
 
The Tacoma Expulsion and the Chinese Community 

 
Grade Level: 11th grade U.S. history 
Time: One 55-minute session 
 
Overview: For this lesson plan, students examine signed affidavits by several of the 
Chinese citizens of Tacoma in the wake of the 1885 expulsion. Through these affidavits, 
we are able to study some of the only first-hand accounts of Tacoma’s Chinese expulsion 
while also learning about some of the leading figures in Tacoma’s Chinese community. 
 
Objectives: 

- Students will learn about some of the leading figures of the Chinese community 
through their sworn affidavits 

- Students will examine the experiences of Chinese residents during the 1885 
expulsion and compare them to the dominant accounts of the event 

- Students will understand how Chinese residents sought legal recourse in the wake 
of the expulsion 
 

Materials: 4-5 copies of each transcribed affidavit (Kwok Sue, Lum May, Sing Lee, Tak 
Nam, N.W. Gow, Mow Lung).  
 
Lesson: 
 
1. Spend 15 minutes providing context to the event. Explain the roots of Tacoma’s 
Chinese community and its original association with railroad construction. Explain the 
growing anti-Chinese sentiment in the American West during the late nineteenth century 
and the series of violent incidents that occurred in the Washington Territory leading up to 
the Tacoma Expulsion. In particular, focus on how the anti-Chinese movement in 
Tacoma was supported by prominent citizens that included Mayor Jacob Weisbach. 
 
2. Break students into groups of 4 or 5 and have them individually go over one affidavit. 
(10 minutes) 
 
3. After reading it silently, groups should consider the following questions (10 minutes): 
 

• How did this particular person experience the expulsion? What happened to them 
and their family? 
 

• What does the statement tell us about the nature of the Tacoma Expulsion? Was it 
violent? 

 
• What was this individual’s role in the Tacoma Chinese community? What does 

the statement tell us about the Chinese community in Tacoma prior to the 
expulsion? After? 

 



• What was lost by the resident as a result of the expulsion (in money, resources, 
etc.)? 

 
4. Reconvene for a class discussion and go over the questions. In facilitating the 
discussion, consider posing some of the following questions to students (20 minutes): 
 

- Compare the affidavits. Are there any discrepancies in the narratives? If so, how 
do you explain them? 
 

- The accounts come primarily from some of the more notable Chinese residents in 
Tacoma. How might a Chinese worker’s experiences of the event differ? 

 
- Compare the Tacoma Chinese resident’s statements to the documents from 

Tacoma’s white community. How does their description of the events differ from 
statements by Tacoma’s Chinese residents? How might we account for this?  

 


