sentences of death and dispossession, which had been lodged against See Yups in China. 

Thus ended that particular tong war.

Chap09: Picking the Chief
San Francisco adopted a “home rule” charter in 1900 that placed the supervision of the Police Department directly under municipal officials for the first time in two decades. Henceforth, the mayor would appoint the members of the Police Commission, who, in turn, would appoint the chief and manage the Department.  In anticipation of the new civic order, interested parties began to lay their political tracks. Among them was William Randolph Hearst, who—as was later revealed—thought it would be a good idea for his San Francisco Examiner to name the new chief of police. The instrument by means of which he intended to bring this about was the Chinatown Squad.

In November 1898, Bill Price (now a lieutenant) had been moved back into Chinatown at the request of Chinese merchants to suppress the highbinder gangsters who were “creating disorders.” Sergeant Bernard McManus, who had the regular Chinatown Squad, remained on duty there to arrest gamblers while Price was to deal with the highbinders. On February 14, 1899, McManus asked to be relieved, and Price took full command of the Squad operation.

On February 16, 1899 Price was featured in a long, generally complimentary Sunday Examiner article.   Shortly thereafter, however, the paper’s tone changed. On March 10, the paper reported how Lieutenant Frederick Esola, the commanding officer of the California Street Station, whose geographic jurisdiction included Chinatown, raided a shoe store on Commercial Street, which he found to be the front for a gambling parlor. He had noticed the opening of several suspicious-looking stores in his district in the past few weeks, Esola told the Examiner reporter.  P09-01 Esola goes about here
On March 31, 1899 the Examiner reported that there had, effectively, been no gambling in Chinatown since Esola’s last tour of Chinatown in 1894. But since Price’s return to the quarter, gambling had blossomed.  That same night, Esola raided two incorporated social clubs on Waverly Place, which had previously seemed immune from police interference. 

Over the next several weeks, the paper would continue to report Esola’s successes, comparing them with what the paper considered to be Price’s enforcement lapses in Chinatown. As the campaign went on, the paper sent its reporters into Chinatown to buy lottery tickets under the Chinatown Squad’s noses and suggested they were able to do so because of the $2,500 weekly graft paid to Price and his men.

Chief of Police Isaiah Lees came to Price’s defense. With the help of friendly newspapers, he published statistics demonstrating the effectiveness of Price’s efforts and reminded readers that Esola had been moved from the Squad in 1894 because it was found that he could not make a raid without Examiner editor Andrew Lawrence being present. Of the 60 premises Esola raided in his recent campaign, Lees pointed out, 33 were not gambling dens. 

Still, there was no problem finding gambling in Chinatown. At the heart of the disagreement was the existence of incorporated clubs. Over the years, many Chinese organizations had obtained state charters as social clubs. In response to the  Examiner’s  demand that the clubs be raided, as they had been under Chief Crowley, the Department, under Lees, took the position that the police had no more right to raid such clubs than they did the Bohemian and Pacific Union clubs, where, it was rumored, there was also some gambling going on. Whatever the legal niceties of the situation, the Examiner campaign prompted Lees and Price into action, and Price began raiding social clubs where gambling was suspected. 

It was then revealed that the Police Commission had been conducting an investigation of its own into Chinatown affairs, without consulting with Chief Lees. At its April 12 meeting Commission President Richard Tobin reported that he was convinced that there had been graft in Chinatown under Price. When Chief Lees asked for evidence to support such a claim, Tobin said his witness could not appear because it “would be more than his life was worth.”  Lees replied that things had come to a “pretty pass if the Police Commission and the police force of the city could not afford ample protection to the witness no matter who he was.” Lees said that in the absence of specific charges there was nothing for him to fight.     
The Commission reaffirmed its support for Lees the next week, but handed down the judgment that Price was to be removed from Chinatown and reduced to the rank of sergeant—not for grafting but for “not maintaining the efficiency of the Police Department in Chinatown.” We will see those words again. Price was transferred to Mission Station and shortly thereafter he tendered his resignation to the Police Commission and requested that he be retired. Price was replaced as head of the Chinatown Squad by Sergeant James Donovan. On April 23, Lieutenant Esola and Sergeant Donovan, with a picked posse of 10 men, raided four Chinatown social clubs simultaneously, breaking down the doors and seizing the lookouts. In all , 52 men were arrested. P09-02 Donovan squad goes here.
Was Price taking graft from Chinese gamblers?  He denied it vehemently and no one ever came forward to accuse him openly. His defenders, like the opposition  San Francisco Call newspaper, talked about a meeting of leading Chinese gamblers in a lottery on Commercial Street at Dupont in early January 1899, at which it was decided to ask the help of  brothel keepers and opium den operators to come together to “get” Price because he was too hard on them. Even if so—like the Chinese gambling which the Examiner found to be so shocking—graft payments would not have been so unusual in that time and place. It may or may not have been true that Lieutenant Price was on the take. But it is certain that Lieutenant Esola was definitely on the make. And the corruption scandal of 1899 would soon be relegated to the back seat by the political shenanigans of early 1900.

The old Police Commission went out of office with the arrival of the new century, and Chief of Police Lees ended his 47-year career in the Department by retiring on January 2. On January 7 Mayor Phelan announced his appointees to the Police Commission.  George A. Newhall, President of the Chamber of Commerce, was to be president of the Commission. William Thomas, a prominent attorney, and Dr. W.F. McNutt, a physician, were also named. The fourth member of the Commission was William Biggy, vice-president of the San Francisco Laundrymen's Association and member of the Board of Supervisors. 

Earlier reports that the 1899 graft scandal had been ginned up by the Examiner to advance the career of Lieutenant Esola gained some credence when he emerged as frontrunner for the chief’s job.  Seven days before the new charter went into effect, on December 23, 1899, the San Francisco Bulletin  reported that there “is a scheme on foot in this city by which it is expected . . . to get control of the Police Department under the new government about to be installed.” “The chief conspirator,” said the Bulletin, “is Andrew M. Lawrence, editor of the Examiner and the tool to be used in the accomplishment of the object in view is Frederick L. Esola, at present lieutenant of police.” On January 1, The San Francisco Call reported that the selection of Esola as chief had been made a test of eligibility for the commissioners. The Bulletin reported that one unsuccessful candidate for commissioner had informed the paper that Mayor Phelan had told him that William Randolph Hearst had personally asked Phelan to make Esola chief.

A few days later, Mayor Phelan denied that there had ever been any such deal.  “When I appointed the Board of Police Commissioners,” responded Phelan, “I asked [them] to act deliberately, and to select a good man for Chief of Police. No name was suggested, nor was there any attempt made to influence the judgment or decision of any member of the Board of Police Commissioners.” As press interests lined up on either side of the question, the town would be subjected to a month of acrimonious debate swirling around Esola’s head. 

In the meantime, the Police Commission installed one of its own, William Biggy, as Acting Chief of Police, to run the day-to-day operations of the Police Department.  P09-03 Biggy in uniform goes here. Biggy was somewhat of an unusual choice. The native-born San Franciscan—the first such ever to be chief of police—had begun his political career in 1892 with his election to the state senate. He also served as Registrar of Voters for San Francisco and was a member of the Board of Supervisors at the time of his appointment to the Police Commission. (Phelan had appointed him to the Commission so he could appoint a political ally to the board.) Along the way, Biggy had picked up a reputation for unflinching— almost pathological—rectitude, a trait that would bring Esola’s plans crashing down around him, and which would contribute to Biggy’s own death in another incarnation as chief of police in 1908.

Even as the political drama unfolded in San Francisco over Esola’s appointment, another tong war erupted in Chinatown. The conflict actually started in Marysville in late December in a dispute over a woman between the Hop Sing and the Suey Sing tongs. But it soon moved to San Francisco. At first, the Suey Sing had the upper hand. Though the Hop Sing had a larger membership, its members were spread around the state. The less numerous Suey Sings dominated San Francisco at the moment. Many Suey Sings spent the summer working in Alaskan canneries, but were now home for the off-season break.  
On January 9, just-designated Acting Chief Biggy added 20 men to the Chinatown Squad and proceeded to raid Chinese gambling houses as a way to bring pressure on the fighting tongs. His methods were such that, a few days later, a court ordered him to desist. As the Chinese murder rate increased, however, Biggy kept the pressure on, as did the merchant companies and other tongs. A peace agreement was hammered out about mid-January, but there was still much concern that the Hop Sings would not abide by the terms. The Hop Sing had lost four dead to one for the Suey Sing, and, according to the rules of such conflicts, harmony could be restored only when the casualties were equal. 

That idea gained some merit when police discovered bomb-making components in a raid on Hop Sing headquarters, and uncovered a plot to blow up 711 Commercial Street, where Suey Sings were hired to work in the canneries.  On January 26, after Chief Biggy threatened to barricade Chinatown during the coming New Year’s festival, a peace was imposed on the warring factions by the Chee Kung Tong. On February 1, an unexploded bomb was found in a Suey Sing building.

While Chief Biggy was occupied with his Chinatown problems, Esola’s quest to become chief played itself out. The Examiner’s competition set about dissecting Esola’s life and career. Esola, it turned out, had started his career as a bodyguard for George Hearst, William’s father, in his 1887 senatorial campaign. He was rewarded for that work with a job as a guard at San Quentin, a position he left in 1891 under questionable circumstances. He was appointed to the Police Department the following year with the help of Examiner editor Lawrence. His rise in the Department was rapid. He was appointed to plainclothes duty immediately and then made a detective. On April 24, 1994 he was appointed sergeant and was assigned to head the Chinatown Squad.  On December 1, 1895 he was promoted to the recently created rank of lieutenant.  

One paper dredged up the story that, as a young man, Esola had been a North Beach hoodlum, who went under the name of Harrington, and been arrested for several petty thefts. Another said that he had been discharged from San Quentin for smuggling opium. One thing became clear: at every stage of his career, Esola was joined at the hip with editor Lawrence.

The Commission conducted hearings into the charges over the course of a month. In the end, the Commission found Esola not guilty on all charges. Mayor Phelan chose to interpret that finding as exoneration, and moved to have Esola appointed chief of police. “Wait a minute,” said Commissioner and Acting Chief of Police Biggy. Biggy said that he had voted Esola not guilty only with the agreement that Esola would not be appointed chief. And he admitted—contrary to what Mayor Phelan claimed—that he had indeed been asked to vote for Esola as a condition of being appointed to the Police Commission. 

He agreed to do so, Biggy said, in the belief that Esola was a man of character. During the commission hearings, however, he came to believe otherwise. Esola testified at the hearings that he had not been present in an executive session of the Commission just a couple of weeks earlier, which Biggy also attended. Biggy concluded that Esola was either perjuring himself or was of too weak a mind to be chief of police. Biggy’s honor, he said, would not let him vote for Esola. With the cat out of the bag—both about Esola’s duplicity and the cooked up deal to make him chief—Esola’s chances were doomed. He withdrew his nomination. 
Biggy also doomed himself. Shortly thereafter, Mayor Phelan removed Biggy from the Commission on the grounds that he had violated his pledge of secrecy in executive session and that, as acting chief, he began a series of unauthorized acts without the approval of the other commissioners. Biggy asked—not expecting an answer—whether the “unauthorized acts” included his enforcement efforts in Chinatown. William Sullivan, Mayor Phelan’s secretary, was appointed chief of police as a compromise candidate. Sullivan took the job, he said, for the raise in pay. If so, he was to earn that raise—and more.   

The Hop Sing/Suey Sing tong war continued for a few months but gradually ended in April as many of the Suey Sings began to leave for their annual trip north to the Alaskan fisheries. 
Chap10: The Fisk Committee
In August 1900, Sergeant Patrick Mahoney and his Squad were pulled from Chinatown and replaced by one headed by Bernard McManus. There had been talk—as there frequently was at the time—of a fund gotten up by gamblers to buy immunity from police interference. There was no direct proof that Sergeant Mahoney and his men had profited from any such fund, said Chief Sullivan, and Mahoney denied everything. The fact of the matter, though, was that Chinatown was running wide open with gambling establishments and lottery outlets being visited by both Chinese and whites.  P10-01  Sullivan goes about here.It was part of the morally ambiguous, unwritten conventions at the time that Chinese gambling and prostitution, while technically illegal, might be conducted upstairs and behind closed doors as long as whites did not participate.

A few months later, in December, Mayor James Phelan, concerned about the seemingly intractable problem of Chinatown vice and perennial charges of police graft, convened a meeting with Chief Sullivan, the Police Commission, the Police Court judges and the district attorney to come up with some kind of an arrangement to ameliorate the problems. What they came up with was an agreement to, in effect, “license” Chinatown vice by a system of regular arrests followed by the assessment of moderate fines. This would serve several purposes: it would provide much needed revenue  to offset the extraordinary costs of policing the area; it would allow for the regulation of vice operators by limiting the number who would be “licensed” ; and it would also, it was hoped, help reduce police corruption.

It was not a new idea. In keeping with Nineteenth-Century thinking and in accord with the “Victorian compromise,” gambling and prostitution were looked upon as necessary evils. Unlike other “evils,” however, that demanded extraordinary police services—like liquor establishments—they paid no special taxes. To deal with the revenue inequity, many Nineteenth-Century cities had established systems that involved monthly raids of vice establishments, after which the operators would duly plead guilty, paying a nominal fine to offset police costs. Phelan’s committee estimated that his plan would generate $97,000 in tax revenue a year from Chinatown vice establishments.

San Francisco had, in fact, taxed gamblers in the 1850s and once considered the same thing for prostitution. Dodge City was quite proud in 1878 that such a system paid for its Police Department. By the late Nineteenth Century, many eastern cities had such systems. The licensing-through-fine system seems to have been in place in San Francisco at the time as well, albeit informally. Phelan’s problem is that he brought the issue out into the open.

Phelan circulated the idea to all the major newspapers, and obtained the approval of all except the Examiner.  Hearst, still smarting from his failed attempt a year earlier to get his man appointed chief of police, was not having any of it. The paper reminded city officials that their proposal, if implemented, would compound violations of state laws prohibiting gambling and prostitution. Nonetheless, the program went forward. On January 1, 1901 Sergeant Brophy and his Squad, who had, by then, replaced Sergeant McManus, were pulled out of Chinatown and the policing of the area was left to the uniformed officers of Central Station.

The Examiner thereupon mounted a press campaign against the administration. It soon extended to fresh charges that graft was being collected in Chinatown to let the vice run. The paper was able to convince the state legislature that an investigation into Chinatown affairs was called for. In February 1901, a commission authorized by a resolution of Assemblyman Arthur Fisk was convened in San Francisco to study the issue. The Legislative Investigating Committee—or Fisk Committee, so named after its author— began its deliberations in San Francisco on February 4. 

While, in the end, the Committee’s findings did not result in any meaningful reforms, the testimony given at the hearings does shed some light on police/Chinatown relations at the time. The first witness was Chief Sullivan. He admitted that he had heard of the “licensing” idea from the Seattle chief of police and had passed the idea on to Phelan. He also admitted, under questioning, that he had been fully aware of the dens in Chinatown, but had done nothing to close them down. When confronted with the state law prohibiting the compounding of a crime, Sullivan admitted—much to the amusement of those present—that he had never read the penal code. The fact that he was able to order gamblers to move upstairs from ground floor operations, and the fact that they did so, said the Examiner suggested that the police were in collusion with the gamblers. “He came near to admitting all charges,” reported the paper, “right down the line.”

Next to testify was Captain John Seymour, who reported reluctantly to the Committee that, on December 21, 1900, Ho Yow, the Chinese Consul, telephoned him that the Chinese gamblers were collecting money to pay the Chinatown Squad, and that Sergeant Brophy’s exactions were even more oppressive than those of Sergeant Mahoney. The Captain testified that he had informed Chief Sullivan of the consul’s report the following day, a fact that the chief disputed. 

Mayor Phelan also took the stand and admitted that there had been a longstanding general tolerance of Chinatown vice. The Examiner suggested that the mayor’s personal tolerance of such behavior might have been motivated by the fact that his brother-in–law, Frank Sullivan, had extensive real estate holdings in the area and thus profited greatly from the high rents the vice operators were able to pay. P10-02 Sullivan’s Alley map goes about here..
Captain George Wittman was then called to the stand. He testified that he commanded the Northern Police District, which encompassed Chinatown, but that the Chinatown Squad reported directly to the chief. Wittman said he had conducted more raids in Chinatown than anyone else and that, on one occasion, he had captured 75 slave girls and turned them over to the Presbyterian Mission. After a visit to Eastern departments some years earlier, he testified, he brought up the idea of licensing to Chief Patrick Crowley, who rejected it because it would cause “too much of a howl.” As to current enforcement practices, he said that, when he took over the district, he allowed existing brothels to operate, as ordered, but allowed no new ones to open.

