The Myth of Chinese Tunnels in Pendleton

By Renae Campbell and Priscilla Wegars

Pendleton is one of several Oregon communities rumored to have underground passageways that
were built and occupied by Chinese residents during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Since the late 1980s, tourism, media depictions, and works of fiction have promoted and
embellished these rumors to the extent that certain subterranean structures along Main and
Emigrant Streets in Pendleton are now widely referred to as the “Underground” and believed to
have been built by Chinese residents. Despite their growing popularity, these claims are not
supported by historical evidence and perpetuate racist Asian stereotypes.

Documentary research, architectural evidence, oral histories, and archaeological excavations have
been used to evaluate “Chinese tunnel” claims in communities across the American West. Those
studies demonstrate that most Chinese tunnel myths arose from misinterpretations of underground
or aboveground features and from generationally exaggerated lore. Where underground features
exist, scholars have consistently concluded that storm drains, steam tunnels, basements, and
sidewalk voids or vaults are the most likely sources of Chinese tunnel mythology. The myths are
supported only by lore and persistent racist stereotypes that associate Chinese immigrants with
behaviors that non-Chinese populations deemed “mysterious” or “deviant.”

In Pendleton, the best-known Chinese tunnel myths are associated with the downtown block
bounded by Dorion (formerly Alta), Main, Emigrant (formerly Webb), and Southwest First (formerly
Garden) streets. The block includes historical buildings with basements, sidewalk voids/vaults, and
other underground features that since 1989 have been publicized as the Pendleton Underground.
According to the lore, the Pendleton Underground was once part of a larger tunnel network,
extending between 70 and 150 miles and crossing under the Umatilla River.

Architectural evidence, historical maps, business directories, and oral histories indicate that the
features now known as the Pendleton Underground neither were built by Chinese immigrants nor
were they originally constructed as tunnel networks. The district surrounding the so-called
Pendleton Underground experienced its first construction period between 1881 and 1905, when
Chinese immigrants built and occupied many of the buildings. They were primarily small, one- to
two-story wood frame structures that housed residential and commercial property. Between 1907
and 1937, many of those buildings were replaced by brick buildings that frequently contained two or
more stories of commercial space and, for the first time, basements.

The brick Empire Block building (1907), for example, originally included three street-level
storefronts, each with a “partitioned basement” accessed by a staircase from the floor or street
above. In subsequent years, the southwest corner basement was converted to a commercial card
room, which, along with the basements of the Empire Block and Hendricks (1897) buildings, now
form the nucleus of the Pendleton Underground tours. These basements may have once shared
thresholds with sidewalk voids or vaults to allow for the direct delivery of goods or may have shared
doorways with each other, but the ensuing connection to public utilities, changes in delivery
methods, and commercial turnover transformed basement configuration. In addition, Pendleton
Underground tours reconfigured subterranean features by creating hallways, removing walls, and
relocating doorways to accommodate the tours.

Both the Empire Block and the Hendricks building were built by European Americans. Historical
maps show that by the time of their construction, Chinese residents were no longer the primary
occupants of the surrounding neighborhood. By 1910, only two Chinese-owned businesses
remained on the block, neither of them along the Pendleton Underground tour route. The last
Chinese American-run business on the block was the Oregon Café, which operated until the late
1960s. Wayne Eng, whose family had managed the Oregon Café since the 1920s, reported that he
had never seen any evidence of tunnels under the café.

The downtown blocks of Pendleton overlie subterranean basements, sidewalk voids/vaults, and
other features. Continued modification of the urban landscape has erased the original configuration
of these features; yet historical, archaeological, and oral history data from Pendleton’s Chinese
American community indicate that what is now known as the Pendleton Underground was not



constructed as a tunnel network nor was it exclusively built or occupied by nineteenth-century
Chinese immigrants.
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