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Formation and Changes of Early Chinatown in Seattle, Washington

SUGIURA Tadashi

This paper attempts to examine the formation and changes of Seattle’s early Chinatown from the
late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century from the viewpoint of historical geography.
According to existing literature on early Chinatown, the following outline of historical processes have
been pointed out; 1) The original Chinese sector in the town of Seattle developed in the area of pres-
ent Pioneer Square close to the Seattle’s waterfront in the late 1860’s, but no clear recognition of the
formation of Chinatown as a business district has been presented. 2) After the anti-Chinese riots in
February 1886, the population and activity of Chinese declined rapidly, however after the Great Fire
of Seattle in 1889 the Chinese quarter was reconstructed and the number of Chinese businesses in-
creased particularly along South Washington Street establishing the Seattle’s first Chinatown. 3) A
new Chinatown began to develop in the South King Street area around 1910, and by 1920, nearly all
the businesses in the old Chinatown had moved to the new Chinatown area. The exact location of
Chinatown and detailed composition of Chinese businesses have not fully made clear mainly because
of the lack of adequate mappings of Chinatown.

In this study the author tried to draw more detailed maps, which show the distribution of Chinese
businesses for selected years, and to examine their detailed composition, through extracting Chinese
businesses from the comprehensive business lists in old city directories using Chinese surnames.
The main results of the author’s new examining are summarized as follows;

1) Before the anti-Chinese riots in 1886, at least 23 Chinese businesses were located in the area
called currently Pioneer Square. We may consider this commercial area the original Chinatown
in Seattle.

2) The reconstruction of Chinatown mainly along S. Washington St. was not just after the Great
Fire, but in the late 1890’s. The most important category of Chinese business of those days
was the general merchandise store which served as a store of various commodities and food-
stuffs, an importer of oriental goods, a lodging house, a banking facility, a labor contractor, and a
communication center.

3) After 1911, main Chinese companies began to move to the lower S. King St. area establishing a
new Chinatown, which has continued up to the present. The old Chinatown along S. Washing-
ton St., however, had not disappeared with a short period, but remained considerably late in the
prewar era.

Key words:  Chinatown, Chinese immigrant, Chinese business, Seattle





