
Intro: (Music) You're listening to a podcast of APA Compass, the Pacific 
Northwest's only Asian Pacific American Public Affairs radio program. APA 
Compass airs at 9 .m. on the first Friday of every month at www.kboo.fm 
and our archives are downloadable at kboo.fm/apacompass. Join our 
Facebook page, APA Compass Radio or follow us on Twitter. If you'd like 
to contact us, we can be reached at apacompass@gmail.com. Thanks 
again for listening. 

(Music)

Sarika: Good morning and thanks for tuning in to APA Compass on KBOO 90.7 
FM in Portland. I'm Sarika Mehta and today I'm speaking with Samip 
Mallick. Samip is president of the South Asian American Digital Archive or 
SAADA. Samip is also the Director of the Ranganathan Center for Digital 
Information at the University of Chicago. He recently finished his graduate 
work in Library and Information Science at the University of Illinois. We'll 
focus today's interview in two areas. 

First, on how archiving helps us to understand our own histories, and then 
specifically, the South Asian immigration patterns into the Pacific 
Northwest into the turn of the 20th Century.

(Music)

Welcome to the show Samip.

Samip: Hi, thanks for having me.

Sarika: Let's begin by discussing archiving. What exactly is it? What denotes 
something that is worthy of archiving?

Samip: Sure, well I think that all of us are involved in acts of archiving in our 
personal lives. What I mean by that is, for example, many of us have a 
shoebox or a drawer where we store artifacts that have particular meaning 
to us, whether they be letters from a sweetheart or birthday cards or even 
a leaf that we collected on a walk. We save these items because we 
recognize that they have some kind of enduring value to us. They tell us 
something about ourselves. They help us to understand ourselves, and 
that they help us to remember.

This is the kind of thing that archives do, but of course on a much broader 
and larger level. Archivists are trained to identify and preserve materials 
that have enduring value for telling us something about a community or an 
organization or a culture or a society.

Sarika: How do you become interested in this field?



Samip: I've always been interested in information and the power of information, 
but it wasn't until I was actually in library school that I realized the true 
power of archives. It was actually in an Introduction to Archives class. 
Students were assigned to visit an archive and write an administrative 
history of an organization based on its archival materials.

I chose to visit the National Archives Regional Office in Chicago and write 
a history of the Chippewa Commission. The Chippewa Commission was 
established as part of the Bureau of Indian Affairs in the late 1800s. 
Basically, its purpose was to... the word that they used was "negotiate...." 
Basically, its purpose was to remove the Chippewa People from their land 
in Minnesota and place them in Reservations.

I remember as I was sitting in the archives, flipping through these folders 
of letters and documents, correspondence between the office in 
Washington, D.C., and the commissioner in Minnesota, I had this really 
powerful and intense moment of feeling incredibly connected to this 
history of seeing with my own eyes these letters that were detailing how 
hundreds and thousands of people would be removed from their ancestral 
lands. It really struck me how powerful that moment was and how power 
archives could be in removing the remediation between individuals in 
history, it really allows people to connect directly with history.

Sarika: Let's connect that now to your organization, the South Asian American 
Digital Archive or SAADA. Tell us the story of this organization and how 
did you get started?

Samip: Sure. Archives are, of course, one of our primary connections with history. 
On the flip side of that is that the historical narratives that are overlooked 
by archives are often the first ones that are forgotten. We started the 
South Asian American Digital Archive because we recognized that there 
weren't any archives that were working systematically to document and 
preserve South Asian American history.

My parents emigrated from India to the United States in the 1960s, and I 
grew up in Michigan. It wasn't until I went to college that I first began to 
learn about the long and very important history of South Asians in the 
United States. For example, histories such as that of Bhagat Singh Thind 
whose fight for citizenship went all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, 
resulting in the 1923 Supreme Court case decision where South Asians 
were barred from becoming American Citizens. Later Dalip Singh Saund 
who was elected in 1956 to represent the 29th District of California in the 
House of Representatives. He was not just the first South Asian American, 
but the first Asian American Congress person. 



These histories were incredibly meaningful to me. Knowledge of them 
transformed the way, not just that I saw myself but that I saw my history 
and my community's history.