Retired Chief Crowley was called to the stand. He testified that there had always been rumors of corruption in Chinatown, some of which he believed to be true. He cited his dismissal of Chief Clerk Hall and other officers in 1894. He also recounted that ,on one occasion, six or seven years before, a man offered him $6,000 to let prostitutes operate out of ground-floor addresses. The old chief testified that it would take 100 officers to properly police Chinatown. During his testimony, Chief Sullivan put that figure at 300. Former—and future—Chief William Biggy had said the job could be done with 30 properly deployed and motivated officers.

In the midst of the Committee hearings, Assemblyman Eli Wright caused a minor sensation and embarrassed the Department by going personally to Chinatown. There, he said, he  played fan tan openly while a police officer stood a half block away and purchased a lottery ticket which he brought back to the proceedings.

Committee members also visited the Presbyterian Mission on Sacramento Street, where they received firsthand testimony from mission workers, including the director, Donaldina Cameron, and some of the slave girls they had rescued. Three of the rescued girls told the Commission that they had been sold for between $2,000 and $3,000 apiece.  The practice was so open that in January one merchant preparing to depart for China had publicly advertised his remaining goods for sale. Those goods included five female slaves. Infant girls, the Committee was told, went for between $100 and $150. P10-03 Cameron goes about here.
The mission women testified that the police were at best apathetic about the plight of the girls “and there were intimations that whenever the mission workers appealed to the police for help, the Chinese were notified and the slave girls were spirited away.”  Thereafter, the mission stopped appealing to the police for help. On one occasion, it was testified, after a girl had been rescued from a brothel operator on property owned by Frank Sullivan, large wooden gates were built across the mouth of the alley to prevent mission workers from entering.

Frank Kane, Secretary for the Society for the Prevention of Vice, testified that he was constantly thwarted in his attempts to rescue girls from the brothels by a watchman named Finn, who was always on hand to warn vice operators. (Finn was performing the service previously performed by Chinatown special police officers until their function was abolished by the 1878 McCoppin Act.) When asked if the Chinese paid protection to the police, Kane said that he had heard of it. But he declined to name the Chinese who told him, fearing that the man would be murdered. He did believe, though, that the slave operations were being protected by the police. When anything came out of the Hall of Justice, whether it be an arrest warrant or a prospective raid, the Chinese always had advance knowledge. 

After 10 days of testimony, the Committee returned to Sacramento and, a few days later, issued its report. There were no surprises. The report substantially confirmed everything the Examiner had been reporting. What the process also showed is that, except for the Examiner’s headlines, there was no sense of outrage. It became clear that the citizens of San Francisco pretty much knew what was going on and did not much care. That apathy is reflected in the Committee’s recommendations. 

The Committee recommended that the mayor, the police chief, and the Police Commission should proceed to enforce the law in Chinatown. The district attorney should make this happen by compelling the action of the police. And if the district attorney should chose to neglect his duty the Grand Jury should proceed against him. Such recommendations were fine on paper, but, without an enforcement mechanism with penalty provisions attached, were just about meaningless. P10-04 Price 1901 squad pic goes about here.
Even as Sergeant Mahoney and his Squad were being yanked out of Chinatown in August 1900, former Lieutenant Bill Price was informed by the Department that since he had left the Department by resignation, he was not entitled to the pension he had been receiving. He was thus ordered back to duty at the rank of sergeant. Price asserted that if he was to be returned to duty it should be as a lieutenant. The Police Commission disagreed, so Price went to court.  In February 1901, just as the Fisk Committee was winding up its work, the courts decided in his favor and Bill Price was returned triumphantly at the rank he held when he had left the Department in disgrace. 

In March, Price—the former bane of the highbinder gangsters—was assigned as head of the Chinatown Squad with eight officers and orders to suppress gambling in Chinatown. The San Francisco Call took advantage of the occasion of Price’s return to remind everyone that it was his enemies who had gotten Price out of Chinatown the last time because he was too tough on criminals. The public should be wary, the Call warned, of such charges against him in the future.

Chap11: Decade of Turmoil. 

After the adjournment of the Fisk Committee, Chinatown affairs quieted down for a while. That was just as well because the Police Department had plenty of other issues to deal with at the time. The trouble started with a teamsters’ strike in the summer of 1901. Organized labor had been gaining ground in San Francisco in the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century and the Employer’s Association—Police Commission President George Newhall prominent among them—decided to break the unions. In July 1901, union teamsters refused to work with a non-union draying company and were locked out by their employers. The City Front Federation called its men out in sympathy and the strike was on.

Before the strike ended in October—under a gubernatorial threat of the imposition of martial law—five participants had been killed and over 300 assaulted. In the course of the strike, union leaders complained that city police officers had ridden on the drays to protect strikebreaking teamsters. 

Labor’s belief that the Democratic Party had betrayed them during the strike led to the formation of the Union Labor Political Party, which, under the tutelage of North Beach fixer Abraham “Boss” Ruef, elected Musicians’ Union official Eugene Schmitz to the office of mayor in November 1901. With the Democratic and Republican parties in political disarray, outsider Schmitz—with Abe Ruef always pulling strings in the background—was to be reelected mayor in 1903, and again in 1905.

On November 10, 1901—perhaps helped on his way by the stresses of the Fisk Committee investigation and the bloody summer strike—Police Chief William Sullivan died. On November 21, Mayor Phelan’s Commission picked Captain George Wittman to replace him as chief of police. P11-01 Wittman as chief goes here. Needs cropping.
By late 1902, the city’s attention was drawn back to Chinatown.  Lem Yee, an official with the Chinese English Educational Society, wanted to get in on the gambling business. In late November 1902, he configured the upstairs of a building on Ross Alley at Jackson Street as a gambling house. To protect himself from police interference he paid an initiation fee to a representative of the “Eight Statesmen,” the umbrella gambling management group in Chinatown. 

Just as he prepared to open his doors, Sergeant Jesse Cook—a man with a well-deserved reputation for probity—was assigned to head the Chinatown Squad. This put any plans for opening a gambling house on indefinite hold. Lem Yee quickly converted his premises to a regular store. Several months later, he was informed by the “Eight Statesmen,” through their representative, Wong Fook, that Cook was on his way out, and that Lem Yee would be able to get back into the gambling business. Lem Yee removed the shelves from his rooms and returned the gambling tables. On March 1, 1903, as predicted, Sergeant Cook was removed from Chinatown and replaced by Sergeant Clarence Coogan.

Lem Yee was then visited by Wong Fook, who asked for another $450 initiation fee. Lem Yee appealed to the See Yup Society leadership, saying that he had already paid his fee. The See Yups told him he would have to pay up or take the consequences—which, Wong Fook said, would involve being raided by the police. Lem Yee refused to pay and, sure enough, the next day he was raided by Sergeant Coogan who arrested nine men in his facility. Seeing that Wong Fook evidently could control police raids, Lem Yee agreed on a compromise fee of $350. Thereafter he was left alone. 

When word of all this was brought to the personal attention of Mayor Schmitz, he ordered an investigation into police graft. The Police Commission started an investigation and replaced Coogan with Sergeant Christopher Blank. Police Commissioner Harry Hutton, who had investigated the situation for the mayor, reported to his colleagues on March 24 that the games in Chinatown were running wide open. There was also evidence that a fund was being collected to buy protection, although no one knew where the payoffs actually went. The Commission filed the report.
The word on the street was that Lem Yee and his associates in the Chinese English Educational Society had blown the whistle. Fearing for his safety, Lem Yee went into hiding. When he first ventured out on April 9, walking at Brenham Place and Washington Street at 1 a.m., two shots were fired at him. Despite the word of two witnesses that they saw the shots being fired at Lem Yee from the street, the police ruled that they had been discharged—accidentally—from a nearby rooftop.

With the official spotlight on Chinatown, the “Eight Statesmen” decided to take care of the Chinese English Educational Society, whose members, they believed, were informing about gambling operations. For themselves, they swore an oath that they had not tried to kill Lem Yee. They demanded that Lem Yee and other leaders of the Educational Society swear a similar oath that the information given to the mayor and the newspapers about the corruption fund was false. The Educational Society declined to participate.

In its May 4, 1903 edition, the Examiner reported on a meeting the previous evening in See Yup headquarters, attended by the 11 See Yup leaders. The story claimed the See Yup had placed a price of $500 on the heads of each of five leaders of the Educational Society, including Lem Yee. The five named members went into hiding outside of Chinatown. Other members of the society, against whom $300 bounties were offered, holed up in the Educational Society quarters at 709 ½ Commercial Street, where they were guarded by members of the Morse Patrol, a private security firm.

If there was any thought that the report of a hit list was fanciful, that idea was put to rest on May 8 when Tom Yick, a recent recruit to the Educational Society, was shot and killed in Ross Alley after leaving the Educational Society building. The Six Companies, representing the more respectable elements of Chinatown, asked the Educational Society to compromise, but the group declined, saying that there was nothing to compromise. 

The conflict soon took on international ramifications. Despite Chief Wittman’s assertions that the Tom Yick murder was not connected with any conspiracy to kill Educational Society men, and that in fact no such conspiracy existed, Chentung Laing Cheng, the Chinese minister in Washington, was concerned. He sent a note to the Chinese consul in San Francisco telling him to inform the factions that he would be forced to ask the home government to mete out punishments to relatives of the combatants in China if they did not remain orderly. 

In early June, at the instigation of Lewis G. Carpenter, attorney for the Educational Society, the Grand Jury indicted nine of the 11 presidents of the See Yup affiliated tongs for the murder of Tom Yick. The other two tong presidents had repudiated the agreement on the hit list and—in a most unusual move for the time—testified about the agreement at the Grand Jury proceedings and at the trials that followed. Two months later, Quong Quack was convicted of murder on the evidence of Jue Wing Hung, president of one of the See Yup affiliated tongs, who thus earned a price on his own head. 

The trial of a second defendant, See Yup tong leader Nguen Lun, was commenced in April of the following year. At that trial, Fong Ling, the other tong leader who turned state’s evidence, laid out the entire narrative. He told of how gambling was running wide open in April 1903, and because of frequent raids—after Coogan was removed—the gamblers came to believe that someone was tipping off the authorities.  There was indeed a meeting at See Yup headquarters with the “Eight Statesmen.” The gamblers raised the money and Nguen Lun said that he would do the job. There were two failed attempts at Educational Society leaders, Fong Ling said, before Yick was hit. The charges were eventually dismissed in 1906 when the courts became involved with more immediately pressing matters surrounding the earthquake and fire.
Throughout the investigation and trial, the police come across as unsympathetic to the Educational Society’s plight, and seem to have had little to contribute to the prosecution. From the start, they said that Lem Yee’s shooting was accidental. LemYee must have thought differently, for on May 17 1903 he decamped for China. And, contrary to police claims, it was shown at trial that there had, indeed, been a conspiracy to murder Yick. The indictment and trial were brought about largely through the efforts of Educational Society attorney Lewis G. Carpenter, who assisted with the prosecution. At trial, the principal police witnesses appeared on behalf of the defense. 

Lieutenant Bill Price, a man with a long experience in Chinatown, testified that, in his opinion, the Chinese Educational Society was a blackmailing organization with a bad reputation. He said that he would not believe either side in the dispute. When the prosecutor accused Price of standing in with the gambling crowd, Price replied that he knew Chew Foo of the Educational Society, and that while Foo was ostensibly taking part in missionary work in Chinatown many lottery tickets had been found in his home.  (Chew Foo at the time had asserted that the police were trying to railroad him to prison for his having cooperated with the Fisk Committee and giving evidence against gamblers.) Price was supported in his testimony by Sergeants Christopher Blank, Daniel Sylvester, and William Brophy. The court cases were continued until 1906, but after the court records were destroyed in the great fire, there was nothing to prosecute with.

There may have been something to Price’s claim that the difficulty was, in effect, a falling-out among gangsters. At the 1903 election for the Six Companies’ secretary, in which a Chin family member was slated to take his place in the customary rotation among families, the merchant members of the Chin family forced the process to an impasse. They refused to vote for the Educational Society Chins on the ground that the latter were affiliated with gamblers. 

And Lem Yee, it must be noted, got into trouble in the first place by trying to open up an illegal gambling hall. It is difficult to untangle the truth from the morass of perjury, jury tampering, special pleading, self-serving statements, and press sensationalism at the remove of more than a century, but the broad outline of the situation is evident. There was clearly a murderously violent dispute between factions in Chinatown at the time—with the Educational Society more sinned against than sinning—and the regular authorities were seemingly uninvolved to a degree that would hardly be tolerated today. 

On November 28, 1904, Police Commissioner Harry Hutton boarded the Clay Street  cable car at Montgomery Street. He rode up Clay Street to Stockton, noticing, along the way, that the intersection at Waverly Place was almost deserted. At Stockton Street, he sent a messenger with a note to Chinatown Squad Sergeant Thomas Ellis, directing the sergeant to meet him at Stockton and Clay so that they could tour Chinatown. The messenger found the sergeant at the Chinese Theater at 9:30 p.m. Sergeant Ellis went to the Stockton Street location, from where he returned back down Clay with the commissioner. At Waverly Place, they found hundreds of Chinese men milling about in the street and all the suspected gambling dens devoid of people. A check with the telephone exchange revealed that several telephone calls had gone out to gambling establishments shortly after 9:30 p.m..

The following night, Commissioner Hutton, this time in company with attorney Lewis Carpenter, picked up Central Police District Officer William Minehan and revisited Chinatown. There they found the games running wide open. Commissioner Hutton reported the situation to his colleagues on the Commission on November 30. The Commission ordered an investigation and, on December 19, Hutton filed charges of neglect of duty against Sergeant Ellis, two other sergeants, and four patrolmen. In their investigative report, the Commission took pains to exonerate Mayor Schmitz and Abe Ruef from any involvement, but failed to mention Chief Wittman. A few days later the Grand Jury took up the matter.
San Francisco Bulletin editor Fremont Older had been suspicious of the Schmitz regime since 1902, but had been unable to make a case for corruption. He took this opportunity to approach Sergeant Ellis through an intermediary and offered him assured employment if he would come clean to the Grand Jury. Sergeant Ellis appeared before the Grand Jury and presented them with $1330, which he claimed to have received to protect Chinatown gambling in the seven weeks since he had been appointed to the Chinatown Squad. Though he did not implicate Chief Wittman in any misconduct, he did say that he believed that his superiors were getting something.

The Grand Jury filed its report to the court in February 1905, charging the police with corruption in Chinatown. They reported on Ellis’ admissions and turned over the $1330 to the court. (Sometime later, after the dust had settled, Ellis requested the money back and it was returned to him.) The Grand Jury did not, however, issue any indictments.  

It was later revealed that the information upon which Commissioner Hutton had based his investigation into police graft had been provided to him by agents of the Educational Society. On February 9, a police raiding party under Corporal William Ross broke into the Educational Society on Commercial Street to arrest four men for playing pai gow. Two months later, now-Sergeant Ross was appointed to head the Chinatown Squad. 

Sergeant Ellis was put on trial before the Police Commission on Commissioner Hutton’s charges, and on February 15h he was found guilty and dismissed from the Department for failure to suppress gambling in Chinatown. Commissioner Hutton did not survive to participate. On January 25 Mayor Schmitz dismissed him for gross immorality. It seems he had been living with a 17 year-old-girl in a Hyde Street love nest.

Charges of incompetence were also filed against Chief Wittman for failing to suppress vice in Chinatown. On March 24, 1905, he too was dismissed from the Department..  On April 5th, Detective Sergeant Jeremiah Dinan—whose most notable qualification seems to have been his wife’s friendship with Mayor Schmitz’s wife—was appointed chief of police. P11-02 Chief Dinan goes about here.
Shortly thereafter, civic attention would be diverted for a time from Chinatown by more sensational scandals. After the seemingly unbeatable Schmitz won yet another mayoral election in November 1905, Bulletin editor Fremont Older visited President Theodore Roosevelt in Washington, where he obtained the president’s support for a San Francisco graft investigation, to be privately funded by former Mayor James Phelan and sugar heir Rudolph Spreckles. Before the investigation could get fairly under way, the city was struck by the great 1906 earthquake and fire. Shortly thereafter, the investigation found its footing, and, by August 1907, Mayor Schmitz would stand convicted of accepting police graft over the issuance of licenses for “French” restaurants. 

 “Boss” Ruef was sentenced to San Quentin, and the entire Board of Supervisors, whose members were also shown to be involved in the corruption, was forced to resign. Schmitz’s Police Commission was dismissed and Chief Dinan resigned, facing charges of perjury. 
The new Police Commission, appointed by the reform mayor, Edward Robeson Taylor, appointed William J. Biggy, the man who had foiled the Examiner’s ploy to name Frederick Esola chief of police in 1900, to replace Dinan as chief. With his inflexible moral view of the world still intact, Biggy set about reforming the town. His efforts to enforce the vice laws alienated members of the Department and made enemies of everyone, including those in Chinatown who might, otherwise, have sided with him.
 In mid-1908, the Chinese Six Companies and the Chinese Chamber of Commerce accused the chief of oppressive enforcement tactics. Police officers were enforcing orders against playing dominoes in Chinatown. Biggy’s subordinates aroused the ire of merchant leaders by harassing innocent businesses while nearby gambling joints ran in full swing. The officers were careful to mention that they were acting on the orders of the chief.

