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Document 17.2 “An Act to Prohibit the Coolie Trade” (1862) 
 
Responding to the labor opportunities that accompanied the gold rush, Chinese immigrants arrived in the U.S. 
from 1848 onward. But economic instability and the growth of nativism meant increased anti-Asian sentiment and 
working conditions for the “coolies” (manual laborers) were harsh. In 1862, however, the U.S. Congress took action 
against the American abuse of Chinese immigrants and passed legislation against the excesses of the “coolie” 
trade. 
 
February 19, 1862 
 
Be It Enacted That no citizen or citizens of the United States, or foreigner coming into or residing within the same, 
shall for himself or for any other person whatsoever, either as master, factor, owner or otherwise, build, equip, 
load, or otherwise prepare any ship or vessel, or any steamship or steam vessel registered, enrolled, or licensed in 
the United States, or any port within the same for the purpose of procuring form China, or from any port or place 
therein, or from any other port or place, the inhabitants or subjects of China known as “Coolies” to be transported 
to any foreign country, port, or place whatever, to be disposed of or sold, or transferred for any term of years, or for 
any time whatever, as servants or apprentices, or to be held to service or labor; and if any ship vessel, steamship or 
steam vessel belonging in whole or in part to citizens of the United States… shall be employed for the said purposes, 
or in the “Coolie trade” ... so called or shall be caused to procure, or carry from China for the purpose of 
transporting or disposing of them as aforesaid, every such ship or vessel, steamship or steam vessel… shall be 
forfeited to the United States, and shall be liable to be seized, prosecuted and condemned in any of the circuit 
courts or district courts of the United States, for the district where the said ship or vessel, steamship or steam 
vessel, may be found, seized, or carried. 
 
Sec 2. Every person who shall so build, fit out, equip, load or otherwise prepare, or who shall send to sea or 
navigate as owner, master, factor, agent, or otherwise, any ship or vessel, steamship or steam vessel belonging in 
whose or in part to citizens of the United States, or registered, enrolled or licensed with in the same, or at any port 
thereof, knowing or intending that the same shall be employed in that trade or business aforesaid, contrary to the 
true intent and meaning of this act, or in any wise aiding or abetting therein, shall be severally liable to be indicted 
therefore, and on conviction thereof shall be liable to a fine not exceeding two thousand dollars, and be imprisoned 
not exceeding one year. 
 
Sec 3. If any citizen or citizens of the United States shall, contrary to the true intent and meaning of this act, take on 
board of any vessel, or receive or transport any such persons as are above described in this act, for the purpose of 
disposing of them as aforesaid, he or they shall be liable to be indicted therefore, an, on conviction thereof, shall be 
liable to a fine not exceeding two thousand dollars, and be imprisoned not exceeding one year. 
 
Sec 4. Nothing in this act hereinbefore contained shall be deemed or construed to apply to our effect any free and 
voluntary migration of any Chinese subject, or to any vessel carrying such person as passenger on board the same; 
Provided, however, That a permit or certificate shall be prepared and signed by the consul or consular agent of the 
United States, residing at the port from which such vessel may take her departure, containing the name of such 
person, and setting forth the fact of his voluntary emigration from such port or place, which certificate shall be 
given to the master of such vessel; but the same shall not be given until such consul or consular agent shall be first 
personally satisfied by evidence produced of the truth of the facts therein contained. 
 
Source: Statutes of the United States Relating to Revenue, Commerce, Navigation, and the Currency (Boston: Little, 
Brown, & Co., 1868), 413. 
 