The South Asian American Digital Archive, our mission is to document, 
preserve and provide access to these histories and to preserve them for 
future generations.

Sarika: That's a good point. This country is diverse, and there's a lot of politics 
behind whose history is taught in the classroom. Archiving seems to play a 
big role in widening the bandwidth of information dispersal.

Samip: That's right. Everything that we collect, all of the archival materials that we 
collect are available online through our website which is at 
saadigitalarchives.org. We have, over the course of the last year that our 
organization has been in existence, collected over 350 unique archival 
items. These are in a variety of formats. They could be things like 
photographs or correspondence or newspaper articles, also audio and 
video and oral history interviews and all of the materials are online. 

One thing I want to add to that is that we, of course, are looking at early 
history dating from the late 1800s and early 1900s, but we are also looking 
at more contemporary history of what's happening in our community today 
and how we can document and preserve those stories for the future.

Sarika: That's a good segue to my next question. How do you and your team 
decide what is acceptable for the permanent online collection?

Samip: All archives are guided by a collection development policy of one kind or 
another. We have a collection development policy and it helps us to really 
think about the kinds of materials that we want to include in the archive. 
Those materials, as I mentioned, that have enduring value for describing 
and explaining and understanding the South Asian American community of 
today.

Because we're a digital-only archive, one of the possibilities that that 
opens up for is including many more archives than a physical archive. 
Sorry - many more objects than a physical archive. Because there is less 
of an expense associated with space ... digital space is of course much 
less expensive comparatively than physical space, so we can include 
more and more artifacts. We can also include, as I mentioned, a variety of 
formats, both analog, meaning things that were at one point on paper 
perhaps, and digital formats, things like emails or websites or digital video.

Sarika: That's really exciting for many populations that may not be able to access 
their libraries or have limited resources as it is. It's very exciting that these 
communities can access something online.



Samip: The hope is that ... the way that archives work is there are materials 
related to South Asian American history and archives here and there 
across the U.S.. It's not to say that they don't exist, but I think it's 
absolutely right that those materials, just because of the nature of the 
archive, are less accessible to ... so for example, someone sitting in 
California would have a difficult time visiting an archive on the east coast 
in New York and they can't access these materials.

The power that comes from the digital medium is being able to put these 
things online and allow them to be accessible to everyone, to allow 
everyone to have access to the history without any cost. It's an incredibly 
powerful tool.

Sarika: It absolutely is. Let's switch gears and discuss a specific event that has 
been captured on your online archive. The Bellingham, Washington, riots 
of 1907. Can you tell us a little bit about this event and how it affected the 
South Asian American community that was residing in that city at the time?

Samip: Of course. As I mentioned, the historical narratives that get overlooked by 
our archives are the ones that are often forgotten. I really think that case 
of the Bellingham Riot of 1907 is one example of this. It's an incredibly 
important moment in American history. 

At the time in the early 1900s, much of the immigration from South Asia, 
because of the particular economic and socio-political conditions of the 
time, was from the Punjab region. Many of those who immigrated came to 
work as laborers in towns along the Pacific coast of California and Oregon 
and Washington state. They would work on farms or in mills and lumber 
yards.

Bellingham, Washington, was one of these towns. There was a huge 
lumber industry there, and a large number of Punjabi migrants had settled 
in Bellingham to work in the lumber yards. There was a lot of contention 
about this immigration. People in the U.S. weren't particularly happy about 
it.

In Bellingham in 1907 on the night of September 4th, an angry mob of 
white men got together and violently chased this group of Punjabi 
migrants that had settled in Bellingham out of the town. About 500 people 
were chased out of the town.

What's important about this event is not just the event itself, which of 
course is incredibly important to know about, but also that it touched off 
other similar kinds of mob activities in other towns in Everett, Washington, 
and Vancouver and towns in California. Also, it was representative of the 
ethos of the time. The immigration policy of the time was very much 



against immigration from Asia, from China, Japan, from British India. It 
was really just indicative of what was going on in the country at the time.

Sarika: That leads into my next question. I know that you're in the process of 
collecting these newspaper articles. Have you been able to see any so 
far? What are the kinds of the language that's used in those older 
publications from the early 20th Century, and what do you think that says 
about immigration policies and struggles for today?