In November 1908, with the pressure mounting against him, Biggy decided to resign. On November 30, while returning from a visit to Police Commissioner Hugo Keil in Belvedere, Biggy disappeared over the side of the police launch. His drowned body was recovered from the bay two weeks later. P11-03 Police Launch box about here.
In December 1908, Jesse Cook—who, as a straight-arrow sergeant, had thwarted Lem Yee’s efforts to open a gambling parlor in 1902, which set the whole reform process in motion— was appointed chief of police. 
Chap12: Jesse Cook

One night in 1895, then Sergeant Jesse Cook, recently assigned to head the Chinatown Squad, received a tip that something was going on in a building on Washington Street near Waverly Place. Without calling for backup, he gained entry “in a way police officers have,” and began to search the building. He made his way down to the basement and sub-basement. Finding nothing, he turned to depart, when he found himself trapped. The door to the sub- basement had been closed and locked from the other side. 

When no one responded to his shouts and whistle blasts, Cook worked his way up to a small place under the sidewalk. It was a dead end as far as any exit to the street was concerned, but there was a dime-sized hole through which he could see a small portion of the sidewalk. After a five-hour wait, Cook spied a pair of American shoes which he recognized as belonging to Special Officer George Downey. He called to Downey, who released him from his sidewalk jail. Cook believed that the closed and locked door was no accident, and with his straight-arrow approach to law enforcement that was an entirely plausible belief. 
Cook does not fit the common mould of our perceptions of what a police officer should be. Jesse B. Cook was born in Marysville, Yuba County, in 1860, and moved to San Francisco with his family eight years later. At 12 he was apprenticed to a taxidermist, but left two years later to go to sea. He sailed around the world: first as a ship’s boy; later as an able seaman; and, finally, as a boatswain. He then joined a touring circus as a contortionist and visited cities in the American East and Europe. Perhaps those same skills helped him to extricate himself from his predicament beneath the streets of Chinatown in 1895. He was known to have been able to do a standing back flip well into his sixties. 

In the 1880s, Cook was hired on as a special police officer in frontier San Antonio,  Texas, before moving on to San Diego. There, he first worked as a butcher and then joined the regular Police Department as an officer. Returning to San Francisco, he became a member of the Police Department in February 1889 and, a month later, was assigned as a rookie patrolman to Sergeant George Wittman’s Chinatown Squad. It was to be the first of many trips for Cook to the Chinese Quarter.
Cook’s first tour as Sergeant began on April 11, 1895 when he was assigned to replace Sergeant Christianson.  According to his later account, “In 1895, when I was a sergeant, I was sent there again by Chief Crowley, who told me I would have to make good or retire. “I made up my mind that if Chinatown could be closed down, I’d close it. I came near to doing it too.” 

In coming “near to doing it,” Cook earned the enmity of many in Chinatown, including the consul general and the Six Companies. After Cook threw a man down the stairs of a Joss House next to a gambling joint who, Cook claimed, was a look-out, Jee Chong Tone, a representative of the Six Companies, took him on. He was quoted as saying, “this beating of Chinese in the street and in the stores has to be stopped. Gambling and other crimes against the law should be suppressed, and we will help the authorities, but beating a suspected Chinese because there is no evidence against him has to be stopped. I am free to confess that Sergeant Cook is the most brutal officer we have ever had in Chinatown.” 

There were many hardline officers in the Chinatown Squad over the years, such as Sergeant Price, who had used tough methods to police Chinatown without any complaints from the consul general. Thus, it is difficult not to suspect that the opposition to Cook had more to do with his effectiveness in stopping gambling. Even though the statistics showed that he made few arrests, he did seem to have more of a dampening effect on gambling than those who preceded or followed him.  “For the first time,” said one paper, on the occasion of a later Chinatown tour by Cook, “since the Celestials landed on the shores of California, there is not gambling in the quarter where they mostly foregather.” The paper wondered why, and suggested that the gamblers feared Cook for some reason. “Other sergeants have followed him, some more lenient and some more severe, but gambling was never seriously interrupted until now.” 

Among his other gifts, Cook seems to have been blessed with a more than common understanding of human psychology. “It is an axiom in Chinese circles,” reported the Examiner in 1895, “that when Sergeant Cook is sent to Chinatown the gambling stops as if by magic.”  He appears to have been able to play on the superstitious beliefs then prevalent among many of the Chinese to convince them that he had supernatural powers. As his photograph shows, he had particularly piercing eyes, a feature which earned him the title “tiger eyes” among the Chinese. P12-01 Cook as sergeant in 1895 goes here.
“When one looks closely into the eyes of the Sergeant,” reported one 1895 account, “yellow lights may be observed, mixed with gray, and he has a way of fixing his eyes upon you that makes you feel a little strange in the region of the heart, a kind of uncertain feeling perhaps if you should happen to be fleeing from justice.” Chinese women, it was said, would hide their children when he approached, and men would cross the street so as to avoid his gaze. 

A better explanation for Cook’s success can be found in his character and demeanor. Cook was a man who kept his own counsel and would watch and listen, rather than talk. It was learned only later that Cook understood the Chinese language because his childhood family home was on the fringe of Chinatown. In his Chinatown years, he was able to walk among the Chinese listening to everything that was said around him. He was able to glean enough from overheard conversations to create the impression among the superstitious peasants that he could see into their minds. 

In any event, on June 13, 1895, partly in response to complaints from official Chinatown, Cook was relieved of his command of the Squad. In the future, though, when things got sticky in Chinatown, either because the law was being flouted openly or because of any hint of official corruption, Cook would be the go-to-guy, sent in to clean things up. There was no residual stigma for all the complaints two years earlier, when Cook was sent back into Chinatown in February 1897 following Little Pete’s murder on Washington Street. Sergeant Cook was returned to the neighborhood as part of an augmented effort to suppress reprisals. That time he remained there for six weeks. 

Cook’s Squad was sent there again November 1902, as we have seen, just in time to thwart Lem Yee’s plans to open a gambling house.  Some of the press at the time opined that his assignment had been to forestall the possibility of the formation of another threatened Fisk-like committee, which was being talked about in reformist circles. The gambling season was set to move into full swing at the time with the arrival of Chinese laborers flooding into town after summer work in fields and fisheries. 

There is another possible explanation in the version circulated by gambling interests. The move was seen to be a Machiavellian ploy by Chief Wittman. Knowing that the gamblers would shut down with Cook in charge, so the theory went, Cook would be unable to make any arrests and his bad record would give the chief the opportunity to “order him removed from Chinatown and another man will come in. Then things will be right again.” Cook was removed that time on March 1, 1903 and replaced by Sergeant Coogan, with the results already recounted. 

It was not just the Chinese gamblers who had reason to be wary of Sergeant Cook. He was known as a stickler for discipline in the Department. When, in April 1904, a police burglary ring was exposed in the Harbor District where Cook was working, the word went out that a hit order had been put out on the sergeant. The affair was never fully investigated—supposedly to protect the good name of the Department—but the three officers involved were dismissed merely for being off their beats. In the end, no harm came to Sergeant Cook. 

A few months later, in November 1904, after the scandal that resulted in the dismissal from the Department of Squad Sergeant Thomas Ellis and Chief Wittman, Sergeant Cook was again assigned to head the Chinatown Squad. This time with a complement of 24 officers split in two shifts, up from the usual five to eight. After three months of 15-hour days with no days off either on Sundays and holidays, and claiming damage to his health, Cook asked to be relieved. On April 5, 1905 he was removed and given a 30-day paid leave.  P12-02 Cook’s 1904 squad  goes here. 

On September 16, 1907, shortly after reform chief Biggy took office, he promoted Sergeant Cook to the position of property clerk (a position which would now be comparable to a deputy chief of the Records Bureau). It was from that position that Cook was appointed chief of police a year later when Biggy drowned in the bay. Others wanted a more traditional chief, but Cook’s reputation for integrity and honesty commended him to leaders of the reform administration then in control of city affairs. And it was Cook whom they appointed.  P12-03 Cook as Chief goes about here. Watch spacing.
For all of Cook’s integrity, tong violence did not subside in Chinatown during his tenure as vhief. Violence flared again in December 1908, just after Biggy disappeared off the police launch, and the staff of the Squad, which had been allowed to decline since 1905, was increased to 26 men under the supervision of Detective Sergeant Bernard McMahon and Sergeant Arthur Layne. Nonetheless, on December 30 a Hop Sing gunman, hired by the On Yicks, shot Suey Don man Hom Yick to death because they believed him to have informed on them to the police.  The usual peace agreement was signed under the auspices of the consul general, but the violence resumed. As things developed, ties with the Tom Yick murder six years earlier emerged.  Wong Du King, chief of the Bing Kong Tong, came in on the side of the Suey Dons because of the evidence the On Yicks had given against him five years before. The consul general and the Chinese ambassador in Washington got into the act, warning Wong Du King that they would turn him over to the civil authorities if the killings did not stop. Things calmed down for a while.

But then the fighting resumed in October of 1909, this time over a woman. That month, Bo Gue, the “wife” of an Oakland businessman, eloped with Yee Hong, son of a wealthy Sacramento businessman. The cuckolded husband, a member of the On Yick Tong, swore out a warrant for the wife’s arrest, charging her with grand larceny.  The lovers fled to San Jose, where they were harbored by Yee Hong’s relative, Yee Fong Wo. San Francisco Police Sergeant George McManus went to San Jose and arrested the woman. P12-04 Ross’s squad goes about here.
In a meeting between the On Yicks and the Yee family, the On Yicks demanded $1,300 reparations for the woman. The Yees counteroffered with $300. With the parties unable to agree, the meeting broke up. That same night, an On Yick gunman walked up behind Yee Fong Wo in Spofford Alley and emptied a .38 caliber revolver into his back, killing him instantly. Another Yee was murdered in Oakland, almost simultaneously, suggesting a preconcerted intention to do harm. Over the course of the next few months, nine Yees and On Yicks were killed in tit-for-tat shootings around the Bay Area. The wealthy Yees had placed a $500 bounty on the head of any On Yick, but, even so, they were at a disadvantage in any murder competition with the On Yicks. Most of the Yees were merchants who had to be present to run their stores, and so were vulnerable to attack. The On Yicks, on the other hand, could lie low until they were ready to come out and do the shooting. The end of the hostilities came in late February 1910, when the lovers themselves scraped together the $1,300 on their own and paid the On Yicks the bride’s price.  

Jesse Cook would not be present when the war was settled.
Chap13: Deadliest Decade

“It is the day of the Republic,” reported the 1914 San Francisco Chamber of Commerce Handbook. “The Manchus are gone from the throne of the Middle Kingdom. The Dragon Flag has disappeared from Chinatown and so have the queues that once hung, a sign of Manchu domination, down the backs of its merchants, bankers, pawn brokers, clam dealers, rag pickers, down to the humblest male resident. . . . Even the tong wars grow beautifully less, and the hatchet-men that carried them on are growing scarce, and hard to find. . . .” 

By many accounts, the tong wars subsided at the beginning of the Twentieth Century and dwindled still further following the 1906 earthquake and fire. Would that it were so. In fact, the Chinese homicide rate—much of it attributable to tong killings—continued to rise in San Francisco in the first decade of the new century. From an average annual rate of 30.8 per 100,000 population in the 1890s, the Chinese homicide rate climbed to 50 in the first decade of the new century.
The Ruef scandal had dragged on for several years after 1906 with a continuous stream of investigations, disclosures, and trials. The city had become weary of reform, and, in 1909, Patrick H. McCarthy, the Union Labor candidate, won the mayoralty on a promise to return San Francisco to its status as “the Paris of the Pacific.” In keeping with his campaign theme, McCarthy chose Harry P. Flannery, owner of a Market Street saloon frequented by politicians, brothel owners, fight promoters, and other Tenderloin types, to be the president of his Police Commission. In January 1910, the newly constituted commission accepted the resignation of Police Chief Jesse Cook and replaced him with retired captain John Martin, an altogether more acceptable choice to the interests that had supported the new mayor’s candidacy. P13-01 Chief Martin goes about here.
On his ascension to office in late January, Chief Martin assembled the station captains and gave them their marching orders. In the past, he told them, too much time and energy had been expended “attending to affairs of small importance to the department.” Instead, said the chief, he wanted his men to accomplish more along the lines of suppression of crimes of greater magnitude, and that—first off—he wanted the thugs, the footpads, the burglars and the growing army of pickpockets driven from the community. In other words, lighten up on vice enforcement.

Trouble was not long in coming. On the very day of the election in 1909, future Police Commissioner Harry Flannery sent a telegram to Joe Abbott, a Seattle bunco operator,  telling him to come on down because the town was now theirs. When Abbott arrived in San Francisco, Flannery told him to set up in Sausalito and, until things could be arranged, San Francisco “steerers” were to send “marks” to Sausalito for fleecing. 

Abbott was arrested by Marin County authorities. He promptly turned on his mentor, naming Flannery as the boss of the operation. At Flannery’s grand theft trial in San Rafael, a copy of the telegram inviting the bunco operators to San Francisco was introduced as evidence. In the end, Flannery was acquitted, but his days as police commissioner were over. 
That may explain the assignment of Sergeant Duncan Matheson, a man with an unblemished record of probity, to head the Chinatown Squad in April 1910. There had been rumblings of laxity in Chinatown and Matheson set about to make things straight.  Within a few weeks of his appointment, the Six Companies were again complaining that Matheson’s Squad forced its way into private homes and broke up property. Sergeant Matheson reported that the complainants were the big gamblers. When attorneys for the gamblers obtained an injunction, Matheson raided the Siberia Club on Ross alley. There one of the gamblers was shot fatally and 248 were arrested. P13-02 Goes about here. Matheson .
The attorney for the gamblers demanded that Matheson and his Squad be held in contempt of court and Matheson responded  by raiding the Shanghai Company on Jackson  Street and the Foo Yick Company at 111 Waverly Place in defiance of the injunction. In the end the court quashed the injunction because the premises raided had barricaded doors in violation of city ordinances.
In August, while asserting that he did not want any violations of the law, Mayor McCarthy said that, in his opinion, the Chinese should be able to enjoy their social activities as much as whites. There was general rejoicing in Chinatown when it was reported that Matheson’s Squad was about to depart.   

Their joy was short-lived.  In August 1910, Matheson was replaced by Sergeant Arthur Layne, whose enforcement practices would, in the end, be the straw that broke John Martin’s “chiefly” back. There were the usual reports floating around that a fund was being collected from Chinatown gamblers and given to a man named Hing Lee for redistribution to the chief of police and the district attorney.
A few days after he was appointed as head of the Chinatown Squad, Layne obtained warrants and raided three of the clubs allegedly contributing money to the fund. An attorney for one of the clubs hunted up Layne and told him that his client had paid $200 just the day before, and was thus entitled to protection. Sergeant Layne responded by arresting Hing Lee and marching him down to the chief’s office.  There Hing Lee was grilled by Chief Martin and District Attorney Charles Fickert but was released because the evidence against him was only hearsay. Layne’s gambling arrests were dismissed for lack of evidence.

Mayor McCarthy and District Attorney Fickert said they would bend every effort to find out if there was a police protection fund. Fickert convened a Grand Jury at which Chinese leaders were quizzed about the existence of the protection fund. In the meantime, Chinatown merchant Won Keu obtained a warrant for the arrest of Sergeant Layne, claiming that he had entered Keu’s store at 831 Grant Avenue, charged Keu with gambling, and kicked and beaten a man named Wong Key. Layne surrendered himself and was released on $20 cash bail. P13-03 Layne  goes here. Needs cropping to show only circled area. 
 In the end, the district attorney was unable to sustain the claim about the corruption fund. The Grand Jury believed that there was a graft fund, but, because of conflicting perjuries, they were unable to indict anyone. Mayor McCarthy sent Chief Martin a letter criticizing him for lawlessness in the city, generally, and for Chinatown graft particularly. Martin said that he didn’t know of any graft. 

The upshot of all the investigation was the commencement of another tong war.  In early September, a longstanding feud between the Hop Sing and Suey Sing tongs flared up over the reports about the Chinatown corruption fund.  In late August, the Suey Sings demanded that the money they had given for the police protection be returned. The Hop Sings said that they had given the money to Hing Lee. Realizing that they were not going to get the money back, the Suey Sings shot Yee Mee, a Hop Sing leader and partner of Hing Lee. The Hop Sings responded by shooting Suey Sing man Jung Fong at the restaurant at 855 Washington Street. The Hop Sings were angry at Jung Fong anyway for having told the district attorney that the Hop Sings were robbers. The shootings continued. 

