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Abstract

From the mid 1860s to the eve o f World War II, Asian workers, predominantly 

Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos, constituted a significant part o f the labor force in the 

Pacific Northwest cannery industry. In contrast to the prevalent notion of Asian workers’ 

exploitation, their struggles in the industry have long been marginalized. Asian workers 

endured cruel working conditions and attempted to find ways to achieve their individual 

ambitions.

Despite the hardships they faced in the course of their participation in West Coast 

capitalism, the Asian workers in the Pacific Northwest began adapting to the new 

environment, and their social status grew at the same time. Development of the labor 

contract system and its conflict with unionization were Asian workers’ ways to sustain 

their places in the labor market.

Outside of the cannery industry, the demographical dynamism of Asian 

immigrants also complexly influenced those in the industry. As Asian immigrants 

developed their own communities, they significantly shaped their distinctive identities in 

the U.S. and created ethnic solidarity, which led to ethnic labor competition in the 

cannery industry. Hence, history of Asian cannery workers in the Pacific Northwest 

demonstrated ways of Asian workers’ responses toward the demands of capitalism on the 

West Coast.
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INTRODUCTION 

Historical Background 

In the mid nineteenth century, Asian immigration to the U.S. began. These Asian 

immigrants included three large ethnic groups: the Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos. 

Asians left their nations for various reasons, but many sought economic opportunities that 

the U.S. offered. As cheap physical laborers, Asians quickly comprised a significant 

element in the West Coast labor market, which long had suffered from a serious shortage. 

In the capitalist market, Asian workers worked hard and endured tremendous difficulties. 

Outside of their ethnic communities, Asian workers were visible in semi-skilled 

industries: agriculture, railroad construction, and canneries.

As soon as the Asian laborers started working in the canneries, they faced 

tremendous difficulties, not only at work but also in finding work from one season to the 

next. In order to solve this problem, Asian workers, namely the Chinese, established the 

contract system, which reflected their cultural background. Contractors were responsible 

for gathering enough workers for the season through their ethnic ties, and often those 

who had worked at canneries were sent back to where they had worked before. 

Contractors were also responsible for supervising directly those workers who often had 

very limited English and did not fully understand industrial the practices of West Coast 

capitalism. In this system, workers often found themselves in terrible working conditions 

and faced harsh exploitations by contractors and companies.
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Despite the hardships they faced in the course of their participation in West 

Coast capitalism, however, the Asian population in North America began adapting to the 

new environment, and their social status grew at the same time. In the cannery industry in 

the early 1930s, Filipino workers recognized the serious need for unionization in order to 

improve their status in relation to that of other ethnic groups such as the Chinese and 

Japanese, who enjoyed higher status. Many Filipinos demanded higher compensation, 

better working conditions, and the elimination of the contract system in which only a few 

Filipinos were involved. They had to over come a number of obstacles, such as 

interethnic or factional conflicts among themselves and threats from contractors who 

feared workers’ unionization. The Filipinos struggled against these obstacles and 

achieved their goals by the late 1930s.

Historiography o f  Asian Cannery Workers

The history of the Asian cannery workers has long been marginalized and 

“appreciated less.”1 Asian cannery workers have largely remained anonymous even 

though they were the workers who once comprised an indispensable labor force in the 

industry. This lack of study is particularly noticeable in early Western history and the 

history of American labor.

Historian Chris Friday once described Asian American Labor history as

1 Frank Norris, North to Alaska to Alaska: An Overview o f Immigrants to Alaska, 1867 — 1945 
(Alaska Historical Commission Studies in History, 1984), 36.
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“interstitial.”2 As Friday’s term suggests, only a handful of scholars have approached the 

history of Asian cannery workers, and many of them have focused on the dramatic early 

development of the industry. The earliest work among those few studies was Lauren 

Wilde Casaday’s dissertation in 1938, “Labor Unrest and the Labor Movement in the 

Salmon Industry of the Pacific Coast.”3 His pioneering work had profound importance in 

the course of Asian American studies since his study was conducted while the actual 

unionization movement was happening.4 However, his focus on contemporary events 

caused him to omit the earlier development of the industry, notably the history of the 

struggle of Chinese and Japanese workers. Moreover, his intensive focus on unionizers 

also resulted in a lack of adequate analysis of the opposing side of the movement: the 

contractors and their history.

Historian Robert A. Nash produced the first professional academic work in Asian 

cannery history."2 In his work, he focused on how capitalism in the early twentieth 

century exploited workers. His examination of cannery companies and contractors

2 Chris Friday, “Asian American Labor History: ‘What Do You Do?”’ Amerasia Journal 26, no 
1 (2000): 186.

Lauren Wilde Casaday, “Labor Unrest and the Labor Movement in the Salmon Industry o f the 
Pacific Coast” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1938).

4 Although his work was a dissertation, considering the fact that major studies of the Asian labor 
history began only in the 1940s, his work has even more importance. Until the 1940s, many labor historians 
failed to recognize the Asian labor movement. He also interviewed some Filipino unionizers including the 
first union president, and this fact was astonishing in terms of prevalent racism at that time. He did not cite 
interviews as the contemporary citation format Chicago Style requires, so readers cannot know what 
information was actually given to her by unionizers. The information Casaday provided in the work was 
still unusually rare. For the general historiography of the Asian American Labor history, see Chris Friday, 
“Asian American Labor History,” 181-205; idem, “Asian American Labor And Historical Interpretation,” 
Labor History 35, no 4 (Fall, 1994): 524-546.

Robert A. Nash, “The ‘China Gangs’ in The Alaska Packers Association Canneries, 
1892-1935,” The Life, Influence and the Role o f the Chinese(1975): 257-283.
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revealed the brutal nature of the contract system. Nash, however, did not examine how 

workers resisted the industry’s practices and developed their own communities outside of 

the industry. In short, his examination was strictly limited to the exploitative institutions, 

not the exploited or their interethnic relationships.

A series of writings by historians Jack K. Masson and Donald L. Guimary 

between the late 1970s and the early 1990s explored Asian workers in the Alaska salmon 

cannery industry on a much larger scale.6 Throughout their works, Masson and Guimary 

examined a variety of features of the cannery industry in Alaska, mainly in terms of 

exploitation and resistance of the workers. In that sense, Masson and Guimary 

significantly expanded the academic understanding of the history of Asian labor.

Probably referencing the model minority theory, however, they tended to treat 

those Asian workers as if they were often passive victims rather than to focus on their 

development within or outside of the industry.7 Also, they did not examine factionalism 

within the ethnic groups or interethnic relationships, which were significant components

6 Their works included: Donald L. Guimary and Jack K. Masson, “The Exploitation o f Chinese 
Labor in the Alaska Salmon Industry,” Chinese America: History and Perspective (1990): 91-106; idem, 
“Labor Contractors: Exploitation and Corruption in The Early Salmon Industry,” Alaskana 8 (1980): 42-43; 
Jack K. Masson and Donald L. Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors in Alaskan Canned Salmon Industry:
1880-1937,” Labor History 22 (Summer 1981): 377-397; idem, “Pilipinos [sic] and Unionization o f the 
Alaskan Canned Salmon Industry,” Amerasia Journal 8, no 2 (1981): 1-30; idem, “The China Gang,” 
Alaskana 7, no 2 (1979): 49-51; idem. “Chinese Tongs in Alaska,” 7, no 3 (1979): 44-47.

7 Prominent Asian American historian Roger Daniels described the model minority theory in the 
1960s “as a way o f suggesting that other ethnic groups should emulate the Japanese American example.” In 
short, the theory reflected the “success story” of Japanese Americans despite internment during WWII. The 
basic idea o f the theory was based on the “notion that Japanese American had performed in a superior 
fashion.” Since many Asian Americans were the objects o f ruthless discrimination over the years before 
they “succeeded,” the victimization theory appeared probably as a part o f this model minority theory. For 
more about the model minority theory, see Roger Daniels, Asian America: Chinese and Japanese in the 
United States since 1850(Washington: University of Washington Press, 1988), 317-344.
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of fraternalism or ethnic competition in the contract system and the unionization 

movement.

In the 1980s, to fill this gap historian Chris Friday scrutinized how interethnic 

conflict and solidarity in the Alaska salmon cannery industry influenced Asian 

immigrants in the capitalist society. He argued that history of nonwhite immigrants on the 

West Coast exemplified American industrial development of the mid-nineteenth to 

mid-twentieth century, which historians long saw only as peripheral to American history. 

Focusing on materialist aspects of the interethnic competition and cooperation among 

Asian cannery workers, he concluded that their experiences revealed “a world system for

O
the ultimate benefit of those with the greatest political and economic power.”

Despite his meticulous research, however, Friday mostly did not clarify the 

immigrants’ cultural and historical backgrounds. As historian Yuji Ichioka pointed out, 

understanding the immigrants' background has been essential because their cultural 

backgrounds determine more often than not immigrants’ social patterns and their 

reactions toward the given social and economical conditions.9 In this sense, Friday’s 

study still missed the complex past in immigrants’ lives before their arrival in the U.S. 

and its influence on the development of their new communities.

In her recent study of Filipino immigration, the historian Dorothy Fujita-Rony

8 Chris Friday, Organizing Asian American Labor: The Pacific Coast Canned-Salmon Industry,
1870-1942 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 1.

9 Yuji Ichioka, “A Buried Past: Early Issei Socialist and the Japanese Community,” Amerasia 
Journal 1, no 2 (1971): 1.
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argued that American colonialism influenced not only the culture of the Philippines but 

also that of the U.S., especially on the West Coast.10 She also often used what formerly 

had been ignored in Asian American Studies such as oral histories and analysis of gender 

roles. Earlier historians most often had focused on the social history of the Chinese and 

Japanese exclusively. She brought new perspective, a Pacific Basin perspective. Unlike 

earlier Asian American studies, hers examined the role of Asia as a whole and the role of 

the Philippines from a Pacific Basin perspective rather than from the American nationalist 

interpretation.

Thesis Objectives

As the historiography of Asian American labor history shows, study of 

immigrants’ cultural and interethnic backgrounds is essential to understand how they had 

responded to the capitalism. That is especially important in the West Coast cannery 

industry because three different Asian groups (the Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino) 

participated just when they began to join the American capitalist system. Therefore, it is 

also necessary to focus on how they developed their own communities outside of the 

cannery industry in reaction to the American society, which had once feared the influx of 

the Asian labor force and harshly discriminated against them.

In addition, many Asian nations (except Japan) prior to the turn of the twentieth

10 Dorothy B. Fujita-Rony, American Workers, Colonial Power: Philippine Seattle and the 
Transpacific West, 1919-1941 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 22.
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century were still underdeveloped in terms of western capitalism. The experience of the 

economic development of the American West, with harsh discrimination from organized 

white workers, profoundly affected the lives of the newly arrived Asian immigrants. This 

was also the period that the American West’s economy dramatically transformed from the 

late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, especially during the Great 

Depression and implementation of the New Deal policies.

One of the main objectivities of this thesis is to examine the complex relations 

among three ethnic groups from Asia who experienced American capitalism’s effects on 

the West Coast cannery industry and developed their own communities. The other 

objectives include examinations of their response to integration as wage workers in the 

emerging world capitalist economy and the process of reconstructing distinct identities on 

the West Coast. Finally, the thesis focuses on the transformation of the multi-ethnic 

cannery industry from the beginning of the contract system to the unionization movement 

and through WWII.



CHAPTER ONE 

CHINESE 

Brief History

Three hundred and twenty-five Chinese immigrants first arrived in the United

States in 1849, when the California gold rush broke out and its “boom caused tremendous

labor shortage.”11 Besides the gold rush in general, the demand for laborers on the West

Coast was high at that time, and the number of Chinese in the U.S. correspondingly grew

at a fast pace; by the 1870s, only two decades after the first Chinese arrived, their

12population reached 63,000. The early Chinese immigrants were overwhelmingly young 

males.13

From the Chinese immigrants’ point of view, migration to foreign nations 

enabled them to avoid social instabilities in China such as the Opium War and Taiping 

Rebellion.14 Additionally, these Chinese immigrants had a strong desire to support their 

families in China. Both factors made early Chinese immigrants extremely diligent 

laborers who proved attractive to capitalists.

8

11 Robert Takaki, Strangers from Different Shore: A History o f Asian Americans (Boston: 
Penguin Books USA Inc., 1989), 79; Daniels, Asian America, 12.

12 Takaki, Strangers, 79.
,J, Daniels, Asian America, 9; Friday, Organizing Asian, 23, shows that the average ages of 

Chinese workers in a variety of industries. Most o f them were around their mid-twenties.
14 Ron Chew, ed., Reflection o f Seattle’s Chinese Americans: The First 100 Years, (Seattle; 

University of Washington Press, 1994), 126.
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Table 1. Chinese Population in the Contiguous U.S., 1860 -  1940

Year Washington California Contiguous U.S.

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

1860 33,149 1,784 34,993 34,933

1870 232 2 234 45,429 3,881 49,310 58,680 4,574 63,199

1880 3,161 25 3,186 71,244 3,888 75,132 100,686 4,779 105,465

1890 3,210 50 3,260 69,382 3,090 72,472 102,322 3,074 107,475

1900 3,550 79 3,629 42,297 3,456 45,753 85,341 4,522 89,863

1910 2,519 190 2,709 33,003 3,245 36,248 66,856 4,675 71,531

1920 2,088 275 2,363 24,230 4,582 28,812 53,891 7,748 61,639

1930 1,723 472 2,195 27,988 9,373 37,361 59,802 15,152 74,954

1940 1,749 596 2,345 27,331 12,225 39,556 57,389 20,115 77,504

Source: U.S. Census

Within a few decades after their first arrival, Chinese workers comprised a 

considerable part of the work force in some states. Around the turn of the twentieth 

century, more than a quarter of the work force in California and Idaho was Chinese.15 In 

the case of Alaska, according to the 1900 census, for example, two years after the

15 Takaki, Strangers, 79.
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Klondike gold rush, more than 3,100 Chinese, mainly miners, already had settled in 

Alaska, constituting about 5 percent of the whole Alaskan population.16

When the gold rush boom ended on the West Coast around the mid 1860s, the 

majority of the early Chinese immigrants moved to another industry: railroad 

construction. One of the major railroads was the Central Pacific Railroad, which through 

the contract system employed “ 12,000 Chinese ... representing 90 percent of [the] work 

force.”17

The completion of major railroads resulted in vast numbers of unemployed 

Chinese. For example, the Central Pacific railroad alone laid off “its 10,000 Chinese 

workmen,” when construction finished in 1869.18 These large numbers of unemployed 

Chinese were, however, quickly absorbed by a new and growing industry: the salmon 

cannery industry.19 The cannery industry throughout all of the West Coast states from 

California to Alaska soon became the largest employer of Chinese workers and remained 

so until the 1900s.

The Contract System

When the first cannery site in California opened in 1864, white laborers were

16 Norris, North to Alaska, 32.
17 Takaki, Strangers, 85.
18 Daniels, Asian America,37-38.
19 Guimary, and Masson, “Exploitation o f Chinese,” 93; Art Chin, Golden Tassels: A History o f 

the Chinese in Washington, 1857-1977 (Seattle; n.p., 1977), 88.
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first hired. However, the cannery companies found that those white workers were not 

adequate laborers: “Unskilled white males, whom the canners described as ‘riffraff,’ were 

first employed in the canneries. Unwilling to endure the abysmal working conditions and 

low wages for more than a few days, they quit.”20

In the case of the Alaska cannery industry, which began in 1878, a similar labor

problem occurred. The companies recruited indigenous Natives as their main labor

21source. However, the companies saw these Natives as “difficult to regiment” because 

“the native proved ‘improvident, knowing that nature had provided for them without 

much labor.’”22

In response to these labor problems, both in the West Coast and Alaska, Chinese 

workers who were from either San Francisco or Seattle quickly replaced the white and 

native laborers, and dominated labor force. The first Chinese worker came to Alaska as 

early as the 1870s. The cannery companies, which were searching from alternative labor

20 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 91.
21 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 378; idem, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 92; 

Henry W. Clark, History o f Alaska (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1930), 164-165; Eliza R.
Scidmore, Alaska: Its Southern Coast and the Sitkan Archipelago (Boston: D. Lothrop and Company, 1885), 
194-195; New York Times, October 5, 1884. The correspondent from the New York Times in 1884 testified 
that Native Alaskans comprised a significant labor force in the Alaska cannery industry. The correspondent 
said, “at the canneries a few Chinese are employed for the work requiring deftness and accuracy, but 
otherwise the natives are relied upon, and the Indians, both men and women, are steady, hard-working 
force.”

22 Ted C. Hinckley, The Americanization o f Alaska, 1867-1897 (Palo Alto: Pacific Books, 1972), 
127. Eliza R. Scidmore, Appletons' Guide-Book To Alaska and the Northwest Coast, New ed. (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1899), 57, also notes a similar account. “The Native is too apt to strike, to start 
upon a prolonged potlatch, or go berrying or fishing on his own account, in the height of the salmon run.” 
Clark, History o f Alaska, 164, notes that Native workers who were resented by the poor working condition, 
led outbreak. However, with little support from the territorial government, their uprising made them look 
unreliable labor force for cannery companies.
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force, soon recognized the willingness and diligence of Chinese workers. One company 

executive described Chinese workers as “passive, extremely diligent [, and] ‘very 

satisfactory workers [who ...] are ready to work at any and all hours and apply 

themselves strictly to the work for which they are paid.1”23

Employers used the contract system to hire Chinese workers as well as other 

Asian workers in the U.S. The contract system had existed since the Chinese in large 

numbers worked for the railroads.24 The end of the railroad construction boom and the 

beginning of the salmon cannery industry on the West Coast, which included Alaska, took 

place as if they were synchronized. “Chinese contractors with their Chinese railroad 

gangs were seeking new work at the same time the [cannery] packers were seeking 

Chinese cannery crews.”23

Before 1937, when the contract system officially ended, it was often used to hire, 

supervise, and pay wages to workers at the end of season. Largely because of the 

contractors, early Chinese immigrants, and later Japanese and Filipinos, were able to find 

jobs without much difficulty, at least for each season. The presence of contractors also 

brought benefits to the companies.

Ibid. Scidmore, Appletom ’Guide-Book,57, also notes a similar account. “Neither he 
[Natives] nor the white man can approach the automatic exactness and dexterity o f the Chinese, who, being 
paid by the piece, take no account of a day’s working hours, and keep the machinery moving as long as 
there are fish in the cannery.” It should be also noted that Chinese workers were often recognized by 
companied because they were willing to work and rarely go to strike for that reason. It was probably this 
Chinese workers’ particular nature that made the company executive think Chinese workers were “passive.”

24 Guimary and Masson, “Labor Contractors,” 42; Daniels, Asian America, 108.
23 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation o f Chinese,” 93.
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Employers were able to fill short term labor needs without making long time 

commitments; workers, many of whom were handicapped by little or no 

knowledge of English, the customs of a foreign culture, and the vagaries of the 

employment market, were able to obtain jobs. Ethnic labor contractors filled the 

gap between employers who were either unwilling or unable to recruit and 

supervise “foreign" laborers who didn’t fully understand the complexities of the 

labor market.26

Most of the time, contractors hired exclusively people from their own ethnic 

groups due to easy accessibility of workers through ethnic ties. Thus, Chinese contractors 

hired Chinese, and later Japanese contractors hired Japanese. This proved not only 

convenient for ethnic workers, because they could negotiate wages with contractors in 

their own language, but also beneficial in terms of avoiding interracial conflict between 

ethnic groups. Often, Japanese and Filipino workers expressed hatred toward Chinese 

workers and contractors.'7 In cases of labor shortage, contractors kidnapped drunken 

workers from bars. While they were unconscious, contractors carried them aboard ships 

bound for Alaska.28

Over the years, the contract system grew more sophisticated, making the ethnic 

contractors more than middlemen. Goon Dip from Oregon and Washington, for example,

26 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 377.
27 Ibid., 386; Friday, Organizing Asian, 106-7.
28 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation o f Chinese,” 95.
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became one of the most successful Chinese contractors who collected and sent Chinese 

workers to cannery sites from Washington to Alaska. Historian Art Chin wrote:

Goon Dip, who was [a contractor and] a prominent community leader in both 

Portland and Seattle, ... at one time, contracted laborers to twenty-one salmon 

canneries in Washington and Alaska. He started contracting several salmon 

canneries shortly after the close [sic] of the railroad work, especially the northern 

Pacific Railroad, providing many jobs for otherwise unemployed Chinese 

laborers.29

As a community leader, Goon Dip also helped Chinese students who had financial 

difficulties to attend college in the U.S. “As the summer progressed, the regular crew was 

augmented with [small numbers of] both China-born and American-born Chinese 

students, some of whom at times worked for no pay at all. ... In exchange, Goon Dip 

would often finance an entire college education.’” 0 By providing the services mentioned 

above, Chinese contractors established unassailable roots in their communities. Yet, the 

true nature of their work was, after all, defined by their own economic goals.