Samip: One of the more fascinating artifacts that we've been able to collect and is 
already available online and, once again, with Professor Enlesberg's help 
is a letter that was written by someone named A.W. Mandum, Jr. He was a 
soil scientist and he was living in Bellingham in 1907 at the time of the riot. 
He wrote a letter to his mother, and that was dated just four days after. It 
was dated September 8, 1907. If you don't mind, I'll read a little bit of an 
excerpt from the letter, because I think he really captures the ethos of the 
time - how people were feeling. It's, from our perspective today, incredibly 
disturbing racist language, but it was how he felt. He says, and I quote,

"We had a riot here about a week ago, the people ran out 
the Hindos, who have come here in great numbers and have 
been working in the lumber mills. These Hindos came here 
from India and are British subjects so the English gov. may 
investigate the riots and make the people here pay for what 
they did. These Hindos are very undesirable citizens. They 
are dirty and mean and will work for wages that a white man 
can’t live on. I am not in sympathy with the laboring men who 
started this riot, because they ought to mob the mill men who 
hire these laborers rather than mob the Hindos themselves. 
If the mill owners did not hire them, they would not come 
here in such crowds. They are worse than the Japs and 
China men and have caused trouble ever since they began 
to be numerous. The Japans and China-men have flooded 
this county and it begins to look like they intend to take 
possession of everything out here. There is going to be a 
race war out here pretty soon if this government dont keep 
them out, and when it comes, they are going to clean out the 
Japs and China-men, and we will have war with Japan. The 
people in the east cant realize what these people are up 
against with these Orientals. They will live in crowds, in one 
house and as nobody can live near them, people begin to 
move out of the neighborhood, and soon they will practically 
own a whole section of a town, and the value of property in 
that section will take a drop, to about ½ of what it was before 
they came. They can live on “nothing per day” and it looks 
like they will eventually crowd out the American workman.”



You asked about what it tells us about immigration policy and troubles 
today. I think the answer is that you can hear a lot of the tropes that are 
current in the discussions about labor and immigration and property 
values. Those things are present in this letter that A.W. Mangum wrote to 
his mother over a hundred years ago. It really resonates with what we 
hear today, too.

Sarika: Yes, that was definitely powerful as well as painful to hear.

Samip: Yes. I absolutely, of course I absolutely agree. I think that, I shouldn't say 
that our archive only documents the struggles, the historical struggles. 
There are a great number of successes that our community has had, and 
we document those as well. I think it's important not to hide the struggles, 
because they really do explain what the community is today and help us 
understand not just where we are as a community, but where we want our 
community to go, what we want our community to look like and what we 
want it to be.

Sarika: With that being said, what are your hopes for the future of SAADA and 
archiving in general?

Samip: For the South Asian American Digital Archive one of my hopes is that the 
archive will continue to grow and incorporate more and more materials 
over time. As I mentioned, in the last year that we've been in existence, 
we've been able to gather over 350 archival items. In the next years we'll 
gather many many more.

In terms of impact on archiving in general and on the community in 
general, one of the roles that I hope our organization will play is in helping 
the South Asian American community, and hopefully other immigrant and 
minority communities, understand the importance of archives, what 
archives do, what role they play in a society, and how we can ensure that 
our communities' histories are being documented and ensure that archives 
are representing our communities' histories.

On the flip side of that, of course, there's the hope that archives will also 
begin to recognize just how important these immigrant histories are, how 
fundamentally they are part of American history and that archives will 
reach out to these communities and work with them to document these 
histories, as well.

The other takeaway message maybe is to just recognize the power of our 
own histories and the importance of preserving our histories and think 
more about the role of the past and how that past shapes the future.



Sarika: That's a really great way to wrap up for today. Samip, thank you so much 
for chatting with me.

Samip: Thanks again.

Sarika: I've been speaking with Samip Mallick, President and founder of the South 
Asian American Digital Archive or SAADA. You can learn more about the 
organization at saadigitalarchive.org. 

I'm Sarika Mehta and you're listening to APA Compass on KBOO.

(Music)