That was the end of it for Chief Martin. On September 16, 1910 he was returned to retirement and was replaced as chief by John Seymour, a former detective and captain of Detectives, who had retired in 1902. For the record, it was never proved definitively that police officers actually received the graft collected or that Chief Martin was in on whatever was going on. (Doubtless there were periods when officialdom was the recipient of Chinatown graft, but, looking at the long span of police/Chinatown relationships, it is also clear that a lot more “police graft” was collected from among the gamblers than ever made its way into the pockets of the police.) Martin, who had always had a rather straightforward police career, may, in the end, have been a victim of Mayor McCarthy’s general toleration of commercial vice. 

John Seymour’s tenure as chief was short, as well. He had hardly taken office when the Tenderloin blew up. In January 1911,  Gustave Postler, convinced that he had been bilked at the Saratoga gambling parlor in the top story of the building at 149 Mason Street, armed himself and returned to recover his lost money. After Postler entered the building, E. L. Kripp, the game’s keeper, climbed down the outside fire escape to the ground, where he borrowed a revolver from the police section sergeant, James Donovan (the man who had replaced Lieutenant Price as head of the Squad in 1899). Kripp re-entered the building, went upstairs and engaged Postler in a gunfight, resulting in the latter’s death. The press went nuts. The next several months saw a continuous stream of stories about vice in downtown San Francisco, featuring conflicting statements about who was responsible, both inside and outside the Police Department. 
In June the Police Commission dismissed Seymour as chief and replaced him with David A. White, construction manager for the Pacific Gas Company. At first Seymour refused to go, and, for a time, the two contenders for the office maintained separate chiefs’ offices in the Hall of Justice. In the end, unable to sustain the legal costs, Seymour relinquished his claim.

Patrick H. McCarthy was defeated in the 1911 election by James “Sunny Jim” Rolph, who was to bring stability to civic affairs through his successive re-elections for the next 19 years. Rolph was no bluenose, to be sure; but he had the sure touch that struck just the right chord between reform and toleration. It suited San Franciscans perfectly at that time. 

Rolph’s first appointment as police commissioner went to former Chief of Police Jesse Cook, who was to serve in that position until his retirement in 1932. David A. White was continued as chief.  White was able to overcome the inherent resistance to an outside chief and was to serve successfully until his death in 1919. But the political changes did not necessarily auger well for peace in Chinatown. The 1910 Hop Sing/Suey Sing “war” had quieted down, but it started again in late 1911, when a  Suey Sing man took a Hop Sing girl to San Jose. The Hop Sing man who followed them was killed, and the war was on again. 

In November 1911, Corporal Charles Goff was appointed to head the Chinatown Squad, the first time a lower-ranking man was so appointed. Charles Goff was to have an eventful career on the Squad and in the Department, generally. P13-04 Goff  goes about here. It was not long before Goff was embroiled in controversy in Chinatown. In February 1912, Goff and his Squad arrested Wong Quong for gambling in the Hop Sing building at 137 Waverly Place. He was a prominent member of the Six Companies.The Wongs complained, saying that Goff had forced his way into their living room and driven the wife to hysterics. The Six Companies threatened a lawsuit, complaining also of Goff’s forcible entry into a building where 20 contractors were holding a meeting about hiring hands for the Alaskan fisheries and arresting them for gambling, 

Goff had asked to be relieved of Chinatown duty, but when the complaint came in he withdrew his request. He appeared before the Commission on February 25, where he was acquitted on all charges. Chief White commented that Goff had done splendid work in Chinatown in the preceding five months but nonetheless, moved him out, replacing him with Sergeant Peter McGee.  P13-05 goes about here. Saloon on Bartlett.
War broke out again in March 1913 between the Bing Kong and Suey Sing tongs. The fighting groups ignored the consul general, and the Six Companies were apparently helpless to do anything. The war soon spread to Oakland and the San Joaquin Valley, and within three weeks, eight tong men were killed. Among them was a Suey Sing killed in Chinatown’s St. Louis Alley by a rifleman who had lain in wait. Police arrested Bing Kong shooter Wong Jim Goon.
The Squad then went to the Bing Kong headquarters at 1115 Stockton Street, broke down the barricaded door and arrested five inmates. Next they went to the Suey Sing rooms at 35 Waverly Place and arrested five more.  After another killing, this time of Suey Sing Lem Foon at 782 Jackson Street in April, Peter McGee took 90 police officers into Chinatown to blockade the alleys. The main streets were left open, but it was in the alleys that all the vice activities took place. With whites warned away, business withered and businessmen urged that the highbinders be deported. 

After three months and nine lives lost, the Bing Kong and Suey Sings decided upon a truce. It was after this war that the tongs came together and formed a permanent Peace Association comprised of representatives of each tong. The purpose of the association, which had the backing of the merchant interests in Chinatown, was to mediate disputes in the future to offset the possibility of murderous violence.  P13-06 Copy of 1908 treaty.
In the second half of the decade, complaints against police abuses subsided even as the level of violence increased. For the first half of the 1910s the average annual homicide rate for the Chinese in San Francisco was 55.6 per 100,000. In the second half, between 1915 and 1919, it reached 97.6, as high or higher than any group in the city’s history. 

The first tong war in the half decade was announced by a shooting at—of all places—a meeting of the Peace Committee. In January 1915 the Suey Sings brought a medical claim of $1,200 before the Peace Committee for a member who had been shot by mistake by a member of the Sen Suey Tong. When the presiding officer, Quong Quock, who happened to be a member of the Sen Suey Tong, denied the claim, shooting broke out in the Peace Committee rooms. Quong Quock was the first one shot. 

As Chinatown Squad Sergeant Peter Mitchell responded quickly to the scene, the fighting spread immediately to Oakland and the San Joaquin Valley, where shootings occurred the very same day.  By April, with seven Sen Suey Sings and six Suey Sings killed, both sides, facing financial ruin, agreed to a truce. 
The next year’s tong war started on March 7, 1916, almost on schedule. In a brazen act, which, as much as anything else, displayed utter contempt for the police just across the street in the Hall of Justice, Fong Wing, a Suey On gunman—claiming he had been insulted—opened fire on five Hop Sing men in a theater at Washington and Kearny streets. Fong Wing escaped in the confusion. The next day three men, thought to be Suey Ons, were shot in the streets of Chinatown.

The Grand Jury, then in session, subpoenaed tong leaders along with members of the Chinatown Squad and prominent members of the Chinese community. Not much was learned. Jim Sock Quong, secretary of the General Peace Association, testified through an interpreter that no shots were fired at the meeting held the day before at the Peace Association. If nothing else, it was an improvement over 1915. Finally on March 17, after almost a dozen shootings in two weeks, an agreement was signed between the warring factions at a Peace Association meeting attended by Police Chief White.

Tong warfare erupted again in 1917 up and down the West Coast, resulting in 57 deaths in the state. Many of the killings, though interconnected, were committed variously in Seattle, Washington, Portland, Oregon, Stockton. Oakland, Gilroy, and Santa Rosa. The root cause of the violence, according to then Captain of Detectives Matheson, was control over gambling, prostitution and opium. 

The decade was capped by the 1919 tong war between the Sen Suey Sings and the Hip Sens. The war actually started on December 1, 1918 when a group of Sen Suey Sings entered the store at 832 Grant Avenue and shot four Hip Sens. The shooters then scampered over the roofs to Brenham Place, where they shot three more in the Hip Sen Headquarters.  The Chinatown Squad, supported by officers from Central Station, set up a barricade and searched all Chinese entering or leaving Chinatown.

In January 1919, Captain Matheson went to the Grand Jury and requested murder indictments for the leaders of the eight tongs involved. After the armistice, the Sing Suey Yens were willing to settle, but the Hip Sens were not. In early February, Sen Suey Ying Tong member Tue Wong almost brought the Wong family into the fray on the side of the Hip Yens by shooting a member of that family in violation of a standing treaty. To salve the feelings of the Wongs, Tue Wong was expelled from the Sen Suey Yings.

A temporary truce was agreed upon to cover the period of the New Year’s celebrations. Even so, many of the annual visitors left the city when the shooting started and business suffered. In March, after a shooting in a Sen Suey Ying gambling parlor at 812 Grant Avenue, it appeared that hostilities were about to resume. The police raided the headquarters of both the Sen Suey Yings and the Hip Sens and arrested armed men at both locations as they were getting ready for war.

Chap14:  Jack Manion
On December 30, 1920, Hop Sing gunmen killed two Bing Kong members in Los Angeles in a dispute over a slave girl. Almost immediately, San Francisco Chinatown Squad leader Sergeant Harry Walsh observed that the San Francisco headquarters of both organizations were being boarded up in anticipation of hostilities. P14-01 Harry Walsh’s squad here.

Trouble was not long in coming. In mid-February one man died and two were wounded in a shootout at 854 Grant Avenue, masked by Chinese New Year’s fireworks. (The same day, two tong men were killed in Los Angeles and one in Stockton as part of the same dispute.)  A week later, a 63-year-old Bing Kong was murdered in his room at 1030 Grant Avenue, and on March 2 the Bing Kong Tong settled the score by killing Hop Sing Tong member Joe Ham, just across the street at 1039. There were to be many other murders around the state before the two tongs signed a truce.

Even as that conflict was dying down, another flare-up was brewing over—what else?—a slave girl. Ying Low had been kidnapped as a child from a sampan on the Yangtze River in 1910 by river pirates who killed her father. It was in San Francisco 11 years later, in the early spring of 1921, that Louie Sing, a member of the Hop Sing Tong, came upon her in a Suey Sing brothel. It was love at first sight, according to a contemporary account, and Louie Sing offered to buy Ying Low’s contract from her owner.

But the $3,600 asking price was too high, so Louie Sing stole his intended bride away from the brothel. Suey Sing leaders convened a meeting and declared war on the Hop Sing Tong, which they held accountable for Louie Sing’s actions. Other tongs joined up on either side and the battle raged on, up and down the state. Thirty-five tong men were to die around the state in the next ten months before conflict was resolved .

On May 15, 1921, three carloads of San Francisco gunmen drove to Dinuba, near Fresno, where they attacked a house belonging to an opposing tong, shooting it up and setting it afire. A few days later, when a Dinuba constable showed up in Locke with Sacramento County deputies to arrest a man for the Dinuba attack, they were fired upon from a shack near the river. News accounts reported that this was the first instance in which tong gangsters actually resisted a police raid with gunfire.

 San Francisco Detective Sergeant Jack Skelly, who arrived in Locke just at that time to serve arrest warrants, became involved in the gun battle that followed. A riot call was put out and the gunmen were driven from the shack and into the nearby fields. The brush was set afire to flush them out and 30 men were arrested. The same day, back in San Francisco, Lum Bing was killed leaving his home at 700 Jackson Street. 

In August, in the course of the war, two Hop Sing men, Gee Jon and  Hughie Sing, were sent from San Francisco to Mina, Nevada, where they killed Tom Quong Kee.  Gee Jon was later convicted of the crime and became the first person executed by lethal gas in the United States. In October, the chief of police of Portland was shot in a tong confrontation. Finally, on October 21, after 40 men had been killed on the Pacific Coast, a truce was again reached. In all, 14 Chinese were killed in San Francisco in 1921, the highest number in a high homicide period. P14-02  Gee Jon goes about here. 
Public patience with the tong killings had been wearing thin for some time. In March, a Chronicle editorial, commenting on the prospect of violence, opined that the “Chinese as a people have many admirable qualities, one evidence of their wisdom being their ability to export great numbers of their undesirables.” “Every member of every tong,” the editorial continued, “should be rounded up into the most unsanitary ship we can find and delivered anywhere on the Chinese coast. Care should be taken to load at least two tongs on each ship and see to it that both are well armed. There will be few to unload when the ship reaches its destination.”

Nobody realized it at the time but, by the end of 1921, a corner had been turned. The 1921 tong war was the last to involve San Francisco’s Chinatown as a battlefield. During the 1920s the San Francisco Chinese homicide rate went into an abrupt and dramatic decline. During the “Lawless Decade” of the Prohibition era, which saw rates in many cities climb, the Chinese homicide rate in San Francisco dropped by from 74.9 per 100,000 population in the 1910s to 25.8 in the 1920s. Eliminate 1920 and 1921 and the average rate for the decade would be closer to the 11.4 of the 1930s, a truly astonishing decrease.  Put another way, 155 white persons and 35 Chinese were murdered in the five years immediately preceding the end of 1921. In the next five years, the number of white homicides would be 133 and Chinese would have nine, a 14-percent decline in the white rate compared to 74 percent for the Chinese. P14-03 murder graph goes about here.
What happened? Part of the answer lies in changing demographics. For all its negative effects, the series of exclusionary laws of the previous half-century can be said to have had some positive outcomes. In addition to reducing the influx of slave girls (whose presence had contributed to the tong violence in fights over this increasingly scarce commodity), the restrictive enactments also reduced the supply of new recruits for tong gunmen. The old tong warriors simply got old, and began to die off.

The passage from the 1914 Chamber of Commerce Handbook that opens Chapter 13, heralding the disappearance of the Manchu Dragon Flag from Chinatown, and the corresponding decline in tong wars and hatchet-men, would have been more fittingly published in the 1920s than in the murderous earlier period. 

The Chee Kung Tong, for all its criminal propensities, had never lost its political orientation. When a young revolutionary named Sun Yat Sen showed up early in the century with a Manchu price on his head, the tong took him in and protected him from his oppressors. In 1911, Sun Yat Sen’s revolution was successful, and the next year he took his place as president of the new Republic of China.  Triads were welcomed in the new regime and thus had less reason to seek refuge in overseas settlements. Over the following years, the supply of potential tong gangsters dried up at its source. 

Multitudes of Chinese still came, however, and the population of Chinatown doubled in the 1920s. Those who came were of a different sort and better fit the modern stereotype of Asians as a “model minority.” The destruction of immigration records in the 1906 earthquake and fire making the practice of claiming “paper sons” to make an end-run around the provisions of the exclusion laws even more attractive than before. 

A San Francisco merchant, here legally, would assert that he had sired a son—or, less commonly, a daughter—on a previous trip to China. He would claim the right of the son to join him in the United States. A young man in China would take the merchant’s name—often for a financial consideration—and thus be allowed to enter the United States. It is unlikely that many Triad gangsters availed themselves of this practice, but many upwardly mobile, ambitious young men did and they were of the sort less likely to involve themselves in criminality.
Perhaps the most significant factor contributing to the decline in violence was changing attitudes in Chinatown.  For years, the press and police noted that the Six Companies had a unique relationship with the tong gangsters. In the midst of the 1912 tong war, The San Francisco Call recommended that Chinatown be quarantined. “It is clear,” the paper said, “that if the Six Companies really desired to put a stop to these murderous outrages they could do so.”  “One hears a great deal these days about the regeneration of China and the Chinese, but here we find the old Chinatown stinking and murdering as it always has.  The regeneration of China might very well begin in San Francisco, and if the younger Chinese are really in earnest about it they can find right here a profitable and useful field of endeavor.” 
During the Bing Kong/Suey Sing war the following year, Captain John Mooney, always one to speak his mind, gave voice to what was on the mind of many. “If the Six Companies can bring the tong heads together in a meeting whenever they choose,” he said, “it certainly shows they wield some influence over the organizations. . . . The Chinese who are supposed to be able to control the quarter always are ready to meet and make ostensible efforts to bring about a compromise, but it is strange that they never succeed until their own interests are threatened.” P14-04   Mooney goes about here.
News accounts showed that Chinatown businesses had lost more than $1 million during the 1921 tong war, and merchants came to the realization that customers would not come to an area where there was the distinct likelihood that people would start shooting at each other. Since much of the violence was connected to widespread vice operations, and the calculation was made that there was more money to be made from general commerce than from vice operations, vice had to be suppressed—or at least reduced. 

The stage was set for reform. Police Chief Daniel O’Brien came to the correct conclusion that respected businessmen were not in favor of all the lawlessness and would welcome the end of the wide-open gambling and prostitution, which were at the root of much of the violence. So, in March 1921, Chief O’Brien assigned his “South of Market” childhood friend, Detective Sergeant John “Jack’ Manion to head the Chinatown Squad. It was to be a propitious assignment. In his 25-year tenure as head of the Squad, Jack Manion was to oversee the transformation of Chinatown from a lawless enclave of feuding tongs to the most law-abiding neighborhood of San Francisco. Along the way, until his retirement in 1946, Manion would become a beloved figure in the Chinese community. P14-05  Manion goes about here.
Almost on cue, two men were murdered in Chinatown the first day Manion arrived on the detail. But, this time, there were no legal gymnastics, as had often been the case in the past. Manion promptly arrested the perpetrators and prosecutors sent them to San Quentin. One was hanged and the other died in jail.  The tone was set.
Manion started out by declaring a war of his own on the highbinder tongs. First he proceeded—as had Sergeant Bill Price and others before him—to roust the street thugs and harass them until they left town. It was in this period that the Department instituted the practice of $5,000 vagrancy arrests by means of which low-level street thugs were arrested on vagrancy charges and held on extremely high bail. They might make bail but they would be arrested soon again, and it was not long before the bail fees would become prohibitively costly, and the thugs would relocate elsewhere. In the 1960s the practice was declared to be unconstitutional, but its purpose had been served, at least for that group of malefactors. Without fear or favor, Manion attacked illegal gambling, prostitution and drug dens.  In 1901 Fisk Committee members had received testimony from mission workers that the police were apathetic about the plight of the slave girls. There were intimations that when mission workers appealed for help the vice operators were warned about coming raids. The result was that rescue workers did not call on the police for help. With Manion in charge, Donaldina Cameron, Director of the Presbyterian Home on Sacramento Street, saw an ally on hand and had no compunction about calling on him. In fact, they made numerous raids together, freeing large numbers of young women who had been held in slavery. 