As a part of their responsibility, contractors negotiated with workers about wages 

that companies offered. Contractors received a fixed amount of money for salaries for

2) Chin, Golden Tassels, 90. According to Chin, Goon Dip sent Chinese workers to Bellingham 
to train those workers for the cannery sites in Alaska. This practices continued until the 1920s. See ibid., 89, 
91.

30 Willard G. Jue, and Silas G. Jue, “Goon Dip: Entrepreneur, Diplomat, and Community
Leader.” The Annals o f the Chinese Historical Society o f Pacific Northwest (1984): 45-46.



each season, which was accompanied with quotas of cans that companies demanded. The 

contractor usually had the right to manage what he received from the companies, 

especially payment. The wages that workers received, therefore, depended on contractors’ 

decisions and the quotas of canned fish that companies wanted for the season.

Not surprisingly, contractors often turned out to be extremely exploitative.31 “The 

contractors fed their men as cheaply as possible both on the ships and at the canneries,”32 

and workers had to stay at “the bunkhouse ... [that] might be ‘nothing but a big empty 

room ... [in which workers] can make [their] own partition to have a little privacy.’”33 

Working and living conditions for workers at canneries were almost always far from 

satisfactory; one newspaper correspondent who in 1900 visited the one of the Chinese 

cannery sites in Alaska wrote:

These Chinese [workers] are recruited from the poorest and roughest element of 

Chinatown, and are held in practical slavery by the Chinese bosses (contractors) 

who provide this labor. They often are worked eighteen hours a day and live in 

barracks in utter disregard of cleanliness and sanitation. The fish they eat 

frequently is well advanced in putrefaction. It is difficult to conceive fully of the 

filthiness aboard. The Chinese quarters are dark and damp and the sanitation

15

31 Guimary and Masson, “Labor Contractors,” 42-43.
’2 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization, “ 4.

Friday , Organizing Asian,132-33.
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conditions are unfit to print. ’4

On top of all that, Chinese endured very heavy workloads and ruthless 

supervision by contractors. As the newspaper correspondent described above, long hours 

of work were not uncommon. During the busiest part of the season, men often labored up 

to “sixteen to twenty hours a day for a week at a time.”7'7 Workers would have to stand 

and process canning “in the cold water” all the w hile /6

As a consequence of this workload, accidental injuries, disease, and infection 

frequently occurred among cannery workers:

A 1913 federal fishery report recommended that men filling underweight cans 

with fish be supplied with gloves since they often cut their hands on the can’s 

razor sharp tin. Even more hazardous was “fish poisoning,” which was likely to 

occur if a worker had an open sore on his hands. When wound was exposed to 

fish blood and flecks of fish skin, a serious infection almost always occurred.37 

Contractors had to maintain high levels of productivity, which could mean 

negotiating workers’ demands with the companies. However, more often than not, this

>4 New York Times, 24 November 1900. The article also notes the conditions o f vessels that 
Chinese laborers were aboard to Alaska was “horrible.” When Chinese laborers returned from Alaska after 
the season, some of Chinese workers died o f “mysterious disease.” Martha F. McKeown, The Trail Led 
North: Mont Hawthorne's Story (Portland: Binfords & Mort, 1960), 62, 65-66; idem, Alaska Silver, 31, also 
note a unsanitary and hazardous condition that Chinese workers endured in the ships.

35 Margaret Willson, and Jeffery L. MacDonald, “The Impact of the ‘Iron Chink’ on the Chinese 
Salmon Cannery Workers o f Puget Sound,” The Annals o f the Chinese Historical Society o f  Pacific 
Northwest (1984): 79.

’6 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation o f Chinese,” 96.
37 Ibid.
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meant callous supervision of w orkers/8 Contractors sent foremen to the cannery sites to 

supervise workers, often forcibly. These foremen were not merely supervisors but also 

belonged to criminal groups called tongs f 9

The foremen were also responsible to maintain certain productivity. “Chinese 

foremen utilized ethnic bonds to encourage high levels of production, when those failed, 

they did not hesitate to bully and threaten their workers.”40 Some foremen carried pistols 

to intimidate workers. If workers attempted to resist a foreman’s order, the foreman 

occasionally even murdered them.41 In 1917, one newspaper reported: “Attempts to 

escape are punished by death. ... No one knows how many murders are committed in 

Alaska on this account every season.”42

At this time, Chinese workers had almost no power against foremen’s abusive

,8 According to Margaret and MacDonald. “The Impact of the 'Iron Chink'” 84, some contractor 
sued cannery companies in the case of contract infractions. But these cases were rare.

9 Interestingly, almost all early Chinese immigrants in the North America were from a small 
part o f Kwangtung province. Consequently, there was no meaning to associate each other based on the 
place they came from. Instead, almost all Chinese gathered under the social and protective, but secret, 
organizations, China tongs. Many cannery workers and foremen who were sent from San Francisco to 
cannery sites belonged to tongs, and so did Seattle workers and foremen. Unlike relations among Filipinos 
and Japanese ethnic organizations, rivalry among tongs was extremely intense, and therefore they tended to 
be brutal. Some tong members were called “hatchet men,” and there were numerous reports o f murderous 
battles between tongsmen on San Francisco streets around the turn of the twentieth century. In terms of the 
relationship between tongs and the salmon cannery industry, Masson and Guimary pointed out that tongs 
were likely the origins of the contract system for the cannery industry since tongs’ activities included 
organizing Chinese members at work places. More about tongs, see: Jack K. Masson, and Donald L. 
Guimary, “Chinese Tongs in Alaska,” Alaskana 7, 3 (1979): 44-47; Richard H. Dillon, The Hatchet Men: 
The Story o f the Tong Wars in San Francisco’s Chinatown, (New York: Coward-McCann, Inc., 1962); 
Martha F. McKeown, Alaska Silver: Another Mont Hawthorne Story (New York; The Macmillan Company, 
1951) 97-98. This book was a memoir written about a former white cannery foreman and contains rare 
first-hand information.

40 Friday, Organizing Asian, 20.
41 William M. Meals, “First Alaska Women to Serve on Grand Jury.” The Pathfinder o f Alaska 4, 

12, (Oct 1923): 8; Jack K. Masson, and Donald L. Guimary, “The China Gang,” Alaskana 7, 2 (1979): 49; 
Masson and Guimary, “Chinese Tongs,” 47.

42 Alaska Labor News, 28 April 1917.
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behaviors. Although on some occasions Chinese workers did try to strike for better 

working conditions, the nature of their resistance was “spontaneous rather than carefully 

planned or organized.’'4'1 Foremen, who were more often than not armed, easily repressed 

resistance or could punish perpetrators. For example, “in 19 19 a small number of Chinese 

workmen, demanding better working conditions, threatened a Bristol Bay cannery 

superintendent with a knife. Fearful of a rebellion, the superintendent armed the 

fishermen who shot and killed [the] workers’ two ringleaders.”44

Also, foremen kept a close eye on the workers in the bunkhouse by using 

informers. By doing so, foremen could prevent workers from attempting possible future 

resistance and could discover other suspicious activities. “Even a bunkhouse discussion 

of wages and conditions was grounds for a troublemaker to be shipped south [from 

Alaska] at his own expense and blacklisted from any future cannery employment.”45

Other activities that Chinese foremen engaged in besides supervision included 

organizing gambling, smuggling opium and liquor, and providing male prostitutes.46 All 

three activities provided workers with entertainment and served as a way for contractors 

to make even more profit. Historian Chris Friday pointed out the possibility that Chinese 

workers smoked opium to alleviate harsh physical labor at cannery sites; “Long days of

45 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 97; Meals, “First Alaska Women,” 8.
44 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 97.
45 Ibid.
46 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 390-391; Friday, Organizing Asian, 54-55; 

Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 207-214; McKeown, Alaska Silver, 82-85; idem, The Trail Led North, 61, 63-64; 
Cordova, Filipinos, 78.



standing in the damp conditions probably led a number of workers to lean on opium to 

ease their aches and pains.”47

Contractors also committed fraud. Usually, the wages for cannery work were not 

paid until workers returned to their hometown ports such as San Francisco or Seattle. 

However, sometimes workers did not receive their wages even then. One of the Chinese 

contractors in San Francisco “skipped off with more than $40,000 and left 240 Chinese 

unpaid.”48

In spite of the poor working conditions and other difficulties the Chinese 

endured in the salmon cannery industry, they remained the predominant labor force until 

the turn of the century. It should be noted again that these Chinese workers had families 

to support in China, which made them stay in the industry despite all the difficulties.49 A 

former white cannery foreman Mont Hawthorne talked with a Chinese worker about why 

they came to the U.S. The Chinese worker said to McKeown, “I come here to work so I 

can send money to my father and my mother. They have a big family in China and only 

two acres of ground. If I do not work here and send them money, they will starve.”50 

However, as opposition from white workers against Chinese workers increased, a wave 

of discrimination finally began to remove the Chinese from the cannery industry.

47 Friday, Organizing Asian, 55.
48 Hinckley, The Americanization, 195.
49 Jeanne T. Gerulskis, “Echoes o f an Alaska Boomtown; Loring, 1870 to 1930.” Alaska 

Geographic 24, no 1 (1993): 54.
50 McKeown, Alaska Silver, 80.
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Discrimination and Chinese Removal

Discrimination against Chinese workers has a long history. It continued for 

decades after Chinese immigrants started exerting economic influence. Discrimination 

targeted the hardworking character and competitiveness of Chinese immigrants, even 

though, ironically, the Chinese were hired for the same characteristics.

It should be noted, however, that the very early Chinese immigrants had not been 

targets of discrimination; they had been welcomed as additional labor on the West Coast, 

where labor shortage was critical. Chinese immigrants willingly did work that others did 

not want to do. Known for their hardworking nature and incredible diligence, “on 

occasion, the arrival of shiploads of Chinese laborers was greeted by cheers. It signaled 

economic progress for the area.”51

The warm atmosphere toward Chinese workers did not last long. Chinese began 

suffering from discrimination all along the West Coast, from California to Alaska. The 

earliest agitation that targeted the West Coast Chinese cannery workers began in the 

1870s because of a depression. Historian David Pivar estimated that discrimination was 

driven by “‘emotional’ rather than ‘economic’ factors.”52 As the labor movement among 

White American workers became more intense, “West Coast Chinese were terrorized and 

made scapegoats by a xenophobic coastal labor movement openly committed to all the

51 Takaki, Strangers, 131.
32 David J. Pivar, “The American Federation of Labor and Filipino Exclusion: 1927-1934,” in 

Saniel, Josefa M. ed., The Filipino Exclusion Movement, 1927-1935 (Quezon City: Institute of Asian 
Studies, University o f the Philippines, 1967), 30.



trapping of white supremacy.”33

The first group to promote Chinese exclusion was organized labor such as the 

Knights of Labor. They identified a “Chinese problem” and pressured state governments 

on the West Coast and the federal government to do something about it. Historian Herbert 

Hill pointed out that organized labor purposely intended to discriminate against Chinese. 

“For the leaders of these unions the anti-Chinese movement became a means by which 

they could manipulate the political and organizational energy of the entire labor force.”54

Pushed by unions, the federal government passed the Chinese Exclusion Act of 

1882, which banned any further Chinese immigration to the United States for a ten-year 

period. The Knights of Labor remained unsatisfied with this resolution and “called for the 

total elimination of all Chinese in the United States.”33 The federal government extended 

the ban in 1892 for another 10 years and prohibited Chinese immigration indefinitely in 

1902.

Labor activist Samuel Gompers was a member of the Knights of Labor when the 

first Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was passed. He soon became the first president of the 

AFL, the American Federation of Labor, which under Gompers’ leadership endorsed 

discrimination not only against the Chinese, but against other Asians as well. Anti 

Chinese sentiment eventually engendered aggressive and violent uprisings against the

”  Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 92.
54 Herbert Hill, “Anti Oriental Agitation and the Rise of Working-Class Racism,” Society 10, no 

2 (1973): 46.
55 Ibid., 46.
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Chinese throughout the Pacific Northwest.

In Washington, for example, a series of uprisings expelled a large number of 

Chinese from the state.56 In 1885, a Chinese removal movement took place in Tacoma. 

Feared Chinese workers’ competitiveness, Tacoma officials targeted Chinese workers in 

the Puget Sound area where some of the largest salmon canneries in the Northwest 

existed. Supporting the Tacoma officials was the Knights of Labor, which “particularly 

attracted” a group of “semi-skilled and mobile workers” who would have suffered from 

Chinese dominance in labor markets such as that of the cannery industry.'’7 Indeed, the 

Knights of Labor accelerated agitation and threatened the Chinese further.58 Even though 

the exclusion of Chinese residents proceeded without much violence, the Chinese 

workers’ lives were threatened if they did not move out.59 As a result, “shortly after these 

calls the apparently frightened Chinese began their exodus from the city by railroad, 

steamer, and on foot.”60

The following year, 1886, anti-Chinese violence took place in Seattle. A mob of

56 Through 1885 to 1887, several groups o f organized white workers rioted against Chinese 
workers in the western states. For more information, see Shih-shan H. Tsai, Chinese Experience in 
America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 67-71; Sucheng Chan, Asian Americans; An 
Interactive History (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 49-51, 53. For general attitude among white 
workers in Washington toward Chinese workers, see “Editorial,” The West Shore, 12, no 10 (October,
1886): 291; Harry L. Wells, “A Night in Chinatown,” idem: 295-299.

57 Alexander Saxton, The Indispensable Enemy: Labor and the Anti-Chinese Movement in 
California (Berkley: University o f California Press, 1971), 211.

"8 Ibid., 273. The agitation methods that the Knight of Labor used included: “torchlight 
procession, a brass band, fireworks, bonfires, and banners burning chinophobe slogan.” Jules assured that 
“the fear of the Tacoma Chinese must have been strengthened.”

59 Alexander K. Jules, “The Anti-Chinese Outbreak in Tacoma, 1885,” Pacific Historical Review 
23 (1954): 274-277.

60 Ibid., 277.



23

organized workers, namely the Knights of Labor again, assaulted Chinese in a 

demonstration, which grew beyond local police’s control.61 Eventually federal troops 

were dispatched to maintain order in the area.62 Seattle officials, under martial law, 

forcibly gathered about four hundred Chinese and sent them to San Francisco.63 A 

prominent Asian American labor historian, Alexander Saxton, argued that “there can be 

no doubt that Seattle merchants and bankers raised money for passage to San Francisco 

of the expelled Chinese ... [because] local business people felt themselves at a 

disadvantage in relation to larger entrepreneurs who employed Chinese gang labor.”64 

As a result of these series of riots, the Chinese population in Washington 

dramatically declined, and “there were only a handful of Chinese merchants and domestic 

servants remaining in the city.”6̂  Fortunately, they were not targets of discrimination; the 

targets were industrial workers. In the following decade, Seattle experienced “one of its 

greatest periods of economic expansion ... nearly doubling its population. However, the 

increase in the Chinese population only amounted to a single person. ... Census figures 

for 1900 showed 438 Chinese in Seattle and 3,629 in the entire state.”66 The Chinese

Saxton, Indispensable Enemy, 206.
62 Alexander K. Jules, “The Anti-Chinese Outbreak in Seattle, 1885-1886,” Pacific Historical 

Quarterly 39 (1948): 114-120; Saxton, Indispensable Enemy, 206-207
63 Jules, “Anti-Chinese Outbreak in Seattle,” 122, 125.
64 Saxton, Indispensable Enemy, 212. For more information about Seattle riot, see “Editorial,” 

The West Shore 12, no 3 (March 1886): 71-72; “Putting Down A Riot,” idem: 76-80.
65 Chew, Reflection, 132.
66 Doug Chin, Seattle's International District: The making o f a pan-Asian American Community, 

(Seattle: International Examiner Press, 2001) 37.
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population in the area in 1880 had been over three thousand.

In the case of Alaska, the most outrageous incident took place in Juneau in 

18 8 6.68 In this incident, although it was not successful as a result, Chinese workers 

resisted against threats from white workers. A Sitka newspaper, The Alaskan, wrote, “one 

hundred armed men visited the Treadwell mine on Douglas island and ordered the 

Chinese to leave, threatening them in unmistakingable language with death if they 

remained. Somewhat out of usual run, the Chinamen expressed a willingness to stay and 

fight, but they were unarmed.’"69

Despite Chinese workers’ resistance, however, white workers’ threats resulted an 

expulsion of Chinese workers from Juneau area. “The Chinese cabins were dynamited, 

and the Chinese were all forcibly put aboard a schooner and set adrift without any 

provision.”70 For the next several years, white miners were driven out Chinese miners 

from mines at several different locations in Alaska and never came back in large

67 Jue and Jue, “Goon Dip,” 41.
68 The Alaskan, 11,18 September, 16 October 1886; Scidmore, Appletons ’Guide-Book, 83; 

Clark, History o f Alaska, 148-149; Julia O ’Malley, “Mining Camp to Metropolis,” Alaska Geographic 30, 
no 2 (2003), 28. Alaska Geography notes that anti-Chinese uprising in Juneau was “spread up the steamer 
routes from Seattle.” In Juneau incident, only one Chinese baker who was called “China Joe” or Ting Tu 
Wee was allowed to stay. A Japanese Juneau resident, Isamu Taguchi, also recalled China Joe was only 
Chinese resident in Juneau. For more about Taguchi’s testimony, refer; Isamu Taguchi, Interview with 
Ronald Inouye, 19 and 20 October 1990, Alaska's Japanese Pioneers Research Project, University of 
Alaska, Fairbanks. Fairbanks, Alaska, (hereafter cited as AJPRP); Patrick Hagiwara, Interview with Carol 
Hoshiki, 17 May 1991, AJPRP. In the early 1900s, in Sitka, there was actually another Chinese resident. 
That Chinese was female, who was a mining worker, fisherwoman, and presumably first Chinese woman 
resident in Alaska. She was called “China Mary.” For more about “China Mary,” see Anchorage Daily 
News, 5 February 1989.

69 The Alaskan, 18 September 1886.
70 G. Waldo. Browne and Nathan Haskell Dole, The New America and The Far East, 9 (Boston: 

Marshall Jones Company, 1910), 1576.



25

numbers.71

With the combination of social discrimination and political antagonism, the 

Chinese population in Alaska declined dramatically. According to census data, there were 

1,200 Chinese in Alaska in 1910, 56 in 1920, and in 1930 there were only 26 Chinese 

Alaskan residents. In contrast, there had been 3,100 Chinese in 1900, when they 

constituted 5 percent of the territory’s total population.72

Although all of these riots drove Chinese out of the northwestern states, 

numerous Chinese continued to work in Alaska cannery sites. Two years after riots in 

Alaska in 1900, about 5,400 Chinese still worked for various canneries in Alaska. They 

remained the single largest ethnic group among cannery workers until 1908 when 

Japanese workers outnumbered Chinese.7'’

This predominance of Chinese workers in Alaska can be explained by three facts. 

First, Chinese cannery workers disappeared from Puget Sound cannery sites by the late 

1910s, and those experienced Chinese now worked in Alaska and were shipped from San 

Francisco instead of Seattle. Second, fortunately for the Chinese, because Alaskan 

cannery sites were often at isolated locations, they could avoid discrimination, and they

71 Ibid; Norris, North to Alaska, 61; Claus-M. Naske and Herman E. Slotnick, Alaska: A History 
o f The 49th State, 2d ed., (Norman: University o f Oklahoma Press, 1987), 70-71; Ted C. Hinckley, 
“Prospectors, Profits, and Prejudice,” American West 2 (Spring, 1965); 59-63. According to Daily 
Record-Miner, 7 July 1902, this attitude was also prevalent other northern towns such as Whitehorse. In 
1902, the arrival o f five Chinese workers caused “excitement” among white population, who quickly 
attempted to deport those Chinese workers. The newspaper wrote, “the feeling o f determination to oppose 
to the utmost the advent o f even one o f this undesirable race into the Yukon is ... firm and immutable.”

72 Norris, North to Alaska, 5.
73 Ibid, 32.
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remained a strong component of the labor force in the cannery industry in Alaska. Third, 

as the Alaska salmon cannery industry expanded, the demand for experienced Chinese 

workers grew.

Even experienced Chinese workers, namely butchers, however, were gradually 

driven from the industry, displaced by machines.74 Although “the Iron Chink," an 

automatic butchering machine, was introduced for economic reasons by cannery owners, 

“Mr. [E.A.] Smith, the inventor, made numerous anti-Chinese remarks and his racial 

sentiments were one of his motivations in inventing the machine.”75

One of the key reasons that Chinese remained an important segment of the labor 

force for so long despite discrimination was undoubtedly the presence of experienced 

workers among them, especially the butchers. Slicing salmon was the first process in the 

whole canning operation; “the speed of the entire process depended upon the speed and 

numbers of the butchers.”76 Consequently, their wages were considerably higher than 

those of other workers; often “they were ... the most highly paid.”77 Also, their 

indispensable experiences at the cannery site could give these Chinese butchers prestige 

over other workers and even the contractors.

Considering butchers’ higher wages, dependency on their skill, and their special

74 McKeown, Alaska Silver, 246; Washington State Bureau o f Labor, “Special Report on the 
Salmon Canning Industry of the State of Washington as Relating to the Employment of White Labor, Made 
by the State Commissioner of Labor, November, 1915,” Ninth Biennial Report (Olympia: F. M. Lambom, 
public printer, 1915), University o f Washington, Seattle, 11 (hereafter cited as WSBL, “Special Report”).

75 Willson and MacDonald. “The Impact,” 85.
76 Ibid., 85.
77 Ibid., 85.
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status among workers, cannery owners could easily see the value of replacing them with 

machines. One cannery owner estimated the benefit of elimination of the butchers would 

be up to $1,000 a day.78 For similar reasons, contractors also hoped to get rid of the 

experienced butchers; “eliminating the highly paid butchers resulted in reduced costs and 

a greater efficiency in assembling labor crews. New crews could be comprised almost

7Q
entirely of unskilled laborers.” The “Iron Chink” was first introduced in cannery sites 

in 1905.

Automation of the butchering process was of particular import to the economic 

status and structure of the cannery labor force because it affected particular 

groups within the system. ... A stronghold the Chinese laborers retained was a 

crop of skilled butchers. The development of the “Iron Chink” was aimed 

directly at their elimination. Elimination of the Chinese butchers threatened to 

change the structure of the cannery [workers] ... by removing the most skilled 

members of the crew.80

The result of the automation of the canning process proved contrary to cannery 

owners’ and contractors’ expectations. The machines sliced inefficiently. Even though the 

“Iron Chink” was designed to process “more than 3,000 fish per hour, performing the 

work of 40 to 50 workers,” it failed to adapt to different sizes of fish.81 While the

78 Ibid., 83.
79 Ibid., 84.
80 Ibid., 82.
81 Norris, North to Alaska, 3 I .



experienced butchers could easily slice salmon without producing waste, the machine 

could slice only a particular size of salmon, and it provided a considerable amount of 

wasted meat.

In the 1920s slicing efficiency improved, which reduced waste of the raw 

material and displaced a considerable number of Chinese butchers.83 The new “Iron 

Chink” unexpectedly brought better conditions to cannery sites, because it reduced the 

most dangerous slicing process and dramatically increased the canning process speed. In 

the end, however, the “Iron Chink” did not totally eliminate Chinese workers, and few 

experienced and many unskilled Chinese workers remained essential for the industry, 

despite automation.

The most profound result of the Chinese removal movement was, however, yet 

to come. Although Chinese workers still remained part of the labor force both in 

Washington and Alaska after the series of riots and introduction of the “Iron Chink,” their 

numbers began to decline sharply after 1910 in Washington and 1920 in Alaska.84 There 

are several reasons for the decline. Driven out of Washington, they established and 

concentrated in Chinatown in San Francisco. They had now begun to age, and older 

workers struggled to survive in the cannery industry.

28

82 Friday, Organizing Asian, 84-85.
83 Wilson and MacDonald, “The Impact,” 85; Friday, Organizing Asian, 85; Norris, North to 

Alaska, 31; WSBL, “Special Report,” 11.
84 Norris, North to Alaska,34.
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Leaving The Cannery Industry: The Aging Community

Chinese workers gradually began to disappear around 1920 from the Alaska 

cannery industry. Their disappearance was inevitable for two major reasons: the aging of 

the cohort and urbanization. Both reasons essentially resulted from long-term 

discrimination on the West Coast.

Chinese immigration had officially stopped in 1882 when Asians were not 

allowed to become naturalized American citizens. Therefore, those Chinese who 

remained in the U.S. after 1882 could not expect any further population increase through 

immigration from China. Additionally, the Chinese immigrants before 1882 were

o r
predominantly male. As a result, they had scarce hope for natural population increase 

without intermarrying. As discrimination intensified, some Chinese immigrants returned 

to China permanently. In short, they became an aging cohort with virtually no hope for 

increasing their population naturally or through immigration. “The ban on immigration, 

combined with a steady return of immigrants to China, resulted in ... Chinese population 

[in the U.S. getting] older and less numerous each year.”87

It should be noted, however, these Chinese immigrants despite these hardships 

still maintained some population growth by illegal methods: smuggling from Canada and

8' According to historian Ron Chew, the sexual ratio of Seattle Chinese immigrants in 1910, for 
example, was 13 male to one female. In 1920, ten to one. In 1930, ten to three and half. In 1940, again it 
was ten to one. Until 1970s, the ratio did not even out. For more information, see Chew, , 138.

86 Chew, Reflection, 134.
87 Norris, North to Alaska, 34.
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Mexico, and illegal naturalization. Only a small number of Chinese entered the U.S. 

through Canada and Mexico, therefore they could not add a large number o f new 

members to the established Chinese communities.88 Moreover, continuous immigration 

of Chinese and other Asians threatened White Canadians, and it resulted in the 

introduction of a heavy head tax for each Chinese who entered Canada after 18 85.89 The 

head tax quickly increased and effectively reduced Chinese arrivals in Canada, thus 

reducing smuggling to the U.S., too.

Expelled from all over the West Coast, including Alaska, the vast majority of 

Chinese workers and immigrants headed to the South: San Francisco. In this city, Chinese 

immigrants finally began to establish their own permanent settlement, and the Chinese 

immigrants gradually became urbanized and began small businesses. Additionally, the 

San Francisco Chinatown became a popular tourist destination and that brought further 

economic stability to the San Francisco Chinese.90

Concentration of the Chinese population in San Francisco accelerated even more 

after 1906 when a devastating earthquake hit the city. “The [earthquake and its] fire 

destroyed almost all of the municipal records and opened the way for a new Chinese

88 Chew, Reflection, 134; Ella Higginson, “Smuggling Chinese and Opium,” The West Shore 17, 
no 249 (March 1891): 173. Higginson notes, “it is impossible to say how many Chinamen succeed in 
crossing the boundary line from Canada or Mexico... It is certain hundreds [of Chinese] crossed in from 
Mexico” before 1890.

89 Ken Adachi, The Enemy That Never Was: A History o f the Japanese Canadians (Toronto: 
McClelland & Stewart Inc., 1991), 38-39; Higginson, “Smuggling Chinese,” 173.

90 For more about the San Francisco Chinatown and its tourism, see James E. Morris, A Pacific 
Coast Vacation (New York: The Abbey Press, 1901), 173-178; Takaki, Strangers, 246-250.
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immigration. Chinese men could now claim they had been born in San Francisco, and as 

citizens they could bring their wives to the United States.”91 In addition to wide spread 

discrimination, this disaster promoted further concentration of the Chinese population in 

San Francisco; more Chinese withdrew from other areas such as Seattle and Tacoma, 

where there had been large canneries.

Through natural means and immigration, the number of Chinese women 

continuously increased; by the 1930s, their portion of the Chinese population in the U.S. 

reached around twenty percent, and they made up the vital base for family formation. 

However, their total numbers still remained small.92 The median age of Chinese 

immigrants rose rapidly. For example, in Washington in 1910, it ultimately reached 

forty-five. Ten years later, in spite of the increasing female population, it had dropped 

only to forty-two.9'’ The formation of the Chinese families and the emergence of the 

second generation did not alter the aging of the Chinese work force. Chinese workers 

became, as they got older, inevitably less competitive in the labor force, which allowed 

other younger ethnic workers such as the Japanese to emerge.94

91 Takaki, Strangers, 234.
92 Ibid., 235.
9j Chew, Reflection, 138.
94 In 1915, the Washington State Bureau of Labor wrote a special report on the cannery industry 

and said that the Chinese were “becoming too old to be desirable. It is almost invariably the rule that 
Japanese are filling the places thus vacated by Chinamen.’’ See WSBL, “Special Report”, 3.



32

Conclusion

The end of major railroad construction coincided with the early expansion of the 

cannery industry on the West Coast and in Alaska in the 1870s and 1880s. Soon, the 

former Chinese railroad workers comprised an indispensable labor force in the cannery 

industry in response to the companies’ demand. The former Chinese railroad workers 

brought the contract system to the cannery industry and elaborated it over the years, and 

that provided a stable labor source. In the contract system, with their extremely hard work 

and willingness, Chinese cannery workers played a significant role in the early cannery 

history and supplied a numerous labor force to the capitalism on the West Coast.

Their struggles and contributions, however, economically and emotionally 

threatened white American workers such as the Knights of Labor and eventually 

provoked a series of outbreaks. Chinese immigrants were literally removed from their 

homes throughout the Pacific Northwest and essentially forced to find a permanent 

settlement in San Francisco. Their domestic emigration or expulsion from northwestern 

states created a serious labor shortage at cannery sites in those areas.

Beginning in 1882, Chinese immigration was severely restricted. The early 

Chinese immigrants were overwhelmingly male; the immigration ban of 1882 left the 

Chinese population as an aging bachelor group with hope for natural population growth. 

Chinese workers were inevitably getting older and losing their potential as diligent 

physical workers compared with other newly arrived immigrant workers such as



Japanese.

Although they struggled to hold their position in the cannery industry in vain, 

multiple factors caused withdrawal of Chinese workers from the cannery industry. Their 

decline in numbers created a serious shortage of cheap labor. To cannery companies, ideal 

workers were just like Chinese workers once were; the alternative labor sources should 

have been young and mobile laborers, and early Japanese immigrants fit that criteria the 

most closely.

33



34

CHAPTER TWO 

JAPANESE 

Brief History

In the mid 1880s, Japanese immigrants first arrived in the United States on a 

large scale. With enormous encouragement from the Japanese government, the Japanese 

quickly increased their population in the U.S. While in 1880 there were only 148 

Japanese Americans, by 1920 the number had grown to around 111,000.9' Answering a 

huge labor demand, mainly in agriculture on the West Coast, they arrived in large 

numbers and joined the already competitive labor market. Their greatest rivals were the 

Chinese, whose immigration had stopped just a few years prior.

Within two decades of their initial arrival, the Japanese dramatically expanded 

their economic territory. Japanese immigrants’ success, particularly in agriculture, was 

tremendous. In many states, Japanese laborers began to dominate the agricultural labor 

market. For example in Washington, “in the 1920s, by some estimates, Japanese supplied 

75 percent of the region’s vegetables and half the milk. ... At the peak of Japanese 

farming in 1920, more than 1,000 Japanese cultivated 25,000 acres in the state.”96

As a potential labor source for the cannery industry, the first generation of 

Japanese immigrants, or Issei,and later the second generation, or Nisei, were much like 

early Chinese immigrants. They were a sizeable group of young and mobile bachelors,

95 U.S. Census.
96 David A. Takami, Divided Destiny (Seattle: University o f Washington Press, 1998), 20, 23.
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Table 2. Japanese Population in the Contiguous U.S., 1860 -  1940

Year Washington California Contiguous U.S.

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

1860

1870 25 8 33 47 8 55

1880 0 1 1 81 5 86 134 14 148

1890 294 66 360 1,036 111 1,147 1,780 259 2,039

1900 5,432 185 5,617 9,598 553 10,151 23,341 985 24,326

1910 11,241 1,688 12,929 35,116 6,240 41,356 63,070 9,087 72,157

1920 11,322 6,065 17,387 45,414 26,538 71,952 72,707 38,303 111,010

1930 10,200 7,637 17,837 56,440 41,016 97,456 81,711 57,063 138,774

1940 8,033 6,532 14,565 52,550 41,167 93,717 71,967 54,980 126,947

Source: U.S. Census

even though Issei and Nisei commonly had different reasons to work in the industry. As 

the cannery industry rapidly expanded its operations throughout the West Coast and 

Alaska, an enormous demand for additional workers rose, and Japanese workers met the 

requirement. Later, when Chinese workers gradually faded from the industry, the 

importance of Japanese workers in the industry became widely recognized.
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Japanese in the Contract System

Although the presence of the Japanese cannery workers was reported as early as 

1867, the full-scale involvement of Issei workers did not come for another three decades. 

As the Chinese population declined and aged, Japanese workers entered the cannery 

industry as seasonal workers during the early 1900s.97 Many of them came from the 

Seattle area.

Before 1900, many Issei settled in California. When the Klondike gold rush 

occurred in 1898, tremendous numbers of white workers left the Seattle area and headed 

North seeking their fortunes. The gold rush caused an economic boom, and soon an acute 

labor shortage, especially in railroad construction, developed in Washington. “The Alaska 

gold rush of 1897-99 drained the Pacific northwest of labor needed to link Seattle and

QO
Tacoma with the east by railroad, so Japanese laborers were sought.” This 

concentration of Japanese laborers in the Seattle area created a potential labor source for 

seasonal work in the Puget Sound and Alaska.

In the cannery industry, Japanese workers experienced the same hardships that 

Chinese workers once had. One of differences between Chinese and Japanese workers in 

a various fields was, however, that the Chinese joined first and the Japanese second. In 

other words, Japanese workers, especially Issei, had to deal with the system that the

97 Kazuo Ito, Issei: A History o f Japanese Immigrants in North America, trans. Shinichiro 
Nakayama and Jean S. Gerard (Japan: Japan Publications, Inc., 1973), 353.

98 Joan Z. Bernstein, et al., Personal Justice Denied (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1982), 30.
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Chinese had already established: in the case of the cannery industry, the contract system.

Initially, there were no Japanese contractors, and Issei workers were hired by 

Chinese contractors. Under the influence of these Chinese contractors, the early Japanese 

workers participated in a negative habit at the sites: gambling. An Issei Japanese 

contractor, Kikuzo Ueminami, recalled “gambling became a big problem in the canneries 

in the days when Japanese were working with Chinese contractors. ... Considerable 

numbers of boys returned to Seattle ‘headless’ after the season was over.”99 Those who 

refused to gamble were often treated badly by foremen who served as dealers. An Issei 

Japanese cannery worker, Ray Muramoto from Seattle, recalls, “ ... most vicious foremen 

were gamblers themselves, and when boys complained about their treatment, they 

threatened them.”100

Abused by Chinese contractors, the Japanese soon saw the need for Japanese 

contractors. The Japanese contractors not only benefited Japanese workers and white

owners, but also the Chinese, because the Japanese contractors eased the burden on

Chinese contractors who had no ethnic ties with Japanese immigrants. The early Japanese 

who worked in the Chinese contract system were, however, only sub-contractors.

According to historian Kazuo Ito, it was in 1902 that Tsuneyoshi Kikutake, an 

Issei banker, started working under powerful Chinese contractors in Seattle.101 He took

99 Ito, Issei, 373.
100 Ibid., 374.
101 Ibid., 353.
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care of wages for the Japanese workers, but did not have full responsibility as a contractor. 

Active participation of Japanese in the contract system brought significant changes at the 

cannery sites. In 1903, a year after Kikutake became a sub-contractor, Chinese and

Japanese workers in Puget Sound separated and started staying in different

102bunkhouses. “Before the Kikutake Office was opened, the Japanese ... had been going 

to canneries ... along with Chinese.”103 This trend quickly became prevalent in Alaska 

too.

The first full-fledged Japanese contractor was Kikuzo Ueminami, an Issei, who 

started his business in 1910. By that time, Japanese contractors and sub-contractors 

achieved considerable success in the cannery labor market. Using their ethnic ties, 

Japanese contractors and sub-contractors broadened the possibilities for Japanese workers 

to join the industry. Within a few decades after Kikutake’s emergence, Japanese workers 

comprised a considerable part of labor forces.

For example, in Alaska, Japanese in 1908 were more than 50 percent of the work 

force and became the most predominant immigrant group in the cannery industry.104 

They numbered nearly 2,500 at that time.10:1 In Washington’s Puget Sound, “the number

102 Friday, Organizing Asian, 112.
103 Ito, Issei, 353. As opposed to Ito’s analysis, historian Chris Friday attributed this separation 

of the two ethnic groups to their racial antagonism and conflict. Friday explained that contractor might have 
used the infamous labor management technique known as “Divide and Conquer.” This method was 
elaborated in Hawaiian sugar plantations and often used to promote ethnic conflict. Friday, however, admits 
that there is no concrete evidence that can support his conclusion. For more information, see Friday, 
Organizing Asian, 112-113.

104 Norris, North to Alaska, 35.
105 Ibid., 32.
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of Japanese workers peaked in 1917 at over 2,000, representing 50 percent of the total 

labor force in the processing sector.”106

Japanese Cannery Experience

For the majority of Japanese immigrants, notably Issei, personally meeting and 

working with other ethnic groups was a new experience. Most Japanese workers had not 

worked with other groups before, as Japan had been historically isolated from the outside 

world during the seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries.

Until the 1920s, when Japanese workers were still a relatively small component 

in the industry, the relationship between Chinese and Japanese workers was poor. They 

often detested each other. Increasing numbers of Japanese workers in the labor market 

directly threatened the Chinese economic security. For the Chinese, therefore, 

discriminating against or eliminating the Japanese was a way of securing their own 

livelihood.

Because of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1902, Chinese workers declined in 

number, and the Japanese, became the dominant labor force. So threatened, the Chinese 

desperately resisted. In Alaska, for example, the Chinese contractors tried to limit 

Japanese participation to the market. Chinese contractors showed favoritism to their

countrymen, and “relegated [Japanese workers] to the lowest paying and most

106 Daniel L. Boxberger, “Ethnicity and Labor in the Puget Sound Fishing Industry, 1880-1935.” 
Ethnology 33, no 2 (1994): 189.
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disagreeable part of the salmon canning operation”107 Meanwhile, at cannery sites, the 

frustrated Chinese foremen and workers did not welcome the advance of Japanese 

workers into their bailiwicks and discouraged them by discrimination:

Not surprisingly, the Chinese foremen and workers resented the intrusion of 

Japanese into their ranks, and consequently the new Japanese were relegated to 

the lowest paying and most disagreeable part of the salmon canning 

operation. . . .  ‘In fact, the Chinese [used] . . . their superior position to prevent 

the Japanese from learning the processes requiring skills.’”

Actions of the Chinese, however, did not stop the influx of the determined and 

less expensive Japanese workers into the industry.109 Mechanization, through the 

introduction of the “Iron Chink,” promoted more work by Japanese; while Chinese 

workers continued handwork, Japanese workers began to operate the new machines.110 

In both Alaska and contiguous U.S., mechanization greatly increased Japanese 

employment.111

Tension between the two ethnic groups sometimes forced cannery owners to

1 1 9build separate bunkhouses. Antagonistically, Chinese and Japanese workers 

sometimes violently clashed at cannery sites.

107 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 384.
108 Ibid.
109 Ibid.; Friday, Organizing Asian, 96.
110 Willson and Margaret, “The Impact,” 82; Friday, Organizing Asian, 96, 99.
111 Friday, Organizing Asian, 98-99.
' 12 Willson and McDonald, “The Impact,” 86



In 1899 in Bellingham, a fight broke out between Japanese and Chinese workers 

during a gambling game in the Chinese bunkhouse. When the fight continued in 

the street with rocks and bricks being used for weapons, police were needed to 

force the groups apart. The next morning at the Pacific American Fisheries plant, 

a Japanese worker attacked a Chinese worker with a bar of solder. Chinese 

retaliated by attacking Japanese with butchering knives.113 

After Kikutake’ emergence, Japanese laborers were sent to segregated cannery 

sites and worked with other ethnic groups less often. Occasionally, the two ethnic groups 

worked in the same places. The negative attitudes of Japanese workers toward the 

Chinese were still shaped by the rare interactions with Chinese foremen and workers. 