In December 1921, it looked as though the Suey Sing Hop Sing war was to flare again. It seems that a Hop Sing, in violation of their agreement with the Suey Sing, had pointed out a Suey Sing wanted by the police to Manion, and the Suey Sings were looking for vengeance. At Manion’s urging, Chief O’Brien proclaimed, “I delivered my ultimatum to all the tongs a few weeks ago. I told them that if peace was not established within three days there would no longer be any tongs. I tell them the same now about any contemplated war. I will put the fine comb on Chinatown and either attempt to have deported or prosecuted every known offender.”  

A multi-state tong war did erupt in February 1922, which resulted in 27 tong murders in San Jose, Seattle, Butte County and elsewhere before the hostilities came to an end. “The war extended to nearly all the cities in the country where Chinese colonies exist,” according to one contemporary account. “For the first time in the history of local Chinatown, however, not one killing took place in San Francisco during an extended tong war. The diligence of Sergeant John Manion and his Chinatown Squad of policemen is believed to have been the reason for this immunity.” 

At the signing of the peace agreement at the Chinese General Peace Association at 146 Waverly Place in August 1922, Sergeant Manion, according to his own account, stepped up and said: “Gentlemen of the tongs, you have signed and sealed a peace treaty. Now I am going to take the document with me under the promise that it shall not be opened until warfare again breaks out among you. And, if anyone is killed, everyone whose name appears on the articles will be held in connection with the murder.” 

Actually, the tactics used by Jack Manion had been used by officers earlier with only limited success. In 1903, nine tong leaders had actually been arrested and tried for murder in the Tom Yick case. And in 1919 Captain of Detectives Matheson had sought indictments for eight leaders of warring tongs preemptively for having participated in the declaration of hostilities. Yet the killing continued. 

But by the 1920s the circumstances had changed. It may be that the tong leaders actually believed that Manion would follow through on his threat. When tong violence again erupted around the state in 1926—this time over gambling concessions—in which 18 were killed and a number more wounded, again, none of the tong-related killings took place in San Francisco’s Chinatown on Jack Manion’s watch.

That is not to say that conditions were perfect. It would be naïve to say that vice and gambling were fully suppressed in Chinatown during Manion’s rule. In my own experience, I often waited in the car in the 1940s while my father went inside to “play the Chinaman.” Wide-open gambling and prostitution, however, and, more importantly, violent disputes over control of the vices, were brought effectively to an end. 

In 1930, tong violence threatened briefly, this time over shrimp fishing rights. Manion and Police Chief William Quinn struck preemptively. Assembling 14motorcycle sidecar units, they deployed them into Chinatown, weaving up and down the streets and alleys—their red lights flashing and sirens wailing—to let potential combatants know that they would not be allowed to fight alone. Manion notified the leaders that if they persisted he would go to the State Fish and Game Commission and have all fishing permits permanently revoked.

Then violence threatened yet again a few years later, this time for the usual reason—a woman. Just as the New Year season was approaching, it was reported that a Hop Sing member had eloped with the wife of a member of the Four Families. When the two groups could not agree that they would eschew violence, Chief Quinn placed a blockade on Chinatown to warn off whites. He prohibited fireworks from the New Year’s celebration for fear that they would disguise the sound of gunfire. Then it turned out that the elopement had been no elopement at all, but that Gin Lem, “purported father” of Gin Fong Toy, had sold her for $1,800 to Kack Lew Gee. But before making the delivery, Gin Lem had absconded with both the money and the girl for Shanghai. 

After two days, the police lifted the blockade; and Chinese merchants, saying that there was never any real threat of a tong war, threatened to sue the chief for loss of business. In this, with the support of the Six Companies and the consul general, respectable Chinese began to show their teeth, even as the old ways were shown not to be entirely dead. P14-06 Manion as an old man goes about here.
Over the years, Manion was to evolve into a beloved, if patriarchal, figure in Chinatown. In perhaps the supreme example of community policing, parents would seek him out to discipline errant children.  In 1931, the Wickersham Commission, as part of its larger study of crime in the United States, examined the issue of crime and the foreign-born. In San Francisco’s Chinatown, one Chinese social worker told the Wickersham investigator about Manion. Speaking about law enforcement in the area he said, “Then, we have a very good man in charge of the area, who understands the Chinese, and has his own way of handling them; he may take down the pants of some troublesome boy and give him a good spanking, but this arouses no resentment and they all like him.” 

It was a different time, and while such practices are alien to modern sensibilities, they describe a community that had moved away from the bad old days of widespread internecine murder. There would be violent eruptions in the future and enough need of gambling and narcotics enforcement to keep the Squad hopping, but never on the scale of the pre-Manion days. 

Chap15: The Long Goodbye

In 1954, the editor of the Chinese World, the leading San Francisco Chinese newspaper, recommended the abolition of the Chinatown Squad. Its continuance, said the editor, “is an affront to American citizens of Chinese descent.”  On August 4, 1955, Acting Chief George Healy announced that on the following Monday, the 15 members of the Squad would be transferred to uniformed duty at Central Station, which would assume full responsibility for policing Chinatown.  Like Mark Twain’s early death, however, the reports of the Squad’s demise were a bit premature. On his return to duty, Chief of Police Michael Gaffey was quick to scotch the idea.  The plan was to consolidate the Department’s vice operations under one head, he said, and everything otherwise would remain as before.

That was not the first premature report of the Squad’s demise. In 1945, a group had recommended the abolition of the fabled unit, but the plan was scratched at the suggestion of the Six Companies. Another report surfaced in 1947: “At 8 o’clock last Monday morning,” waxed an account in the November 16 Chronicle, “as merchants prepared their goods, sleepy-eyed men swept the entrances to Grant Avenue nightclubs, and button-eyed children tottered off to school, four men in business suits, their coats not quite concealing the bulge of revolvers, met on the corner of Washington and Grant and walked slowly down the hill toward the Hall of Justice.” The four men were the last watch of “one of the most famous police details in the world, the Chinatown Squad.” It was a good story; just 23 years early.

Upon Jack Manion’s retirement in 1946, Inspector George Dyer had been named head of the Squad. When Michael Mitchell took office as chief in January 1948, he named Inspector George O’Leary to head the then 14-member Squad. O’Leary had served as a member of the Squad during the 1920s, guarding merchants marked for death during one of the tong wars. 
The Chinatown population continued to grow, from the low point of 8,000 in 1920 to 25,000 in 1950, and the demographics continued to trend toward a more law-abiding majority. The tongs were still a force to be reckoned with in Chinatown—they still are—but by now the few remaining old tong enforcers, the boo how doy, were aged men. Some few young Chinatown men could still be seen hanging around tong headquarters, but for the most part the children of the “paper sons” were making their way into the city’s premier high schools and area colleges, where they excelled.

Brothel-based prostitution, the activity which had created much of the violence in earlier years, was effectively dead. There were still a few white “door knocker” prostitutes who would walk the halls of bachelor hotels near the first of the month, knocking on doors to advertise their wares.  

The other prevailing vices reshaped themselves as well, to fit the changing times.  Semi-open opium dens had been a fixture in Chinatown from the beginning. If Ross Alley was the focal point of gambling activity in the pre-Manion days, and Sullivan’s Alley filled the same role for prostitution, Duncombe Alley—the little street off Jackson Street just below Stockton— had the highest concentration of Nineteenth-Century opium dens. P15-01 cuffed opium suspect
In the early years, opium was legal and openly obtainable from any drugstore.   Drug enforcement of any type was low on the enforcement scale and little of the violence of the bad old days was associated with the opium business.  In the late Nineteenth Century, smuggling to avoid the import taxes became an issue, but that was largely a problem for the federal Treasury Department. It was not until the outright prohibition against opium and other drugs in the early Twentieth Century that the drug problem really captured public attention. P15-02 White women in den here.
Anti-drug agitation that resulted in prohibitory laws was fueled by horror stories about respectable white women being lured into opium dens by Chinese drug operators, never to be seen again. There was a grain of truth in the charge. Patent medicines which promised to cure “female complaints” were loaded with the drug, and many white middle class women were inadvertently hooked. Some found their way to Chinatown opium dens to feed their habits. 
By the 1950s, a few old Chinese men still smoked their pipes in sealed rooms to avoid the attention of the Chinatown Squad. But they were dying off, as well. Some of the younger residents took to the harder drugs, in keeping with the changing drug habits of society at large. 
Gambling enforcement remained a principal activity of the Squad. There were two dimensions to the problem: table gambling and the widely popular lotteries. The daily Chinese lottery—the San Francisco equivalent of the “numbers game” in Eastern cities or, indeed, of the current California State lottery—serviced a citywide clientele. There were lottery outlets in just about every district, often situated in Chinese laundries.  The lotteries disappeared in a stroke in 1951.  Retired Inspector Ed Nevin, who served on the Squad at the time, remembers it well: “One day they were there, and the next they were all gone, never to return.” P15-03 Nevin mug  here 
What happened was—in response to the findings of the Kefauver Committee—that the U.S.Congress enacted legislation requiring a federal tax stamp to conduct gambling operations of any kind. The legislation did not make gambling illegal, but it gave a tool to federal authorities to use against gamblers who wanted to avoid scrutiny of their violations of state and local anti-gambling laws. The Chinese were particularly vulnerable because many of them had questionable immigration status. Rather than becoming entangled with Federal authorities, they folded the lotteries, which by long tradition and public approval were semi-open operations. The arrest records bear that story out. In 1950 the Squad arrested 439 lottery operators. In 1952 the number was eight.

Table gambling, pai gow and fan tan, persisted. In times past, the games had been semi-open, and a large clientele of whites attended. By the 1950s, after Jack Manion’s work and the efforts of the current Squad, such games as existed were for the most part conducted in deep secrecy behind closed doors and out of sight of curious officials. It was in the interest of the operators that they did not call too much attention to themselves. Violence was not tolerated.  

In April of 1953, the Chronicle reported that Chinatown’s pai gow games had moved to Oakland’s Chinatown because the San Francisco payments were too steep. Few of the many operators in San Francisco, the paper said, “could afford the protection payoff of $100 per week per table, plus tong assessments plus other assessments.”  Since the same tongs would be running the games in Oakland, the clear implication of the story is that the payoffs would naturally go to someone in officialdom.
Maybe so. Maybe no.  The editor of the Chinese World in 1954 ended his plea to end the Chinatown Squad with the cryptic “In spite of the lack of advocates the Chinatown Squad continues its existence. We wonder what unseen power makes this possible and what benefits accrue thereby, and to whom. Some day these facts may be revealed, and if and when they are, they should make some interesting reading.”

It is useful to take anything the Chronicle said about the Police Department in this period with a grain of salt. The paper was involved in a fight-to-the-death circulation war with the Examiner at the time (which it won), and the Police Department was a convenient editorial football.  

Jim Leonard, an Examiner reporter at the time, later recounted his version of events. Newspapers were highly competitive at the time, and Leonard was complaining to James Dowd, a police officer friend (and former Squad member), that he was in trouble with his editor for having been scooped on the story of the move to Oakland by the Chronicle man. Dowd thought about it for a moment and said “Why don’t you just move them back?” That is what he did, said Leonard—at least in his story—and his editor was happy. Whatever the case, the games did continue to run in San Francisco and arrests were made. Similarly, extortion of local merchants, which had characterized much of the crime in Chinatown in earlier days and which would recur decades later, was virtually unknown in the 1950s.

But the big change during these years was the continuation of the program started under Manion. Much is made of community policing these days. Under Manion and his successors, the Chinatown Squad defined the term. By the 1950s, most police officers around the city were mobilized and in radio communication with headquarters and each other. Citizens seeking police help had been instructed to call in on the phone to a central communications center so that a marked radio car could be dispatched with uniformed officers to respond to the call and take appropriate action. That was the way it worked all over town. 

But not in Chinatown.  Whether it was the wish of the community—and there is much to support that notion—or institutional reluctance to change, the Squad’s patrol  methods harked back to an earlier pre-radio, pre-automobile day,  an anachronism which seemed to work to everyone’s satisfaction. Chinatown Squad members patrolled the area on foot for the most part, and in plain clothes. 
Chinese residents of the neighborhood at the time were not inclined to call Central Dispatch on the telephone. So, according to retired Homicide Inspector Jack Cleary, who worked on the Chinatown Squad in the late 1950s, to obtain the services of an officer, they would go to Washington Street and Grant Avenue in the knowledge that a member of the Squad would soon come by. The Squad members made it a point to pass by the corner regularly on their normal patrols. If a Chinese did not have time to wait for an officer on the corner, he could leave a message at Red’s Bar at the corner of Jackson Street and Beckett Alley (which served the Squad as an informal message center) and a Squad member would visit him wherever he was. P15-04 Reds Bar goes about here.
To Twenty-first Century hi-tech sensibilities the Chinatown practice seems like a primitive vestige of small-town America of an earlier time. That is exactly what it was. The few square blocks of Chinatown was, in fact, a small town within the larger city. And the Chinatown Squad was a multi-service social agency connecting all aspects of the Chinese community to the outside world.  Chinatown is now very much a part of the larger world of San Francisco, socially, economically and politically. If you think about it, however, the way the old Squad worked was not a great deal different from the way its successor, the Gang Task Force, operates in Chinatown to this day.  

Chinatown had, indeed, calmed down by the 1950s from its violent incarnation of earlier times. But it would be a mistake to conclude that the dragon had lost all its teeth. On December 31, 1957—New Year’s Eve—young members of the Hop Sing Tong became engaged in a verbal dispute with members of the Bing Kong Tong in the On On Restaurant. Later, in the early hours of New Year’s Day, a group of Hop Sings accosted two Bing Kongs in the street, assaulted them with chains and knives, and robbed them of $320. The victims required treatment at the Chinese Hospital.  Three Hop Sings were later arrested for the crimes. 
In any other neighborhood, the involvement of the regular justice system would have marked the end of the difficulty. Not in Chinatown, not even in 1958. What followed shows that the old apparatus of internal justice, separate from the regular justice system, which had figured so prominently in the tong wars of old, was still in good working order.  Notwithstanding the arrests made by the police, word on the street had it that members of the Bing Kong Tong had threatened to kill a Hop Sing if a cash settlement were not paid. The Chinese Peace Society—still functioning in 1958—attempted to arrange a settlement. 

The Hop Sings agreed to pay the hospital bills for the injured Bing Kongs, but adamantly refused, through their “peace representative” and former president, Lim Foon, to apologize for the beating, ostensibly for fear of losing face. Lim offered to apologize personally to the Bing Kongs on behalf of those involved in the fight, but wanted to leave the organization out of it.  More radical Hop Sings opposed any apology at all, and it appeared for a time that a tong war, as of old, was about to break out in Chinatown. Lim called in Hop Sing leaders from Los Angeles, Portland and Seattle to help avert a violent outbreak. 

From the point of view of the Bing Kong, only a full public apology in the Chinatown newspapers would do—an apology from the Hop Sing Tong itself, not just some of its members. When the news of the dispute got into the mainstream press, tempers cooled a bit. Perhaps there was little likelihood of violence, but all the trappings of past tong war buildups were present. 

The dispute highlighted a fracture in Chinatown that was to grow in future years.  During the Nineteenth Century and up to the formation of Sun Yat Sen’s Chinese Republic in 1911, the Chinatown establishment had been at odds with the Manchu (Ching) regime. Thereafter, Chinatown was in step with Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang, even after the Communist ouster of his forces in 1949. In the 1958 dispute, Lim Foon’s opponents would hasten to point out that he was a strong supporter of Chiang Kai-shek and had just returned from a trip to Formosa. Kuomintang support would remain strong in the 1960s, but over the next several decades contention between the supporters of Taiwan and those of the mainland regime would form a central theme in Chinatown affairs. 