Some Japanese workers such as Mack Mori, a Nisei from Seattle, had the unusual 

experience of working with Chinese laborers in the late 1920s. One day, due to labor 

shortage, Mori was sent to the Chinese site. His meeting with Chinese workers gave him 

an extremely negative impression. Mori recalled:

Chinese go to their own cannery. . . .  Chinese are dirty people, you know. I don’t 

mean the Chinese people now, they are clean. . . . But long time ago, we 

[Japanese cannery workers] went on a boat and we got to [Chinese] cannery and 

I hate to say this, but, Chinese people were dirty people and there were so many 

bed bugs, we can’t sleep. Boy, I am telling you, I couldn’t sleep at all, the first

1,3 Ibid.
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night.114

Food was also another interracial matter for Japanese workers. In the cannery

sites, Chinese cooks often prepared Chinese style food and this food was of poor quality

from the Japanese workers’ standpoint. Some Japanese workers described the Chinese

food as intolerable and “probably even ‘coolie’ meals were better.”1'' One Issei recalled,

“Even those Japanese who got somewhat used to the poor meals, often ran away from the

Chinese group, had a different meal cooked, and ate separately.”116 Some Japanese

workers tried to establish better relationships with the cooks “in the hope that they might

get better food.”117 Making the situation worse, cooks sometimes used their superior

positions to take advantage of workers. In return for providing better food, cooks secretly

118charged extra, and that habit “created considerable debts by the end of the season.”

The contract system, especially supervision by foremen, was no different for 

Japanese workers from that of the early Chinese era. Before the Japanese became 

full-fledged contractors, the Japanese foremen supervising essentially diverse laborers, 

“were under great pressure” and for that reason they were rough on workers.119 Issei 

worker, Muramoto, explained the situation in which the foremen were trapped; foremen 

were also workers who had to earn their own living.

114 Mack T. Mori, and Harue Mori, Interview with Ronald Inouye, 13 October 1991, AJPRR
115 Ito, Issei, 356.
116 Ibid., 357.
117 Friday, Organizing Asian, 112.
118 Ibid., 112.
119 Ibid., 106.



The foremen were also working for money’s sake, and if they couldn’t save 

money by working honestly, whether or not they wanted to do it, they began to 

exploit the boys. Even if a foreman was basically honest and good, he always 

had one or two guns for emergency, and since he was dealing with this type of 

worker under such wild situations, he inevitably became wild and vicious 

himself.120

The reasons for the foremen’s harsh treatment of workers unfortunately made no 

difference to cannery workers. Muramoto recalled one foreman: “As soon as the work 

began, the foreman’s eyes became sharp. Our foreman, whom until this moment I had not

191disliked, suddenly changed into a slave-driver. His face looked like a devil to us.” 

Foremen harshly punished any form of resistance. “In the one incident, the workers took 

a resistance when a foreman stabbed one worker in a scuffle for punishment” and “four of 

the crew chased him down and fatally wounded him with four shots from a pistol.”122

Unlike the Chinese, when facing such abuse, Japanese workers became militant 

and sometimes fought against their oppressors. According to Issei worker Masaru 

Mumata, the Japanese workers often armed themselves with pistols. He recalls, “as far as 

I know, most of them carried a pistol in their pocket. It was in Alaska, surely, but still, it 

wasn’t unsafe that one had to carry a pistol always. Yet many Japanese who just worked,

120 Ito, Issei, 375.
121 Ibid, 364.
122 Friday, Organizing Asian, 107.
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ate and gambled probably carried the guns for no other reason than from psychological 

anxiety.”123

Strikes were also a method of Japanese resistance. Issei worker, Tokuichi Maeda, 

for example, who worked at Cordova, Alaska, had much to say about his strike 

experience in 1921:

Since we were so hard-working, [a foreman] took advantage of us. But we 

reached the limit of our tolerance, and the can-washers went on strike, insisting 

on raise in wages and reduction of the working hours (to begin one hour later in 

the morning). ... Those who washed cans had to work one or two hours longer 

than the others in order to finish up. Apparently the foremen understood our 

situation and the result of the strike was that $20 was added to our wages.124 

On some occasions, Japanese workers even fought against white superintendents 

who were supposed to be much superior to the ethnic foremen. When a white 

superintendent ordered workers to cut firewood, Nisei worker Mack Mori refused the 

order because he “come here to work in the cannery.”1221 Threatening a white 

superintendent who tried to sent him back on the next boat, Mori convinced other 

Japanese workers to demonstrate as if they all had been fired and were leaving. At last,

19Athey were all allowed to stay. Although, confrontations led to resentment by white

123 Ito, Issei, 357-358.
124 Ibid, 364-365.
125 Mori, Interview.
126 Ibid.
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owners, Japanese workers still remained a reliable labor force as their numbers

127increased.

The expansion of Japanese worker influence in the cannery industry, however, 

created xenophobic tension within the white population near cannery sites. Tension was 

stronger in the mainland U.S. than in Alaska; in Puget Sound, Washington, tension was 

particularly high.128 As early as 1907, white workers armed with whips attempted to 

attack Japanese cannery workers in Bellingham.129 “Similar attempts were made along 

Puget Sound.”130

The agitation against Japanese workers peaked in 1915. White laborers from 

Anacortes and Blaine, where five canneries operated, identified “the rising 

unemployment in the Puget Sound area” as “the primary reason for the animosity 

directed against Japanese laborers in the fish canneries.” The Washington State Bureau 

of Labor in 1915 wrote a special report to describe animosity among white workers.

Japanese are filling the places thus vacated by the Chinamen, and this intensifies

the problem rather than offering a solution, for the people in general have greater

antipathy toward the Japs. ... These communities have, in the past, by no means

have been free from uprisings and demonstrations against these brown men who

127 Friday, Organizing Asian, 94-95.
128 WSBL, “Special Report,” 3-5.
129 Willson and McDonald, “The Impact,” 86.
130 Ibid.
131 Boxberger, “Ethnicity and Labor,” 188.
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have invaded the field of white labor. So intense has the situation became in 

many instances that the arm of the law had to be exercised to its full extent 

before the disturbances were quelled.

In response, the Washington State Department of Fisheries quickly attempted to 

exclude Japanese workers due to “an effective enforcement of the alien law, as the surest 

means of preserving our great fishing industry to our own people, or those who, by our 

laws, may become citizens of this country.” I3j At peak of tensions, agitating white 

workers dynamited a cannery water line and threatened cannery workers by placing “a 

placard ... which read, ‘Put out the Japs or there will be something worse than this 

happen.’”134

Attempts to eliminate Japanese workers failed, thanks to vigorous protests from 

contractors and cannery owners. After all, white workers were still too expensive to 

hire.133 Later on, however, the number of the ethnic minority workers, including 

Japanese, gradually declined as white workers replaced them. Thereafter, the entry of 

white workers into the cannery industry in Puget Sound had a profound effect on 

dynamics of Filipino employment beginning in the 1930s.

132 WSBL, “Special Report,” 3.
133 Willson and McDonald, “The Impact,” 86.
134 WSBL, “Special Report,” 5. Even though the report described this incident, it did not identify 

any suspect. Instead, the report said, “considerable concern was manifested by the cannerymen over the 
incident, and the population was extremely disturbed over the Jap question.”

135 Ibid; Boxberger, “Ethnicity and Labor,” 188.
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Japanese in Alaska

The 1900 U.S. census showed an image of seasonal workers in Alaska: 

“Forty-six of the sixty Japanese males in this study worked in the food and drink 

occupation; all were cooks or waiters, not saloonkeepers. Although the Japanese 

represented barely 1 percent of the men recorded in the census of the nine communities, 

they provided more than 17 percent of those in food and drink.”1 j6 Flowever, “Alaska’s 

vastness and the difficulties of travel dictated that the census-takers question those in 

their enumeration districts at different times through the winter and early spring.” 137 The 

1900 census did not include seasonal workers, nor was it conducted throughout the entire 

territory of Alaska. Therefore it excluded many of the Japanese seasonal cannery workers 

from the Pacific Northwest who came to Alaska around April of 1900.

Most of the Japanese workers returned south after salmon season, yet a few 

remained in Alaska and settled in towns such as Juneau, Wrangell, and Ketchikan. 

William Tatsuda, a Ketchikan Nisei, tells how his father came from Seattle to Alaska and 

started working in the canneries: “When my dad came up, he had to come up with other 

Japanese to work in the canneries, you know, they [canneries] have to bring a crew up 

here from Seattle to work the canneries. That was what he was doing. He would go back 

to Seattle, I guess after [the] season but I guess one year he decided to stay up here

136 Stephen W. Haycox, and Mary C. Mangusso, ed., An Alaska Anthology (Seattle: The 
University of Washington Press, 1996), 218.

137 James H. Ducker, Carmack's Alaskans: A Census Study o f Alaskans in 1900 (Alaska: n.p.,
1983), 3.



[Ketchikan] and he lived, as a bachelor, I guess.”138

Even after the gold rush, Japanese immigrants continued to come to Alaska, but 

in much smaller numbers. The proportion of those remaining increased. Some were 

actually stranded and became settlers against their initial plans. According to former 

Nisei cannery worker Patrick Hagiwara, “So the three of them [friends of Hagiwara’s 

Issei father] went up and ran out of money so they dropped off in Ketchikan to work and 

continue[d] North [as seasonal workers]. But they never made enough; so consequently, 

they were stuck in Ketchikan [and settled].”

The settlers started small businesses such as general stores and barbershops in 

Southeast towns. Even though their numbers remained small, they maintained their 

Japanese identity. The 1910 Alaska census recorded 913 Japanese residents. This number 

remained the highest until new immigrants arrived after World War II. Because the 

Japanese Exclusion Act prohibited further Japanese immigration in 1924, the Alaska 

Japanese population, both residents and seasonal workers gradually declined.140

Japanese in Seattle 

Two distinctive features characterized the Seattle Japanese; the first was 

demographic, and the second was political. For many years, Seattle and other cities in

1,8 William N. Tatsuda, Interview with Tony Nakazawa, 12 December 1990, AJPRP.
139 Hagiwara, Interview.
140 Norris, North to Alaska, 5, 20,32-3.
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Washington were hometowns for the Japanese cannery workers. Because of the Klondike 

gold rush in 1898, the Seattle Japanese community expanded into the cannery industry 

labor market as the Chinese diminished.

In 1908, the U.S.-Japan Gentleman’s agreement, designed to limit future 

Japanese immigration through a quota system, further accelerated the concentration of the 

population. An optional clause in this law allowed those who were already in the U.S. to 

summon their family members from Japan; therefore thousands of female immigrants 

came to the U.S.141 The immigration resulted in a dramatic sex ratio change; the female 

proportion increased from approximately 34 percent in 1924 to 40 percent by 1940.142

Family establishment soon followed, significantly changing the demography of 

the Japanese immigrants in two ways: first, the previously itinerant Issei male laborers 

now settled with families and became more urbanized. Second, their marriages resulted in 

a large second generation, the Nisei, whose number comprised nearly half of the Japanese 

community by 1930.143

One of the most notable differences between Issei and Nisei was education. 

Whereas Issei rarely had in higher education, many Nisei did and they excelled

141 Between 1908 and 1924, one statistic estimated up to 67,000 Japanese women entered at the 
U.S. Many of them came as so-called “picture brides.” For more about picture brides, see Takaki,
Strangers, 46-47; Daniels, Asian, 131-132.

142 Takaki, The Strangers, 47; Daniels, Asian America, 127.
I4 ’ U.S. Census; Takami, Divided, 32. For the extensive study of Japanese immigrants’ family 

establishment, see S. Frank Miyamoto, Social Solidarity among the Japanese in Seattle (Seattle, University 
o f Washington, 1939; reprint, Seattle; University o f Washington Press, 1981), 28-44 (page citations are to 
the reprint edition).
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educationally.144 Most Nisei graduated from high school and “in spite of the entrenched 

discrimination” they sought even higher education.14> “[Their] average educational level 

... was two years of college -  well above the national average.”146

To pay for college, Nisei found that cannery jobs were an ideal workplace as 

they came of age.147 A Nisei sociologist and former cannery worker Miyamoto recalls, “I 

was earning enough [by summer cannery work] so that I could go to the university and do 

graduate work without having to work during the school year. And that was a great 

bonus.”148 Although Issei workers were gradually leaving the cannery industry, by the 

1920s, Nisei student workers became a significant labor force.149 As the Chinese cannery 

workers diminished in the early 1900s, Japanese cannery workers in Alaska outnumbered

144 Tacoma News-Tribune, 16 May 1934, notes, “the first Japanese arrivals were no of the 
‘schoolboy’ type. They were laborers of the ‘coolie’ type, or very close to that type.” Although Japanese 
immigrants to the U.S. were never “coolies” or Chinese slaves, such descriptions show early Issei’s social 
status and a lack of higher education. Also, generally speaking the Issei were committed to providing 
higher education for the Nisei more than other ethnic groups such as the Chinese and the Filipino. In 1938, 
for example, more than 1,250 Japanese students enrolled in the Japanese schools. The Seattle Japanese 
community also offered financial support to those Japanese schools. For more about Seattle Japanese 
education, see Miyamoto, Social Solidarity, 50-58.

145 Joe R. Feagin and Clairece Booher Feagin, Racial and Ethnic Relations, 5th ed. (Upper 
Saddle River: Prentice Hall Inc., 1996), 397. According to Feagin and Feagin, the Japanese in California 
also achieved considerable high education. In addition, the Japanese in the U.S. by 1928 established about 
120 Japanese language schools, which more than 4,000 students attended. The tendency to value education 
continued after WWII, and “census data for 1990 show that among Japanese Americans over 24 years old, 
over 88 percent are high school graduates and 35 percents are college graduates, compared with 79 percents 
and 22 percents of whites, respectively, in this age group.” Takami, Divided, 33, notes around 2,000 
students attended Japanese language schools in Seattle. Also see Miyamoto, Social Solidarity, 50-58.

146 Takaki, Strangers, 218.
147 Gail M. Nomura, “Washington's Asian/Pacific American Communities,” in Peoples o f  

Washington: Perspectives on Cultural Diversity, edited by Sid White and S. E. Solberg (Pullman: 
Washington State University Press, 1989), 123.

148 S. Frank Miyamoto, Interview with Alice Ito and Tatsuya Fukunaga, Densho: The Japanese 
American Legacy Project, July 7 and 8, 2003. [Unpublished as of March 2004].

149 Nomura, “Washington’s Asian,” 123.
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Table 3. Sex and Nativity of Japanese Population in the Contiguous U.S., 1900-1940

Year Nativity Male Female Total

N % N % N %

1900 Native 156 0.7 113 11.5 269 1.1

Foreign 23,185 99.3 872 88.5 24,057 98.9

Total 23,341 100.0 985 100.0 24,326 100.0

1910 Native 2,340 3.7 2,162 23.8 4,502 6.2

Foreign 60,730 96.3 6,925 76.2 67,655 93.8

Total 63,070 100.0 9,087 100.0 72,157 100.0

1920 Native 15,494 21.3 14,178 37.0 29,672 26.7

Foreign 57,213 78.7 24,125 63.0 81,338 73.3

Total 72,707 100.0 38,303 100.0 111,010 100.0

1930 Native 35,874 43.9 32,483 56.9 68,357 49.2

Foreign 45,897 56.1 24,580 43.1 70,477 50.8

Total 81,771 100.0 57,063 100.0 138,834 100

1940 Native 42,316 58.8 37,326 67.9 79,642 62.7

Foreign 29,651 41.2 17,654 32.1 47,305 J> /.J

Total 71,967 100.0 54,980 100.0 126,947 100.0

Source: U.S. Census
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the Chinese in 1924.130

The establishment of families accelerated the Seattle Japanese population to 

8,000, comprising “7.5 percent of the city’s foreign born, 2.5 percent of its total 

population.”131 Meanwhile, the nationwide Chinese population continuously declined 

and fewer than 1,000 of them resided in Seattle.132 More importantly, the Japanese 

dramatically urbanized. By the end of WWI, Japanese “business included 194 hotels, 125 

retail groceries, 64 restaurants, and 57 shoe repair shops, all of them employing mostly 

Japanese immigrant workers.”133 By the beginning of WWII, these numbers were even 

greater: “In 1940, [the] Japanese comprised just 2 percent of the population of Seattle, yet 

they operated 50 greenhouses (63 percent of the city total), 206 hotels and 56 apartments 

(63 percent of the total), 225 restaurants (45 percent), 90 dry cleaning shops (23 percent), 

and 140 groceries (17 percent).” 134

The Japanese became not only increasingly urban but also entrepreneurial, 

establishing small businesses within their own communities. Sociologist Miyamoto 

explained the distinctive motivation that the Japanese cannery workers, particularly Issei, 

had during this rapid urbanization:

The reason they were, in particular, the reason these Issei were interested in

150 Norris, North to Alaska, 32.
151 Dana Frank, “Race Relations and the Seattle Labor Movement, 1915-1929.” Pacific 

Northwest Quarterly 86, no 1 (Winter 1994/1995): 36.
152 Nomura, “Washington’s Asian,” 130; Frank, “Race Relations,” 36.
153 Frank, “Race Relations,” 40.
154 Takami, Divided, 31.
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these jobs were not so much to, as to become laborers in those industries, but of 

saving enough to, so as to establish themselves in some kind of independent 

entrepreneur, entrepreneurial industry and this these kinds of jobs then were, for 

them, mostly kind of temporary means of making enough savings.1"

As urbanization proceeded among the Seattle Japanese, a distinguishing political 

characteristic emerged: socialism. In general, some Japanese Issei immigrants in the U.S. 

were particularly enthusiastic advocates of socialism. This was a reflection of socialism 

and the Japanese labor movements after the Sino-Japanese War.l?6 In 1901, Japanese 

socialists established the first socialist political party immediately banned by the Japanese 

government.

Initial party members included prominent socialists Shusui Kotoku and Sen 

Katayama, who advocated socialism in the U.S.1:>7 Kotokue was later executed for 

plotting the assassination of the Meiji Emperor in 1910. Katayama occasionally visited

153 Miyamoto, Interview. Miyamoto also explains the successive effect of the Meiji Restoration 
or even the Edo period, Japan’s last feudal period, for the Japanese. “The Japanese people, by history, the
immigrant population ... [was] middle-class-oriented, surprisingly so. And the reason is that history of 
Japan, even under the Tokugawa [feudal] period, was already becoming a kind of middle-class-oriented 
population, even at the level of the tenant farmers and the low level farmers from whom the immigrant 
population was largely drawn. The organization of the society was such that it was middle-class-oriented 
enough to make it possible for the Japanese society, under Meiji, to suddenly transform itself into a 
capitalist system.” Supporting Miyamoto’s idea, Takaki, Strangers, 45-46, also notes Japanese immigrants’ 
somewhat wealthy background. “Most Japanese migrants came from the farming class and were not 
desperately poor. The average Japanese-male immigrants arrived here [the U.S.] with more money than his
European counterpart.” Also see Miyamoto, Social Solidarity, 16-28.

156 Ichioka, “A Buried Past,” 1.
157 Ibid., 2, 4. Ichioka notes that Kotoku stayed in San Francisco for half a year and was very 

active within the Japanese immigrant community. He wrote a number of articles in Japanese for the local 
Japanese newspapers such as Nichibei Shimbun “primarily for the Issei immigrant readers, on the need of 
socialism.”
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the Japanese communities in the U.S. and to promote socialism.168 In 1904, Katayama 

came to Seattle and “spoke on socialism ... before a Japanese audience ... sponsored by 

the Japanese Association.”159 The following year Kotuku also spoke to five hundred 

Seattle Japanese, a large number for the Seattle Japanese population at that time.160

Although white American socialists ignored or even discriminated against these 

Japanese socialists in the U.S., the socialism movement among Japanese immigrants in 

the Seattle Japanese community was large.161 The Seattle Japanese quickly unified 

themselves as socialists. “By 1906, Japanese immigrant workers had constructed their 

own independent world of trade unions and small business associations, completely 

separate from the white labor movement. The Rodo Kumiai (Japanese Labor

Union) in Seattle counted 600 members in 1906.”162

Led by the Japanese Labor Union, the Japanese in industries such as restaurant 

workers and barbers organized unions to protect their businesses from the occasional

138 Ito, Issei,730-731. Ito notes that Katayama graduated from Yale University and was “an 
internationally known communist.”

139 Ibid.; Ichioka, “A Buried Past,” 3. Historian Dana Frank describes the Japanese Association 
as “ a business-led community organization.” In fact, however, the Japanese counsel in San Francisco 
initially founded this organization and for that reason the association’s role was much controversial. For 
more detail, see Daniels, Asian America, 129-132. For more detailed information about the Japanese 
Association, see Miyamoto, Social Solidarity, 59-63.

160 Ito, Issei, 731; Daniels, Asian America, 115-116.
161 Ichioka, “A Buried Past,” 5-6. Ichioka describes the dilemma of the Japanese socialists as 

follows: “the working class o f America by definition meant the white working class!” (Italic by author)
162 Frank, “Race Relations,” 36.
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pressure of rival white unions.I6j Historian Frank Dana describes the enthusiastic 

unionization movements among the Seattle Japanese immigrants:

The Japanese immigrant community was far more politicized, they remember, 

than its counterpart in San Francisco. Socialist ideas were hotly debated. ... 

Japanese American workers thus experienced many of the same intellectual 

currents and organizational gains as did white workers at the time. ... White 

workers could ignore such an important bloc of employers only at their peril. 

Japanese-American workers, meanwhile, formed their own organizations and 

were in a position, once organized, to make collective demands on white unions 

to which whites often acquiesced.164

Even though the Seattle Japanese cannery workers organized themselves in the 

1930s, unlike other Japanese unions it was not strictly socialist (see the next chapter). 

Before the 1920s, while the Japanese workers had a stronghold in the cannery industry, 

they never unionized for two reasons. First, Issei were not interested in becoming 

permanent cannery workers, viewing the cannery job as, “not one that really was 

attractive.” 16'’

Second, Nisei also viewed cannery work as temporary. The majority of Nisei

163 Ibid., 36-37, 40-43. Japanese unionization was prevalent beyond Seattle. In California, for 
example, Japanese gardeners unionized and effectively dominated that business. See Nobuyuki Tsuchida, 
“Japanese Gardeners in Southern California, 1900-1941,” In Labor Immigration Under Capitalism: Asian 
Workers in the United States Before World War II, edited by Lucie Cheng and Edna Bonacich, (Berkeley: 
University o f California Press, 1984), 435-466.

164 Frank, “Race Reflection,” 37, 43.
16:1 Miyamoto, interview.
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cannery workers, such as Miyamoto, were school age and preparing themselves for future 

professions.166 Cannery work was simply a means of earning tuition “so that they didn’t 

have the stake in the labor system.”167 While obtaining a proper education, “these ‘boys 

of summer,’ as one Nisei has labeled them, saw their cannery employment as a rite of

5 ? 168passage into manhood.” A Seattle Japanese newspaper, Japanese American Courier,

commented, “the future of salmon canneries holds fecund possibilities of becoming an 

institution of the academic-minded intelligentsia.”169

Conclusion

As Chinese workers slowly faded from the cannery industry and the U.S. in 

general, the newly arrived Japanese immigrants found new opportunities. Outside of the 

well-established contract system, suffering from substandard working conditions, the 

Japanese gradually gained a stronghold in the industry. As a significant labor force, some 

Japanese cannery workers became contractors to further expanded their influence in the

166 Ibid.; George M. Yamaguchi, Interview with Ronald Inouye, 14 October 1991, AJPRP. 
Among these Nisei student cannery worker, there was Minoru Yamasaki. He later became an internationally 
known architect and designed the World Trade Center. See The Seattle Times, 21 April 1960; N. Rain. Noe, 
“Minoru Yamasaki And The World Trade Center.” Generationrice No. 4, January 2003. [article on-line]; 
available from http://generationrice.com/index.phtml?mywords=wtc_l; Internet; accessed 30 January 2004.

167 Miyamoto, interview.
168 Friday, Organizing Asian, 121. Friday notes the enthusiasm of Issei parents to promote better 

education for Nisei children, the Issei parents found cannery jobs ideal for Nisei. Issei parents “saw the 
canneries as one way to finance that endeavor” and “believed that the contractors or foremen would watch 
over the boys, and that fact comforted them.” In short, not only Nisei but also Issei found the cannery jobs 
were financially and morally ideal. See Friday, Organizing Asian, 120-124.

169 Japanese American Courier, 2 June 1928.

http://generationrice.com/index.phtml?mywords=wtc_l
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labor market.

Unlike the Chinese workers before them, the Japanese workers were militant and 

often resisted the corrupt practices of the contract system. In some of the cannery sites, 

Japanese workers defied or clashed with their foremen. Even though the cannery work 

was viewed as temporary, they attempted to improve the working conditions.

Although the cannery work was initially the only available employment for the 

Issei, some of them permanently settled in Alaska. As time passed, the cannery work for 

Issei became a means of making money to start their own businesses. For school age 

Nisei, the cannery work funded their higher education.

For these reasons, the Japanese cannery workers never unionized themselves 

although the socialist movement was prevalent among the Seattle Japanese in the 1910s 

and 1920s.170 Although many Japanese small businesses in Seattle were unionized and

170 To support this theory, there was evidence that Japanese workers have unionized in places 
where the cannery industry had more significant meaning for them and their livelihoods such as in British 
Columbia and Japan. In Steveston, British Columbia, Japanese fishermen and cannery workers dominated 
the market. The Japanese fishery workers loosely unionized themselves in 1897 as “the Fraser River 
Fishermen Association.” This unofficial union became “the Steveston Fishermen Benevolent Association” 
in 1900, and the British Columbia government officially recognized that union. The union effectively 
pressured a white rival union, established at the same time, and secured an adequate number of fishing 
licenses for Japanese fishermen. The union had up to 1,800 members, and in 1900 the union held a large 
parade with about 4,000 Japanese to protect their fishing rights. Steveston at that time had around 3,400 
Japanese population. For more about Japanese unionization in British Columbia, see Adachi, The Enemy 
That Never Was, 57-62; Mitsuru Shipo, Kanada Imin Haisekishi, new ed. (History of Exclusion of Canada 
Immigrants) (Tokyo: Miraisha, 1985), 43-108; idem, Is hi Wo Mote Owaruru Gotoku, new ed. (As If Driven 
Out By Stoning: Sociohistory of Japanese Canadian) (Tokyo: Ochanomizu Shobo, 1996), 108-118;
Chikako Yamada, Kanada Nikkei Shakai No Bunka Henyo (Acculturation of Japanese Canadian Society: A 
Transition o f A Japanese Village That Crossed The Ocean) (Tokyo: Ochanomizu Shobo, 2000), 114-116; 
Masako lino, Nikkei Kanadajin No Rekishi (History of Japanese Canadian) (Tokyo: University of Tokyo 
Press, 1997), 16-17, 83-88. In addition, Japanese cannery workers in Japan who usually operated in 
Kamchatka also unionized themselves in 1931. They aimed to eliminate unnecessary price competition. For 
more information, see “Japanese Packers Organize,” Pacific Fisherman (September, 1931), 29.
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competed with the white unions, these movements scarcely affected Japanese cannery 

workers. The cannery unionization still had to wait another group of ethnic workers: the 

Filipinos.
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CHAPTER THREE 

FILIPINOS

Brief History

As early as the late eighteenth century, some Filipinos were already noted at 

some places in the U.S., such as Alaska; however, significant Filipino migration to North 

America began around the early 1920s.171 The influx of the Filipino population into the 

U.S. was massive and sudden. In 1910, the Filipino population in the contiguous U.S. 

was only 406. By 1920, there were 5,603 Filipinos on the mainland. Ten years later, their 

number had multiplied almost nine times to 45,208.172

This rapid expansion of Filipino immigration into the U.S. can be explained by 

the fact that Filipinos were technically neither immigrants nor foreigners in the U.S. In 

1898, under the Treaty of Paris that resulted from the Spanish-American War, the 

Philippines were ceded by Spain to the United States and became U.S. territory. Although 

Filipinos in the Philippines were not recognized as American citizens, they were still 

recognized as American nationals. This status allowed them to enter the U.S.

171 Thelma Buchholdt, Filipinos in Alaska: 1788 -1958  (Anchorage: Aboriginal Press, 1996), 
3-7; Peter Bacho, “Alaskeros, A Documentary Exhibit on Pioneer Filipino Cannery Workers,” Pioneer 
Alaskero Project (Seattle: n.p., 1990): I.

172 U.S. Census.
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Table 4. Filipino Population in the Contiguous U.S., 1900 -  1940

Year Washington California Contiguous U.S.

1900

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

1910 184 2 186 2,210 47 2,257 3,092 83 3,175

1920 1,089 61 1,150 4,802 461 5,263 8,674 814 9,488

1930 3,493 117 3,610 31,435 2,479 33,914 46,960 4,018 50,978

1940 2,027 289 2,316 30,308 4,062 34,370 43,223 7,244 50,467

Source: U.S. Census

without much difficulty.173

It should be noted that the Filipinos in the U.S. differed decisively from their 

Chinese and Japanese counterparts; the early Filipino did not intend to engage in business 

and establish their own communities. Instead, Filipinos tended to become migrating 

laborers. Historian Robert Takaki pointed out that this notable feature among the

173 Ibid; Nomura, “Washington’s Asian,” 128. By 1924, any Asian immigration except the 
Filipino was prohibited by law. Nomura wrote, “when exclusionary immigration laws had cut off the 
supply of Asian labor from China, Japan, and India, Filipinos could step in to fill the labor need o f [the 
U.S.]” Historian Dorothy B. Fujita-Rony also explains the significant influence of the American 
colonization. First, American occupation of the Philippines generated substantial trading between the U.S. 
and the Philippines. Second, American style education significantly influenced Filipino juveniles and 
taught them the English language. These two factors encouraged many young Filipino males to come to the 
U.S. For more information, see Dorothy B. Fujita-Rony, American Workers Colonial Power: Philippine 
Seattle and the Transpacific West, 1919-1941 (Berkley: University of California Press, 2003), 51-75.
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Table 5. Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino Population 

in the Contiguous U.S., 1860-1940

Chinese Japanese Filipino

1860 34,933

1870 63,199 55

1880 105,465 148

1890 107,475 2,039

1900 89,863 24,326

1910 71,531 72,157 3,175

1920 61,639 111,010 9,488

1930 74,954 138,774 50,978

1940 77,504 126,947 50,467

Source: U.S. Census.

Filipinos in the U.S. reflected the long-term results of Spanish colonization in the 

Philippines:

Spanish administration in the Philippines did not develop a native capitalist 

economy and allowed Chinese merchants to service the retail needs of the local 

communities. Consequently, Filipinos did not bring to America a tradition of
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mercantile enterprise, or institutions. ... When they came here, they found the 

Chinese and Japanese already established, with footholds in the retail trade that 

accommodated the needs of the Filipino newcomers and that preempted the 

entry of Filipino retails [and the establishment of Filipino towns].174 

Furthermore, much like the Chinese before them, Filipinos were, more often 

than not, a young male-dominant bachelor group. Two decades after the initial massive 

Filipino migration, for example, “in 1940 the Filipino American population in Seattle was 

eighty-five percent male.”17̂  More than half of the newly arrived Filipino, especially 

those in California, entered into agriculture, filling a serious need for laborers that was 

created by limitations of Chinese and Japanese immigration.176 Similarly, in the 

Washington, Filipinos entered the Alaska salmon cannery industry in large numbers.177 

They, however, soon faced hardships from the established practices in the cannery 

industry, particularly the contract system.

Filipinos in the Alaska Cannery Industry 

“Alaskero” was the word used to describe the Filipino who worked in the 

cannery industry of Alaska. As this word illustrates, from the beginning of the Filipino

174 Takaki, Strangers, 336.
175 Ibid., 318.
176 Ibid., 318, 336-337; Nomura, “Washington’s Asian,” 128. Takaki estimates that at one stage, 

around sixty percent o f the Filipino workers were engaged in agriculture.
177 Takaki, Stranger, 317, notes that around nine percent o f the Filipinos in the U.S. engaged the 

Alaska cannery industry.
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influx in the cannery industry, Alaska was the place that the majority of Filipino workers 

headed to, and Alaska had significant meaning for those “Alaskeros.” In contrast to those 

Filipinos who quickly became a large part of the labor force in the Alaska cannery 

industry, the Filipinos in Washington did not have as good fortune as the Chinese and 

Japanese previously had.

By the time the Filipinos entered the Alaska cannery industry, Euro-American 

workers, who had forcibly removed the Chinese and Japanese cannery workers from the 

cannery industry in Washington, had replaced them and filled out much of industry’s 

labor needs by the 1930s. In short, there was not much open space for Filipino cannery 

workers in Washington.

As early as 1910, some sixteen Filipino workers were already employed at 

Alaska cannery sites. Soon after their initial appearance, newly arrived Filipino workers 

demonstrated youthful energy that Chinese and Issei Japanese workers were losing. In 

1915, for example, “the managers of a number of Alaskan cannery [sic] where the 

Filipinos were employed during summer declared that they are superior in every way to 

the Chinese or Japanese.” 9

The most dramatic increase of Filipino workers occurred from the early 1920s 

through the early 1930s, and they quickly outnumbered both the Chinese and Japanese.180

178 Boxberger, “Ethnicity and Labor,” 180; Friday, Organizing Asian, 171.
179 Cook Inlet Pioneer, 12 November, 1915.
180 Norris, North to Alaska, 32, 37-8; Daniel, Asian America, 91, 149.
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In 1917, for example, there were nearly a thousand Filipino workers, but this number was 

half the size of the Chinese worker contingent and less numerous than the number of 

Japanese workers by a few hundred. In 1930, however, the number of the Filipino

workers reached around four thousand, and that number was in fact twice as large as the

1 81number of Chinese and Japanese workers combined.

In terms of power structure in the cannery sites, because of the contract system 

the Filipino workers could not be as powerful as Chinese or Japanese workers, despite 

their large labor force. In most cases, Filipino workers had only either Chinese or 

Japanese contractors. In the well-established contract system, the Chinese and Japanese 

contractors were predominant and provided jobs based on the ethnic loyalties; “Chinese 

and Japanese contractors gave better-paying, lighter work to their country men and placed 

Filipinos in the more demanded canning lines.”182

Filipino workers rarely fdled skilled positions, such as those for mechanics, who

1 8̂enjoyed higher status. Only by the 1930s, when some Filipinos started unionizing, 

they gradually obtained higher skills and status in the cannery sites, as their labor force

181 Norris, North to Alaska, 32; Friday, Organizing Asian, 127.
182 Friday, Organizing Asian, 132.
183 John Castillo, Interview by Frederic A. Cordova, Jr, 29 July 1975, Accession No. FIL-KNG 

75-15jr, Washington State Oral/Aural History Program, 1974-1977, transcript, University of Washington, 
Seattle. Seattle, Washington, (hereafter cited as WSOAHP); Miyamoto, Interview. At the early stage of 
mechanization of canning processing, the mechanics were largely Japanese. By the 1930s, Euro-American 
took over these lines and enjoyed much higher status among workers and their payment was “entirely 
different” from those of Filipino workers, according to Castillo. The only exceptions were those who were 
most experienced. These workers were often Issei and sometimes old Filipino workers. According to 
Miyamoto, Issei and Nisei were not interested in building higher status in the industry since they were not a 
“proletarian-oriented population” who usually tried to gain status within the established system. Issei and 
Nisei sought the possibility to “work up in the larger system” or into middle class oriented industry.
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became more essential in the industry. Nisei former worker Miyamoto summarizes:

Now, in the 1930s, what we have in the cannery is the rise of the Filipino 

workers over the period [of] higher status of the Japanese. ... Through the 1920s 

in the cannery, at least those I saw, it was clear that the Japanese workers had a 

higher status than the Filipino workers. It was simply that the contractors were 

Japanese to begin with and the Japanese workers had gotten in earlier and they

184therefore had preferred status.

The lack of Filipino contractors led to mistreatment of the Filipino workers at 

cannery sites. For example, even if Filipino workers were assigned to the same canning

185lines as other workers such as the Chinese, lower payment was a common practice. A 

former cannery worker Nemesio Domingo recalled what the contract system was like for 

a Filipino. Domingo said: “The Chinese for the company, and the Filipino contractor if 

[there were any] Filipino [contractors]. So, in other words, the Chinese contractor will get

the contract from the company. Then, because there are not that many Filipinos . . .  so

186they cut down our wages.”

Although there were only a handful, the emergence of Filipino contractors was 

recognized as early as 1914.187 The best-known Filipino contractor was probably Pio De

184 Miyamoto, Interview.
185 Guimary and Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 98-99.
186 Baeho, “Alaskeros,” 4.
187 Chin, Seattle’s International District, 50.
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Table 6. Asian Workers in the Alaska Cannery Industry, 1896 -  1948

Year Chinese Japanese Filipino

1896 2,300

1897 2,293

1898 2,467

1899 2,644

1900 3,443 64

1901 4,664 **

1902 5,376 **

1903 5,383 **

1904 3,499 1,721

1905 2,518 1,618

1906 2,494 1,764

1907 2,206 1,873

1908 2,018 2,439

1909 1,998 2,158

1910 2,411 2,206

1911 2,466 2,553

1912 2,986 2,156
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Table 6 continued

Year Chinese Japanese Filipino

1913 2,061 1,615 **

1914 2,138 1,228 **

1915 2,190 1,556 **

1916 2,371 1,780 **

1917 2,274 1,599 1,153

1918 2,734 1,465 1,338

1919 2,770 1,431 1,578

1920 2,369 1,392 1,587

1921 897 611 957

1922 1,222 886 1,524

1923 1,315 1,056 1,446

1924 1,353 1,386 1,699

1925 1,278 1,539 2,234

1926 1,120 1,525 2,608

1927 1,102 1,434 2,871

1928 1,076 1,462 3,946

1929 959 1,349 4,022
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Table 6 continued 

Year Chinese Japanese Filipino

1930 771 1,233 4,213

1931 670 968 2,732

1932 685 779 1,988

1933 595 944 2,201

1934 877 1,274 2,997

1935 405 912 2,387

1936 661 1,181 3,754

1937 556 931 3,879

1938 372 685 3,317

1939 403 750 3,706

1940 123 628 3,248

1941 230 651 3,481

1942 54 0 2,886

1943 43 0 3,231

1944 21 0 3,041

J945 ** ** **

1946 0 49 3,902
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Table 6 continued

Year Chinese Japanese Filipino

1947 ** ** **

1948 63 101 3,587

Source: Norris, North to Alaska, 32-33.

Cano, who sent up to six hundred Filipino workers to Alaska. This number, however, 

was small compared to the numbers sent by Chinese and Japanese contractors. As 

Filipino workers increased, Chinese and Japanese contractors began to hire Filipino

1 8Qworkers as sub-contractors and foremen. The contractors “believed that Filipinos 

worked best under the ‘bosses’ from the island [of the Philippines].”190

While the number of Filipino workers grew and Filipino contractors increased, 

they never became as numerous as the Chinese and Japanese contractors.191 In addition 

to the fact that the Chinese and Japanese contractors secured positions for their 

countrymen in the face of the Filipino emergence, the cannery companies also preferred

188 Ibid. As a contractor, Pio De Cano tried to provide as many jobs as possible for Filipino 
workers and prevented extreme exploitation by the Chinese and Japanese contractors. He established strong 
ties with Filipino workers. When the unionization movement occurred under the leadership of Filipinos, he 
backed a counter contractor-oriented union against them. For more information, see Friday, Organizing 
Asian, 139-141.

189 Friday, Organizing Asian, 131; Castillo, Interview.
190 Friday, Organizing Asian, 131.
191 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 394.



working with established contractors rather than newcomers.192 The companies’ 

preference also prevented the Filipinos from becoming engaged further in the contract 

system.

In the contract system, some Filipino workers were often indebted to the 

contractors. Because of the lack of their own community, many Filipino workers had to 

rely on other Asian communities, notably Chinatown, for their accommodations in the 

cities. Especially in Seattle, this reliance was noticeable; when they came back from 

Alaska, they had no place to go but Chinatown.19j Dependence on contractors resulted in 

sizeable debt for Filipino workers. Filipino former cannery worker John Castillo 

remembers the Filipino reliance on contractors and the tendency for mounting 

indebtedness:

When they come back from Alaska, you see most of them are broke already. ... 

You have no place to go. And the only recreation they have is to gamble ... 

either in Chinese gambling houses, or gamble in places where Pinoys meet. ... 

When they come back from Alaska, stays in ... the hotels of contractors. And the 

meantime, when they [the Filipino] run out of money, these places usually run a 

sort of a restaurant where you can eat, and they [contractors] give you tickets. ... 

And the only way that you can pay out debts is by going back to the same

192 Friday, Organizing Asian, 130.
I9j Castillo, Interview; Ponce M. Torres, Interview by Teresa Cronin, 7 October 1975, FIL-KNG 

75-14tc, ibid; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 5.
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~  , . . |Q4cannery. So it s repetition.

At cannery sites, Filipino workers rarely worked with Chinese workers. By the 

early 1920s, Japanese and Filipinos dominated the labor force after the Chinese were 

excluded in the early 1900s; there were not many associations between Chinese and 

Filipino workers, except in the cases of Filipino workers and Chinese foremen and 

contractors. Those exceptional contacts in the cannery sites were usually made over food, 

which Chinese cooks prepared for entire Asian crews.195 Consequently, Filipino workers 

suffered from Chinese food that was unfamiliar to them and often of poor quality.

As for the Japanese and Filipino workers’ relationships, the two ethnic groups 

occasionally shared facilities. The relationship between Filipino and Japanese workers 

was nothing like that of Chinese and Japanese workers decades before; they often got 

along with each other. Isamu Taguchi, a Nisei former cannery worker, for example, 

remembered the relationship between Japanese and Filipinos: “We had the same camp. 