In the early 1960s, historian Richard Dillon described the quarter thus: “Chinatown is no longer the chaotic no-man’s-land of a ghetto in transition. The quarter is so law-abiding today that sociologists study it in hopes of finding a cure for the increasing lawlessness of other areas of the city, state, and union.” To make his point, Dillon cited the Police Department’s Annual Report for 1960-61. Only one of the homicide arrests for the year was of an Asian. None of the 22 rape arrestees was Chinese and two were arrested for robbery from a total of 243. No Chinese were arrested for prostitution and they are credited with only 30 of the 652 narcotics cases in that year. Only in gambling, says Dillon, did their numbers increase, with 276 arrests, “for the Chinese still love the clatter of pai gow tiles and the clink of silver dollars.”
It was in 1970 that the Chinatown Squad was finally disbanded. By that time its staffing had declined from 14 to six, not enough to maintain even two watches during the nighttime hours. And, in keeping with the other priorities demanding the attention of the officers, the efforts of its members were diffused into general anti-vice enforcement. In September 1970, the last six men on the Squad were transferred to uniformed duty at Central Station. On the occasion of the Squad’s final abolition, Police Chief Alfred Nelder said that he saw “no reason why we should single out Chinatown when we don’t have special police units for our Latino neighborhoods or any other district.”  

Ironically, events were already afoot that would make that sort of judgment inoperable, and which, in the end, would give rise to a new Chinatown Squad, albeit under a different unit title. 

Chap16: Tong War Redux

 

On September 3, 1972, Officer Tim Simmons was detailed to a stakeout in the Ocean View District to be on the lookout for an auto believed to be involved in a recent kidnapping. Simmons’s efforts were soon rewarded when he saw the auto turn into the 100 block of Farallones Street.  Simmons followed in his unmarked car, but it was as if the auto disappeared into thin air. He returned to his post and, when the auto reappeared, he followed it in his personal unmarked auto to the North Beach area. There he lost it again. He returned to the Ocean View District and shortly thereafter the auto reappeared. Simmons followed it on to Farallones Street and again the auto disappeared. So Simmons left his auto and traversed the block on foot. Then he saw why the vehicle had disappeared. It was parked with others beside a dwelling set far back on a deep lot.  P16-01 Simmons pic about here.
Simmons called for uniformed backup. After he was joined by fellow members of his Intelligence Unit, the officers raided the house. There they arrested 20 members of the Chung Ching Yee Gang, along with their leader, Joe Fong. Two had tried to escape through a trap door to the crawl space below.  The walls of the house were festooned with banners, ceremonial swords, lances, brightly colored gowns and headbands.  Triad literature was found about. If there had been any doubt before, the paraphernalia found on Farallones Street informed the police that they were dealing with far more than a collection of street punks.  “We came to realize,” says retired Inspector John McKenna, “that we were dealing with a criminal culture that extended far beyond the limits of the San Francisco Bay Area.” Like Marshal Sequine in 1854, the Police Department happened on a meeting place occupied by Chinese gangs with ties to the old country Triads. 
At the beginning of the 1960s the Chinese population in San Francisco numbered 37,000. Mid-decade changes in the immigration laws ending exclusionary restrictions resulted in a flood of new Chinese immigrants, particularly from Hong Kong and Taiwan. By 1970, the Chinese population of San Francisco approached 60,000, and a decade later it was 85,000. Large numbers of Vietnamese “boat people” refugees from the Indochinese war—many of who were ethnic Chinese or Viet-Chin—migrated to the United States during this period as well.

Most who came, as with all immigrant groups, were hard-working people looking to make a better life in the New World. But not all made the successful transition. Like immigrant groups in every age, some of the young men turned to youth gangs. One explanation for the growth of the youth gangs is that the newcomers (FOBs or “Fresh off the boat”) were not accepted in school by the ABCs (American born Chinese). The immigrants banded together for self-protection. Other accounts attribute the growth of the gangs to the reluctance of the older Chinatown establishment to meet the legitimate needs of the young Chinese. Says one observer, the turmoil in Chinatown in the 1970s was “an open revolt against intolerable social conditions.”    . 
The fact is that many—if not most— of the young men affiliated with the San Francisco street gangs in the 1970s were Hong Kong residents who had grown up on the streets associated with criminal Triad gangs. At bottom, the conflict was an internal Chinese problem, mixed with generational and political divisions in the community. Whether the youth gangs could have taken a different turn, had they been better received, is open to question.

The first gang to emerge was the Wah Ching (Chinese Youth). According to Chinatown lore it was first formed in 1964 and it recruited members from among newcomers after immigration laws changed. Before they became predatory, according to one account, their leaders sought “help from San Francisco’s Human Rights Commission and the Chinese Benevolent Association to alleviate the problems young newcomers were encountering.” But the institutions failed to respond to the cry for help. As will be seen later, requests by youth groups for “help” in Chinatown can sometimes be construed as attempts at extortion.

 

In any event, Wah Ching members were soon profitably employed, providing protection for Hop Sing Tong gambling parlors. Other tongs contracted with other youth groups for protection as well.  At first it appeared that the tongs had successfully co-opted the youthful gang members. As time went on, however, the Wah Ching became restive because all the big money was going to the tongs. They struck out on their own, exacting tribute from small merchants, and fighting with other groups over the spoils. One group, calling themselves the Hop Sing boys, remained directly connected with the Hop Sing Tong.

One faction of the Wah Ching, the Chung Ching Yee (Loyalty and Righteousness), commonly called the “Joe Boys,” particularly by opposition gang members, after their leader Joe Fong, broke away from the Wah Ching and formed an independent group. Other factions would split off and recombine in different combination in the following years. Broadly stated, the Wah Ching predominated in Chinatown itself while the Chung Ching Yee was principally located in Asian areas of the city outside Chinatown. 

There was a striking resemblance between the new youth gangs and the tong hatchet men of the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries. Both groups were closely associated with the tongs and the community gambling industry, and fiercely involved in jurisdictional fights. Tong names which had been virtually unheard in the last 30 or 40 years —Hip Sing,  Hop Sing, Suey Sing, Bing Kong, names which once conjured up visions of murderous hatchet men—re-entered the criminal  justice lexicon  in the late 60s. 

The term “cultural lag” is used by sociologists to describe institutional or occupational features which outlive the period of their usefulness—either from apathy or bureaucratic momentum. In a way, that could be said about the old Chinatown Squad. It had been organized in the Nineteenth Century to combat the fighting tongs. By the 1920s that threat had effectively been eliminated, yet the Squad continued on for another 50 years over the opposition of those who said that its time was past. That may be so, but it can also be argued that it was only after the role of the Squad in Chinatown enforcement was diminished that the unfettered growth of the gangs occurred.  

The serious killing began in the late 60s. In late 1968 and early 1969, after several Chinese storekeepers were murdered, detectives came to suspect that young Chinatown gangsters were involved in some of them. Then, in April 1969, Armando Legardo, a Filipino seaman visiting Chinatown, was warned away from a parking place near the Suey Sing Tong headquarters by a group of young toughs. He refused to obey and was fatally stabbed for his trouble. 

In all, between 1969 and mid-1977 there were 40 Chinese gang-related killings. In March 1970, Suey Sing Tong member Glen Fong was shot and killed, probably by the Wah Ching, at 927 Jackson Street.  Three months later, Teddy Tam was stabbed to death at a dance. In September 16 year-old Larry Miyata was shot to death on the 700 block of Washington Street. Though few of the cases were solved right away, the officers came to believe that many of the killings were tit-for-tat hits among the rival Wah Ching and Chung Ching Yee.

In October 1971, Richard Leung was shot at Grant and Jackson. He ran around the corner to flee his pursuers but was followed by three young assailants, who pumped bullets into his dying body. Then, in November 1971, three young gangsters were hogtied and strangled in the Presidio. Two of them were later found floating in the bay. Chinatown youth gang killings up to that time tended to be unsophisticated “wild west” street shootings. The Presidio killings had the mark of professional hits. This suggested to police that they were committed by contract killers imported for the purpose by older tong members.   Ken Chan was killed two days later at 8th Avenue and Geary Street as the hostility between the Wah Ching and the Chung Ching Yee escalated. 

A banner year for Chinatown gang homicide was 1972. On March 9, Wah Ching Harry Kwan was murdered at 821 Stockton Street. Four days later Harry Ng, a kung fu instructor and older mentor of the Wah Chings, was executed on Powell Street. (From their Seventeenth  Century establishment, Triads had a strong affinity for the martial arts. Forbidden by their Manchu overlords from having weapons, Triad devotees developed hand-to-hand fighting techniques to a high art. This affinity persisted even as the Triads morphed into criminal gangs, and it remains to this day. That is not to say that all Chinese martial arts are connected to Triad gangs, but it is fair to say that Triad gangs are definitely drawn to the activities. (Gang investigators have long observed a strong connection between San Francisco youth gangs and martial arts studios reaching back to Hong Kong.)

The older, established tongs became concerned about the violence. In June the Bing Kong Tong issued a bulletin warning the young thugs to desist from destroying the business climate in Chinatown or the tong would go after them. This was interpreted by some to mean that the protection fees being demanded by the young gangsters were too high, and that the tong was prepared to go to the police if there were any more killings. And that’s more or less what happened. When Wah Ching Poole Leong was murdered in the Ping Yuen Projects on June 13, witnesses came forward the next day and fingered his assailants. For a time the police had community support and the tips started coming in.
Despite general public concerns about being harmed by gang violence, the fact is that most of the gang killing is of fellow gang members. One notable book about organized crime was titled correctly: “We Only Kill Each Other. When the violence does extend beyond the criminal community, as occurred recently when a young music student was paralyzed by a stray gunshot in Oakland, the level of outrage in the larger community is increased. 

Barry Fong-Torres was a respected youth worker in the Asian community. He had left his job as a probation officer in Contra Costa County to accept the position of executive director of the Youth Services and Coordinating Center on Columbus Avenue in Chinatown. He spent much of his on-duty time working with troubled Chinese youths at the center, before hitting the streets at all hours of the night to deal with the problems facing the kids on their own turf.

That apparently did not sit well with the criminal gangs. On evening of June 26, Fong-Torres was shot and killed when he answered the door to his 16th Avenue apartment. Beside his body in the doorway were found two spent .22-caliber casings and a white glove of the type issued to pallbearers. Beneath him lay an envelope addressed to him and enclosing folded pages of the San Francisco Chronicle, across which had been scrawled in ink: "Pig infomer [sic] die yong [sic]." 

First notice that something was very wrong in Chinatown had come sometime earlier at the operational level of the Police Department. The Department hierarchy was slower to respond.  Fong-Torres’ killing got official attention. An informal nucleus of what would evolve into the later Gang Task Force had already begun to form. Homicide detectives had been taking Chinese killings in regular rotation order, but, as their number increased, Inspector John McKenna was increasingly sought out for coordinative advice. P16-02 2 McKenna head shot here   Burglary Inspector Ron Schneider, who had served in the old Chinatown Squad since the early 1960s and who had watched the gangs grow from nothing, was assigned to the Homicide Detail as an expert on Chinatown vice and crime connections.

One week after the Fong-Torres’ murder, Sergeant Diarmuid Philpott, who, as a beat officer in the 1960s and later as section sergeant in the  Chinatown section of the Central Police District, had begun to assemble files of known Chinatown gangsters, was transferred to the Intelligence Unit. There he was joined by Inspector George Huegle and Officer Tim Simmons.  It was a somewhat attenuated organizational configuration, but it worked because the officers made it work. 
It was after the Fong-Torres murder that police took the gloves off. The officers involved had been tracking the gangs for some time and they had a pretty good idea of who was who. Complaints from tourists and business operators about gang depredations in Chinatown had been mounting. Taking a page from Jack Manion’s well-thumbed playbook, officers began to apply pressure to known gang members. But Jack Manion operated in a different time, and trouble was not long in coming. In the intervening years, a number of court findings had put an end to the arbitrary enforcement measures Manion was able to use. 
Nonetheless, based on complaints that gang activities were having a chilling effect on Chinatown business, the officers began to mount a number of sweeps, rounding up and talking to known gang members. In early October, they rounded up 22 gang members, and, a week, later they collared 60 more. Trouble followed. On October 29, opponents of police practices mounted a large street demonstration to protest the arrest, at Grant and Jackson streets, of newsman Harry Wong (who had been carrying several Mao buttons). 

Playing in the background of all the gang violence at the time was the shift in Chinatown political alignments. Traditional leadership in Chinatown had been exercised by followers of the Taiwanese Kuomintang. Following the Cultural Revolution in China, increasing numbers of pro-Mao Chinese made their way to United States, where they organized the radical Red Guard. This group allied itself with the Black Panthers and other radical groups in opposition to Chinatown leadership and the political establishment generally. P16-03 Philpott goes about here.
Following the arrest of Harry Wong and Barry Soong Chan, several lawsuits were filed in federal Court, charging the police with mounting a reign of terror in Chinatown. Chief of Police Donald Scott said that the purpose of the police activity was to stop gang warfare, not hurt innocent people. The plaintiff’s attorney said that he recognized the gang problem but that did not give the police the right to violate individual constitutional rights. Some business leaders claimed that the police sweeps were what was hurting business. 
The police pulled in their horns, and, predictably, the murders continued.   On May 23, 1973 the Chung Ching Yee got a big fish. On that day, Joe Fong’s younger brother shot and killed Anton Wong, the leader of the Wah Ching, in broad daylight, at Powell and Jackson streets. On June 3, Yip Yee Tak, a counselor to the Wah Ching, was gunned down at Pacific and Grant.  In August, Wah Ching Wayne Fung was chased down and killed in the service station where he worked at 19th Avenue and Irving Street. 
And, a week later, William Hoo, a friend of Joe Fong, was killed on Pacific Avenue. The killings continued into 1974, with the Wah Ching getting back at the Chung Ching Yee.  Gene Fong was killed by Wah Ching gunmen in April and Lincoln Louie was killed a week later. Henry Mack was killed in a gang shooting in 1975, and in 1976 it was Vincent Chu. In April of 1977 George Chaw met his death at the hands of gang enemies and a month later so did Kim Louie.

Then the lid blew off.

Chap17: The Gang Task Force.

Traditionally, the sale of illegal fireworks was a major source of gang revenue in Chinatown. As the Fourth of July approached each year, young people would stream into the district from all over the Bay Area to score firecrackers and other forbidden pyrotechnics.  In 1977, the Ping Boys, residents of the Ping Yuen projects on Pacific Avenue, ran the operation under the auspices of the Wah Ching, for 10% of the take. On July 4, figuring to get their share of the accumulated loot, a group of Joe Boys headed for the Ping Yeun Projects with a view to robbin the Ping Boys of the proceeds from the sales. By this time, Joe Fong himself had been in prison for several years and though he was no longer on the street to exercise direct control of the gang, his followers continued to be referred to as “Joe Boys.” 
The Joe Boys could not find a parking place nearby, and, as they approached the projects on foot, they were spotted by their enemies.  In the ensuing gun battle on Pacific Avenue, one Joe Boy, Felix Louie, was killed and four others were wounded. The Joe Boys believed that Wah Ching leader Michael "Hot Dog" Louie had been the architect of their defeat. They retired to plan their revenge.  
The Joe Boys nursed their wounded feelings for three months and then, in the early morning hours of Sunday, September 4, 1977, tipped off that Michael Louie was present in the Golden Dragon Restaurant on Washington Street, they attacked.  (Although Louie was there, most of the gang was out of town in Northern California.) As three masked armed men entered the restaurant, Louie saw them coming and hit the floor. The shooters sprayed the restaurant with fire from shotguns and semi-automatic weapons, killing five innocent bystanders and wounding 11 more in the fusillade. The Golden Dragon Restaurant, significantly enough, was owned by the Hop Sing Tong whose youth faction, the Hop Sings Boys, were sometimes allied with the Wah Ching.

The press reaction was as might be expected. It was one thing for gangsters to kill one another in occasional street shootings; it was quite another thing to shoot down innocent bystanders in a public restaurant. The public was aroused, and called for action. P17-01 Golden Dragon Headline goes here.
One week later, “Joe Boy” Yee Michael Lee was killed, and an associate was wounded in what was thought to be a reprisal attack by the Wah Ching at a Richmond District residence. It was then that the “Chinatown Squad” was re-established as a separate unit in the Police Department.  This time, in deference to late Twentieth-Century-sensibilities, the unit was called “The Gang Task Force,” an appropriate omnibus term, as things turned out. 

The unit was placed as a separate entity under the command of Homicide Section Lieutenant Daniel Murphy. Officers working on different aspects of Chinatown crime were brought together in one unit along with officers detailed in from district stations. The unit strength was 16, the highest for any time since Manion’s early days.