We got along real well with the Filipinos, we had no problems at all.”196 Some other

194 Castillo, Interview. Friday, Organizing Asian, 128-129, also notes that the Filipino workers 
became indebted to the Chinese and Japanese contractors. Friday wrote, “Doubled up their hotel and 
boardinghouse beds and dependent on advances doled out by Chinese and Japanese contractors for ‘a job in 
prospect,’ Filipino workers often accumulated considerable debt before the canning season began.” The 
Philippine-American Chronicle, 2 August 1935, notes that the Filipino lost their money at Chinese 
gambling houses in Seattle, as well. When Filipino workers began unionizing, they quickly accused 
Chinese for their gambling houses.

195 Friday, Organizing Asian, 112-113; Torres, Interview; Miyamoto, Interview; Guimary and 
Masson, “Exploitation of Chinese,” 98, notes that even after Filipino workers entered, it was still the 
tradition at cannery sites that Chinese cooks who were foremen or hired by contractors prepared food for 
Asian crews. As is mentioned in the previous chapter, Japanese also suffered from poor food that Chinese 
cooks prepared. Torres remembers that on one occasion the contractor prepared only 500 meals for 1,000 
workers who were shipped to Alaska.

196 Taguchi, Interview.
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Nisei former workers such as Tad Fujioka and Mack Mori shared a similar opinion.197 

Mori said, “They always Japanese and Filipinos go together. They used to get along 

pretty good, but sometimes there is a bad one, you know. Trouble makers, see.”198

In terms of off-duty activities, Filipino and Japanese workers also got along with 

one another in a unique manner. For gambling, Issei and Filipino workers often shared 

tables but no Nisei were involved. For other activities such as dancing, which Filipinos 

mainly led, however, there were places where Nisei were occasionally visible, although 

not many Nisei actually danced.199 Influenced by their Spanish colonial legacy, Filipino 

workers brought musical instruments to cannery sites and sometimes assembled their 

bands or “orchestra[s].”20°

Despite the friendly relationship with Japanese workers at cannery sites and 

gradual gains in status, Filipino workers, especially throughout the 1920s, were still 

treated unfairly by Japanese and Chinese contractors. At cannery sites, the Chinese and

197 Mori, Interview; Tad Fujioka and Cherry, Interview with Kazumi Heshiki, and Ronald K 
Inouye, 9 December 1990, AJPRR

198 Mori, Interview.
199 Miyamoto, Interview; Friday, Organizing Asian, 133. Miyamoto recalls that “at the dance, 

the Filipino fellow would go and ask the girls to dance and so on, but on the while Nisei would go to see 
the dances and attend and occasionally one of the more daring ones would ask a Native American girl to 
dance, but by and large, here are these Nisei fellows rubbernecking, so to speak.” Filipinos attraction to 
Native women eventually resulted creation o f Filipino settlement in Alaska by 1935. For more information 
about Filipino Alaskan settlements, see Cordova, Filipinos, 70; Ricardo Worl, “Northern Lights and the 
Filipinos Came to Alaska,” Alaska Native6, no 1 (1988): 8-10; Friday, Organizing Asian, 133-134.

200 Fred Cordova, Filipinos: Forgotten Asian Americans, A Pictorial Essay/1763-Circa-1963 
(Dubuque: Kendall/Hunt, 1983) 69. For Filipino workers, music was crucial entertainment. Friday, 
Organizing Asian, 133, notes that in the late 1930s and the early 1940s Filipino unions negotiated with 
cannery companies to supply phonographs and popular music records.
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Japanese foremen were notably harsh toward Filipino workers.201 Following the contract 

system tradition, favoritism for their countrymen “in regards to overtime work” was

prevalent; with only a handful of Filipino foremen, Filipino workers were almost always

• 202 victims.

As early as 1925, a small number of disciplined Filipino workers gradually

203recognized the necessity for change in their working conditions. “Flow improvements 

should be made, however, was not immediately clear to them.”204 Even though the first 

Filipino union was established in the early 1930s, effective unionization still took several 

years.

Conclusion

In the early 1920s, Filipino population in the U.S. dramatically increased thanks 

to their American national status. By that time, the cannery industry was already fairly 

well established. The contract system effectively provided laborers for the industry under 

strict ethnic lines.

Threatened by rapid Filipino increase in the labor market, Chinese and Japanese

201 Torres, Interview.
202 Letters of complaint, 10 August 1937, file 37, box 19, Cannery Workers and Farm Laborers 

Union Local 7 Records, University o f Washington, Seattle (hereafter cited as CWFLU Records). Letters 
note that foremen assigned overtime work to Filipino workers and paid less than what was stated in the 
agreement. If Filipino workers could not finish the overtime work and missed meals, the foremen charged 
extra for food.

20j Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 10.
204 Friday, Organizing Asian, 135.
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contractors discriminated against Filipino workers in the workplaces, although Japanese 

and Filipino workers actually maintained friendly relationships. Chinese and Japanese 

contractors provided fewer and less skilled jobs to Filipino workers. Only a handful of 

Filipino joined the contract system and secured jobs for their countrymen.

Consequently, the Filipinos found themselves without any competent status in 

the system. Finally by the mid 1920s, a small number of Filipino workers slowly became 

aware of the need of unionization in order to improve their status and working conditions. 

Their unionization movement, however, still took years to make any significant success 

against the contractors’ desperate opposition.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

UNIONIZATION 

Early Filipino Unionization

Organized unionization among Filipino salmon cannery workers started in 1925, 

first in California and then Washington.207 Realizing their limited mobility in the labor 

market, owing to exploitation by the contractors, Filipinos moved toward unionizing 

themselves in order to obtain more and better jobs.206 Thus, the early union activity was 

exclusively based on ethnicity; they targeted only Filipinos.

One of the persons who started the cannery workers’ unionization movement 

was a Seattle Filipino named Virgil Duyungan. He was an aggressive orator with strong 

leadership, and from the “Haciendero,” prestigious farmer class in the Philippines.207 

Realizing Filipino’s lower status in the U.S., Duyungan saw a need to organize Filipino 

workers for better working conditions and payment. By 1932, Duyungan and six other 

Filipinos were ready to organize the first Filipino union.

Among the seven original members was Ponce M. Torres, who was a university 

student at the time. Having gone to Alaska for five years as a cannery worker, Torres 

experienced the exploitative nature of the cannery industry, especially within the contract 

system. Torres and other Filipinos such as Duyungan began planning unionization in

205 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 10.
206 Revised Constitution o f the CWFLU, 19 June 1933, CWFLU Records.
207 Bacho, “Araskeros,” 1; Margaret Mary Duyungan Mislang, Interview by Carolina D. 

Koslosky, 16 June 1975, FIL-KNG 75-12ck, WSOAHP.



1930. They had to meet secretly because of contractors’ possible retaliation against

208them. A student at the time, Torres remembers what the early unionization movement 

was like:

If they found out that we were doing underground work like that because then 

they know that we have a bad intention to destroy their [contract] system so we 

go to be careful and it happened to some of us as we observe, ... If anybody 

complains about this conditions down in the cannery, they cannot get anymore 

jobs. So those are the experience that we had, so we had to be careful when we 

started organizing ourselves. ... We have to do it between school days.209 

In 1933, thanks to a New Deal policy, Duyungan was granted a charter with the 

American Federation o f Labor (AFL) and established the Cannery Workers and Farm 

Laborers Union, Local 18257 (CWFLU). The union consisted only of Filipinos, and 

Duyungan became the union’s first president. The union sought better working and living 

conditions, and higher wages regardless of ethnicity; the union described those demands 

as “reasonable.”210

As soon as Duyungan and other Filipinos began unionizing Filipino workers, 

they faced various difficulties. First, Duyungan attempted to organize Filipino workers 

only in Washington. He paid little attention to Filipino residents in Alaska who were

208 Torres, Interview.
209 Ibid.
210 Reasonable Demands, CWFLU, AFL 18257, 1937, fde 10, box 7, CWFLU Records.

76



77

trying to organize themselves at the same time.211 “When the cannery workers’ union in 

Seattle received its charter, it made no attempt initially to organize Alaska resident

9 1 9Pilipino [sic] cannery workers.” Even after the Alaska Filipino locals became 

affiliated with the CWFLU, the relationship between Alaska Filipinos and Seattle 

Filipinos was often beset by misunderstandings and conflicts over residential 

employment.

Filipino communists contested the union. Although they had little support from 

Filipinos, their threat against the union was somewhat successful. In a letter that 

Duyungan sent to the Japanese Growers Association in 1934, he warned that “at present 

there are many false labor agents here” and they “will and might cause agitation ... and

211 Ketchikan Alaska Chronicle, 3 March 1934; 31 March 1934.
212 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 11.
2,3 Alaska Fishing News, 5 April 1938; Ketchikan Fishing News, 5 April 1938; Regular 

Membership Meeting, 13 April 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU Records; Regular Membership Meeting, 20 
September 1937, file 5, box 1, ibid; Letter from CWFLU to John McKean, CWFLU Ketchikan branch, 23 
July 1937, file 11, box 1, Ibid; Letter from John Romero to Alfredo T. Fajardo, UCAPAWA, CIO 237, 8 
April 1938, file 50, box 10, Ibid; The Chomly Weekly (vol.l, no.4, 8 July 1928): 3, in file 21, box 35, Ibid; 
Intra-Organizational Correspondence, Telegram from Juneau to Seattle, November 1937, file 72, box 33, 
Ibid; The Great Northern Daily News, 10 December 1937. The misunderstanding issues that were often 
observed between those Alaska residents’ locals, especially in that of Ketchikan, were caused by limited 
recognition of the presence of unions in Alaska by the Seattle Filipino union. As their frictions exemplified, 
unbalanced residential and non-residential employment in the Alaska cannery industry had long been 
problematic. For more about the Alaskan residential employment conflict, see Nicole S. McCullough, “The 
1951 Bristol Bay Salmon Strike: Isolation, Independence and Illusion in the Last Frontier” (M.A. thesis, 
University of Alaska, Fairbanks, 2001); Chris Friday. “Competing Communities at Work: Asian American, 
European Americans, and Native Alaskans in the Pacific Northwest, 1938-1947.” In Over The Edge: 
Remapping the American West, edited by Valerie J. Matsumoto and Blake Allmendinger. (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999): 307-328; Misao Watanabe, Masao Oka, and Sousuke Sugihara, ed., 
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(New York: Random House, 1954), 65, 77, 210-211; Jose R.Orosa, “An Investigation of the Non-Resident 
Personal Management Problems and Practices in the Alaska Canned Salmon Industry” (M.A. thesis, 
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the result is a strike or lockout not known to our organization.”214 Duyungan urged the 

Japanese union to cooperate with his newly established union in order to “avoid further 

trouble in the future, a great loss to the Farmers as well as the workers.”

Internal rivalries within Filipino communities were another problem for 

unionizers. “In Seattle, for example, most Filipino immigrants were Ilicanos, but the 

community also had Tagalogs, Pangasinans, and Visayans -  each group with its own 

dialect -  as well as other ethnic associations.” These geographical distinctions created

217factionalism and prevented solidarity among the Filipinos in Seattle. In the cannery

sites, for example, Visayans, Tagalogs and Ilocanos tended to socialize with members of

their own groups. Likewise in Seattle, various Filipino groups organized themselves in

* 218similar fashion, and sometimes these organizations excluded other Filipino groups.

In order to conquer this factionalism among the Filipinos in Seattle, the union in 

1933 strategically decided to attack only Chinese and Japanese contractors, not Filipino 

contractors. In 1933, Duyungan even wrote and met prominent Filipino contractor Pio De

91QCano and asked for his cooperation with the union. De Cano was known for his strong

214 Letter from Virgil S. Duyungan and Cornelio B. Mislang to T. Sakahara, 24 April 1934, file 3, 
box 8, CWFLU Records.

215 Ibid. Also see The Philippine-American Chronicle, 1 March 1935.
216 Friday, Organizing Asian, 137.
217 Cordova, Filipinos, 73, 179-181; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 8-9;

77ze Philippine-American Chronicle, 15 February, 1935.
218 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 8-9; Friday, Organizing Asian, 137;

Bruno Lasker, Filipino Immigration (New York; Arno Press and The New York Times, 1969), 124, 406.
219 Meeting, 28 March, 20 May 1934, CWFLU Records; CWFLU to Pio De Cano, 24 January 

1934, file 12, box 7, ibid; Minutes, Contractors and Foremen Round Table Conference, 24 March 1934, file 
9, box 14, ibid; Friday, Organizing Asian, 139.
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favoritism in employment of Filipino workers from his former hometown in the

990Philippines, and he had succeeded in winning these workers’ support.

Duyungan’s effort to achieve support from Filipino contractors climaxed in 1934 

at the National Recovery Administration (NRA) cannery code hearing in San Francisco. 

At the hearing, he repeatedly mentioned the abusive practices of Chinese and Japanese

contractors, but never mentioned the presence of Filipino contractors, even though

221Filipino contractors such as Pio De Cano were present at the hearing. After 

Duyungan’s testimony, Seattle Japanese attorney Clarence Arai who attended the hearing

as the representative of the Japanese union informed the audience of the presence of

222Filipino contractors in the market.

Despite his effort, Duyungan’s contractor/union hybrid strategy failed because of 

factionalism and lack of support from Filipino workers, which was fostered by strong ties 

between workers and contractors.22 ’ The union’s committee members explained: 

“Duyungan had committed in 1934 and 1935 some irregularities, which made the ... 

[CWFLU] very unpopular to the vast majority of the Filipino Workers in Alaska. This 

unpopularity caused the split of the Filipino Workers into two camps.”224 Furthermore,

220 Masson and Guimary, “Asian Labor Contractors,” 395, note that the Filipino contractor Pio 
De Cano only employed his foremen who were from Cano’s former hometown in Philippines.

221 Vigil Duyungan Testimony, “National Industrial Recovery Administration Hearing on Code 
of Fair Practices and Competition Presented by the Canned Salmon Industry,” San Francisco, California, 27 
February, 1934, file 24, box 36, Ibid. (hereafter cited as “NRA Hearing”): 63-67, 96-97.

222 Ibid., 92.
223 F.C. Manual, et al to Mr. Peters, CWFLU 18257 (n.d.), file 13, box 7, CWFLU Records; Pio 

De Cano Testimony, NRA Hearing, 96-97.
224 F.C. Manual, et al to Mr. Peters, CWFLU 18257 (n.d.), file 13, box 7, CWFLU Records.
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his support of Filipino contractors while agitating against Chinese and Japanese 

contractors encouraged opposition from some union members, including the 

vice-president, and eventually invited opposition from contractors. Contractors quickly 

established their own unions against the CWFLU, which opened the long and brutal 

battles between the union and contractors.

Conflict against Contractors

Opposition to Duyungan’s leadership in 1935, only two years after the union’s 

establishment, resulted in the abandonment of the CWFLU by the union’s pro-contractor 

members’, such as vice-president, Leo Roduta and his fellow Filipinos, and their 

establishment of another Filipino labor union, the Filipino Labor Protective Association

99 S(FLPA). It was clear that Filipino contractors such as De Cano financed the FLPA.

One of Roduta’s fellows was John Ayamo, who was “Seattle’s premier Filipino lawyer.” 

Fie worked for the CWFLU as an attorney for its first two years, and became the first 

president o f the FLPA.226

In terms of the professional population in the Filipino community, figures like 

John Ayamo were rare. For example, despite the fact that there were a number of Filipino 

students in universities such as the University of Washington, only a handful of Filipinos

225 Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 367.
226 Friday, Organizing Asian, 140; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 14; NRA 

Hearing, 25, CWFLU Records.



81

became professionals in Seattle; many of the well-educated Filipinos left the U.S. and 

went back to Philippines in order to establish themselves, particularly in the political

997scene. Trinidad A. Rojo, who graduated from the University of Washington, said, “At 

that time there was no intention to stay here among most of us Filipinos [students]. ... We 

University of Washington Filipino immigrants contributed many leader and professionals 

there, not here.”228

The FLPA deeply reflected Seattle Filipinos’ deep factionalism and the 

established ties between Filipino contractors and workers.229 The FLPA did not have a 

charter. However, with the leadership of Ayamo and financial support from the contractor 

De Cano, the FLPA maintained strong influence in the Filipino community.230 In early 

1935, for example, the FLPA claimed about four hundred memberships, while the

22 In addition to this tendency, Filipino immigrants’ social background was largely working 
class oriented unlike more middle class oriented ethnic groups such as the Japanese. Many Filipino 
immigrants rarely became industrial labor, remained low-income class, and were less eager for education. 
According to historian Roger Daniels, for example, the Filipino immigrants in the U.S. had the least 
education of any Californian minority group “while Japanese and Chinese-Americans were 
‘over-represented’ one and a half and three times [larger student bodies] respectively” than that of the 
Filipino. For more about the Filipinos’ socio-economic status in the U.S., see Roger Daniels, “Comments 
by Roger Daniels: Filipino Immigration in Historical Perspective,” in Saniel, Josefa M. ed., The Filipino 
Exclusion Movement, 1927-1935 (Quezon City: Institute of Asian Studies, University of the Philippines, 
1967): 44-49; Lasker, Filipino Immigration, 55-58.

228 Trinidad A. Rojo, Interview by Caroline D. Koslosky, 18 and 19 February 1975, FIL-KNG 
75-17ck, WSOAHP. Trinidad Rojo became president after Duyungan although he was still a Ph.D. student 
at the University of Washington. He mentions that he had no intention to stay in the U.S. Considering the 
fact that Rojo had no previous experience in the labor movement and many university graduates became 
important figures in the Philippines, it was probably Rojo’s higher status as a university student that the 
unionizers admired. In other words, those who went to university and remained in the U.S. presumably 
were well respected.

229 F.C. Manual, et al to Mr. Peters, CWFLU 18257 (n.d.), file 13, box 7, CWFLU Records; 
Mislang, Interview; Friday, Organizing Asian, 140-141.

2 ,0 Friday, Organizing Asian, 140-141; Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 367.
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CWFLU claimed only seven members.231 Furthermore, several CWFLU members 

attributed Duyungan’s improper leadership to the Filipino factionalism resulting from the 

formation of the FLPA.232

It was during the years 1934 and 1935 that the two unions clashed most 

fiercely.2 ’'1 Duyungan charged that the FLPA “tried to profit at the expense of workers by 

acting as the contractors.”234 The FLPA quickly countercharged that Duyungan had 

“mismanage[d] and misuse[d] ... union’s funds.”235 Although Duyungan withstood the 

accusation, contractors’ and their fellow groups’ effort to eliminate Duyungan from the 

unionization activities severely damaged Duyungan’s reputation in the Filipino

236community.

The divided Filipino community became more chaotic; “both [the CWFLU and 

the FLPA] claimed to represent Alaskan cannery workers and sought recognition from the 

salmon packers.”237 The two unions published their own newspapers at the same time to 

win more membership and to disparage one another. The two unions attempted to

231 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 15.
232 F.C. Manual, et al to Mr. Peters, CWFLU 18257 (n.d.), file 13, box 7, CWFLU Records.
233 The Philippine-Americans Chronicle, 15 May 1935.
234 Friday, Organizing Asian, 140.
235 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 14.
236 Margaret Mary Duyungan Mislang, “Who Murdered Vigil S. Dunyungan, Aurelio A. Simon 

and Placidio Patron?” file 15, box 9, CWFLU Records, 1-2; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and 
Unionization,” 15. Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 15-16, notes that Duyungan was 
arrested for his financial mismanagement. He defrauded the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and 
served six months in jail. Duyungan, however, quickly recovered his position in the CWFLU after he was 
out of jail. It was probably possible because the CWFLU had only a small number o f members who were 
generally supportive to Duyungan. Many opposing members already had left the union and joined FLPA.

2,7 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 14.
238 Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 368.
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reconcile in 1934; however, the reconciliation was unsuccessful because the leaders of 

the two unions never got along with one another owing to political differences.239 In 

1935, discord between the two unions further intensified; “both groups held meetings, 

made speeches, circulated petitions and even resorted to violence.”240

Meanwhile, having been excluded by Filipinos, the Japanese began to organize 

themselves in 1934 against the CWFLU under the leadership of Clarence T. Arai, a 

prominent Seattle attorney and a local political leader in the Japanese community.241 

Although his official position in the union was not the president but an attorney who 

represented the union, he served as a leader.242 The purpose of Arai’s Japanese union, the 

Japanese Cannery Workers Association (JCWA), was clear; to challenge “the fledging 

Pilipino [sic] union.”24j Even though the union’s name said “cannery workers,” the union 

also included Japanese farmers in order to compete with CWFLU, which also included 

Filipino farmers.244

Arai was a strong advocate of both assimilationism and Japanese nationalism at

239 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 14.
240 Ibid., 370-372.
241 Friday, Organizing Asian, 159-60.
242 The Credential to the Convention o f the American Federation o f Labor for the Alaska 

Cannery Worker's Union, No 20454, Yone Arai Bartholomew Collection, Wing Luke Asian Museum, 
Seattle (hereafter cited as ACWU Credential, Yone Collection), shows, when the JCWA obtained a charter 
from the AFL, he still remained a representative attorney for the union. This fact shows that Arai’s political 
position in the union was always just an attorney, but he still demonstrated significant leadership.

24j Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 12.
244 Ibid. Filipino farm workers led by CWFLU sometimes showed strong militancy against rival 

Japanese farmers. Japanese American Courier, 24 April 1937, notes, for example, CWFLU in 1937 “sent 
pickets around White River Valley, [Washington,] armed with knives and revolvers, chasing [Japanese] 
farmers and their workers from the fields, and preventing them from planting and cultivating.”
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same time.24'7 Although assimilation and Japanese nationalism are seemingly 

contradictory concepts, he believed in the theory that the Nisei is a “child of both cultures, 

the East and West,” who has, “voluntarily join[ed] American society, ... Nisei might help 

remove discriminatory barriers.”246 To justify his Japanese nationalism, for example, he 

believed that Japanese invasion of Manchuria was justified because it created “a buffer 

state to prevent the spread of Communism in Orient.”247

Arai was admitted to the bar in 1924, and in 1931 he became the first 

Japanese-American attorney who was admitted to the bar of the U.S. Supreme Court in 

the northwest region.248 Born in 1901, he was much older than other Nisei, and he grew 

up with many Issei around him. As a consequence, he had more social ties with Issei, 

who in fact were the main clients for his firm.249 A Nisei described Arai: “Clarence was 

... the political or, at least a community leader in the Japanese community both for the 

Issei and the Nisei.”270

Also as a young cannery worker, he went to Alaska and the Puget Sound from 

the age of fifteen through his college years: “I worked my way through college working

245 Japanese American Courier, 7 April 1928; 19 October 1929; 20 January, 7 July 1934; 25 
January 1941. Arai served Army as a captain in the Reserve Officer Training Corps, yet at same time he 
defended Imperial Japan’s position in Manchuria. As a example of his assimilationismism, Arai was one of 
important figures for creation of the Japanese American Citizen’s League, which only American citizens 
could join; in other words, Issei could not join.

246 Ibid., 7 April 1928; Miyamoto, Interview; Friday, Organizing Asian, 160.
247 Japanese American Courier, 20 January 1934.
248 Ibid., 7 November 1931.
249 Ibid., 21 January 1928; The Seattle Times, 14 August 1961; Clarence Arai Testimony, NRA 

Hearing, CWFLU Records, 95.
250 Miyamoto, Interview.
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in these canneries, and we find a number of young American-born Japanese ... who went 

to Alaska and worked theirselves [sic] through to seek higher education.”231 From his 

personal experience and financial benefit that he earned from the cannery work, he 

accused CWFLU of emphasizing only “one-side of the picture,” and said that conditions 

in the cannery industry were “highly satisfactory.”

Much like the FLPA, Arai’s JCWA was not exclusively for workers; there were 

contractors among the active union members.233 This cooperation between contractors 

and Arai resulted from his law practice; he previously had contractors as clients.234 With 

his leadership and the backing of the contractors, the JCWA gained steady support from 

workers. In 1935, the JCWA successfully “sent their members to work in Alaskan 

canneries. ... Virtually all of the Japanese Alaskan cannery workers belonged to the 

Japanese union.”2''13

In order to confront the two rival unions more efficiently, after the 1935 season 

ended Duyungan had to change the union strategy; in 1936, although the membership 

structure of the CWFLU was still clearly divided by ethnic lines, he amended the union’s 

ethnic policy and sought more support for the union by recruiting Japanese.236 For the

251 NRA Hearing, CWFLU Records, 93
252 Ibid.
251 I. R. Cabatit to Charles E. Gallagher, 1 March 1938, file 5, box 10, CWFLU Records; 1. R. 
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first time, the CWFLU had a Japanese member, Robert Okasaki, who was technically 

Issei but claimed to be Nisei to the board of trustees.2'17 Duyungan hoped that Okasaki 

would become the counterpart of Arai in the CWFLU and win Japanese support.

The inclusive strategy was a counterattack against the FLPA and a buffer against 

Arai’s separatist effort. “Duyungan recruited Japanese into the union in order to broaden 

its support base among Alaskan cannery workers since the success of the FLPA [and 

JCWA] had divided the loyalties of Pilipino [sic] cannery workers. He needed recruits 

from outside the Pilipino [sic] community in order to be seen as a legitimate bargaining

9 SXagent by the salmon packers.” Meanwhile, there was no attempt made to recruit 

Chinese workers to the union’s important positions, presumably because of Duyungan’s 

personal hatred for the Chinese. He never allowed Chinese workers to join the CWFLU

9 SOboard of trustees.

In spite of Duyungan’s effort, however, his inclusive policy was not effective; 

Okasaki maintained his personal business with Issei and the contractors. He even worked 

as a translator for Japanese contractors and went to Japan on business for them. Therefore, 

“Okasaki’s usefulness to the union, as it turned out, ended quickly.”260 When he hired

237 Membership Meeting, 9 and 16 November 1936, file 3, box 1, CWFLU Records; Friday, 
Organizing Asian, 161.

258 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 15.
239 Mislang, Interview. Mislang testified that Duyungan “hated Chinese as poison, ” but she 

never knew why. NRA Hearing, CWFLU Records, 83-86, shows that even Duyungan claimed the presence 
o f both Chinese and Japanese contractors for their exploitative nature, he specifically named few Chinese 
contractors such as Goon Dip and accused them harshly; on the other hand, he never mentioned any 
individual Japanese contractors.

260 Friday, Organizing Asian, 161.
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workers through his ties with contractors in 1937, the union accused him of 

misbehavior.261 Finally Okazaki left the CWFLU and joined Arai’s Japanese union, the 

JCWA.262

As the 1936 season approached, about six thousand five hundred workers were 

needed, the highest labor demand in five years.260 Despite the difficult confrontations 

with the two other unions, by early 1936 the CWFLU claimed at least three hundred 

members.264 Meanwhile, the FLPA claimed more than four hundred members, and Arai 

declared that the JCWA was the only legitimate agent for all the Japanese workers.260 In 

this complex situation, the cannery companies “were thoroughly confused as to which 

organization to bargain with for the 1936 season.”266

It turned out that the 1936 season was rather successful for the CWFLU, due to

261 Regular Membership Meeting, 13 April 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU Records.
262 Ibid.
26j Norris, North to Alaska, 33.
264 The number of CWFLU members in early 1936 varied greatly by sources. The CWFLU 

claimed more than 1,700 members, who included 1,100 Filipinos and 575 Americans, but other sources 
show that they had only slightly more than 300. In September 1936, one of union executive member 
claimed that the CWFLU had approximately 2,500 members. It is unclear which figure is most accurate; 
however, considering hardship and the unsuccessful struggle of the CWFLU in 1934 and 1935, it would be 
fair to surmise that the smaller number is more accurate than union’s self-claimed large numbers. For more 
about the number of the union members, see “Cannery Workers’ Union States Aims for 1937,” Pacific 
Fisherman (September, 1936): 30; The Philippine-American Chronicle, 26 February 1936. It also should be 
noted that in 1936, the CWFLU still needed contractors’ help to recruit its members. The CWFLU did not 
officially recognize contractors; instead they recognized them as “agents.” In short, there was still no way 
for the CWFLU to gain support from workers without contractors’ established ties with workers. See Friday, 
Organizing Asian, 144. Fujita-Rony, American Workers, 185; he notes that Duyungan did not attack 
Filipino contractors, although he seemingly did so in public. Good evidence for this theory is the NRA 
Hearing in which he never mentioned the presence of Filipino contractors although the CWFLU was 
initially established as the anti-contractor union.

265 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 16. According to “Cannery Employees’ 
Unions,” Pacific Fisherman (April, 1936): 10, the FLPA had around 300 members.

266 Ibid., 16-17.
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certain events; the CWFLU merged with the FLPA and adopted their welfare programs. 

The Cannery companies had suggested the merge, given the obvious advantages in their 

subsequently having to negotiate with only one labor organization. Although their 

factionalism and political differences were far from resolved, the CWFLU reluctantly 

decided to merge. Arai’s JCWA now became a threat to the Filipinos and ultimately the 

two unions’ leaders “shared the same goals of monopolizing and controlling the Alaskan 

cannery work market [by only Filipino workers].”267

In addition, the CWFLU offered fifty dollars to members for meals at Filipino 

restaurants, advance payment before the season began, and loans. “Such actions helped 

members avoid indebtedness to contractors and encouraged nonunion Filipinos to think 

seriously about joining.”268 With an increase in membership to nearly three thousand by 

the end of the year, the CWFLU was able to secure a guarantee from the companies that 

workers would actually be paid their wages.269

Although contractors continued to send sufficient numbers of workers to Alaska, 

and they extended more influence within the Puget Sound cannery sites than the newly 

combined CWFLU did in 1936, the continuing unionization actions seriously threatened

and intensified retaliation against them.270 Physical threats from the contractors against

267 Ponce, Interview; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 17.
268 Friday , Organizing Asian, 144.
269 Ibid; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 17; Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 378.
270 CWFLU Annual Bulletin, July 1936, 6, in file 2, box 9, CWFLU, Records; Ponce, Interview;



union leaders dramatically increased, and that forced some leaders such as Duyungan to 

carry guns for protection.271 Historian Thelma Buchholdt wrote: “Opponents to the union 

movement lashed out against the Filipino organizers. Some union leaders were threatened 

with deportation. Sometimes, verbal threats would be followed by physical threats, which 

could escalate to violence and death.”272 Finally their fierce battle reached its peak in 

December 1936 when Duyungan was assassinated.

Details of the assassination of Duyungan are still a mystery. Who ordered the 

killing of Duyungan and why remain unknown. The hatchet man was Baseda Patron, who 

was the nephew of a Japanese contractor. On that day, a prominent Japanese contractor, 

George Nishimura, invited Duyungan and Aurelio Simon, the union’s secretary, for a 

banquet at a Japanese restaurant to discuss the 1937 season. Both Duyungan and Simon 

were armed.

Patron fatally shot Duyungan and Simon. Simon was killed instantly, but 

Duyungan retuned Patron’ fire before collapsing. According to Ponce Torres, who was 

secretary of the union at that time and who was also invited for the banquet, he arrived on 

the scene late, and within “a few ... one, two minutes perhaps the shooting was done.” 

Duyungan could say but one word to Ponce, “continue,” before he died.27'1

Mislang, Interview
271 Ponce, Interview; Mislang, Interview.
272 Buchholdt, Filipinos in Alaska, 53.
27' Mislang, “Who Murdered,” file 15, box 9, CWFLU Records; Mislang, Interview; Ponce, 

Interview; Friday, Organizing Asian, 146; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 18; 
Fujita-Rony, American Workers, 187-188; Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 380-381.
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The question was, who actually ordered Duyungan’s assassination by Patron? 

There are three possible accounts. According to the first account, which the Seattle 

non-Asian public and police widely believed, the incident was a “Tabor war’ or another 

typical Chinatown brawl.”274 This explanation was not, however, accepted by the 

majority of the Asian workers.

The second account was the contractors’ conspiracy. Unionizers, such as Torres, 

claimed that cannery companies and contractors who opposed CWFLU activities 

committed the murders. The contractors’ conspiracy theory was widely accepted by a 

majority of the unionizers who had continuously received anonymous threats in the

97Spreceding weeks. ~ According to this theory, the immediate suspect was a Japanese 

contractor, Kikuzo Ueminami, whose office was just across the street from the restaurant. 

Although evidence showed that Ueminami was not involved in the incident, many 

unionizers still believed it was a contractors’ conspiracy to eliminate the CWFLU.276

The third account was suggested by Duyungan’s widow, Margaret Duyungan,

977who was deeply involved in the union activities. She believed that a power struggle 

and hostile forces within the union produced an aggressive mood against Duyungan, and

274 Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 381
275 Mislang, Interview; Ponce, Interview; Friday, Organizing Asian, 146. Cordova, Filipinos, 78; 

Bacho, “Araskeros,” 1, note that contractors often hired gangs to harass union leaders so that contractors 
could avoid committing crimes by themselves.

276 Ito, Issei, 353, 378; Friday, Organizing Asian, 146; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and 
Unionization,” 18; Joint Board Meeting, 5 December 1936, file 10, box 7, CWFLU Records.

277 Fujita-Rony, American Workers, 175; Mislang, Interview. Mislang was one of the people who 
wrote the draft of the union’s constitution. Her name can occasionally also be found in union documents.
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those who opposed Duyungan plotted the assassination/78 Immediately after 

Duyungan’s death, she and her children left the U.S. for the Philippines with Duyungan’s 

corpse. She testified that after Duyungan’s death the union “took all the money that I had 

[and] ... they stole all his [Duyungan’s] money and they sent me to the Philippines with

279no money.”

Filipino Domination 

Even though the details surrounding Duyungan’s murder remain a mystery, what 

happened afterward is not. The union quickly took advantage of the incident to overcome 

factionalism within the Filipino community. By making martyrs of Duyungan and Simon, 

the union emphasized the immediate necessity of eliminating the contractors and uniting 

Filipino workers under the CWFFU. Under this strategy, the union displayed Duyungan’s

corpse at union hall for a week and conducted a huge funeral parade. In addition, the

^280union established the “Duyungan-Simon Memorial Fund.”

The union’s plan to overcome factionalism was effective.281 “For a short period 

o f time after Duyungan’s death the Visayans, Tagalogs and Illocanos forget about their 

regional affiliations and the FFPA faction and the Duyungan faction united and

278 Mislang, Interview.
279 Ibid.
280 Ibid; Joint Board Minutes, December 5, 1936, file 10, box 7, CWFLU Records, 

Duyungan-Simon Memorial Fund Committee, file 9, box 8, ibid; Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 382-383. 
According to Mislang testimony, there is no evidence that the fund ever helped Mislang financially.

281 Friday, Organizing Asian, 147; Fujita-Rony, American Workers, 188.
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concentrated on building a strong Pilipino [sic] union.” A Filipino cannery worker 

said:

That unfortunate incident drove the ... [Filipinos] to a greater determination to 

better their lot. Instead of going down the drain, they began to stick together and 

realizing that if this deplorable conditions would have to continue it would be 

the end of the Filipinos here in the United States, as far as their livelihood is 

concerned.283

At the beginning of 1937, the CWFLU still tried to negotiate peacefully with 

Arai. They invited Arai to the meeting for the upcoming 1937 season, although Arai did 

not attend any of proposed meetings.284 The CWFLU’s half-hearted effort to negotiate 

with Arai, however, ended soon.

On April 1, 1937, Arai’s JCWA became affiliated with the AFL and received its

705
charter. The JCWA now became Alaska Cannery Worker’s Union, Local 20454. At the

282 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 18.
283 Castillo, Interview.
284 Regular Membership Meeting, 14 February 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU Records; George 

Woolf to Clarence T. Arai, 12 February 1937, file 9, box 7, ibid. The Instillation of Officers of the New 
Administration, 1 November 1936, file 3, box 1, ibid, shows, when Duyungan was still alive, Arai once 
attended the meeting. In the meeting Arai only “made a short remark in the interest of labor.”

285 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 19; ACWU Credential, Yone Collection. 
In fact, there was a cannery workers’ union in San Francisco that had exactly the same union title (ACWU). 
In this thesis, in order to avoid confusion, the abbreviation of the ACWU applies only to San Francisco 
union and the paper will keep using descriptions such as “Arai’s union,” “the JCWA,” or “Arai’s JCWA.”
In fact, the CWFLU leaders did not use the abbreviation ACWU for Arai’s union either, presumably in 
order to avoid any misinterpretation. For more information about ACWU in San Francisco, see “Cannery 
Labor,” Pacific Fisherman (May 1936): 10; Casaday, “Labor Unrest,” 387-398; 150-158.
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same time, the AFL suggested to the CWFLU that cannery unions must be established

786along ethnic lines. The CWFLU rejected the AFL’s decision and claimed that the

787CWFLU still possessed negotiation rights with cannery companies for Arai’s JCWA.

The CWFLU succeeded in retaining their rights, but fearing growth in Arai’s union, the 

CWFLU began to distance itself from the AFL.288

In violation of the ethnic line policy of AFL and Arai’s JCWA, the CWFLU once 

again recruited Japanese Nisei members, George Taki and Dyke Miyagawa, for the board 

of trustees, hoping that these two Nisei would be effective buffers, unlike Okazaki had 

been against Arai. In other words, the initial reason for recruiting Taki and Miyagawa was

7 80to publicize the CWFLU to the Japanese, or to “enlighten” the Japanese workers.

Both Taki and Miyagawa were young Nisei. CWFLU unionizers expected that 

the strategy of having young Nisei as representatives of the Japanese workers would be 

an effective appeal, since the majority of Japanese workers at that time were university or 

high school students. Just like Filipino university student union members were practically 

responsible for the recruitment of Filipino student workers, these Japanese members

286 Membership Meeting, 23 February, 11 October 1937, file 6, box 1, CWFLU Records; Bacho, 
“Alaskeros,” 2; Friday, Organizing Asian, 163; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 19.

287 Bacho, “Alaskeros,” 2.
288 Emergency Committee Meeting, 13 September 1937, file 5, box 1, CWFLU Records; J. W. 

Engstrom to William Green, March 3, 1937, file 6, box 1, ibid; Membership Meeting, 8 March, 23 April, 31 
August 1937, file 6, box 1, ibid; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 19.

289 The Great Northern Daily News, 30 December 1937; Regular Membership Meeting, 8 and 14 
February 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU Records; Special Membership Meeting, 19 August 1937, file 5, box, 
ibid.
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would fulfill a similar role in the CWFLU.290

In many respects, Taki and Miyagawa were not typical Japanese Nisei, who were 

by this time the main component of the Japanese cannery labor force.291 In other words, 

the two Nisei were not necessarily representative of Japanese workers. A Nisei former 

cannery worker and sociologist Miyamoto testifies as to the atypical characteristics of 

these two Nisei:

[Miyagawa had] political orientation [that] was much more radical than that of 

most Nisei and he believed in the unionization in order to displace the 

contractors. And George Taki. ... had to be the kind of person who was not 

totally fitted into the Japanese system, so to speak, and is therefore off far 

enough outside the system to be able to critical of it, protest against it, and so 

on.292

In addition, Japanese community in general was not enthusiastic about the 

unionization movement. A Nisei who also joined the unionization movement expressed 

the uneasy feeling within the Japanese community at that time: “Approached by an 

individual leader of Japanese community asked me to leave the town because they felt I

290 Regular Membership Meeting, 8 and 14 February 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU Records; 
Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 25; Fujita-Rony, American Workers, 192.

' 9I Miyamoto, Interview. It should be noted here again that Nisei were no longer interested in 
constituting a stronghold in the cannery industry. According to Miyamoto, since the majority of Nisei were 
university or high school students, Nisei had “much less of a commitment of this type of [migrating] work 
than was true for Filipinos and other people.”

292 Ibid.
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was a communist and we are upsetting the whole Japanese community and so on.293

After April 1937, led by Taki and Miyagawa, the CWFLU quickly began 

charging Arai’s JCWA with being “racists,” while emphasizing the CWFLU’s inclusive 

policy, or “internationalism” in response to the AFL’s racial discrimination.294 The 

CWFLU called Arai a “racist” and his JCWA a “puppet union” or “fincky [sic] union,” 

which implied that the JCWA was still virtually an organization of “labor agents” or

90Scontractors. ' One of the leaders criticized Arai and his JCWA for “jeopardizing their 

future chances to go to Alaska.”296 The CWFLU also launched a vigorous campaign 

against Arai, which included circulation of petitions, writings in Japanese newspapers,

i • 297and mass meetings.

For Japanese workers, Miyagawa and Taki also emphasized to the Japanese 

workers that the union protected union members from Alaska resident workers. Taki 

warned Japanese workers in the Japanese newspaper: “it would be fatal for Japanese 

workers, if they should let themselves be lured away from the CWFLU.”298 Despite their

29j Taul Watanabe, Interview by Richard C. Berner, 23 April 1969, University of Washington,
Seattle.