In addition to officers already working on Chinese crime, those added were: Inspectors John Fotinos; Dick Gamble; Carl Klotz; Mike Mullane; and Jim Deasy. The officers drawn from the stations were Dan Foley; Fred Mollat; Paul Bertsch; Bob Bonnet; Leon Croure; Larry Wong; Marshall Wong; Mickey Geraldi; Fred Lau; Dave Horton; Bernie McNeil; and Rich Moses. The group was divided into two sections of eight officers each, broken into two-man teams. Assistant District Attorney Hugh Levine was assigned as liaison between the district attorney’s office and the group. In October the unit was given its individual identity when it was split off from the Homicide Unit under Lieutenant Dan Murphy. When Murphy assumed overall responsibility for the Intelligence Division, Inspector John McKenna was designated as officer-in-charge of the Asian Section of the Gang Task Force.  
The first order of business was to solve the Golden Dragon Massacre, and the full resources of the unit were devoted to that purpose.  Mayor George Moscone offered an unprecedented $100,000 reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the perpetrators. By late September, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce reported that Chinatown business had dropped off by 50 percent. The community and political pressure to make arrests mounted, as the days wore on.   Radio journalist Russ Coughlin reminded everyone that just five years earlier the police had began to get tough on the gangs with sweeps to prevent fights between warring factions, but had been forced off because of pressure from Chinatown after a few complaints that business was being harmed. P17-02 Reward poster goes about here.
What followed in 1977 was what was probably the most complicated, sophisticated investigation in the annals of San Francisco crime. Over the next several months, investigators from the Gang Task Force, working with individual brilliance and masterfully orchestrated common efforts, pieced together the full story. Working in a bilingual, bicultural environment in a community famous for its reluctance to share information with outsiders, the officers identified and eventually brought to justice the perpetrators of the massacre. 

From the get-go, officers who had been working Chinatown crime realized that the Golden Dragon Massacre had been an attempted hit by the Joe Boys on the Wah Ching leadership.  And, by the end of October, they had the names of the shooters. Admittedly, the information was obtained from a questionably erratic informant who was, himself, up to his ears in gang violence. To keep lines of information open, the police had to keep that information quiet.

There is a great difference between “knowing” something and obtaining enough information to make an arrest and, even more so, to gain a conviction. Amazingly, the investigators were able to keep the identity of the informer—and even the fact that there was an informer—out of the news. The slightest hint of the existence of an informer and the investigation would have been fatally compromised. 

Over the next several months, Task Force investigators prowled Chinatown and other locations where the young gangsters hung out, creating the impression of a ubiquitous, all-seeing police presence. Predictably, Chinatown “youth advocates”—one of whom turned out to have been a close associate with the Joe Boys—again voiced their disapproval. In the aftermath of the massacre, however, their concerns did not gain much traction. (This particular “youth” advocate was later arrested himself in the course of the Golden Dragon investigation as one of a group selling explosives to an Alcohol Tax and Firearms agent.)

The legend of a taciturn Chinese “wall of silence” is—as is much myth and legend—rooted in reality. Jake Gittes, Jack Nicholson’s character in the 1974 movie Chinatown was right: “You can’t always tell what’s going on.” But there are limits to that characterization. “If you spend the time with them,” says retired Sergeant Dan Foley, who spent 24 years on the Chinese Gang Task Force, first as a member, and then from 1986 as its head, “and make the effort to get to know them, the Chinese will come to trust you, and take you into their confidence.” Beyond that, says Foley, the gangsters are more than willing to give information about opposing gangs, if you play them right.

By patiently developing relationships in Chinatown with these methods, the Gang Task Force was able to gather together the little pieces of the puzzle, which, when skillfully woven together, encased the perpetrators in an unbreakable evidentiary web. An indispensable feature of the investigation was the participation of officers familiar with Chinese culture, like Fred Lau and Heather Fong—and later in Gang Task Force investigations, Felix Thieu—who were able to translate documents and offer insights not normally understood by non-Asian investigators.

 In the end, the three shooters, the drivers on the night of the massacre, and assorted accessories prior to and after the crime, were arrested and convicted of assorted charges from first degree homicide on down. 
 P17-03 Wanted Poster.
 Even as the investigation proceeded, gang violence in the schools in the Fall of 1977 continued. There were two further gang killings in 1977, that of Johnny Lee in late September, and Stephen Kong in November. But this time the Gang Task Force had the resources to stay on top of the situation. Perhaps one consequence of their efforts and the effect of the convictions was that, while gang conflicts persisted, the Chinese gang homicide rate declined. In all of 1978 there was only one gang killing in Chinatown, that of Louie Sing at 1018 Columbus in April. The Joe Boys continued their gang activities after the Golden Dragon arrests, but their numbers were sorely depleted and the mean age of the membership declined even further. 

At first, in the 1960s many of the gang kids were immigrants who brought gang behaviors learned on the streets of Hong Kong with them and found it difficult to fit in.  By the late 1970s most of the gang kids were recruited from the schools among American-born Chinese, or immigrant children who had come to the U.S. too young to have had any Triad connections in the old country. After the Golden Dragon Massacre, with the Joe Boy leadership in jail, control of the Joe Boys devolved onto younger high-school-age members. There was some Joe Boy activity then, but it gradually withered away. 

The effect of the suppression of the Joe Boys was that the Wah Ching emerged as the dominant gang in Chinatown for the next decade and beyond. There is some kind of rule of nature that requires that any group not facing an external enemy will split into factions and start fighting among itself.  That is what happened here. The violence that occurred, though not necessarily murderous at first, consisted principally of internal squabbles among the Wah Ching.  

A principal source of revenue was the extortion racket, which blossomed during the Chinese New Year period. A young man identifying himself as a member of the Wah Ching would enter a business and introduce himself to the storekeeper or restaurant owner. He would solicit a good luck offering. If the contribution was too small, he would point to several smiling companions outside and inform the business owner that they would be unhappy with the small donation. 

The owner soon got the message and upped the amount appreciably. Knowing that they had the man afraid of them, the extortionist would return weekly for his connection. It has been estimated that as many as 90 percent of Chinatown businesses paid some level of tribute to the gangs until the practice was suppressed. 

It was widely believed at the time of the Golden Dragon Massacre that the killers were operating under the direction of older gangsters in Chinatown, and did the killing at their behest. There were some peripheral connections, but the Golden Dragon Massacre, as things turned out, was cooked up by the young juvenile gangsters themselves. (It was an officer of the Hip Sing Tong who made the tipoff that the Wah Ching and Hop Sing Boys were in the Golden Dragon Restaurant on the fateful night, which led to speculation that there may have been adults involved. Nothing was ever proved to a certainty.)  
By the mid-1980s, intelligence sources confirmed to a certainty that no longer was Chinatown crime restricted to youth gangs.  Hong Kong Triads were alive and well in the United States. The concern was that, as Hong Kong moved toward a return to China in 1997, the Triads, fearful of the Communist regime, would relocate to the United States. A number of governmental commissions sounded the tocsin. The President’s Commission On Organized crime revealed that Hong Kong Triad groups were laundering money in the United States and that Hong Kong Triads already controlled legal and illegal gambling, loan sharking, and prostitution in the San Francisco Bay area.

The proof, as evidenced by arrest activity, seems to have confirmed those allegations. Prostitution had always been a low-key matter in Chinatown since Manion’s days. Yet in July 1985, the police raided a house of prostitution protected by Wah Ching on the 1300 block of Grant Avenue, where four Taiwanese women were arrested along with two male keepers. It was revealed that the brothel was connected with other houses in Bay Area cities, and were part of a racket in which women were transported from Hong Kong, mainland China and Taiwan to be prostitutes in American cities.

A year later, the Gang Task Force, accompanied by INS agents, raided a large brothel at 28th Avenue and Pacheco Street in the quiet Sunset District, where they arrested a large number of prostitutes imported from Taiwan. Wah Ching members had been observed around the premises before the raid. In 1987, Alcohol Beverage Control officers raided five bars in Chinatown where underage immigrant girls were forced to work by the men who imported them and held their visas. The bars were said to be run by the Wah Ching. Shades of the bad old tong-controlled days in Chinatown. P17-04 McKenna squad in 1986
In November 1986, Inspector John McKenna retired from the Police Department and Sergeant Dan Foley took charge of the Asian Section of the Gang Task Force.

Chap18: The Wo Hop To
The Police Department’s Vice Division received a complaint in January 1992 that high-stakes gambling was being conducted in Portsmouth Square, and that young thugs were following winners home to relieve them of their winnings. The Gang Task Force usually avoids direct enforcement of the anti-gambling laws. To do otherwise could have a chilling effect on the flow of information about other more serious crimes. 

So, Vice Division officers, led by Lieutenant Art Gerrans, swooped down on an illegal outdoor dice game in Portsmouth Square.  The gamblers scattered, but the officers were able to seize more than $13,000 from the gaming tables and arrested eight young Asian gangsters who were protecting the games. Two of them were outfitted with bulletproof vests. In addition to the smaller fry, the officers also arrested Peter Chong, reputed leader of the Hong Kong Wo Hop To Triad, who had fled into the kitchen of a nearby restaurant, where he ignominiously tried to hide himself. 

Fears about a general invasion by  Hong Kong Triads to the United States as the cession date of the British Crown Colony to the Peoples Republic of China approached, may have been  somewhat inflated.  But there is no doubt that, by the late 1980s and early 1990s, the character of Chinatown gang crime was changed by the infusion of Wo Hop To Triad members from Hong Kong.

Their arrival was marked by the appearance of Alfred Chu, who introduced the Wo Hop To Triad to California in the early 1980s. Wu, an ex-felon who neglected to make that fact known to immigration officials, obtained work in a legal Emeryville card club with a large Asian clientele. There he started a loan shark racket and hired young thugs from Oakland to do the collecting for him. In 1988, Chu was deported for having lied about his criminal past. His place was taken by Peter Chong, who quickly and quietly expanded the criminal operation. P18-01 Peter Chong. Goes about here.. Chong opened gambling houses in San Francisco and was respectful, at first, of the established criminal hierarchy, paying tribute to the Wah Ching, which had controlled vice in Chinatown since the Golden Dragon Massacre. Kwok Chow (known familiarly as  Ray “Shrimp Boy” Chow), a Hop Sing member dating back to the 1970s, became his chief lieutenant. Chow had served several terms in prison for assorted robberies and other crimes. Out of prison, Chow started his own gang in Oakland, which specialized in home invasion robberies. In 1986 he was back in prison on a two-year sentence for attempting to shoot an adversary in  Powell Street restaurant   His sentence served, Chow hooked up with Chong. P18-02 Chow goes about here.  

By the late 1980s the Wah Ching had become complacent. Johnny Yee, a subordinate member of the Wah Ching, was chafing under the easy-going leadership of Danny Wong. Yee got drunk one night and tore up a Suey Sing gambling house on Jackson Street. For this he was beaten up by Tony Yan and Johnny Ly. Peter Chong seized the opportunity—while Wah Ching leader Danny Wong stood by—and intervened to mediate the dispute. Thereafter, Johnny Yee felt obligated to Peter Chong and moved his crew away from Danny Wong and under Peter Chong’s influence. Again ,Wong did not protest.

 While all this was going, on  “Shrimp Boy” Chow was recruiting other Wah Chings into the Hop Sing Tong, which then became allied with the Wo Hop To. At the same time, the Wo Hop To began to absorb Bay Area Viet-Chin (ethnic Chinese from Vietnam) into its criminal coalition. Gradually, the balance of power in Asian gangs shifted from the Wah Ching toward the Wo Hop To. 

The changing order in Chinatown was marked by an increase in the homicide rate. In all of the 1980s, while the Wah Ching held virtually unchallenged sway in Chinatown, there were only five Chinese homicides in San Francisco. The following decade there were 21 (and that does not count a large number of shootings which did not result in deaths.)
 The violence began in early 1990 when Bobby Tsang (leader of a Viet-Chin gang in Chinatown, formally allied with the Wah Ching, but now more or less on his own) got into a fight with Wah Ching enforcer Danny Phat Vong in a North Beach nightclub. Vong won the fight, and on April 7, 1990 he was shot and killed outside the Cats nightclub on Geary Street near Gough, setting up the prospect of a gang payback. It was believed at the time that Vong, a Wah Ching, was targeted for trying to shake down Wo Hop To gambling clubs in Chinatown.  

Peter Chong again injected himself as peacemaker between the Wah Ching and Bobby Tsang’s crew, presiding over a banquet attended by the Wah Ching and Wo Hop To Triad. The parties agreed to a six months’ peace and Peter Chong announced that, in the interest of harmony, the Wo Hop To would no longer pay tribute to the Wah Ching. Danny Wong disapproved of that idea but again did nothing about it. 

The Wo Hop To was first to draw blood. Peter Chong and Raymond Chow met Wah Ching Johnny Ly at the opening of a nightclub on Broadway Street. There they had their henchmen take him outside and administer a sound beating. They then sent their minions to wreck his gambling joint on Jackson Street. Ly took the hint and left town. With Danny Phat Vong dead and Johnny Ly gone, Danny Wong was more or less on his own. In April 1991, nominal Wah Ching leader Danny Wong was shot and killed as he walked to his car on Washington Street at 3 a.m. Both Peter Chong and Raymond Chow were conveniently out of town at the time. 

Chong and Chow put Johnny Yee in charge of collections, which were to be divided between the Wo Hop To, the Hop Sing, and Yee’s faction of the Wah Ching.  Sam Tran was to make the actual collections. The Wah Ching made one final effort to correct things by killing Sam Tran when he was making a collection. It was now clear, however, that the Wo Hop To was in the driver’s seat for the time being. 

In November of that year, a United States Senate report cited the Wo Hop To as involved in credit card fraud, counterfeiting, loan sharking, illegal gambling, heroin, and gang murders in the Bay Area. It is the first time, said the report, that a Chinese Crime Triad structure had been transplanted from Asia to the United States. “In modern times,” we must add. 

The previously Oakland-based gangsters now controlled the area from San Jose to Portland, including San Francisco. They made money from protecting clubs and loan sharking. They also organized the bookmakers. Chong pulled the strings and Chow, the enforcer, also ran a brothel in Pacifica featuring 13 and 14 year-old-girls. The gang also specialized in kidnapping, home invasion robberies, and extortions.

In August 1990, “Shrimp Boy” Chow and two confederates kidnapped Norman Hsu and were taking him to Foster City when they were stopped by the local police for a traffic infraction. Hsu told the officers that he was being kidnapped, a charge Chow denied. The case did not come to trial because Hsu refused to cooperate. He was soon on the run himself, following his conviction in a Ponzi scheme. (Hsu has gained a measure of notoriety recently when it was revealed that the large contributor to Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign was in fact a fugitive from justice on the earlier conviction.)

Federal authorities had long been involved in Chinatown affairs, from Nineteenth-Century smuggling enforcement to narcotics clampdowns in the 1940s, and participation in some aspects of the Golden Dragon investigation; but, for the most part, Chinatown law enforcement was in the hands of the local Police Department. But with the rise of the Wo Hop To and the increase in international Triad involvement, federal interest sharpened. 

In February 1992, a federal wiretap picked up information that “Shrimp Boy” Chow planned to send three hit men to Boston to kill a man named Bike Ming in an internal tong dispute. The three men went to Boston, but were frightened off when they suspected FBI interest in the case. In June 1992, federal and local officials raided 23 Bay Area Wo Hop To residences and businesses, seizing property and arresting inhabitants.  Chow was arrested in New York but Peter Chong was found to have already fled the country.  . P18.3 Triad paraphernalia goes about here.. 
In October, the San Francisco district attorney charged Chow and 14 other Wo Hop To members with home invasion robberies and operation of Chow’s brothel in Pacifica. On the 29th, 15 adults and juveniles were picked up on warrants on charges of prostitution, robbery, and burglary.  
In the course of all the very public violence, Chinatown leaders, fearing as always that business would suffer if the violence continued, requested more patrols in Chinatown. Playing in the background was community and law-enforcement discontent with each other in the seemingly futile attempts to eradicate the age-old problems.  In late November 1992, a panel of Chinese experts criticized the government’s efforts, charging that the lack of support of the Chinese community could be attributed to fear of reprisal, and the racist beliefs of  the police and others that organized crime was endemic to the Chinese community. 

FBI Agent Anthony Lau, an Asian himself, suggested that there was something unique about the Chinatown scene. In an affidavit to secure wiretap authorizations, he claimed that alternative investigative techniques, such as immunizing witnesses would not work; in part because "granting immunity could not ensure that the immunized witness would provide truthful testimony.” With that statement, Lau repeated an assertion made by white prosecutors since the Nineteenth Century, for which they had been roundly criticized.   

One aspect of Chinatown law enforcement dating from that century is the question of the extent to which the line between lawless and law-abiding institutions and individuals in Chinatown is blurred. Any mention of the topic is sure to bring on charges of racial stereotyping. The fact remains that there does seem to be more truth to that claim in some sectors of the Chinese community than one would expect to find in other like communities.

Law enforcement eyebrows were raised in January 1993 when 86-year-old Benny Ong, leader of New York’s Hip Sing tong, was feted at a San Francisco Chinatown dinner attended by civic and business leaders. Ong was president of the Hip Sing Tong in New York, allied with the New York street gang the Flying Dragons, who were heavily involved in drugs, robbery, and extortion.
The president of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors attended, as did representatives of the Taiwan government and the Chinese Six Companies. The chief of police and the mayor, usually mandatory shows at major events in Chinatown, were noticeable by their absence, having been tipped off about Ong’s background.
To questions about Ong’s criminal ties in New York, prominent members of the Chinese community were quick to voice their protests. A Chinese-American member of the San Francisco Community College Board poo-poohed the suggestion that the Ying On and Hip Sing were involved in gambling and gang activities.  A Chinese fire commissioner pointed out that the Ying On and Hip Sing operated separately in New York. “Any large association is likely to have some members who commit crimes,” said C. Chark Liu, Secretary of the Ying On. But a few years later Richard Chin, prominent Daly City real estate broker and former president of the Hip Sing Tong, was indicted with 25 others on federal money laundering charges in a scheme devised to fund narcotics and other illegal activities. 