294 Andres B. Bigornia to Mangawa, 19 February 1937, file 6, box 7, CWFLU Records; Friday, 
Organizing Asian, 162.

293 Andres B. Bigornia to Ernesto Managawang, 19 February 1937, CWFLU Records; Special 
Members Meeting, 23 April 1937, file 6, box 1, ibid; Emergency Committee Meeting, 13 September 1937, 
file 5, box 1, ibid; Regular Membership Meeting, 8 February 1937, file 5, box 1, ibid.

296 Regular Membership Meeting, 8 February 1937, file 4, box 1, ibid.
297 Emergency Committee and Executive Board Meeting, 25 October 1937, ibid; Regular 

Membership Meeting, 8 February 1937, file 4, box 1, ibid; Important to Japanese Cannery Workers, 1937, 
file 2, box, 9, ibid; The Great Northern Daily News, November 24, December 9, 1937; Japanese American 
Courier, 28 August 1937.

298 The Great Northern Daily News, 10 December 1937.
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effort and the fact that Arai was somewhat losing his influence on Japanese workers, 

however, roughly half of Japanese workers were still loyal to Arai and remained with the 

JCWA for the 1937 season.299 In other words, the contractor faction was still alive in the 

industry.

At this point, the CWFLU faced again their prolonged problem within the union: 

factionalism, which revived after the merger with the FLPA a year before. The former 

FLPA faction essentially adopted the AFL’s racial line policy and the pro-Duyungan 

faction, which was increasingly dissatisfied with AFL, was considering approaching the 

newly founded Committee for Industrial Organization (C IO )/00 In early 1937, just 

before Arai received a charter from AFL, the union leaders were in fact more afraid of 

those separatists than of Arai’s union. One of leaders said, “we have a greater enemy than 

the Packers -  and those are the ones who are scheming secretly to smah [sic] and split our

299 Ibid., 23 November 1937, Japanese language section; New World Sun, 25 March 1937; 
Japanese American Courier, 28 April 1937; Farewell to Arai, UCAPAWA petition, n.d., file 8, box 10, 
CWFLU Records. The UCAPAWA petition and Japanese American Courier, 12 June 1937, show that 
Arai’s JCWA sent about 600 Japanese workers to Alaska. One month later, however, Japanese American 
Courier, 10 June, notes that the number increased to 690, and after the end of the season, 11 September 
article notes 750. Japanese American Courier, 1 May, 12 June 1937 note that the number of Japanese 
cannery workers went to Alaska in 1937 was “unusual,” and “approximately only sixty per cent o f what it 
should be.” According to Norris, North to Alaska, 33, there were about 1,200 Japanese workers in Alaska. 
Japanese American Courier, 27 February 1937, notes, “500 Japanese cannery workers appeared an 
application asking for a charter from the [AFL] at a mass meeting held [by Arai’s JCWA].” By middle of 
1937, however, it was somewhat clear that Arai began losing competitiveness against Filipino workers. For 
example, CWFLU successfully sent their Filipino workers to Alaska when Japanese workers led by Arai’s 
JCWA picketed in Seattle harbor to prevent Filipino workers from going on board to a ship bound for 
Alaska. For more about picket lines in 1937, see Bacho, “Alaskeros,” 2; The Great Northern Daily News, 2 
May 1937; Japanese American Courier, 8 May, 12 June 1937.

300 CWFLU Records; Regular Membership Meeting, 14 February 1937, file 4, box 1, CWFLU 
Records; Regular Membership Meeting, 14 February 1937, file 4, box 1, ibid; Emergency Committee 
Meeting, 13 September 1937, file 5, box 1, ibid; Regular Membership Meeting, 8 March 1937, file 6, box 1,
ibid.
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O A 1
union.”' He urged immediate secession from the AFL and affiliation with the CIO as 

“our last and only alternative in order to guard the tangible assets of the union.”302 

Those who wanted to remain in the AFL, mainly the former FLPA faction, 

insisted that the union would go bankrupt if the CWFLU left the AFL. For them, the 

main concern was “safeguarding the properties and funds of the union [that] has became 

the vital collective concern of the membership.”304 Nonetheless, dissatisfaction with the 

AFL among union leaders was significant, and eventually it led to affiliation change.

In November 1937, the CWFLU left the AFL and joined the CIO as the United 

Cannery, Agricultural, Packinghouse and Allied Workers of America, Local 7 

(UCAPAWA). The prime reason for changing affiliation from the AFL to the CIO was the 

AFL’s ethnic line policy/0' In 1938, the members who were now members of the 

UCAPWAWA intensified their campaign against those who remained in the CWFLU, 

including former FLPA president John Ayamo and Arai.

The UCAPAWA leaders charged that the remaining members in the CWFLU 

were “back up by ex-contractors and foremen,” and “they seem not to see that the

,()1 Regular Membership Meeting, 14 February 1937, file 4, box 1, ibid.
102 Emergency Committee Meeting, 17 September 1937, file 5, box 1, ibid.
303 Regular Membership Meeting, 23 February 1937, file 6, box 1, ibid; Friday, Organizing

Asian, 163.
104 Emergency Committee Meeting, 13 September 1937, file 5, box 1, CWFLU Records.
J°5 Ibid; Regular Membership Meeting, 23 February 1937, file 6, box 1, CWFLU Records;

Executive Board Meeting, 11 January 1938, file 7, box 1, CWFLU Records.
,06 A. G. Rodrigo to J. Garcia, 19 March 1938, file 5, box 10, CWFLU Records; I. R. Cabatit to

C. V. Crus, 3 March 1938, file 5, box 10, ibid; I. R. Cabatit to Maximo, 5 March 1938, file 5, box 10, ibid.
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contractors are bidding for power again.”307 The UCAPAWA also circulated a number of 

petitions in both English and Japanese agitating against the AFL and urging workers to 

re-register with the UCAPAWA.308

The UCAPAWA attacked Arai and his segregation policy, as well, especially in 

petitions they circulated, for example:

Arai tried to sell you workers short to the employers. Consequently we had to 

of “union” Arai’s is -  the kind that knifes you workers in the back. Instead of 

trying to advance your economic well-being, Arai did his best to keep you from 

getting your just rewards.”309

The agitation against the CWFLU and Arai reached its peak with the National 

Labor Relation Board (NLRB) election. The election was important because the result 

would determine what organization held the sole bargaining right in the cannery labor

310market. Before the election, the unionizers tried to “have Arai not to get within 100 

feet from the polls.”311 The election ended with a CIO victory, and the UCAPAWA 

officially became the sole labor provider in the cannery industry under the banner of

312international unionism.

Despite their self-claimed internationalism, however, the union remained

107 I. R. Cabatit to C. V. Crus, March 3, 1938, file 5, box 10, ibid; I. R. Cabatit to Mariano E. 
Dumo, 5 March 1938, file 5, box 10, ibid.

j08 Notices and announcements to members, passim, file 7 and 8, box 10, ibid.
109 Attention Japanese Cannery Workers, 1937, ibid.
110 Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 24.
3,1 Strategy Committee, 6 May 1938, file 7, box 1, CWFLU Records.
312 Friday, Organizing Asian, 170-171; Masson and Guimary, “Pilipinos and Unionization,” 24.
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primarily a Filipino union. After 1938 Filipino workers dramatically increased their 

influence in both the union and the labor market. The majority of executive union 

members were Filipinos, and there were a few Japanese. Only after 1938, did the union 

consider placing Chinese persons on the Executive Board, although few of them actually

• * 3 1 3joined. A Nisei former CWFLU member affirmed the Filipino stronghold within the 

union: “Filipino was definite control.”314

Nor were contributing Japanese members such as Miyagawa allowed to hold 

significant roles within the union. In 1938, when the CIO began boycotting commodities 

from Japan, Miyagawa argued that the boycott was affecting the UCAPAWA laborers 

negatively. The Executive Board, on which Filipinos were the majority, refused to define 

their stand publicly “due to the composition of [the union] members.”313

In Alaska’s labor market, the number of Filipino workers, who already 

comprised large labor force in the industry, increased further after 1936 by one thousand, 

while Chinese and Japanese workers were decreased by a few hundred. Chinese workers, 

who did not have ethnic representatives in the union, lost the greater number of workers: 

by the early 1940s, the number of Chinese workers, which had been about five hundred 

throughout the 1930s, dropped to less than one hundred. ’16 Although in 1938 the union 

claimed that there were nine hundred Japanese members in the UCAPAWA, only slightly

,l3 Executive Board Meeting, 1 March 1938, file 7, box 1, CWFLU Records.
~’14 Watanabe, Interview.

Executive Board Meeting, 15 January 1938, file 7, box 1, ibid.
jl6 Norris, North to Alaska, 33.
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less than seven hundred Japanese actually worked in Alaska in that year.317

The ethnicities of the foremen at cannery sites in Alaska also significantly 

changed after 1938. For example, in 1937, the majority of first foremen in Alaska, who 

were superior to second foremen, were either Chinese or Japanese, while many Filipinos 

were second foremen.318 By 1940, however, the number of Filipino foremen, both first 

and second, noticeably increased and well surpassed Chinese and Japanese forem en/19 

The laborers’ power structure at the cannery sites was significantly altered; now Filipino 

workers had higher status than Chinese and Japanese workers, as Miyamoto had 

observed.320

In short, while the UCAPAWA emphasized its inclusive policy, it was still 

organized under clear ethnic lines and worked mainly for the benefit of Filipino workers. 

Toward the 1940s, the union further promoted Filipino benefits and sharply decreased 

those of the Japanese and Chinese. This tendency, the gradual domination of the Alaska 

cannery industry by the Filipinos, climaxed when World War II broke out.

World War II and the End o f Interethnic Alliance

World War II transformed interracial relationships among Asian American 

populations. Three months after Imperial Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, all Japanese and

1,7 George Takigawa to Editor, 23 November 1938, file 5, box 10, CWFLU Records
318 Delegates Reports, passim, 1937, file 6, box 8, ibid.
319 Report on Statistics of National and Racial Groups, 1940, file 45, box 14, CWFLU Records.
,2° Miyamoto, Interview.
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Japanese descendants on the west coast were evacuated and interned. Consequently, 

Japanese laborers vanished from the labor market. In 1942, around seven thousand five

T7 ihundred Japanese disappeared from Seattle.

Historian Roger Daniels pointed out that Chinese in the United States

T77immediately became hostile toward the Japanese. The Chinese were already hateful 

toward Japanese, even before war broke out, because of the invasion of China by 

Imperial Japan. On the west coast, “many [Chinese] took to wearing buttons that 

proclaimed positively: ‘I’m Chinese.’ Some joined the white persecution with buttons 

that added: ‘I Hate Japs Worse than You Do.’”323

Chinese in Alaska also turned against Japanese too. In Juneau, Isamu Taguchi, a 

Japanese elder, recalled that some Chinese there wore a button that said, “I am 

Chinese.”324 Hagiwara remembered that a Chinese man who used to visit Hagiwara’s 

place with cookies stopped showing up when the war broke out. Hagiwara said, “the day 

that Japanese invaded Manchuria, [a Chinese in Juneau] never showed his face again. . . .

325We never saw his face again. . . . Until then, we didn’t know he was Chinese.”

The war opened new opportunities for Chinese “in military and defense-related 

jobs. [Therefore] Chinese were no longer a significant part of the cannery workers’

121 Bill Hosokawa, '‘When Seattle’s Japanese Vanished,” Annals o f the Chinese Historical 
Society o f the Pacific Northwest (1984), 90.

,22 Daniel, Asian America, 205.
323 Ibid.
324 Taguchi, Interview.
2:5 Hagiwara, Interview.
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alliance.” They started to build higher status in United States society and gradually 

became professional, rather than unskilled, laborers. In 1942, for example, only fifty-four 

Chinese cannery workers came to Alaska. In 1946, there were no Chinese cannery 

workers at all.327

While Chinese left the Alaskan cannery workers market, Filipinos tightened their 

stronghold on the market. Hostility against Japanese also came from Filipinos and, of 

course, the UCAPAWA, too. More importantly for ordinary Filipino workers, the war 

brought opportunities for them in terms of the disappearance of their primary rivals in the 

labor market. “Immediately after [Pearl Harbor] bombings, the union publicly announced, 

'Japanese Nationals will not be employable.’ . . .  To fill the vacancies created by the loss 

of Japanese workers [because of the evacuation], the union cooperated with owners to 

recruit Filipinos and other workers.”328

Japanese members such as Miyagawa and Taki bitterly urged that Japanese 

workers continue going to Alaska.329 The union, however, expelled these two members 

from the Executive Board. ” 0 By May 1942, all Japanese names were scratched from the 

union’s member list.3jl

When the Japanese evacuation began, Japanese had to leave their property

326 Friday, Organizing Asian, 186.
327 Norris, North to Alaska, 33.
,28 Friday, Organizing Asian,187, 189.
,29 Executive Council Meeting, 28 January 1942, file 4, box 2, CWFLU Records.

Friday , Organizing Asian, 187.
331 Executive Council Meeting, 2 May 1942, file 4, box 2, CWFLU Records.
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behind. This property was technically in the custody of the federal government and

332therefore secured; however, in reality this was not the case. Some of the Japanese 

properties, it turned out, were “damaged or lost” even though the government stored 

them.333 To make matters worse for the Japanese, the Filipinos started to take over 

Japanese property in an organized manner. “Throughout the West, Filipinos moved to 

take over lands formerly held by Japanese. ... [the UCAPAWA] encouraged and assisted 

them. . . . Supporting the war effort gave Filipinos a sense of worth and proof [of] their 

good ‘citizenship'. . .  as well as opportunity to express Filipino nationalism.”334

Unfortunately for the Japanese in Alaska, although Japanese and Filipinos 

maintained a relatively friendly relationship before the war, the pattern was the same as 

elsewhere. Filipino hostility was felt most strongly, because the Chinese population in 

Alaska was already small.335 Patrick Hagiwara, a Ketchikan Japanese, remembered the 

Filipino reaction: “The Filipinos all [of] a sudden turned completely around. You think

, 3 3 5
they were your friends, and all of a sudden, they hated you. With passion hate.”

The taking over of Japanese property by Filipinos, sometime through plundering, 

also occurred in Alaska. When the Japanese returned, some found “everything was torn

Bernstein, Personal Justice Dined, 117-133.
’ Daniels, Asian America, 296-8.

334 Friday, Organizing Asian, 187, 189. Some Chinese also unjustly took over the Japanese 
property but in much less organized manner than the Filipino. Chew, Reflection, 143, notes, “although 
many, older [Chinese] immigrant bachelors remained at jobs in Chinatown, younger Chinese Americans 
took over stores left behind Japanese Americans.”

335 Norris, North to Alaska, 5.
,36 Hagiwara, Interview.



out.” Komatsu Ohashi, a Ketchikan Japanese Issei, said one Filipino wrote to the 

newspaper saying, “If Japanese came back, more problems.”338 Ohashi left her property 

in the custody of a Filipino person whom she thought “a friend.” However, when the war 

ended, another Filipino tried to take over her property.3 ’9

The Filipino’s hostility toward Japanese in Alaska, was, however, not entirely a 

result of Filipinos’ decisions. The Ketchikan Alaska Chronicle, a Ketchikan newspaper,

reported that the Alaskan territorial government expected and helped Filipinos to take 

over Japanese businesses, particularly agricultural fields and equipment that the Japanese 

had to abandon at the time of evacuation/40 Therefore, the Filipinos arguably were 

merely taking advantage of an opportunity, which was offered by the state government.

Once destroyed, the relationship between Japanese and Filipinos was never 

restored. The war resulted in the elimination of remaining Chinese and Japanese workers 

from the market. Even though their achievement in 1938, elimination of the contract 

system, was made for the multi-ethnic ideal, “much of the ‘internationalist’ vision of the 

prewar years faded as the cannery workers’ union increasingly served the interests o f the 

Filipino majority.”'’41 The union, for example, donated five thousand dollars to the

104
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338 Ohashi, Interview.
339 Ibid.
',4° Ketchikan Alaska Chronicle, 15 May 1942. 
j41 Friday, Organizing Asian, 192.
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Seattle Filipino community in 1945.j42 No such contribution was made to either the 

Chinese or Japanese communities.

Conclusion

Discriminated against and exploited by ethnic contractors, a small number of 

disciplined Filipino workers secretly began organizing themselves as a union. Despite a 

series of difficulties such as threats from contractors and companies, and internal 

factionalism, the union leaders strongly urged the unity of Filipino workers. Even though 

physical threat climaxed with Duyungan’s assassination in 1936, this incident simply 

made the Filipinos more determined than ever.

The AFL tried to limit the unionization movement among Filipinos by imposing 

ethnically segregated unions. The Japanese were organized under the prominent leader, 

Clarence Arai. His union was, however, no more than a contractors’ union, which was the 

very system that the Filipino union was trying to destroy. Finally dissatisfied with AFL 

policy, the bulk of Filipinos changed their affiliation to the CIO, and the UCAPAWA won 

bargaining rights in the NLRB election of 1938.

Throughout their organization effort, the Filipino union claimed internationalism 

and accepted other ethnic members as executive members of their board. However, the 

number of non-Filipino members remained small while the union encouraged more

,42 Cordova, Filipinos, 80.
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Filipino workers to enter the industry. As a result, Filipino workers obtained more jobs in 

Alaska. After all, the prime concern for the union was Filipino interests.

World War II further proved that the union was not based on internationalism. 

Japanese workers were quickly removed from the union, and the union encouraged 

Filipino nationalism. When the union decided to donate money to the Filipino community 

in Seattle, their internationalism ended; the primary goal of the union, which Duyungan 

had set, the domination of the industry by the Filipinos, was achieved.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION

“I can still remember when I got back and got a check of a hundred sixty dollars, 

wow, I thought it was unbelievable.”34j Miyamoto recalls with laughter the first check he 

received after his first season in Alaska at fourteen years of age. “It was [an] unusual sum, 

in my mind, and probably was for a lot of people back in 1928, 7, at least for anyone of 

my age.”344

Alongside many Asian cannery workers, he worked hard and put himself 

through college. For decades, Asian workers endured cruel working conditions in the 

industry. With high compensation, however, even in the worst circumstances, many of 

them still attempted to find ways to achieve their individual ambitions through working 

in the cannery industry. The Chinese supported families in China; the Japanese embarked 

on entrepreneurships or earned their educations; the Filipino secured their livelihoods by 

dominating the labor market.

Under the capitalist order, from the days of Native workers, ethnic cannery 

workers were mobilized in order to produce the greatest benefit for the companies at the 

expense of the workers. In the course of their participation in the cannery industry, 

cultural backgrounds of workers played significant roles. The Chinese brought the

contract system from China in order to produce a stable labor force in response to

343 Miyamoto, Interview.
344 Ibid.



capitalists’ demand for a large number of cheap workers. The Japanese, who were largely 

the middle class oriented, followed the Chinese practice, the contract system, but they did 

so only to achieve their goals: entrepreneurship and education. In contrast, for the 

Filipino, who were working class oriented and had no permanent settlement until late, the 

cannery industry was a significant way to earn their livelihood, and that brought them to 

dominate it. Through these efforts, Asian workers eventually found their own ways to 

comprise one layer of the capitalist society.

Outside of the cannery industry, their cultural identities emerged as they 

competed against other ethnic workers in the industry. To protect themselves from other 

ethnic groups and avoid further competition, the Chinese and Japanese established their 

own communities. In their communities, these two ethnic groups succeeded in sustaining 

themselves by establishing small businesses. As for the Filipino without established 

communities, they found ethnic solidarity among the workers in the cannery industry, and 

that led their unionization and elimination of rival labor providers: the contractors.

The history of the Asian cannery workers reveals the complex circumstances of 

immigrant workers in the early twentieth century capitalist world. As the Chinese 

exemplified, discrimination based on various schools of thought was still practiced. To 

overcome prejudice, accommodation to the established setting could be key, as 

established San Francisco’s Chinatown or the Seattle Japanese community showed. On 

the other hand, the Filipino constructed their own economic or social sanctuaries that

108



isolated them from conflicts against other ethnic workers and effectively responded to 

companies’ demands upon the labor force.

In other words, in these conditions, ethnic labor competition has been inevitable 

among those seeking the same objectives or exercising the same process for different 

agendas. In these complex circumstances, which the West Coast cannery industry once 

exemplified, cultural and historical backgrounds had remarkable influences on their 

respective choices to respond to a larger body of the economy. Ethnic differences added 

further complexities to their struggles.

Finally, the history of the ethnic competition shows the dynamism of the 

transitional era of capitalism. Fierce clashes between the contract system and the 

unionization movement exemplified the ideological collisions of ever changing forms of 

capitalist economy. In other words, immigrants’ efforts and struggles represented one 

important scene of the emerging world economic system. Internal conflicts and 

transformations of the system, which the history of the Asian cannery workers shows, can 

be seen at any level, not only in limited geographical or ethnical stages, but also 

throughout the world in various forms.
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