Even with Peter Chong and Raymond Chow apparently neutralized, the violence in the form of muggings and other violent acts continued. In July 1993, the police pledged more patrols and more bilingual officers in Chinatown to quell the surge. In August, police responded to a shootout in a Polk Street gang hangout between the proprietor and some of his customers. In a series of raids on August, 26, 1993 task force agents served arrest warrants at six locations in the city.  Many weapons were seized and eight Viet-Chin gangsters, tied to the Wo Hop To, were jailed for terrorizing Asians throughout California. The Gang Task Force investigated links between this group and Victor Diep, 21, facing murder charges in killing nine-year-old Michael Nguyen as part of a plot to gain the life insurance settlement on the boy.
On the 31st, an Asian gang invaded a massage parlor at 595 Eddy Street and held the patrons hostage for an hour before robbing them. Massage parlors, often fronts for illegal activity, made inviting targets. 
On October 12, 1993, the federal government issued a 48-count organized crime (RICO) indictment against Peter Chong, Kwok Chow, and several others, charging them with running an international criminal enterprise extending from the Bay Area to the East Coast and Hong Kong.  Local officials deferred to federal charges at the fed’s request in charging Chong and Chow. By then, of course, Chong had fled and Chow was in jail on other charges. It would seem that Chinatown gangsterdom was in full retreat.  P18-04 Foley Pic and bio here.
Just before 6 p.m. on the evening of June 30, 1995, gunfire erupted at Stockton and Clay streets in the heart of San Francisco’s Chinatown. When the fusillade ended, seven people, including a pregnant woman and her mother, lay wounded in the intersection of the busy shopping district. According to early accounts, the disputants were the Jackson Street Boys, an ethnic Chinese youth gang centered in Chinatown, and a Tenderloin gang made up of Viet-Chin and Vietnamese youths, who happened to confront each other while making fireworks sales. Several months later, after a lengthy investigation, the Gang Task Force and ATF agents arrested the four shooters and four Asian males from Fresno and Las Vegas who had been supplying high-powered weapons to the gangs in Chinatown for years. 
In 1996, conflict erupted again between the Tenderloin faction and another trying to muscle in. In November, a young gangster named Cuong Tran was killed outside the Pierce Street Annex Bar in the Marina in a hit organized by the leader of a Tenderloin gang. Just moments before, Dennis Natali, a prominent white attorney with ties to Tenderloin Asian gangs, was murdered in his automobile on the other side of the district.

And so it went. Later, two factions of Asian gangs fought it out in the West Sunset Playground at 39th Avenue and Ortega Street.  And, in June 1998, there was a shooting at the Chinese playground on Sacramento Street in a dispute between Hop Sing Boys and a faction of Jackson Street Boys. Six teenagers were wounded.  

As the century came to an end, Peter Chong was finally brought to book. He had been arrested in Macao shortly after his escape in 1992, but Hong Kong officials rejected American efforts to extradite him. All of his fellow defendants were eventually convicted, Chow on six weapons charges stemming from the raids made in June 1992, even though the RICO charges against him had been dismissed.  Similarly, the state child prostitution charges against him were not pursued at the behest of federal authorities who wanted to focus on the RICO charges. Chow was sentenced to 23 years in prison on the federal weapons charges.

 In 1995, Hong Kong officials finally agreed to Chong’s extradition. But, by then, he was nowhere to be found. He was finally arrested in 2000 and returned to face the charges pending against him in the United States by Sergeant Dan Foley and federal agents.

 Chap19: Modern Times

By all accounts, things are reasonably peaceful in Chinatown these days. Since 2002, at least, there have not been any of the wild-west street gang shootings such as punctuated the 1970s and 1990s. The youth gangs are still around. The CBs (Chinatown Boys) and the remnants of the Jackson Street Boys still prowl the streets of the neighborhood. And out in the avenues there are the SBs (the Sunset Boys.)  But they have not been calling public attention to themselves with overt displays of violence.

When the Gang Task Force (GTF) was organized in 1977 it was staffed with 20 officers, all of whom worked the Chinese gangs. The unit now has more than 30 officers assigned to street gang duty. Given the patterns of gang violence, much of the unit’s energy, however, is necessarily concentrated on Latino and African American gangs.  Only two officers are assigned to work exclusively with Asian gangs: Inspectors Henry Seto, and Jameson Pon, both Chinese-Americans.

There is still much to do in Chinatown. One of the things to understand about ethnic gangs, no matter who they are, is that the absence of violence does not mean that there is no gang activity. What it does mean is that turf and revenue sources are apportioned out among criminal participants to everyone’s satisfaction. The Prohibition Era violence which made Chicago so famous during the lawless 1920s was rooted in competition for liquor accounts. Once the hierarchy was established, after 500 gangland slayings, the violence subsided but the liquor did not go away. 

The same can be said about Chinatown gang violence. The violence level was high in the 1970s as the Joe Boys fought it out with the Wah Ching. With the Joe Boy leadership in jail in the 1980s, the murderous violence declined. When the Wo Hop To contested Wah Ching hegemony in the 1990s, the homicide rate blipped up again.

At present, there are no openly contending factions, and conditions seem quiet enough. But do not be deceived. The gangs are still out there, though; it is just that they have shifted emphasis, for now, away from dramatically violent crimes. Why do a home invasion robbery, after all, and risk a 15-year sentence when you can commit a credit card scam at the worst case risk of a two-year sentence in the unlikely event that you are arrested, convicted and sentenced?  White collar crimes—like credit card fraud, insurance scams, and identity theft— have gone a long way toward replacing the more traditional, openly violent, methods of revenue acquisition.   

Fireworks sales, which at one time contributed to much of the murderous violence, are virtually a dead letter. Prostitution, once the mainstay of vice in the Chinatown of an earlier period, is no longer the open problem it once was. True, every so often, federal and local officials raid some suburban house and find a brothel staffed with young Asian girls, brought here in a form of servitude reminiscent of the past. Massage parlors are another favored venue to staff with young, unwilling girls, who are taught to fear immigration officials even as Nineteenth-Century slave girls were cautioned about Donaldina Cameron.

Other traditional sources of criminal revenue remain. Not too long ago, young gangsters would enter a Chinatown business and offer the gift of a New Year’s plant to bring luck. The implied threat was that if the merchant declined to reciprocate with a healthy cash donation, his store would be trashed. A campaign mounted by the Gang Task Force in the 1990s, which enlisted the help of the victimized merchants, brought that practice to a virtual halt.  Now the gangsters are trying again.  The way it works now is that a group of young lion dancers show up regularly and uninvited to perform in a restaurant or other public gathering. The expectation is that the proprietor will donate generously to some “youth program” or other. This practice works best among recent immigrant businesses in Chinatown. Second and third-generation Chinese businesses in the outer districts are more inclined to call the police when the young gangsters engage in such antics. 

The establishment of legalized gambling parlors in surrounding Bay Area locations has caused a decline in illegal gambling in Chinatown. But again, the vice persists because of the availability of loan sharks to tide a loser over to the next game. The gangs lend money to the losers at exorbitant interest rates and follow winners away from the games so they can discreetly rob them of their winnings. 

Another related criminal function that the gangs perform is as debt collectors in the underground economy of the district. Much economic activity in Chinatown is conducted on a cash basis, and written records of transactions, upon which a court suit could be based, do not always exist. In any event, it is much cheaper, at 10 percent, to pay young gangsters to collect a debt, than it is to give a lawyer 33 percent—with much less certain results. 

This helps to explain a long-held belief about Chinatown and the law.  According to one reading of history, the Chinese formed tongs and set up what was, in effect, their own justice system because they could not expect a hearing from the regular justice courts. This idea was given voice most recently by one of the talking heads on the History Channel presentation in its Gangland TV series about the Chinese Triads, titled Deadly Triangle.  We have been told that the Chinese in an earlier time created their own courts and exacted penalties on their own because they could not trust white policemen and white courts. That is not so. Ample court records and a plethora of recent books attest to the fact that Chinese had no reluctance to go to court.  All sides in disputes over women used the courts freely, either like Yo Hing in 1871 to prevent their abduction, or by vice operators who abused the habeas corpus process to recover women who had escaped from their toils. There is a very long historical court record of Chinese litigation against each other and to achieve their rights from the American government.  The violence has been more correctly described by Chinese observers as emanating from the disinclination of plaintiffs to resort to time-consuming court processes to get satisfaction.

Sam Ching, a Six Companies detective, thought so. Regarding the leniency of the white courts shown to Chinese offenders, he said in 1896, “In China, a man who kills another is detected and executed in pretty short order. Here a man can kill President Cleveland and if he have money enough can with the aid of lawyers prove himself insane, that he took the life of the president because he thought him a cow or horse.”  So, it was an efficiency measure and not fear of involvement with white officialdom that drove the violence.

All of which gets us back to Allen Leung. Immediately following his death, the red flags went up. What was a prominent Chinatown businessman doing with associations tainted by criminal associations like the Hop Sing and Chee Kung tongs?  Investigators remembered that Leung had had an earlier potentially lethal encounter with the underworld in 1997. An intruder climbed over two roofs in the middle of the night and entered Leung’s Marina District home through an upstairs window. Hot-prowl burglaries of that sort are extremely rare occurrences, particularly in that district. Leung heard the intruder coming and was able to put him away with his .357 caliber revolver when the man entered his bedroom. The man he killed was a marginal character from the Tenderloin where Chinese gangs were active at the time. Given Leung’s eventual fate, there may have been more to the earlier case than meets the eye. Either that or Leung was a monumentally unlucky man. P19-01 SFPD artist’s conception of shooter who killed Allen Leung..
A number of theories emerged right away to explain Leung’s killing. One tenuous explanation had it that the killing may have had something to do with a lawsuit filed by a New York member of the Chee Kung Tong, who was suing the San Francisco branch for defamation. Another idea advanced was that he was killed by agents of the mainland Chinese Communist Party because he vocally stood in the way of their efforts to influence Chinatown affairs.  

But the most likely explanation is that Leung ran afoul of criminal interests in Chinatown.  It seems that a year earlier Leung had complained —to members of the Asian section of the anti-gang unit of the Police Department—that a gang leader, recently released from prison, had tried to milk him for donations of Hop Sing money to start “youth programs.” Leung, seeing the effort as the extortion attempt that it was, refused. 

Perhaps we should revisit the standard line offered to explain why the young immigrants had turned to crime in the 1970s. It was said, then and since, that the young people had been rebuffed in efforts to secure funding for “youth programs” from the Chinatown establishment. In the face of persistent efforts by young gangsters to use the same methods to obtain funds for criminal purposes, there is good reason to question that scenario. In any event, fearing for his own safety, Leung contacted a member of the Police Department’s Gang Task Force, who, in turn, referred him to the FBI. FBI agents ried to convince Leung to wear a “wire” so that they could trap the extortionists. Leung refused. A few months later he was assassinated.

The gangster named in press accounts as behind the money demanded from the Hop Sing Tong was the same Kwok Chow (Raymond “Shrimp Boy” Chow) who was second in command to Peter Chong in the local branch of the Wo Hop To Triad in the 1990s. When Peter Chong was returned for trial in 2001, Chow was in the seventh year of a 23-year sentence on the federal weapons charges.  Chow turned on his mentor and testified against him at trial. Chong was convicted largely on Chow’s testimony. In return, and to the surprise of local police officers, Chow was released from prison and, instead of being deported as a career criminal, he was granted a permanent visa. He was soon seen prominently around Chinatown, often in the company of youthful adherents.

When questioned about the request for $100,000 to start youth programs, Chow, who now claims to be fully rehabilitated, said that the Hop Sings had offered him the $100,000 to put on the street in a loan-sharking scheme. The situation took on a bizarre element after Leung’s murder when Chow showed up at Leung’s funeral prominently attired in a white suit and shielded from press photographers by a wall of newspapers held aloft by his young acolytes. 

When the dust settled, Chow assumed the murdered man’s leadership positions in both the Chee Kung and Hop Sing tongs.  Cui Bono?  The authorities are pretty sure that Chow had something to do with the killings. But, as always, there is a great distance between “knowing” something and proving it.  P19-02 Chow’s Triad promotion certificate.
These days, Chow can be seen strolling confidently through Chinatown, according to some press accounts, where he is commonly greeted respectfully by the merchants and residents of the neighborhood.  It seems that no one can be found in Chinatown who will say a bad word against him. But to one familiar with the quarter, the looks in the eyes of his greeters do not so much portray respect, but rather fear.  As to Chow’s claim of rehabilitation, one is inevitably reminded of Little Pete’s 1891 assertion that his involvement with the tongs was a youthful folly and that he had nothing to do with them anymore. 

The final line in the 1974 film classic Chinatown has a fellow detective tell Jack Nicholson’s character, Jake Gittes, “Forget it Jake, it’s Chinatown.”  The  Chinatown metaphor in the movie—which is actually about the acquisition of a water system for Los Angeles and really has little to do with any real Chinatown—is intended to evoke the idea that there are several levels of reality in the story, all operating at the same time. The metaphor succeeds because of the widely held belief about mysterious goings-on in Chinatown. 

On one level, as we have seen, it’s actually pretty easy to get a handle on conventional Chinatown crime, and it has been since the beginning. Gambling and brothel prostitution required fixed locations which any reasonably observant neighborhood police officer would soon identify. Narcotics has to be imported and transported about, so watching the points of entry would work as well for Chinese narcotics imports as with any group. Also, as we have seen, from Little Pete, to Ray “Shrimp Boy” Chow, and at many points in between, the supposed “wall of silence” can be breached when criminal colleagues turn on each other. 

But there is another level which is not so easy to fathom. That has to do with the connections between seemingly law-abiding members of the community and patently criminal operations. At the outset we discussed “one of the Ah Chings” in the 1850s, who was a leader of one of the “Four Great Houses” (forerunners of the Chinese Benevolent Association) and also involved with the criminal Triads. And ,over the years, when seemingly respectable citizens were found to be members of criminal organizations, it was claimed that they were forced to join tongs to protect themselves from other fighting tongs. 

The requirement to join tongs for self-protection may once have been the case, but this is the Twenty-First Century.  Chinese-American officials are omnipresent at all levels of city and state government. Along with other department heads, the city has had Chinese-American police chiefs for 11 of the last 13 years, and currently. Yet we still see the ghostly appearance of otherwise law-abiding citizens showing up in the most unlikely circumstances. 

When such issues arise, any criticism is soft-pedaled and there is much official tiptoeing around the case. When the Benny Ong matter came up in 1993, members of the Chinatown establishment were quick to go on defense. And after Allen Leung’s connections with the tongs were revealed, one senior federal official was quoted as commenting that any organization has “a certain percentage of people who may go sideways on you and become organized into criminal activity.”   It is difficult to imagine, however, any members of a host of other fraternal organizations having such criminal connections. If they do, they are certainly not murdering each other over it. 

Why did a Chinese-American member of the Board of Supervisors (since moved on to higher office) award Raymond “Shrimp Boy” Chow with an official certificate of honor from the city, which he displays proudly with the electronic ankle bracelet he is required to wear?  One gets the sense that something is going on, lending credence to the assertion of  Noah Cross, John Huston’s character in the movie Chinatown, who tells Jake Gittes, “You may think you know what is going on, but you don’t.”

The Leung murder remains officially unsolved. And apparently there is unfinished business between the imprisoned Peter Chong and the “Shrimp Boy.” In the meantime, questions about the crossovers between establishment figures and less savory characters in Chinatown will persist. So I would not recommend the abolition of the Asian Section of the Gang Task Force any time soon. 































� To this day, some Chinese refer to Sacramento Street as “Chinese Street.”  


� The Latinos were their principal victims, but, though not mentioned in the standard accounts, the Chinese seem to have come in for their share of attention as well. One rather obscure contemporary account reports that the leader of the Hounds,  Sam Roberts, “mustered his ‘Hounds’ parading them in a chow-chow of Mexican and Chinese costume. . . .,” suggesting that the thugs raided the tents of the Chinese as well as those of theLatinos.


� San Francisco in this period contributed the most useful word “hoodlum” to the criminal lexicon. Its first use appeared in the city’s newspapers in the 1860s. 


� The writer was referring to the defeat of the Manchu regime in 1911 and the establishment of Sun Yat Sen’s Republic of China the following year.  


� For an in-depth, exhaustive discussion of the truly amazing investigation in all its myriad manifestations see  � HYPERLINK "http://brockmorris.com/btigers/index.html" ��http://brockmorris.com/btigers/index.html�.  April, 2008.








